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MADISON’S SUMMER JOB


In many ways, my mother is the most impressive person I’ve ever met. She graduated college at the age of 19, then relayed that success into earning her M.D. from the University of Chicago at 23 — the youngest woman to ever do it. She went on to complete a successful residency in Internal Medicine at Harvard, only to return to University of Chicago by 27 for a full-time faculty position. My mother, Theresa Stanley, was a true wunderkind. She is also one of the most miserable people I know.

Granted, most of it isn’t her fault. Or at least I think it isn’t. After several years pursuing medical supremacy, she met and fell in love with a complete asshole. Of course, she didn’t realize it at the time, but the man who ended up being her husband (and my father), Jackson O’Donnell, would stress and strain her in unimaginable ways. By the time I was only four years old, he was out of the house and I haven’t seen him since.

“Madison!” Mom called from downstairs. “We gotta leave now or traffic’s gonna be a fucking nightmare!”

I groaned, reluctantly pausing the game on my computer and sifting through my closet for shoes to toss on.

“And wear shoes with grip!” she shouted again. I settled on some dirty off-white sneakers which, being summer, weren’t ideal. My feet need to breathe. Flip flops or being plain ‘ol shoeless was always my first choice.

“Come on, come on, come on…” she kept repeating, practically pushing me out the door and toward her car. I grunted loud enough for her to know I was annoyed.

Her inconsistent treatment of me was one of the more frustrating elements of our relationship. One day she treats me like the 18-year-old, legal adult that I am — demanding I forge my own path, face harsh consequences for my mistakes, and everything else that comes with adulthood. But the next day, I’m talked down to like a child and given an embarrassing amount of personal freedom. Today, I’m facing the latter… and it sucks. But today wasn’t about me. Because today we were driving to my recently deceased grandmother’s house for the first time in over a decade.

You see, Jackson was only half of the equation for her misery — maybe even less. For as tense of a relationship my mother and I have, the relationship Mom had with my grandmother was ten times that. She despised that woman. So much so, they’ve probably said only a few dozen words to each other in the last ten years.

It was an uncomfortable half-hour ride of tension, annoyance, and a duel over the car radio dial that eventually resulted in silence. But as we pulled up to my grandma’s home, Mom’s eyes bulged out of her head. “Jesus Christ! Has she been dead for three weeks or three years?”

It was a grim joke, but she wasn’t wrong about the state of Grandma’s house. Though I hadn’t been here since I was probably eight years old, it looked far worse than my foggy memory could recall. Dilapidated siding, a weather-torn roof, and the aforementioned horrendously manicured landscape full of dying shrubbery and a mostly brown lawn.

Grandma’s house was neither large nor pretty. In fact, most of the houses in the town of Norridge, Illinois looked similarly unimpressive. Built in the 50s or 60s, not much has changed around here. Aside from living a few blocks from a massive park, the house or town didn’t have much going for it.

My grandmother died three weeks ago and, as expected, no funeral was held. My grandfather had passed away a long time ago, leaving my grandma lonely and bitter, with only her two daughters left in her life. With no real friends, she became a recluse. Neither my mom nor her sister, Lorraine, had any interest in throwing any sort of grand memorial for their late mother. Other than a cremation and a very brief aside at my grandmother’s church, she was set to fade into obscurity.

“Ugh! This place is gross,” Mom bellowed immediately upon entering. Maybe I’m spoiled with a somewhat well-off, neat-freak mother, but I’ve never seen anything as messy and cluttered as this living room. It was like something you’d see on that old “Hoarders” show. Old, crusty boxes were stacked high and practically lined the walls. Unidentifiable items poked out beneath the lids or, in many instances, spilled out onto the floor.

Wading through and around the dross and exploring other rooms, we quickly determined the living room was the rule, not the exception. All three bedrooms, the kitchen, the bathroom, and the half-finished basement were filled with junk. I always knew Grandma was kind of a slob, but I had no idea things had gotten this bad. I guess hoarding is a trait that doesn’t get better with age.

“As much as I’m… uh… enjoying everything,” I began awkwardly, “What exactly are we supposed to do with all this?”

“I have no fucking clue,” Mom said frankly, kicking around a shattered Christmas ornament that fell from one of the boxes. “Shit… I gotta call Lorraine. We can’t just sell the house like this. I mean, Jesus… I had no idea it got this bad.” Mom approached a sealed cardboard box stacked on top of two others, jamming her key into the tape to split it open. Aged, crusty clothing spilled out and she yanked out the first item on top, which happened to be an old kitchen apron. “Why she never threw this shit out, I’ll never know.”

I studied the apron. “Is it yours? Or maybe Aunt Lorraine’s?”

Mom shook her head. “No idea.” She smirked, remembering something. “Heh, old aprons always take me back. Remember how Olivia used to dress you up in these and play kitchen?”

I immediately shivered at her mentioning it. My cousin, Olivia — Aunt Lorraine’s daughter — is one of the most annoying people on the planet. Or at least at the time she was. As kids, she used to insist we ‘play house’ and, due to my long, red hair, demanded I also play the game as a girl. I remember feeling so frustrated because we were the same age, yet she always got to call the shots. I was too much of a wuss to push back, and Mom refused to stand up for me either. As a result, playing house as a girl was a far too frequent occurrence.

But those embarrassing days were long gone. In classic Mom fashion, she mostly cut Lorraine, Olivia, and Uncle Mark out of our lives too. Some tiff over a misunderstood comment turned into nearly a decade-long cold shoulder. They’d speak for logistical, family reasons only. Despite living an hour away, I don’t think I’ve seen any of them in over five years.

I glanced around, equally overwhelmed by the mess and hoping to change the subject. “I guess we could stay and clean… but you wanted me to start my applications, right? I need my desk and laptop for that.”

She didn’t look at me, instead fixating on what appeared to be a mannequin’s leg sticking out of one of the basement boxes. “Fair enough. This is too much for one day anyway.”
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Thankfully we didn’t stick around too much longer. Despite her negative feelings toward Grandma, I could tell Mom still felt rattled by the extreme conditions in which she’d been living. Hell, anyone would. I tried not to think about it while I camped up in my room to begin the online job hunt.

If I’m being honest, I feel a little peeved that I even had to get a job. Not that I lack respect for an honest day’s work, I was just so burnt out. High School graduation was only a week ago, and I desperately needed the summer off. Plus, I felt like my path was pretty set. I’d be staying local to the Chicago area, planning to study Psychology at Northwestern University, no more than an hour from our house in the western suburb of Downers Grove.

It’s quite the miracle I even got into college, frankly. Sure, I was in the top 5% of my class academically, but I didn’t have many hobbies or extracurriculars that would’ve qualified me for acceptance. I played no sports, actively avoided the performing arts, and outside of a few years on the Speech Team, the vast majority of time outside of studying was spent playing video games.

I didn’t have a lot of friends either. But being an introvert, I was more than okay with that. I never dated — or even kissed a girl for that matter — but still took pride in my appearance. My mother had always insisted that I keep my long, red hair well-maintained and that I stay thin and fit. I’m sure some of those requirements were for my own good, but more likely to spite my slobbery father and grandmother.

Endlessly tweaking my resume and blindly submitting it on job sites was starting to get tedious. So much so that I ventured out of my room and down to the kitchen for a break, where my mother was animatedly chatting with someone on the phone.

“Oh, there he is,” Mom exclaimed to whomever she was on with. “Let me ask him. It’d solve everything.”

I glanced over to her awkwardly. Mom held the phone away from her head and spoke to me. “I’m on with Aunt Lorraine. I told her about the condition of the house and she agreed we shouldn’t do anything with it until all that junk is sorted through.”

“Okay,” I replied, shrugging. “So are you gonna clean it up yourself?”

Mom shook her head. “You need a job. We need cleaners. How’d you like that to be your job?”

I stood silently for a moment. The thought of digging through that gross, claustrophobic home made me cringe… but so did the prospect of starting any other summer job.

“You’d pay me fairly?” I asked her, as if I had any leverage in this situation.

Mom rolled her eyes. “Yes, Madison. We’ll pay you hourly, and as much as you’d make at any other gig. Honest pay for honest work.”

I didn’t need to put much thought into it. This was probably the best deal I’d get. Sure, the house was gross, but I’d get to be alone, away from my mother, and making money at my own pace. A couple months of this and I’d be done with this portion of my life for good. A fresh start was one dirty house away.
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I felt even better about my decision in the coming days — though maybe it was just the relief of not having to buckle down and grovel for paid summer gigs. That week, my mother sat me down to go over her expectations. While she made a decent income as a doctor, Mom was never the type of woman to waste anything. So it wouldn’t be as simple as dumping everything on to the front lawn and shoveling it into a garbage can. Oh no no no. I’d have to sort through each crusty, dusty box and scan for any value inside, setting that value aside for my mother’s later analysis. Once the boxes were cleared, I was to dust, scrub the wall and floor area, and make note of any physical defects that’d need to be fixed later by a professional.

Talking it out, the job sounded way more overwhelming and tedious than I initially thought and agreed to. In addition to monotonous cleaning, how was I supposed to distinguish trash from treasure? It’s not like it’d be a 50-50 split of valuables and waste. I’d literally be looking for diamonds in the rough. Still, this sounded better than working the register at a dinky fast food joint, having to interact with lazy coworkers and annoying customers all day.

But Monday had finally rolled around, and with it, my summer job. While my mom drove a gorgeous, white BMW 3-Series, the car I was given was a humbler 2005 dark green Toyota Corolla. It barely worked — and the operating word here is ‘barely’. It’d do just well enough to get me to Grandma’s house just under an hour away— though I wouldn’t trust it to go much further.

I was told to treat this job like any other. That meant ‘clocking in’ at 9 and leaving at 5, taking an hour off for lunch. Hoping to not waste my hard-earned $10 an hour, I made sure to pack a turkey sandwich and some chips before I left. I put my red mane into its typical messy bun, threw on some jean shorts and a loose t-shirt, paired with the same crappy off-white sneakers and left for Grandma’s the same time my Mom was leaving for her shift at the hospital.

I’m not sure why, but part of me thought this was still going to be a good summer. While my college path was set, I felt like a little time alone doing a monotonous task, reflecting on my successes and failures from high school, might actually be good for me. And hey, maybe I’d end up finding some cool, valuable stuff that belonged to Grandma. I’m sure my mom would be thrilled to make a buck off of it.

I pulled up to Grandma’s house at 9 A.M. sharp, and steadily maneuvered my way down the thin driveway toward the backyard to park in front of the garage. But something was wrong. There was another car here.

It was a burnt-orange Toyota 4Runner, and it looked nearly as crappy as mine. Did Mom pivot and hire some cleaners? Or do I know someone who drives this?

Instead of inspecting the car, I approached the back door and fiddled with my keys to unlock it. But the door was already unlocked. Whoever’s car it was was already inside the house.

I swung open the damaged screen door and creaked open the main wooden one. “Hello?” I shouted curiously. No response. I could hear something downstairs in the basement. Music playing — like, some kind of angry punk shit.

Maybe I should’ve turned around and called my mom. Or maybe the cops. But what kind of intruder would so brazenly park in the driveway and blast music?

From the base of the staircase I saw a blonde girl standing across the room, digging through a box. She looked… vaguely familiar.

“Hello?” I said again – this time carefully, not trying to spook her. But it didn’t work. She was startled and turned around.

“Madison!” the girl exclaimed. It was my cousin, Olivia, holding a dress in her hands.


2


UNEXPECTED HELP


“O…Olivia?” I stumbled, slowly coming to terms with who it was, but somehow not truly believing it. “No way…”

“Uh, yeah?” she said somewhat rudely, then laughing. “It hasn’t been that long.”

“I mean, like, five years… but whatever. What are you even doing here?”

Olivia shrugged, pausing the music on her phone. “Jeez, I thought you’d be happier to see me. Mom said I could get paid to dig through Grandma’s shit before they sell the house. I didn’t want to get a real job, so I figured I bum around here all summer instead.”

Shit. Is she serious? All summer? Why did my mom never mention this to me? Did she do it out of spite? Or maybe Aunt Lorraine unilaterally made the call to give Olivia a job too. This family is both vindictive and horrible at communicating, so neither would be surprising. Regardless, considering Olivia had already dug out boxes and accepted payment from Aunt Lorraine, it appeared she was here to stay.

“So… I guess we’re doing this together,” I said in defeat.

Olivia paused the music and shot me a dirty look. “Yo, what’s your problem? I don’t see you for five years and the first thing you say to me is ‘no way!’, like I’m the last person you wanted to see.”

Admittedly, I didn’t much care for Olivia. Despite being the same age, we couldn’t be more different people. She’s always been that bratty, loud girl with a rebellious streak, and I can only assume those personality traits stuck through high school. We didn’t keep in touch the last few years, outside of the occasional update I’d get from my mom — usually about a toxic boy she’d start seeing to piss off Aunt Lorraine.

And just looking at her, it’s not surprising that boys wanted to date her. She’s drop-dead gorgeous. At least 5’10” and with the body of a model. She had long, straight blonde hair and piercing green eyes that stood out against her pale skin. But Olivia didn’t exactly dress like a ‘popular’ girl. She had an alternative, grungy style that made her unique. Even today, she wore a tastefully tattered, un-buttoned gray flannel over a crop top with ripped, dark-wash jean shorts and off-white Jordan sneakers. I remember my mom once mentioning that she ‘was wasting her looks with such an unflattering style’. For once, I kind of agreed.

“Maybe my tone was a little rude, I’m sorry. I just thought I’d be working by myself.”

“Ahh,” Olivia nodded. “Makes more sense. My mom only told me on the way out the door this morning that you’d be doing it too. Must’ve been a last second thing.” She took a portion of her hair and casually flipped it behind her shoulder as she talked to me. I noticed one side of her head was shaved down to a buzz cut. Damn, she really was going for the grunge look.

There was an awkward moment of silence as we both tried to judge what to say after five years of not speaking. I could tell this was going to be like pulling teeth. “At least we have two sets of hands!” I managed to say.

She shrugged. “This place is a fucking dump, yeah?” Olivia tossed the orange dress she was holding back into one of the many cardboard boxes behind her. “I don’t even know where to start with this crap.”

Neither did I. The basement — much like all the bedrooms and the living room upstairs — was consumed by dusty cardboard boxes, loosely held together by masking tape. It’s a shame, considering the bones of the basement were quite nice. A quaint sitting area sat to the left of the stairs with a couch, two barcaloungers, and a cushy ottoman in front of a classic TV. The right side had a billiard table, an upright piano, and an old desk that my Grandpa must’ve used. I stood there, hands on my hips, surveying the basement and hoping an efficient plan would just manifest in my head.

“Maybe we take it one section at a time. It’s not gonna be quick or easy, regardless of how we split it up.”

But Olivia was barely listening. She was mindlessly digging through one of the boxes. “Uh-huh, sure.”

I rolled my eyes. She definitely wasn’t going to make this easy.
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The next few hours made it abundantly clear who’d be the adult in the room. While I diligently worked, Olivia lollygagged and procrastinated. She wasn’t interested in the job at hand or, frankly, even the concept of work. Most of her time was spent on her phone, scrolling social media and lounging around. Not that I’m immune to phone addiction, but it was frustrating knowing our wages were the same for drastically different levels of effort. But beyond passive-aggressive comments, what was my recourse? She was my equal in this situation, and I really didn’t want to get Mom or Aunt Lorraine involved.

I insisted we start with the boxes in the sitting area and work our way around to the rest of the basement. That way when we needed a rest, we’d have a nice, clean space to turn to. The process was pretty straightforward. ‘Vintage Items and Collectibles’ were what our Moms wanted us to look out for. Again, I didn’t exactly have an eye for what was valuable, so I ended up deferring to Olivia most of the time. “That’s crap,” or “Eh, could be something,” were the phrases I heard from her most.

The variety of junk that Grandma accrued was startling. From what I remember, she frequented garage sales and was a serial ‘project-starter-but-not-finisher’. That meant many of the boxes were flooded with partially stitched clothing, cracked home decorations, and half-finished arts & crafts.

The things that were clearly waste were collected in a black bag or brought outside to be broken down and subsequently stuffed in one of her many garbage bins. Things that we believed to be valuable were brought out to the garage and set aside for evaluation by my Mom or Aunt Lorraine at a later date.

As the afternoon dragged on, I was starting to get more and more frustrated with Olivia’s share of the work. At best, our effort split was 90/10 in my favor. But I could only remind her so many times before my requests felt numb. While decent progress was made by 5 o’clock, it was demoralizing knowing I’d return tomorrow to the same struggle… and the next day… and the next day.
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“Why didn’t you tell me about Olivia?” I confronted Mom the moment she got home from work.

She paused for a second, trying to piece together what felt like an accusation. “Oh! Yeah, she’s gonna be working with you too.”

I rolled my eyes. “Well, yeah. Now I know. Why didn’t you tell me before I agreed to do this? You know how frustrating she is to be around.”

Mom dismissively swatted the air as she put her keys and purse down on the counter. “Madison, please. You’re both adults. You can work out your differences for a summer.”

There she goes again with this selective adulthood stuff. “Mom, she barely did any work! I had to sort out everything myself. It was ridiculous.”

She shrugged and brushed past me. “Well, some jobs are like that. Tough break. Lorraine wanted Olivia to get in on the job, and I’m not gonna gatekeep summer work.”

I threw up my arms in exasperation. “So I’m fucked, is what you’re saying?”

Mom shot me a glare, then intensified her tone. “You are not to give me shit for an opportunity I didn’t have to give you. Got it, Madison? You’re lucky to have a job at all.”

I groaned, half-heartedly apologizing and retreating to my room. This was an objectively shitty start to the summer.
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It was difficult getting out of bed on Tuesday morning, knowing I’d have to run back the same terrible day another four times before the weekend. But I buckled down. I threw on a t-shirt, shorts, put my hair up in the laziest bun imaginable, and made my way over to Grandma’s.

Impressively, Olivia arrived on time — I guess punctuality was her one responsible characteristic. We didn’t talk much yesterday beyond a few ‘catching up’ questions. This morning we talked even less. It was cathartic to arrive with a small section of progress carved out in the basement, even if there was still an entire house we had to get through.

I couldn’t help but glance back at her lazy butt with disdain every few minutes, lounging on the couch without a care in the world. God, she was maddening. But repeated passive-aggressive comments were getting me nowhere. As much as I wanted to walk over and give her a big ‘ol slap on the face, I knew I needed her help more than I needed to release my physical aggression. It’d ruin our dynamic for good.

Piquing Olivia’s interest was nearly impossible. I think when Aunt Lorraine teased her with the possibility of ‘valuable collectibles’, she assumed they’d be much more frequent and more like a jewel-encrusted medieval sword or lavish Fabergé egg. But karma must have been on my side, because beneath a stacked box — hours into the day — I found something interesting.

“Woah,” I muttered to myself, and not directed at Olivia. The fact I didn’t address her must have had an inverse reaction, as she shot right up from the couch.

At the bottom of a crusty cardboard box was another box — but not like anything I’d seen so far. This one was a pristine, pretty white box, daintily wrapped with a scarlet ribbon tied in a neat bow.

“What is it? What is it?” Olivia needled me, as I pushed her lurking body aside.

This box was a rarity. Most were stuffed with randomly assorted junk, but this cardboard box contained only this beautiful parcel — untouched and unperturbed. Attached to the box on top was a mysterious, sealed letter with the name ‘Diana’ written on it.

Olivia cracked a smile. “I think we finally found something cool.”

“Well that’s nice,” I said, killing the intrigue and lifting the box out of its decaying cardboard home. “I’m gonna put it in the garage for Mom to check out.”

Olivia grabbed my arm, nearly making me drop the box. “Are you insane? You’re not gonna open it?”

I shot her a glare, not thrilled with her forceful clutching. “Um, no. If you were paying attention, you’d know that our job is to find things of interest and have our Moms determine if they’re worth anything.”

“You’re such a sucker,” Olivia derided me. “You finally find something cool and the first thing you do is ignore it?”

I shrugged. Olivia groaned.

“Ugh, how about I open it? You won’t be blamed and if anything happens, I take the fall. I mean, aren’t you a little curious about who Diana is?”

Admittedly, I was a little curious. But based on the irrelevance of everything I found so far, I figured nothing of real interest could possibly be in this box. But while I mulled over her request, Olivia snatched the box out of my hands and sprinted upstairs.

“What the fuck!” I shouted, scurrying after her. I didn’t expect her to be so fast, considering how she moved like a sloth every other minute of the day. My chase was unsuccessful and by the time I got upstairs to the kitchen, the letter was already torn open.

I wanted to punch her so bad for deliberately ignoring our instructions, but my curiosity got the best of me. “Jeez… fine, then. Let’s read it.” I stood next to Olivia and leaned in to read aloud the elegant, hand-written message:

May 6th, 1965

Dear Diana,

Another one for you. I’ve been getting so much better on the Singer – you’d certainly notice my improvement. It’s a fresh take on an old classic, and will be wonderful for May. I have so much peace knowing that one day I’ll witness my beautiful sister wearing it.

Love,

Gretchen

Olivia was flummoxed. “Gretchen? Who’s that?”

“That’s Grandma’s name, idiot,” I answered. “But who the hell is Diana?”

She pointed to the last word of the letter. “It says sister. Did Grandma have a sister?”

I stared at the note intently. “I… I don’t think so. But, like, Mom rarely talks about Grandma anyway. So I guess it’s possible.”

“Well now we gotta see what’s inside,” Olivia asserted, this time with no need to snatch anything away. I was just as curious as she was, if not more.

She gently undid the lavender bow and let it fall to the sides. Olivia lifted up the box’s lid, unveiling something wrapped in delicate paper.

“Amazing,” I uttered. “This hasn’t been touched in decades.”

Olivia carefully unfolded the paper, revealing some sort of garment folded inside. I reached over to lift it out of the box, stood up, and held it out in front of me.

“It’s… a dress…” I remarked to myself. But this was more than some normal run-of-the-mill dress. This was a much older style — like something from the 1940s.

“Holy shit that thing looks vintage,” Olivia noted. “Not that it’s ugly. Just… old.”

The dress was a gorgeous, deep lavender color. It was a full-length, classic dress made from a sturdy, ruched fabric I’d never before held. The long sleeves were ornamented with cute beads, as well as the high neckline and scrunched cuffs. From the fabric alone I knew it was nowhere close to a style you’d see today, but despite knowing nothing about fashion from the 1940s — or whenever this dress was from — I was sure of its quality. This was a well-made, beautiful dress. We were simply past its time.

Olivia ran her fingers through the fabric as I held it steadily. “So Grandma made this?”

“I mean, if the letter is legit, then yeah. ‘Singer’ is a sewing machine brand after all.”

She sat down and leaned back in her seat, taking in this bombshell. “That’s so crazy. So, like, Grandma was a serious seamstress… And had a goddamn sister!”

This was all so strange. Granted, Mom never owed me — or Olivia for that matter — a full history of Grandma’s life, but to leave both a person and a passion out of her story felt a little insulting. Hell, what if I ever wanted to study the genealogy of our family? Was I expected to just leave her out of it?

My first instinct was to call my Mom. She deserved to know what we found, but Olivia stopped me from calling.

“What’re you doing? This is a huge find! Maybe it’s worth a ton of money or something.”

I yanked back my phone. “Exactly. Let them figure that shit out. I don’t need fabric valuation added onto my to-do list.”

She rolled her eyes. “Jeez you suck… Hey! If this exists, I’m sure there’s more crazy stuff. Don’t you think we should wait for more than one cool thing before getting our moms involved?”

Her comments made me laugh in her face. “Oh, now you’re interested in the job? All it took was one sick find?”

Olivia shrugged. “Eh, you’re right. Doesn’t mean there’s more.” She grabbed the dress off the table and took it downstairs. “You can keep digging. I’m gonna try this on. I wonder if it’s comfy.”

“Hey!” I shouted, chasing her back downstairs. “Don’t do that! It’s probably fragile.”

I caught up with her just outside the downstairs bathroom — yet another room that was packed with junk, only leaving room for the toilet and sink which both fortunately still functioned. She held up the dress against her body in the bathroom mirror, already disinterested. “Eh, it’s way too small anyway. Guess Diana was a shorty.”

Seizing on her disinterest, I snatched back the dress. “Yeah? Too bad,” I said sarcastically.

Olivia sighed, looking at the dress. Then back at me. Then back at the dress. For the first time since we started, a strange smile crept on her face.

“Uh… what’s up?” I replied nervously. I don’t know if she actually looked devious or if I was just so thrown off by her expressing anything but apathy.

“Do you remember when we used to play house? As kids?” she began. “Gah! You always looked so cute in those dresses!”

I immediately turned as red as my hair. “Olivia… that was a long time ago. Please tell me you’re not suggesting what I think you’re suggesting.”

She looked at the dress. “You know, it is just your size…”
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A DRESS FROM DIANA


“Olivia, this is insanity. I’m not putting it on.” I held up the dress away from my body, as if physically distancing it would do any good convincing her otherwise. “Plus, that whole house game was years ago.”

“Jesus, chill. I’m not asking to play house — we’re not freakin’ kids. I’m just saying we used to do it, so it’s not unprecedented for you to wear a dress. Maybe you’ll even look cute.”

I couldn’t believe what was happening. Olivia must know how uncomfortable this subject was making me feel, yet she persisted. In fact, one of the reasons I found her annoying in the first place was precisely because she demanded I be a girl when playing house as kids. I know it’s not fair to judge a person by their actions as a 10 year-old, but certain things stick with you.

I assumed Olivia would just give up. It’s a useless request after all. I didn’t even want her to try it on, much less myself. All I wanted was for her to put back the dress, mark it as a notable item, and set it aside in the garage. But of course nothing can be that simple.

“You know…” she began suspiciously. “You’ve been begging me to help out. And I’ll admit, maybe there’s more I could contribute.'

I laughed dismissively. “You think?”

“Well… if you try on this dress, I promise to be an equal partner for the rest of the day. An entire work day of me working just as hard — if not harder! — than you.”

Was… was she being serious? I stared at her dubiously. Olivia offering to work? That’s not like her at all. But then again, I’d be giving her something in return.

“Really? No complaints?” I asked.

“Sure, why not.”

I glanced down again at the dress. The garment still looked incredibly foreign to me. In fact, it looked more like a robe or an overcoat than a proper dress. I made an obnoxiously loud sigh. “Fine. If this’ll shut you up and put you to work, then I’ll try on the freakin’ dress.”

Olivia did a half-cheer, half-cackle which instantly made my decision sting even more. I just prayed that she wouldn’t expect this to become the norm.

Walking into the bathroom, I felt more foolish than ever. Was I really so weak that I’d put on a dress to appease my cousin rather than manning up and forcing her to work? If she weren’t so stubborn, maybe I’d be able to break through. But here she was, offering me an out. So you bet I’m taking it.

From my limited experience wearing dresses as a 10-year-old, I knew that having shorts and a t-shirt underneath wouldn’t allow for a proper fit. So I stripped down to my boxers and stepped into the dress, carefully securing it around my body and zipping up to the best of my ability.

Objectively, I looked a bit silly. While I’ve been told in the past that I have ‘feminine features’ — my long hair and smaller frame certainly doesn’t help either — I was still clearly a boy in a dress. However, for as bulky as the dress was, it was impressively swift and comfortable. And Olivia was totally right — it fit me perfectly.

Olivia’s loud knocking on the door startled me. “You done in there? How long does it take to put on a dress?”

“I’m coming!” I shouted back. Ignoring all fear and setting my pride aside, I stepped back out into the main basement area for the big reveal, trying not to trip on the skirt of the dress that hung mere centimeters above the floor.

“Ah! Adorable, Madison!” Olivia exploded. “Look at you, ya little princess!”

I growled back at her, but nearly tripped while doing so. “Yeah, yeah…”

“Well,” she began, arms crossed and looking pompous. “Give us a twirl.”

“A twirl?” I groaned. But Olivia was serious. The girl wanted a twirl, so I gave her a twirl. The dress wasn’t very flowy, but it satisfied Olivia.

“Lovely. Just lovely,” she complimented. “How does it feel to be the first person to wear this dress?”

The first person… Huh. I hadn’t thought about that. After all, the letter was addressed to Diana, not to me, and seemingly never mailed. Hell, I didn’t even exist when the letter was written.

“I’m taking this off. Time for your end of the bargain.”

Olivia sighed, but agreed. “Fine. A deal’s a deal… Wait! One more thing!” She galloped over to me and yanked at my hair that was still up in a bun.

“Hey! What’re you doing?” I tried to physically resist her, but the dress wasn’t exactly fluid.

Without a word, Olivia had let me hair out of its bun, cascading past my shoulders and down my back. Her eyes lit up.

“Holy shit your hair got long!” she exclaimed, examining my lengthy mane. “Has it always been halfway down your back?”

“I’ve been growing it out. But I keep it up in a bun for a reason. It gets everywhere.”

She was mindlessly running her fingers through my hair. “I’m sure it does… Could definitely use a brush… and some conditioner…”

I finally swatted her hand away. “Alright, you’ve done enough. I’m taking this thing off.” Olivia graciously released my hair and I stepped toward the bathroom.

“Madison!” Olivia called me again. But the moment I turned around I spotted her taking a picture of me on her phone.

“HEY! WHAT THE HELL?” I yelled at her, shuffling my feet toward her to snatch the phone away.

“Relax! I’m not sending this to anyone. I just want a little souvenir of a fun moment with my cousin.”

I stared at her. “Is that a promise?”

She looked back sincerely. “I mean, yeah. I’m on your team, Madison.”

There was no choice other than to accept her promise. So I stripped off the dress, put my hair back in its bun, and prayed that she’d come through on her end of the bargain.
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I’ll admit it, I had my doubts about Olivia… but she freakin’ came through today. I put on the dress and she worked her butt off. The entire rest of the day, she diligently dug through boxes, sorted junk, and kept her head down without much complaint.

I was so jazzed about successfully getting her to work, that I nearly bragged to my mom about it. Though one look at her stressed out face when she stepped into the living room told me everything I needed to know.

“Good day today?” I asked from the couch.

“Fine,” she sighed, dismissively. “Never go into medicine, okay?”

She’d given me that line a lot. It’s funny how doctors always say ‘helping people is my passion’ and ‘it’s worth all the trouble’. But find an honest one and all they’ll do is complain. I guess they are like the rest of us.

After a bit more thought, I figured telling her about my Olivia triumph could be a massive backfire. The less she was involved in my day-to-day at Grandma’s house, the better. Plus, I’m sure she’d be abhorred by the idea it took me wearing a dress to convince my cousin to lift a finger. ‘Be a man and make her work!’ she’d probably say.

But as the evening went on, I couldn’t stop thinking about the curious letter from Grandma to Diana. So she sewed dresses for her. Got it. But was that all to their relationship? There had to be more to the story. And I knew if I didn’t ask my mom now, it’d eat at me for the entire summer. Against my better judgment, I decided to ask her just before bedtime as she was winding down with a mystery novel on the living room couch in her pajamas.

“Can I ask you something?” I began delicately.

She didn’t look up. “What, Madison?”

“Look, I know you hate talking about Grandma—”

“Correct. I do.” Mom interrupted.

“Okay… but listen. I found a letter she wrote to someone named Diana. Does… does Grandma have a sister?”

Whatever I said certainly got her attention, but not in a positive way. She took off her reading glasses, and looked at me squarely.

“Madison, I don’t know how many times I have to say this. Your Grandmother was not a good woman. Plain and simple. All she ever did was judge and criticize and cut people out.”

“Sure, but I just want to know if she had a sis—“

Mom stood up, pinching the bridge of her nose to keep back her frustration. “Jesus, Madison…” I could tell she was considering whether to tell me anything at all. “Yes. She did. Diana died young. Soon after moving across the country, she died. It was a tragic car accident.”

“Oh my god… I’m so s–”

But Mom had more to say that wasn’t so affectionate. “You wanna know why I never talk about her? Because everything about Grandma — everything she did, and everyone she knew — well… it no longer matters. Got it? She’s out of my life! The only thing I want is to pay your ten bucks an hour to scrounge through her shit and see if there’s anything of value. Not sentimental value. Money value, Madison. That’s it.”

I’ve heard Mom rail against Grandma before, but this time felt different. It was like she’d reached her boiling point and was about to explode, finally finished with addressing the past. I understood that she truly hated this woman — she made it loud and clear — but it was aggravating not being able to discuss my own family history.

“So please,” Mom continued. “Just do your job, and don’t bring up Grandma, Diana, or anyone again. Stay out of her memories. I’m sure you’ll find nothing but trouble.”
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I drove to Grandma’s the next day in silence. Even with a whole night to think it over, I couldn’t decide how to feel about the Diana situation. No, I didn’t think it was fair of her to be the sole custodian of my family history, keeping the keys locked away. My empathetic side insisted I honor her pain and just let things be. But damn it, if it wasn’t hard to do that for a woman like my mother…

Pulling up to Grandma’s house, I was annoyingly reminded that today wouldn’t be like yesterday. My dress-for-work deal with Olivia had expired, so once again I’d be essentially on my own, doomed to dig through garbage while she idly laid by scrolling on her phone.

But on my way to the basement, I got startled and nearly fainted turning the corner running into Olivia. I was about to yell at her for not paying attention on her phone… but she was holding a box.

“Shit, Olivia! What’re you trying to kill me??”

She raised an eyebrow and looked down at my sorry butt recovering on the floor. “Wow, I assumed you’d be happy I’m working.” I just sat there, my heart still beating.

“Just watch where you’re going, okay?” I rubbed my eyes to make sure I wasn’t hallucinating. “You’re… working?”

A smile crept on Olivia’s face. “I have some news about Diana. I’ll meet you in the basement in a sec.”

Olivia shuffled off to the garage to drop off some items while I moseyed downstairs. By the look of it, she’s been here a while. What kind of alien had possessed her? First she’s working, and now I’m seeing she came in early?

She returned from the garage and gestured toward a box she’d set aside on the covered-up billiard table. It wasn’t spectacular — as broken and as ragged as anything else we’d seen — but it had the word ‘Diana’ written in marker on the side.

“Where… When…” I stammered.

Olivia laughed. “I came in a little early. This whole Diana stuff got me psyched up to keep digging.”

Seeing and hearing her name made my gut grumble. I still felt a little guilty from pestering my Mom last night. “Listen, Olivia… about this whole Diana stuff… maybe we should just let it go.”

But Olivia wasn’t ready to give up. Not before her bombshell anyway. “What if I said I found a picture of her in that box?”

My eyes widened. “No way…”

She nodded. “Mmhmm. And it gets even crazier.” She held up an old photograph of a woman, presumably Diana. But before I could even study it, Olivia held up her phone right beside it.

My jaw dropped. The photo of Diana wasn’t too remarkable — just a simple photo of her standing by a door in a dress, no emotion on her face. But pulled up on Olivia’s phone was the photo of me from yesterday, wearing the dress with my hair down. And I eerily resembled the woman.

But in fact, it was far more than a resemblance. Diana and I looked nearly identical.


4


PERFECT MATCH


Iwasn’t entirely sure why Olivia was showing this to me. Was it to irk me? Did she find it funny? Either way, she stood there quietly, letting me soak in the striking resemblance between Diana and myself.

“You just gonna stand there and say nothing?” Olivia finally spoke up. “Uncanny, right?”

“Uncanny,” I parroted. God, even the poses were similar. Granted, we were wearing two entirely different dresses. But we had the same round face, doe eyes, body shape, hair length… This was getting spooky.

“Not to overwhelm you with too much too soon… but it gets even crazier,” Olivia explained, setting aside the images and handing me a separate letter. “This was also in the box. Read it. Aloud.”

I couldn’t imagine what could be crazier than a female identical twin, but I read the letter aloud nonetheless.

December 14th, 1964

Dear Gretchen,

That’s incredible news! What a godsend that an admirer of high fashion such as Mr. Arnold lives so nearby. And the fact that he’s paying handsomely? This could be your big break as a designer!

So a million times YES! I will happily model for your Dress-of-the-Month collection. You have all my sizes, so just send them my way once complete. I cannot wait to lay my eyes on their beauty.

Love,

Diana

She wasn’t wrong — it did get crazier. I read and re-read the letter a few more times to fully comprehend this bombshell.

Olivia paced around the room as I read. “Looks like Grandma had a little secret business dealing.”

I stared at the note solemnly. “She sure did. One she never got to accomplish.”

Olivia stopped in her tracks. “What do you mean?”

Of course putting this whole Diana stuff to rest wasn’t going to be easy. “I talked to my Mom about it last night — or, at least I tried. She wasn’t having it.”

“Ughhhh! WHY would you drag her into this?” Olivia complained.

“Well, it doesn’t matter now!” I wagged the letter in Olivia’s face. “Diana’s dead. Long gone. And if I’m piecing these clues together right, it seems she died long before Grandma even finished the dresses.”

Olivia fetched and dug through the box from yesterday with the lavender dress. “But… she finished one, didn’t she? Diana said so herself!”

I re-read yesterday’s letter, the one dated five months later. “Look at this: ‘one day I’ll witness my beautiful sister wearing it’. One day. As in ‘In Heaven’, Olivia.”

She gulped, a little spooked by the grim revelation I was leading her toward. “Jesus… So she finished the dresses… as tribute?”

I shrugged. “I guess so. She clearly never mailed it. Maybe this was a coping mechanism for her — a way to work at her passion and keep Diana’s memory alive.”

The two of us stood there in silence for a few moments, not really sure how to proceed. We’d been bombarded with so much emotional and tragic new information. It was so overwhelming.

“So… yeah,” I broke the silence. “I say we just drop this.”

But Olivia didn’t like my quick abandonment. “Are you kidding me? After all this crazy new info you just want to give up? Madison, we’ve got a freaking gold mine on our hands. Arnold said he’d pay handsomely for pictures of Diana.”

“Pfft, yeah 60 years ago. We don’t even know who the guy is! He could’ve moved. Or he could be dead!”

Olivia tugged at her hair, thinking, trying to find a counterpoint. But she knew I was right. This ‘project’ of Grandma’s was over. Assuming this exciting start to our day was done, I began packing up yesterday’s box to move it to the garage. But while I had given up, Olivia had one more thought.

“It’s just… All this family history stuff is so cool. It fucking pisses me off that my mom hid it from me, you know?”

I nodded. “I mean… yeah. But not like it would’ve changed our lives.”

“I disagree,” Olivia challenged. “If I knew Grandma had a sister or was an aspiring fashion designer, maybe I would’ve thought of her differently. Instead, all our moms have done is shit on the lady our entire lives. Like, I would’ve loved to ask her about this stuff.”

She was starting to verbalize my internal dissonance from yesterday. Just because Mom and Lorraine had shitty experiences with Grandma doesn’t mean we had to.

“I guess it would’ve been nice to form our own opinions about Grandma,” I muttered. “We never really had a chance.”

“Exactly!” she exclaimed, then hung her head for a few moments to formulate an idea. “Who’s to say we can’t finish what she started?”

I looked at Olivia curiously. “How so?”

“I never thought I’d say this… but I’m suddenly extremely interested in this house. Buried in these shitty, crusty boxes are eleven other beautiful dresses that were never worn — meant to be photographed and sold for a pretty penny, only to be featured in a wealthy man’s home. Such romance!”

Olivia was going off on a ridiculous tangent. She never spoke like this. “Okay…” was all I could muster.

But she kept on illustrating her dream. “Madison, Diana’s dresses were never meant to be boxed up and hidden away. They were meant to be worn by a gorgeous, young redhead.” Then Olivia paused. That same sly smile that I was beginning to loathe was once again emerging on her face. She was about to suggest something crazy. “Madison, we owe it to Grandma to finish what she started. I want to photograph you in her dresses.”

My face went pale — even paler than it normally was. The blood rushed out of my head and my lips dried. I didn’t know how to respond.

“Think about it! We were told for years by our moms that Grandma was this rude, passionless, careless woman. But these boxes tell a different story. She had a dream! Don’t you want to reclaim Grandma’s dream and stick it to our moms?”

Strangely, I started feeling less nervous. “Stick it to our moms…” I repeated softly. I never want to come across as heartless, but the past few days — really, the past few years — I’d grown sick of Mom not treating me like an adult and making my own decisions for me. The way I viewed Grandma was just another example of this. Mom never told me about her dresses or her sister or any of this cool stuff.

What initially sounded absurd was starting to feel rational. Getting even with Mom by honoring Grandma was a hell of a way to do it… but when a unique opportunity presents itself, aren’t I supposed to jump right on it?

Olivia took a step forward and grabbed my shoulders firmly but sincerely. “Let’s freakin’ find those boxes, Madison. Let’s do this for Grandma.”
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Putting on dresses to be willingly photographed was not my idea of a good time. In fact, it kinda scared me. But there were three key reasons why I agreed to Olivia’s plan.

Number One: It was a way to ensure Olivia would be an active worker. We haven’t been at it many days, but unless there was something Olivia could chase, she’d never lift a finger. I made her promise to diligently go through each box and not skip past uninteresting ones in hopes of finding the remaining dress boxes — if they even existed.

Number Two: This was a perfect thing to hold over Mom. Every teenager likes having secrets from their parents, but this one was extra sweet. She doesn’t want to share interesting family details out of spite? Then how about helping her most hated relative live out her passions right under her nose. Two can play at that game…

Number Three: It’s a tad embarrassing to admit… but wearing the first dress… Well, it wasn’t that bad. Maybe it was the history behind it, maybe I liked the esteem of wearing a fancy garment… or maybe I didn’t hate how I looked in Olivia’s photo. Who doesn’t want to resemble their cool, classy relatives? Even if that relative happens to be a woman…

So the rest of that day and Thursday, I was blessed with an engaged, eager Olivia. Considering the sheer volume of junk, I thought it unlikely that we’d stumble upon any of Diana’s dresses. But sure enough, her efforts were rewarded in the final half hour of our Thursday shift.

From the depths of a dilapidated plastic container buried deep in my Grandpa’s old work room, underneath decades-old stuffed animals and carpentry tools, was a box nearly identical to the first one — this time with a pretty, creamsicle-colored ribbon. Despite Olivia’s exuberance, I convinced her to wait until tomorrow to open the box or the letter.

“I don’t know how you did it,” Olivia said smiling, patting me on the back as we headed to our cars, “but you’ve somehow made me excited to work on a Friday.”

I smiled back at her. The feeling was mutual. Who knew agreeing to put on a dress for only a few minutes could repair this Odd Couple-like relationship.
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Fridays at school or any job are always exciting. Even if you have a test or a tedious assignment, the glorious power of Friday helps you push through. Even the Norridge neighborhood felt brighter. Folks were out walking their dogs, kids were playing in the morning summer heat, and the giant park a few blocks down was already full of walkers, joggers, and people doing Tai Chi.

But the moment I pulled into the driveway, I found an immediate issue. I’d gotten used to Olivia beating me to the house, but today there were two cars. Annoyingly, I had to park on the street, more than a block away.

“Olivia!” I yelled for her from upstairs as soon as I came in the door. “Before starting, can we boot someone out of the driveway? I think a neighbor took my spot.”

“That’s not a neighbor!” I heard her shout from downstairs. Then a second voice chimed in. “That’s mine!”

I paused, attempting to recognize the new voice. I had zero clue. Down in the basement, things looked exactly the same. Olivia was busily shuffling things around and clearing a space in the TV area, where most of our progress had been made. “What’s going on…?” I asked.

“Oh! Hey!” Olivia ran up to me and grabbed my hand. “I want you to meet Chloe.”

We turned the corner, and there stood a completely new face. A thin, beautiful, African-American teenage girl with striking brown eyes. “Hiya!” she said, exuding bubbly energy. I gave her a limp handshake, but only because I was still mentally piecing together why she was here.

“Hi… uh… Olivia, did Lorraine hire someone else? I thought we had it down.”

She shook her head. “Oh no no. Chloe’s not here to do the boxes. She’s just a friend of mine here to help with the things I suck at.”

Still, I was confused. “Suck at? What’re you talking about?”

Chloe giggled. “Madison, I’m here to do your hair and makeup for the photoshoot.”
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THE BEAUTICIAN


Iwasn’t sure if this was a joke. Terms like ‘photoshoot’ and ‘makeup’ and ‘hair’ were never discussed beforehand. In my mind, I’d put on a dress, pose for a quick little photo, take it off, then continue our work day. This wasn’t supposed to be a big thing.

So then why was Chloe here? And why was she getting all wrapped up in my cousin’s wild ideas? I knew this poor girl had done nothing wrong, so I directed all of my anger toward Olivia. But then again, I didn’t want to look unhinged in front of one of Olivia’s cute friends, so I tried my best to keep cool.

“Olivia…” I said firmly through gritted teeth. “I thought we said to keep things simple. One photo per dress, right?”

“It will be!” she explained. “I mean, maybe we’ll do a few angles… But we’ll settle on one final photo.”

“Okay… but WHY do we need hair and makeup?” I demanded to know.

This time Chloe jumped in. “Olivia explained the whole thing to me. I know it’s all just for fun, but I think your Grandma would’ve wanted effort put into Diana’s modeling, right?”

“Don’t tell me what my grandma would’ve wanted,” I snapped, but quickly apologized. The situation was spiraling out of control and was clearly getting to me.

Olivia resumed her work in the sitting area, positioning cushions and creating a backdrop. “If time is your concern, I promise we’ll be quick. Chloe does hair really fast and the makeup can be simple. This dress doesn’t demand much work anyway.”

“You opened the dress already??” I complained, even though that was the least of my concerns.

“Oh chill, Madison. Just be happy I’m finally enjoying this stupid job,” Olivia scoffed. I walked over to the dress box which was indeed wide open. Jeez… Would it have killed her to wait for me? The dress itself was laying flat on a few other boxes nearby, and I picked it up to examine.

Unlike the previous dress that was made of a thicker, courser fabric, this one was light, airy, and looked a lot more modern. It had short, puffy sleeves that cut off six inches past the shoulders. Length-wise, it was far shorter than the May dress and exposed a lot more skin elsewhere too, evidenced by the half-backless design, tied together with a thick, orange ribbon.

“It’s a smock dress but with, like, a retro spin,” Chloe explained. “Isn’t it gorgeous? Perfect for July.”

So it’s for July, eh? Still, I rolled my eyes. “Perfect maybe… for a girl.”

But there was no sense in delaying the inevitable. I was expected to wear this dress and pose for a picture, and I’m not one to go back on my word. I was told to change in the bathroom and return to Chloe for further instruction.

Again, I felt ridiculous putting on my second dress in a week, but I must admit, this one looked a lot… shall I say… prettier? The May dress was pretty in its own way, but the July one exuded a feminine energy not present in the other. I stripped off my clothes and set them aside so I could slither into my new dress. In a stroke of luck, it appeared I’d put it on correctly without much issue. Other than needing the bow tied in the back, my dress was set.

One deep breath before opening the door, and I made my grand reveal. Olivia cracked a subtle smile, having already seen me in a dress, but Chloe exploded with glee. “Madison!! You look incredible!”

I turned bright red and hid my face from her. But Chloe rushed up behind me like Olivia did a few days ago, and immediately let my long locks loose from the bun. “Ugh! And such gorgeous hair. I’m so freakin’ jealous. It’s like you hardly need any work done.”

“Uh, okay…” I responded uncomfortably. That’d be nice, wouldn’t it? If my hair as-is would suffice?

Unfortunately, that wasn’t the case as Chloe had already set up a little makeup station, complete with a chair and spare lamp that Olivia found upstairs in the living room.

“First let’s get this hair done,” she began. “This kind of dress allows for a simple style — but not what you have naturally.”

“You’re… you’re not planning on cutting it, are you?” I quickly clarified. While I didn’t exactly sign up for styling, I certainly didn’t waive my rights to some girly haircut.

“Oh no no no,” she assured. “Just a few clips and barrettes to restyle some things. Plus changing your part.”

So I let Chloe go to work on my hair for a few minutes. She ran a brush through every strand diligently, removing any and all knots while simultaneously adding volume. In her words, this practice would ‘accentuate my natural waves’… whatever that meant. Despite keeping my hair in a bun or low ponytail 95% of my days, I kept a sort of messy side-part anytime I let it down. To me, this felt like a manlier way to present long hair.

A clip here, a pin there, and within ten minutes Chloe had turned my mop of a haircut into something that resembles a woman’s middle-part style. My reflection in the mirror was shocking. She’d done incredible work! “Jesus. It’s so… proper,” I muttered to myself, though Chloe and Olivia both heard me.

“This is why girls are better at hair — and Chloe’s simply the best.” Olivia complimented. Chloe took an exaggerated bow.

“Time for makeup?” Chloe asked, as if I had a choice. But honestly, I was still too focused on the brand new hairstyle to squeak out a proper answer.

Having your makeup done, I learned, is an intimate process. It’s an artist and a subject — one-on-one — up close and personal for the sole purpose of beautification. Chloe was a patient, attentive beautician, figuratively holding my hand throughout the process and explaining the name and purpose of each product she used. I learned about concealer and its purpose of concealing dark spots, blemishes, and imperfections. Foundation creates a smooth, uniform complexion for my face while bronzer and highlighter contour my face, creating more feminine angles. To enhance my eyes, Chloe applied mascara using a tiny black wand, gently stroking my lashes to lengthen and thicken them — both top and bottom. And lastly, I was given a subdued, nude lipstick for coloration and texture.

It all went by in a breeze as we alternated our conversation between the makeup at hand and some get-to-know-you questions. Who knew that a humble classmate of Olivia’s — off to study engineering at Purdue next year — could be such a whiz with makeup. It’s amazing the secret skills you’ll learn about people if you just dig a little further.

“Madison, you look beautiful!” Chloe continually exploded with glee. “Ready for the final reveal?” She held the mirror behind her back as I gulped and readied myself. Fuck… was this a huge mistake? Did I just walk into some massive prank where I’d end up embarrassed for the rest of my life?

She slowly brought the mirror forward so I could witness my own transformation. And my GOD, I actually looked good. No. I looked better than good. Just as she said, I looked beautiful.

I shot out of the chair and rushed to the bathroom for a closer look in a bigger mirror. But my reflection was the same. I looked 100% like a girl.

Outside the bathroom, I heard Olivia and Chloe trading whispered comments. “Are you fucking serious? How is he so pretty?” Part of me was a little scared how easy it was for me to turn into a convincing girl. But on the other hand, I’d never been physically complimented like this before, and it felt kind of nice.

I tossed and flipped my hair in the mirror, enjoying — for perhaps the first time in my life — the whimsy of long, cascading hair. Chloe didn’t even change it up that much, yet the middle-part and a few strategically placed pins and clips, and I looked like an entirely different person.

The makeup, too, was striking. My eyes looked enormous, and I kept pushing my face inches from the mirror and just blinking. Fluttering my long, thick eyelashes was a brand new sensation to me, and I definitely didn’t hate it. With the bronzer and highlighter, my jawline and bone structure now appeared sleek and feminine. Granted, it was already somewhat sleek and feminine — I knew that from the snide comments certain boys at school would sling my way to mock me — but the makeup made it even more obvious. And my lips got an impressive boost in lusciousness! Thin and wiry no longer, I felt like a Bratz doll making kissy faces in the mirror with how voluminous they’d become.

Several minutes of being completely lost in my reflection must have gone by, because I suddenly found myself being poked by Olivia from behind. I turned around, startled.

“Uh, you there, princess?” she teased. “Photoshoot’s all set up.”

Out of all parts of this crazy, girly ride I was on, the pictures were actually the simplest. While Chloe was an expert in hair and makeup, Olivia was the guru for photography. Well… iPhone photography. At least she knew something about lighting and angles and how I should pose for the pictures.

There wasn’t much space in the house, but from just one week of work, we made a solid enough dent in the basement that we could safely take pictures without broken cardboard boxes in the background. We made two ’studios’, as Olivia called them: ‘Pensive Pole’ and ‘Cheeky Chair’. Pensive Pole was just that — me standing next to a pole sticking out of the wall looking pensive. Metal pipes didn’t feel like the prettiest backdrop for a photo, but she argued we needed to keep things ‘of the era’. Fair enough.

Cheeky Chair on the other hand was a bit more… suggestive. She had me lean back on the basement recliner and pose in a flirtatious way. It was only now that she realized the one, non-feminine flaw about my appearance.

“Crap, your feet and legs are gonna be in this shot…” she mentioned.

“So what?” I initially replied but quickly caught the two problems. First off, I wasn’t wearing shoes. I suppose Diana could have modeled this dress without shoes, but it looked a little strange in bare feet. But secondly and most importantly… my hairy legs.

I grimaced at the lack of harmony between my legs and dress. “It’s the hair, right? Is it that obvious?”

Olivia leaned down to examine — so close that she nearly could’ve looked up my skirt. “Eh… maybe we skip Cheeky Chair. A model like Diana wouldn’t have such hairy legs.”

It was an awkward end to the first shoot, but we were all happy with the first set of photos. Chloe gave me a quick explanation on how to wash my makeup off as she packed up her things to get going. The whole ‘dress up’ process and photography session took no longer than an hour, and by 10:15, Olivia and I were back at it, working our butts off sorting and heaving boxes up and down the stairs and out to the garage and dumpster.
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I thought a lot about Friday morning’s events over the weekend — mostly about how surprisingly smooth it went. Sure, I only had our childhood games of house to compare this to, but I was pleasantly surprised with how well Olivia and I got along. A mutual respect was building between us. I posed in the dresses, she worked hard the rest of the day. Tit for tat.

And the joy of keeping this secret from my mother was only getting sweeter. I was able to be honest about the hard work we were putting in while keeping this fascinating, revelatory look into our Grandma’s life and interests a complete secret. Who cares if I was doing it out of spite? If she isn't gonna teach me, I’ll learn about her on my own.
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A fresh work week was upon us as the weekend drew to a close. Monday and Tuesday flew by with little talk about the events on Friday. Any time I sensed Olivia was getting restless or anxious to recklessly tear open boxes in search of new dresses, I gently recalibrated her. Patience was part of the deal after all.

By Thursday, we’d made impressive progress. What had begun as a clusterfuck of dust, mold, and junk was starting to resemble a habitable space. Though that was just one room. We still had a whole house to get to. Still, we’d cleared out well over half the basement’s boxes. Other than my grandpa’s workroom, plus a few stacks of boxes near the upright piano, the basement was close to finished. But history seems to repeat itself, because once again in the final 20 minutes of our Thursday shift, we stumbled upon another dress-of-the-month box — this time with a pretty green ribbon.

I knew the moment Olivia stumbled upon it based on her startling scream from across the room. She called me over to read the letter.

March 2nd, 1965

Dear Diana,

Happy March! Spring is a time for blooming and new beginnings. I hope to emulate that feeling with this dress. One day, you’ll look lovely in it.

Love,

Gretchen

Olivia undid the ribbon and pulled out Grandma’s dress from the box, holding it in front of her body. My terminology is probably off, but it appeared to be your run-of-the-mill sundress. It was light green and speckled with tiny white flowers that you could only tell were flowers if you stood really close. Not that it was revealing by any means, but the dresses seemed to show progressively more skin. In fact, this was the first sleeveless design, held up only by thin, spaghetti straps. And it was as short — if not shorter — than the orange July dress.

All Olivia wanted to do was talk about the dress and how excited she was for tomorrow’s shoot. I appreciated her enthusiasm but insisted we call it a day. Whatever she and Chloe decided for tomorrow would be fine by me. But anxious thoughts of tomorrow lingered in my mind the entire ride home.

Mom came into the living room after another stressful Thursday, apoplectic about something another doctor said to her in passing. But I wasn’t really listening. The only thing on my mind was tomorrow and that damned dress. I couldn’t figure out why that was. Because it wasn’t fear or dread or disgust. I know I should be hating this more than I am, but somehow, working with my cousin to emulate my great aunt gave me this familial warmth that I’d never felt before. Particularly in the face of my mother’s refusal to express warmth or interest herself.

Earlier that evening, Olivia texted me the photos of myself in the last two dresses. Even several days removed, I found it striking how beautiful I looked channeling the spirit of Diana. I wondered what Grandma would think about our little experiment, rescuing her dresses from the rubble and photographing them as intended. Perhaps the fact that a boy was the one wearing them would’ve scared her, but I liked to imagine she’d find it sweet. That yearning to revere and cherish the relatives I never really knew — that was truly my driving force.

So lying in bed that night, I racked my brain for solutions on how to improve these photos — really anything I could do on my end, with my limited skills and knowledge, that could make a deeper impact. But just as I was about to fall asleep, I remembered what was missing from the July dress shoot. The dress’s beautiful skirt didn’t work with my hairy, male legs. Hmm…

Well, I guess my contribution is settled. Tomorrow morning, I shave my legs.
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A SUMMER DRESS


This was my first morning in a long time waking up nervous and jittery. But not because of my impending dress-up with Olivia. I’d mentally committed to shaving my legs and needed to do this before work without my mother noticing.

Despite the progressive, glass ceiling-shattering start to her career, my mother held very traditional views on a gentleman’s role in life: A man should provide for his family; A man should dress in a masculine way; A man should be able to work with his hands. There’s no way she’d ever approve of me having smooth, hairless legs. Fortunately for me, she’s been so focused on herself these past couple weeks that I could probably shave my head and get away with it.

Shaving my face was no problem. My legs were a different story. Youtube proved to be an excellent resource as I spent 15 minutes watching tutorials in the hopes of avoiding any nicks, gashes, or bruises. One lengthy shower and a good amount of diligent, focused attention later, and I was exiting the bathroom with freshly shaved legs. Of course I still had my reservations and some immediate embarrassment. After all, I was a man willingly shaving his legs for the purpose of looking better in a dress. Ridiculous, right? But any time those thoughts crept into my head, I reassured myself with 1. Knowing the hair would grow back and 2. Reminding myself this was only for fun.

My leg hair was so fair anyway that from a distance, only a keen eye (or camera) could tell the difference. So rather than arouse suspicion by wearing long pants out the door to Grandma’s, I swallowed my pride and wore my same style of shorts. My mother barely looked at me anyway.

Both Chloe and Olivia were at Grandma’s when I arrived — Chloe’s gray Subaru once again hogging the driveway and forcing me to street park. Normally I wouldn’t care, but the street parking was especially brutal on account of the carnival setting up at the park down the block. The annual Norridge tradition lived on, providing joy to attendees and fury to street-parkers. I ended up parking my Corolla a tiresome four blocks away.

I would never consider myself an expert on women, but one thing I have noticed is they are far more observant than men. So of course, Olivia and Chloe clocked my physical change the moment I got downstairs.

“Did you… Did you shave your legs?” Olivia asked, though definitely knowing the answer. “I knew just looking at you something was off.”

I blushed. “Off? What, you don’t like it? I just figured since the dress was shorter and we were taking pictures…”

Olivia looked impressed, if a bit mystified. “No, no. Not at all. I’m just… Wow, you’re taking this quite seriously. Good to know…”

This being her second week, Chloe was much more time efficient with her hair and makeup plans. I pretty much knew the drill too. Changing into the green, flowery sundress was easy enough. Of the three I’d worn so far, I’d venture to say this was my favorite. It was easily the lightest, flowiest, and most ‘modern’ of all. A girl my age could’ve even worn this to school and nobody would bat an eye.

Out of my own interest, I let my hair down before going back out to the girls. Again… holy shit did I look feminine. My ginger waves landed softly on my shoulders, tickling the parts of my back that the dress didn’t cover. I shook my head, flipping and bouncing my hair around like any excited teenage girl would. The feeling was unlike anything else — and this was before any styling or makeup! After re-emerging, the girls offered up a polite round of applause to which I curtsied in response — probably the girliest mannerism I’ve made yet.

Chloe’s plan for today was fun and youthful. “The dress is cute and flirty, so I want a hairstyle and makeup look to match,” she explained while brushing my hair, then gathering half my hair into a ponytail.

“You’re only taking half of it,” I pointed out.

She chuckled. “That’s because I’m giving you pigtails, silly.”

“Pigtails!?” I spat out. “I’m not a tween!”

“Oh hush, it’s not a little girl thing any more. Pigtails when done right actually look cute for our age too.”

I had no choice but to trust the expert and sit there as she tied my hair into a pair of pretty pigtails.

“These scrunchies will make it extra cute,” Chloe explained. “You can thank Olivia for those.”

Olivia gave me a teasing wave from across the room while she lounged on the couch. Frankly, I’m surprised someone with her grungy, alternative style would own any scrunchies, much less matching mint green ones.

Chloe spent another few minutes on my makeup, this time forgoing an explanation of each item. The big changes were her selection of a shimmery pink lip gloss instead of a nude lipstick, and some additional blush for an extra punch of cuteness.

“All set!” Chloe announced, releasing me to Olivia who grabbed my hand and ushered me upstairs.

I tugged back. “Wait, where are we going?”

“The backyard. There’s a cute tree out back that’ll look better for photos. I have it all planned out.”

Clearly she had a blindspot. “Umm, that’d be in public, Olivia. I’m wearing a freaking dress and makeup. With pigtails!”

“Oh! And sandals,” Chloe shouted from behind, running up behind me and helping me step into some girly white sandals. “Wouldn’t want you to get your feet dirty.”

“Guys, that is the least of my problems. I… I can’t go outside like this!”

“It’s only the backyard,” Olivia explained. “Are you afraid one neighbor’s gonna see you?”

“Um, yes. That’s one person who could go blabbing to Mom and Lorraine that we’re messing around with Grandma’s dresses instead of working like we’re supposed to.”

Olivia paced back and forth, carefully formulating her next thought. “You know why we’re doing this, right? Dressing you up?”

I turned red, not sure if she was about to reveal some deep shit. “Uh… tell me.”

“Our moms have stepped on us for years. I’m fucking sick of it, Madison. And I know you are too. I understand doing the job because we’re getting paid and it’s our responsibility, yada yada yada… But you can’t let your Mom step on your neck the entire summer. You just fucking can’t.”

This was about as brazenly as I’d ever seen Olivia express herself. She was often cynical, but normally in a spastic, sarcastic kind of way. I could tell she meant business.

“You wanna stick it to your mom? Then live your own fucking life and take some risks. Fuck her and her rules.”

I hung my head, embarrassed that I’d been such a stick in the mud. Chloe stood idly by, probably recognizing this was a family matter and shouldn’t chime in.

“You’re right,” I finally answered. “Let’s take some pictures outside.” Olivia smiled and nodded as Chloe giddily cheered.

The next 20 minutes were full of fluid, carefree energy as Olivia posed me on and around the backyard oak tree. I held and smelled a makeshift bouquet of flowers, tossed leaves in the air in a twirly action shot, I even posed kissing a frog that we managed to catch. The whole photoshoot was a wondrous exhibition in summertime beauty.

It was bittersweet heading inside to change and take off my makeup and dress. I was really starting to appreciate Olivia’s give-no-fucks attitude and what a good influence that was on me. Perhaps I did need to lighten up in many aspects of my life. I still think she’s a little rough around the edges in some spots, but we were developing this strangely symbiotic relationship where I foster her work ethic and in return, she lightens me up.

Chloe split soon after I changed out of the dress and back into my boy clothes. We worked diligently for the remainder of the day and by 5 P.M., we’d cleared out the last remaining box in the main part of the basement. Satisfied with the work we put in for the day, I decided that Monday would be a deep-cleaning day.

“I’m pretty sure my mom’s got a stockpile of cleaning supplies at home that I can swipe,” Olivia offered. “We’re putting it to good use anyway.”

Standing side-by-side, we admired the newly cleared-out basement. I smiled at Olivia. “Not bad. Not bad at all.”

“One clean basement, and three awesome dress pics,” she added. “Solid couple of weeks.”

We said our goodbyes for the weekend. Olivia backed out of the driveway and I trekked four blocks through the humid, evening air back to my car. I could tell the carnival at Norridge park was in full force. Whoever was setting up all the games, rides, and food stands had made remarkable progress in just eight hours. It looked like a lot of fun.

I’d nearly reached my car when I was startled by a loud obnoxious honk coming from mere feet away. I whipped around and found a car stopped in the middle of the street. It was Olivia. That jerk. My heart racing from the scare, she pulled up beside me and rolled the window down. “I just had an idea!” she exclaimed.

I was fuming. “Was it to scare the shit out of me? Because, mission accomplished!”

“No no no. But, uh, sorry about that. Whatcha got going on tonight?”

I thought about it for a second. “Uh, nothing? Probably play some video games. Why?”

“Well that Carnival’s right there. Wanna go?”

I looked at her, puzzled. “Now?”

“No, there’s a band playing at 9 on that big ass stage. We can meet at Grandma’s at 8 to get ready. You, me, and Chloe!”

Her offer couldn’t have come at a better time. I was starting to enjoy Olivia’s company more and more, and frankly I could use an outing like this to blow off some steam. After all, this was shaping up to be my summer of ‘Yes’.

“Let’s do it! I’ll see you at 8.” But before she drove away, I needed one more answer. “Wait, why do we need to get ready at 8 if the show is at 9? It’s like a three minute walk.”

Olivia shot me a cheeky grin. “Maaaaybe to try on a new outfit Chloe’s bringing you? We thought it’d be more fun if you came as a girl!”
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CHLOE’S PICKS


The polite thing for Olivia to do would be to allow me a response — perhaps some sort of follow-up question or explanation of the absurd thing she just suggested. But Olivia’s not polite. She dropped a massive bomb on me and sped off down the street, leaving me in the dust.

“As… a girl?” I muttered to myself, still barely comprehending her suggestion. I thought about running down the street after her car, but knew it was hopeless. She’s a stubborn person who gets ideas in her head and refuses to let them go. I could’ve called her too, but again, what was the point? It sounded like she was set on me attending the carnival as a girl.

I thought about this the whole drive home, sitting in traffic and imagining what tonight would actually be like if I went along with her request. The obvious answer would be to tell her ‘Hey, this is insane. There’s no way I’m gonna let you dress me as a girl and go out in PUBLIC!’. That would be the normal response. But if my choices over the last couple weeks have proved anything, it’s that I’m not one to make the ‘normal’ choice when it comes to this sort of thing.

Olivia and Chloe have shown that I can pass as a convincing girl. The pictures all but prove it. My red hair is long, soft, and wavy. My facial features are feminine, and my petite body — particularly with my newly shaven legs — perfectly lends itself well to a womanly physique. Each of Diana’s dresses fit me like a glove. So knowing that, why shouldn’t I be able to look like a convincing girl?

Then there’s the question of interest… If I’m being honest with myself, I’ve actually enjoyed wearing these dresses and posing for photos. But that was in private. Going to the carnival in public is a whole different story. Am I really ready to take such a bold step, all in the interest of furthering this silly but dangerous game we’ve been playing?

Mom was coming home from work late today, so she wouldn’t be around to make or heat up anything for dinner. Generally that was great because it meant she wouldn’t be around to unleash her frustration of the work day on me. But Mom’s absence nullified the ‘Mom won’t let me leave’ excuse I hoped to give Olivia. The evening was mine and mine alone. So maybe it was the fact that Mom wasn’t around to stop me, maybe it was me being a pushover, or shit, maybe it was the sheer curiosity of whether or not I could pull it off. I pulled out my phone and texted Olivia.

‘I thought about it and I’m in. I’m viewing it as a fun experiment. But if we go, I’m not talking to ANYBODY but you and Chloe, okay?’

She ‘hearted’ the message and sent a quick reply.

‘YESSSSS! Madison, it'll be a blast. One thing though… Chloe and I think you should shave your underarms.’

I stared at her text and re-read it. My underarms? It was a part of my body I’d given barely any thought to, even throughout this whole dressing stuff. Out of interest, I stripped off my shirt and examined them in the mirror. Unlike my legs that actually were distractingly hairy, there was barely any hair under my arms. While it didn’t seem like a huge concern, Olivia was right. There was enough there that, in the right outfit, it could attract unwanted attention. And while I wasn’t thrilled to shave a second part of my body within 24 hours, if I’m going in public wearing girls’ clothes, I should do it correctly.

So begrudgingly, I promised Olivia I’d shave before coming to Grandma’s and hopped into the shower to do the deed. Already familiar with the rhythm of shaving, I had no trouble removing the hair from under my arms. This was the benefit of being mostly hairless — even when there is some, it’s never too painful nor inconvenient to remove it.

I bummed around the house for another hour or so until it was time to leave for Grandma’s again. It felt like a rerun of the morning, shaving my body to be photographed as a woman. But that’s the key difference: photographed. There’s a huge distinction between looking like a girl in 2D, versus acting like a girl in 3D.
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I didn’t even need to drive past the carnival to know it was bumping. Already at 7:45 P.M. — and still barely light outside — you could hear the blasting music, the screams of riders, and feel the energy emanating from Norridge Park several blocks away where I was parking my car. I didn’t even try the driveway at this point. I figured Chloe and Olivia would both be there before me, eagerly awaiting my arrival to dress me up.

The vibe was totally different from a workday, to the point that it felt almost wrong coming to Grandma’s with no intent to sort boxes or clean her house. The basement had become our home base, and I made my way down the stairs with my heart beating fast, knowing this was the do or die moment. I could turn back now, go home, and play video games for the rest of the night. But if I took the final step into the basement, I’d be committing to a night of public girlhood.

While Olivia was pretty mellow about the whole thing, Chloe was a mix of surprised and wildly impressed that I even agreed to do this. “Olivia said you even shaved your arms for this?” she exclaimed.

I blushed and nodded my head. “The last thing I want is to get caught or recognized,” I told her. Though saying it out loud, I recognized that declining and staying home would’ve been the best remedy for that. “But alright, here I am. Do your worst.”

The girls had clearly spent time prepping, evidenced by the fact they brought three entirely different outfit options for the carnival. Chloe spread them out on the covered billiard table and walked me through my options.

“We’re taking a break from dresses for tonight, which I’m sure you’re happy to hear,” she began. That was mostly true, though a small part of me might miss the whoosh of air I felt on my legs earlier today. “Here’s the first option.”

Chloe pointed to a tank top and a pair of jean shorts. The tank top was light blue and made of a meshy, somewhat see-through material — almost like one of those pinnies you wear in gym class to split up sports. The denim shorts were dark gray and frayed at the bottom. Shoe-wise, Chloe recommended white sneakers for a cutesy, sporty look.

“Okay…” I muttered, not particularly impressed off the bat. “What else we got?”

For my second option, Chloe held up a loose, long-sleeve blouse with a yellow floral design. The neckline was very low-cut, clearly meant for a girl with bigger breasts and intending to show them off. Tight, khaki capri pants were her selection for bottoms, alongside some cute, light-blue sneakers. This outfit covered a lot more skin and despite the ‘boobiness’ of it, was a much more modest, reasonable choice if I wasn’t trying to garner attention. But still, this look didn’t feel like me.

“Eh… maybe not. What’s last?”

Chloe widened her eyes, probably surprised I’d gotten this far in her lineup. “Well, the last one’s probably the most feminine… so I’m sure you’ll not want it…”

Jesus, she wasn’t kidding! Laid out on the table in front of me was an outfit that not only looked feminine, but straight up screamed ‘girly girl’. It was a light pink, matching cropped shirt and skirt set – though calling this a shirt was extraordinarily generous, considering it looked to cover little more than my pecs and leave my entire tummy exposed to the world. Chloe referred to it as a ‘bralette’, which made sense knowing it concealed roughly as much as a normal bra would. And the skirt was nearly as revealing. A ruffled mini skirt made of the same soft cotton as the bralette, it too was light, frilly, and quite short. Altogether, this was one freaking feminine outfit she’d laid out for me.

Holding both garments in my hands, I shot Chloe a mean glare. “Really? You wanted to include this among the options?”

“I know, I know…” she conceded, quickly grabbing it from me. “I only brought it because I thought it was the most adorable little thing.”

“‘Little’ is right,” I grumbled, holding it up against my body to demonstrate its severe lack of coverage.

“So what’s it gonna be then,” Chloe asked. “One or two?”

Honestly, I didn’t really care for those ones either. The pinnie tank-top didn’t feel like my style, and it was far too hot outside for the long sleeve blouse and khakis — not to mention the ill-fitting area where breasts would typically fill out. Was this really all she brought?

I must’ve had an indecisive grimace on my face, because Olivia chimed in. “Oh my god… he’s actually considering it.”

I snapped at her, a little defensive and embarrassed. “Considering what?”

She started laughing. “That super girly one! Are you into it? I mean, nothing wrong if you are… I’m just surprised.”

Now I really started to get embarrassed. Yeah, I guess I was kind of considering the pink set… but only out of necessity! I didn’t want to look bad or be too hot, so the pink one might be my best option.

“I’m not into it,” I honestly clarified, whether she believed me or not. “I just have three options and it… it may be the best.”

Chloe jumped up giddily and started clapping her hands. “Yes yes yes! I was hoping you’d pick that one. Let’s get you in it.”

I sighed and shrugged, accepting my fate. Did I want to wear something this excessively prissy and feminine? Not really. But deep down I knew this was a possibility. After all, I kept finding myself in situations like this, where the best way out was through.

“In a few moments, you’ll be witnessing my debut in a skirt,” I joked to the girls prior to entering the bathroom. “Consider yourselves honored.”

Chloe leaped out of her seat while Olivia and I chuckled at the craziness of the scenario. But just as I was about to shut the door to change, Chloe wedged her foot in the space. “Wait!” she shouted.

“Jesus, what?” I asked, a little startled.

“Okay, don’t be mad at me, but I have one more thing that’s a necessity for that outfit.”

I rolled my eyes. “Ugh, what else? Trust me, I don’t need this frilled up any further.”

“Well, it’s not for aesthetic purposes. Just… consider this a security measure. In case someone catches a view down below…”

She wasn’t making much sense. I couldn’t figure out what she meant by ‘a view down below’ until she held up a familiar yet foreign piece of clothing.

Chloe was handing me a light pink pair of cotton panties.
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THE CARNIVAL


Iwant to make an important distinction. People wear clothes for different reasons: body coverage, self-expression, indication of one’s social class… There are a million reasons. Plus, a garment can be masculine, it can be feminine, or it can be somewhere in between but deep down, one could argue clothes themselves have no gender. Anyone can wear anything they want for any reason.

But the buck stops at underwear. Even its etymology suggests that. Underwear: meant to wear UNDER your clothes — meaning nobody is supposed to see them or care. So then why on EARTH was Chloe handing me a pair of pink panties as if they were some sort of needed key to unlock the outfit? I gaped at her, refusing to shut the bathroom door to change until she gave me a damn good reason for handing me women’s underwear.

“You… are you sure you won’t need these?” she asked sheepishly.

“Do I want women’s panties? Are you insane?” I felt like I was about to explode. “Chloe, let me set this straight: I HAVE MY OWN BOXERS. I DON’T NEED PANTIES.”

“Jesus… fine.” She took back the panties and let me change.

I practically slammed the door in her face. I was so upset. Fuming, I stripped down to my underwear and began to put on my frilly pink outfit.

“Panties…” I muttered to myself quietly. “Ridiculous. Freaking unnecessary. They’re literally for girls.”

I set aside my frustrations just enough to slip on the bralette and slide the ruffled skirt up my legs and over my boxers. As I’d done before, I took my hair out of my bun and let it fall onto my shoulders. Despite the messy hair and no makeup, on the back of the outfit alone, this was probably the girliest I’ve looked to date. The bralette fit me well, obviously designed for a girl with little to no boobs, and the skirt left little to the imagination, flaunting my long, smooth, and skinny legs.

“See?” I came out of the bathroom steaming. “What good would panties do?”

The girls stared at me, gawking over my seamless transformation into a hyper-feminine outfit.

“Damn,” was all Olivia managed to say. “You look…. Wow.”

“Thank you,” I said, backing off a little bit now. “I think I look good too.”

“Well, you’ll have no trouble passing, Madison. If that’s your concern,” Chloe admitted. “You look great. But tell me this: What happens when you sit down?”

Chloe gestured to the chair where my makeup and hair was to be done. I cautiously walked over and sat down, expecting some sort of trap. But the moment I sat down, her reason for handing me panties became crystal clear. You see, this was the shortest thing I’d worn to date — far shorter than any of Grandma’s dresses. The skirt rode up my butt and gave both girls a full show of my red, checkered boxers.

“See the issue?”

I glanced down. Fuck. She was right… This wasn’t going to work.

Thankfully, Chloe was gracious in victory and didn’t rub it in. “This is what I was trying to tell you. Boxers and skirts don’t mix. If you’re gonna wear a women’s skirt, you’re gonna need women’s underwear.”

“Jeez… Yeah. I’m sorry…”

Chloe held up her hand, not looking to fight about this any further. “It’s okay. Just put on the panties and I’ll start on your makeup.” I did as told. Slipping off my boxers and sliding up the soft cotton panties — at least for now — felt like waving goodbye to my last semblance of masculinity. For the rest of the evening, I was full-on femme.

“Comfortable?” Olivia said, holding back a giggle as I exited the bathroom.

“Yeah, yeah, yeah…” I brushed her off. “Let’s just get this makeup done.”

The next 20 minutes were spent on my makeup. My initial thought was that we should go over the top in order to conceal any masculine elements that might sneak through. But Chloe and Olivia disagreed. My face was so naturally feminine on its own, that I hardly needed any work done. Mascara, concealer, a little bit of contouring and… Voila! I was pretty much done.

Olivia and Chloe had a few makeup touch ups of their own and once it hit 9 P.M., we were all ready to leave. Standing together as a group, we did look a little silly. Olivia wore her typical grungy look and Chloe had a simple tank top and high-waisted jeans. I was the only boy and somehow I was dressed the most femininely by a mile. Go figure…
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A lot of people rag on carnivals because they feel scummy and sketchy. I understand that point of view, considering most of the games are rigged and a lot of the people running those games seem… shall we say less than reputable? Maybe I’m just a sucker for a big community event. Plus, the timing of the Norridge Park carnival on this very weekend couldn’t have been better.

Of course I was nervous rolling up to a public place dressed in girls’ clothes, and I’d be lying if I said I didn’t have at least a dozen cataclysmic thoughts creeping into my head on our short walk over to the park. But I felt somewhat confident for two reasons. One, Chloe had done an outstanding job turning me into a passable girl. The outfit, the hair, the makeup… Visibly, I was set. Second and most importantly, I wasn’t out here alone. I was doing this with friends. Chloe I was only starting to know better, but Olivia, for all her faults, had quickly become someone I respected and enjoyed spending time with. And if my two new friends’ wish was for me to play along with this little bit of dressing up, then so be it. I’m in for a good time.

So that’s the mindset I insisted on having as we spent our Friday evening at the carnival. And boy was it freeing to not be so fearful! We filled our night with everything the carnival had to offer. Gimmicky fried food, exciting (if not frustrating) games like the milk jug toss and match-the-rubber-ducky. Chloe, as it turned out, was apt in more than just hair and makeup, showing off her steady hand and strong arm — a perfect skill set for carnival game success. Within the first 30 minutes she’d already won two stuffed animals which, from a desire not to carry them around, graciously handed them to eager children who weren’t as blessed with carnival prowess.

The real draw for all three of us, however, was the music. Towns booking local bands at carnivals is nothing new, but it’s almost always bands who play the same 70s and 80s covers again and again. Norridge did something different tonight, penciling in a local Alt-rock band as the headliner. A group of four young guys giving their all with original songs, trying to make their way in the music industry. The impact was immediate, as it drew in way more young people than would’ve otherwise shown up.

We found ourselves at a standing table beneath the massive music tent, ordered some sodas, and stuck around to watch the music. Olivia cared much more than Chloe and I did, frequently telling us to shut up every so often so she could, as she put it, “absorb the lyrics”. She was acting pretentious, sure, but in a way I found quite entertaining.

The vibe was light and fun, and as the night went on, the thoughts in the back of my head that someone might recognize me or call me out for being a man started to dissipate. It’d been over two hours at the carnival by now, and beyond a few… interested glances from some boys my age, I didn’t garner any unwanted attention. I mean, I did look hot after all.

Knowing I was nearly an hour drive away from any kids that knew me personally was the real key to my peace of mind. Olivia and Chloe, however, graduated high school only a few miles down the road, and while they didn’t attend high school in Norridge, it was close enough that they were frequently running into peers from their old school. Part of my deal for coming, however, was that we would not to be too chatty. As a general rule, the more I interacted with anyone — whether wearing girls’ clothes or not — the greater chance I had of embarrassing myself.

I hoped that when it hit 11 P.M. and the band finished its set that we could slip out unnoticed. But with the way the chips had been falling these past couple weeks, I knew it wasn’t going to be that simple.

We agreed that after the last song we’d go back to Grandma’s, I’d change back into my boy clothes, remove my makeup, and drive back home. But right as the band waved goodnight and turned around, I heard Chloe gasp.

“Olivia, Olivia, Olivia…” she whispered with urgency. “He’s coming over here.”

Olivia followed Chloe’s pointing and her eyes widened upon seeing a group of four kids our age walking up. “Fuck. Seriously?”

Without even knowing who these people were, I immediately got nervous. “Olivia, who is that? Are we in danger?” I spat out quickly, but she shushed me. The group was walking quickly and it was too late to ignore them.

“Olivia, Chloe, hey!” A short, pale, red-headed girl shouted out. “What’s up, girlies??”

“Hey, Millie…” Chloe responded dismissively to the red-headed girl, who didn’t seem to register any of her shade. Standing alongside Millie were two boys and another girl, all seemingly the same age.

“How’s the summer kicking off for you? Happy to be done?” Millie asked, again failing to read the room. Olivia was so turned off by these people that she pulled out her phone and appeared to not even be listening. Looks like Chloe was taking the lead on this one.

“Everything’s good. Just, you know… hanging out.”

There was an awkward silence, which is not easy to accomplish in a group of seven total people. Olivia peered up from her phone, not towards Millie, but toward the tall brunette boy in the back. He flashed her a very quick smile that was not reciprocated. He then looked over at me with a slight amount of confusion. I immediately averted my eyes, just praying for this interaction to end.

“So…” the shorter blonde boy chimed in. “Ethan and I are throwing a joint grad party next weekend. Tons of people from school are coming.” He looked at each of us as he spoke, though did a double take on me which I prayed was out of unfamiliarity rather than thinking I’m some sort of weirdo.

Then the tall brunette boy, Ethan, made his way to the front. “It’s Max and my party, but it’ll be at my house.” He turned to Olivia. “All of you are welcome.”

Chloe rolled her eyes while Olivia kept looking down at her phone. “We’ll think about it. Thanks.”

I guess Millie had finally recognized the awkwardness and was quick to move on with her friends. “Well anyway… see you guys around?” Chloe gave a small wave and I shot her the tiniest smile.

Well that was weird. Olivia was usually an outgoing person, albeit a bit prickly at times. But a blind man could see there was beef between herself and someone in that group. Out of precaution, I waited for us to leave the carnival and get fully inside Grandma’s house before bringing it up.

“Alright, spill it,” I demanded the moment we stepped into the basement. “Who the hell were those people?”

She groaned and grunted — immediately in a way worse mood.. “That was my fucking ex, Madison.”

“Your ex? Ex-boyfriend?” I asked, astounded. She hadn’t brought up any exes in our entire time working together. Granted it was only a couple weeks, but I felt someone who could evoke such a visceral reaction as that would’ve come up at least once. I had a million questions, but knew I should do my best to respect her boundaries.

“He dumped me a few months ago,” she said bluntly.

“For no fucking reason,” Chloe added. “Out of nowhere! Such a prick.”

“Seriously? That sucks ass,” I jumped in, wanting to blindly support her. “Wait, which one was he?”

“The brunette one,” Olivia added, referring to the tall one whose house next weekend’s party would be hosting the party.

This already sounded tragic, but a few things weren’t adding up. “Why the hell did he invite you to the party then?” I asked. “If he dumped you, wouldn’t he want nothing to do with you?”

Both Olivia and Chloe shrugged. “Maybe he wants to show off how well he’s doing?” Chloe posited. “But you’re right. It’s a crazy ask.”

I sat down on the couch, taking all this information in. “Well shit, Olivia… I’m sorry you went through that. Hey, on the bright side, at least you don’t have to see him anymore now that we’re graduated.”

Olivia was seated on the piano bench across the room, deep in thought. This was maybe the quietest I’d seen her to date. Normal Olivia was sometimes annoying, sure. But Sad Olivia was way worse to look at. Bringing up Ethan looked like it made her, I dunno… broken.

Though after a few moments, a smile grew on her face like she had some sort of clever idea. “This party…” she began. “This party could be a really good opportunity, actually.”

Chloe looked at her, deeply concerned. “Olivia, we shouldn’t go.”

But Olivia stood up, visibly rejuvenated with some sort of plan. “No no no, we have to go. I gotta get revenge on him.”

Chloe and I looked at each other with the same conclusion that this was a terrible idea. But Olivia was an enigma. Once she had her mind set on something, she wasn’t one to let it go. As much as we wished to stop her, we could see the wheels turning in her head as she paced the floor, excitedly planning something.

“Yes. Yes yes yes,” she mumbled under her breath. “I’ll think of something this week. Something that’ll ensure he never breaks a girl’s heart out of nowhere ever again.”

I stood up, needing to bring her down to Earth a little bit. “You’re not thinking of anything illegal, right?”

“Nothing illegal or immoral. I promise,” she said, holding up her palm to give her oath. “But that guy needs to know before college that he can’t just dump girls and move on so easily.”

Chloe was silent for a moment, but Olivia’s tenacity must’ve convinced her. “Alright, fine. I’ll help.”

My stomach growled. I didn’t like drama and I especially didn’t like getting in trouble. Olivia must have sensed this, because she came over to me and tenderly placed her hand on my shoulder.

“This is your summer of ‘yes’, isn’t it, Madison? Can’t you channel that into helping out your dear old cousin?”

I looked into her eyes, perceiving plenty of intensity and anger. Seeing this side of Olivia scared me. No doubt about that. But also in her eyes I saw pain. Pain that needed to be righted. While my gut told me this was a bad idea, the evidence said otherwise. Olivia has convinced me to go above and beyond my comfort zone and look at life in a brand new way: learning about Grandma and living out her passions; not taking so much stock in what my mom tells me; saying yes to things that might be a little scary and exciting.

“Okay,” I finally answered. “You got me again. What are you gonna need?”

She stepped back with a big smile on her face. “I haven’t figured that out yet. Give me the week to think it over.”

Chloe and I nodded, assuming this was where her scheming stopped for the night. But Olivia had one more thing to say before I was ready to change and go home.

“Whatever I chose though… I’m gonna need you attending this party as a girl, Madison.”
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PARTY PLANS


Compared to the wild, swingy shenanigans of Friday night, the rest of my weekend was relatively tame. No dresses, no carnivals, no mischievous scheming for revenge… nothing like that.

I ended up tentatively accepting Olivia’s request for me to continue dressing as a girl at the upcoming party. Why? Well, because Friday couldn’t have gone smoother in terms of my failure to be clocked as male. The top and skirt fit and felt like a dream. My hair and makeup held up perfectly, and not a soul said anything to the extent of ‘that’s a dude!’ or ‘sissy!’. Our casual little dress-up experiment was an undeniable success.

The only bit of weekend drama came on Saturday morning when I came downstairs for breakfast, only to be greeted by a scowl from my mother. I’ll spare the details, but she was not pleased with my little outing. While my heart momentarily skipped a beat, thinking she suspected something of our little gender switching game, she was mainly just angry that I forgot to give her a heads up about going out.

Believe me, I tried to explain that I was a legal adult and high school graduate, but I got the same old ‘my roof, my rules’ speech that I’d grown so tired of. Fortunately, she didn’t ground me or give me any real sanctions, but the message was clear: ‘I’ve got my eye on you this summer’. And for someone who might be attending a party dressed as a girl this coming weekend to help his cousin get unspecified revenge, it was a little unsettling. But so far, she’s suspected nothing, and I give the most credit to my ability to internalize all of the stress.

Those next few days after the carnival I thought an enormous amount about how well I was able to pull off being a girl. Both Chloe and Olivia would frequently pull me aside to compliment my naturally feminine mannerisms. Olivia even said they were so convincing that I was starting to freak her out!

My greatest concern for the night was the panties. I thought they were not only obscenely girly, but also deeply unnecessary and impractical for a boy. But again, I quickly found another fear quashed. Despite being small and meant for a woman’s body, the panties did a surprisingly good job holding my package in its place. And if I thought the rush of air on my legs was heavenly before? Damn… I had another thing coming. I was lucky it wasn’t too breezy. Only light gusts ever made their way up my skirt as the wind tickled my private parts held securely inside my cotton panties. The short skirt never led to any problems, as I was diligent and responsible smoothing the skirt and closing my legs while seated.

So yes, everything went great. Too great, I might even say, that it served as a de facto audition for this weekend’s party at Max and Ethan’s. An audition which I very much aced.
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All the distractions surrounding my relationship with my mother, the revenge planning with Ethan, and the carnival dress-up day didn’t change the fact that Olivia and I still had a job to do. A job that we very much still needed for our summer spending money and to make a dent in our college payments.

Monday and Tuesday were big cleaning days, deciding to switch things up and deep-scrub the vast majority of the basement we’d already cleared out. Olivia and I hopped in the car and drove to Walmart for a collection of dusters, brooms, mops, and every imaginable cleaning solution after realizing what she brought from home wouldn’t be enough. And I gotta say, we did a pretty damn good job.

Tuesday was also the first day that both Mom and Aunt Lorraine visited to examine our finds. The vast majority of what we set aside were in-tact jewelry and other knick-knacks that could be perceived as valuable items – but again, what the hell did we know? I guess my Mom just has an eye for this sort of stuff, since she was able to swiftly identify what was worth keeping versus throwing away. Her visit was brief and productive but most importantly, neither she nor Lorraine suspected anything of the dresses or our little photography project.

Speaking of which, the very next day on Wednesday, we stumbled upon one more dress box in the downstairs work room. This box, unlike the others, was a little bit crushed by the weight of the objects on top. But based on the white box and monochrome navy blue ribbon, we knew this was ‘a Gretchen gift’.

The dress was a navy blue, one-shoulder gown that hung all the way down to the floor. It was woven entirely with a charmeuse silk material and upon fiddling with it, we discovered a long slit in the dress for presumably, my leg. Almost immediately, Olivia was sending pictures of the dress to Chloe to begin styling and planning for a photoshoot tomorrow. While she plotted and planned my look for tomorrow, I read the letter to myself.

February 4th, 1965

Dear Diana,

I think often about the formal events we got to attend as children. Sure there were few, but I fondly remember watching my baby sister prance around in her kiddie ball gown like nothing else mattered in the world. Daddy tried chasing you down but failed to dampen your childhood wonder. This gown is inspired by those days but with some added maturity. Oh, if only I could see you attend a fancy gala or a red carpet premiere in this dress! Perhaps our fashion collector friend Mr. Arnold’s $10,000 could have made that dream a reality.

Love,

Gretchen

The letter was heartbreaking, but the emotion wasn’t what stood out to me. “Olivia… come take a look at this.”

She snatched the letter out of my hand and read it for herself. “’Mr. Arnold’s...’ WHAT? Ten THOUSAND dollars?”

Olivia almost collapsed on the floor out of shock. “Grandma was a baller! God damn!”

I couldn’t believe it myself. “I guess Arnold was crazy obsessed with Diana if he thought 12 pictures of her would be worth ten grand.”

Olivia got up off the floor and shot me a sly grin. “You’re just saying that because you look exactly like her, aren’t you? I see your game.”

We both chuckled and set the dress aside for the time being. Though undoubtedly, the vibe changed for the remainder of the day. It’s a little hard to get excited about $10 an hour after stumbling upon an offer for $10,000. The tragedy of Grandma’s life just continued to unfold and mystify us.
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Our Thursday dress-up session was mostly uneventful. This being our fourth set of pictures, we’d pretty much nailed down a routine by now: Chloe comes in the morning and Olivia helps her get set up, followed by the dress, the hair, the makeup, and about 15-20 minutes of posing and pictures. Simple enough, though each time the operation expanded in scale just a little bit. Chloe’s wardrobe was expansive enough that she was starting to bring multiple shoe options. I was also presented with accessories like bracelets and necklaces and of course, loads of makeup and hair products. Much of it seemed unnecessary and above and beyond a collection of pictures that nobody would ever lay eyes on beyond the three of us, but hey, we’d committed to this. The girls loved it and frankly, I enjoyed it enough to keep playing along.

The real development from Thursday was the announcement of Olivia’s plans for the party on Saturday. Chloe and I were down for the ride, but this was Olivia’s brainchild. And I think a non-small part of us was hoping she’d have just gotten over this throughout the week. But no, it was quite the opposite.

Olivia sat us down at the covered billiard table which had become our makeshift kitchen table, since the real kitchen table was still buried beneath multiple layers of grime, dust, and cardboard boxes.

Dramatically, Olivia pulled something out from a canvas bag and slammed it on the table in front of us. It was a spray paint bottle. “I picked it up last night. Whatcha think?”

I stared at the bottle. “What’s it for?”

“For hitting him over the head with,” she first said, dryly. “No, Madison, it’s for spraying!”

“Spraying what?” Chloe asked, just as in the dark as I was.

“Ugh! Do I have to spell everything out?” Olivia groaned. “We’re gonna go to the party, I’m gonna sneak into his room, and spray paint ‘ASSHOLE’ on the back of his bedroom door.

“You’re gonna vandalize his home?” I summarized in shock. “You said ‘nothing illegal’!”

She flipped around the bottle for me to read, revealing the words ‘removable’ and ‘washable’ written on the can. “It’s not permanent. It’s stuff that people use for spray paint pranks. He’ll just need to scrub it off himself.”

Right off the bat, Chloe and I were hesitant. Washable or not, vandalism is vandalism. And we didn’t even know this guy. Maybe he’s also the vengeful prankster type. Or even worse: litigious. That’s why we spent the next 15 minutes trying to poke holes into her plan and essentially talk her out of it. But Olivia, always the smartest girl in the room, had this plan air tight.

“We’ll show up at 9 P.M. and the first thing we do is hunt down Ethan. We want him to know we’re there,” she explained, pacing the room as she narrated her vision. “Madison and Chloe, you guys will distract Ethan by any means necessary. You don’t have to talk to him, but you have to keep an eye on him and make sure he does not go up to his room.”

“How are you gonna get into his room? What if it’s locked?” I asked.

“Madison, please. I dated the guy for several months. I know his house like the back of my hand.”

Chloe had her reservations too. “What about once you’re done? Do we just ditch the party?”

Olivia nodded. “Yep. But let’s hang out there for a while before the prank goes down.”

This all sounded needlessly risky to me. “For what? Isn’t it easier to do the ‘ol in-and-out?”

“Well,” Olivia said, suddenly expressing a little insecurity. “I want him to see how well I’m doing. I need him to see that.”

Chloe and I looked at each other, clued in a little better to the goal behind this whole scheme now. This was as much about Olivia as it was about Ethan. It’s not just about Ethan dumping her, but it’s about Olivia succeeding despite it.

Obviously, the whole concept of revenge was never really my thing, but since meeting Olivia, she’s shown me how satisfying tribalism can be in the face of a raw deal. That’s what this whole thing with Grandma and Diana’s been, right? Me picking a side in the Mom vs Grandma feud? Here, I’m doing the same — picking a side in ‘Olivia vs Ethan’.

“So believe me when I say this: I’m gonna look fucking hot on Saturday,” Olivia declared, cheered on by Chloe.

I smiled, still anxious but trying my best to be supportive. “We’ll do everything to make sure you’re belle of the ball.”

She brought the two of us in for a long group hug. A genuinely sweet moment.

“But you know, I can’t just show up looking good on my own,” Olivia clarified. “I need to show up with two beautiful ladies with me.”

I chuckled. “Yeah, yeah. I’ll wear a dress or whatever. I’ll even shave! How’s that for some effort?”

Olivia put her hand on my shoulder — kindly, but a little patronizing. “Oh, Madison… We’re gonna do a lot more than that. When we’re done with you on Saturday, you’re gonna look girlier and sexier than you ever thought was possible. Trust me.”
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PARTY PREP


Out of all the possible snags that could come from Saturday night’s revenge-fest, the one I was most afraid of was being caught by my mother. I considered last weekend’s chastising to be a dodged bullet. The fact that I got out of it with nothing more than a warning was, all things considered, a blessing.

Not that I needed Mom’s permission to do anything or go anywhere (within reason), but I knew that sweetening the pot with some good news could only help. So all day Friday, I busted my ass to finish up the basement completely, leaving only a little bit of dusting and deep cleaning for the next week. But telling my mom that the entire basement had been cleared out and sifted through put her in a rare, miraculously good mood. This was the time to tell her about going out Saturday night.

“A party… with Olivia?” she repeated back to me. “You two have really been hitting it off, huh?”

“Mmhmm! Who knew spending eight hours a day digging through trash could make us such good friends.”

Mom eyed me, still a little suspicious from last week. “She’s not… up to anything, is she?”

“No, everything’s fine,” I told her. Maybe dressing as a girl and hanging out with Olivia’s been good for me, because I got a lot more comfortable lying to people’s faces. “It’s just a friend of hers from her school.”

I don’t know if it was my ability to lie or the fact that she was busy at the moment, but Mom accepted my story. Whatever the reason, both she and I knew that deep down, she didn’t really give a shit about my safety or my weekend plans. She’s always been a box-checker, looking to do as little parenting as possible. So as long as she didn’t know about the spray painting or the crossdressing, I really didn’t give a shit what she thought I was doing.
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It felt nice to pull up to Grandma’s and feel in the clear by at least one metric. But Mom was only the battle. The party was the war.

My ‘call time’ was 7 P.M. at Grandma’s house. With the basement 100% clear including the bathroom, it kind of felt like we had our own little private apartment. Three friends getting ready for a night on the town. By the looks of it, Olivia and Chloe had been at it for a little while, because when I walked downstairs the place looked like a factory of girlhood. Outfit options, makeup products, hair devices, and all sorts of girly things were strewn across the basement floor and furniture. Both girls were actively working on their makeup when I came downstairs. I gulped, took a deep breath, and accepted my fate.

Chloe and Olivia greeted me with exuberance. Neither was in their outfit but had almost finished their makeup and, I gotta say, both of them looked stunning. It was way more makeup than I’d seen either of them wear, and it gave me a taste of what I was about to receive.

Unlike the last time, however, I wasn’t given the chance to choose my outfit. According to Chloe, girls shouldn’t all wear the same color or style to a given party. The ‘rule’ sounded ridiculous to me, but it’s not like I could argue the opposite. My girlhood experience starts and ends with Chloe and Olivia. Which reminds me…

“Hey… what should we do about, like, my name. And my voice…” I finally got the courage to ask in the middle of my makeup.

Olivia, pacing the room, stopped for a second to consider. It was a good question — one that fortunately wasn’t an issue at the carnival but could undoubtedly become one tonight. “Well, do you want to be called something else?”

“I mean… Madison could be a girl’s name too,” I posited. If anything, Madison was more a girl’s name than a boy’s these days. And you better believe the bullies I came across in elementary and middle school reminded me of that.

“Then you’ll stay Madison,” Olivia declared with a single clap. “And the voice? Eh… you already have a pretty high voice.”

She wasn’t wrong. Not that my voice sounded exactly like a girl’s, but it certainly wasn’t deep or masculine. Puberty gave me more of a tune-up rather than a rebuild. But for once, that was working in my favor. I decided to approach the night with a slightly pitch-raised, softer voice than normal, but nothing too drastic.

With that settled, Chloe kept working on my makeup as I listened to the girls gossip about old high school drama, boys they liked or hated, and how generally excited they were to leave this era of their lives behind. I always found it interesting listening to others’ gossip. The characters were different, but the storylines were always the same. So-and-so cheated on their partner? Can you believe what X person said to Y person? Damn, is that [insert-popular-kid-here] hot or what! It’s crazy how we could attend completely different high schools yet witness the exact same dynamics.

It took around 45 minutes, but my makeup was finally complete. Chloe had mostly kept me in the dark throughout the entire process, banking on a fun self-reveal. And sure enough when she had me look in the mirror, a cute — no, sexy — woman was staring back at me. We’d kept things simple in the past, but Chloe reached a whole new level with my look. The contouring was significant, if not extreme. But still, it served only to make my face as femininely-shaped as possible. Beyond the typical mascara, an eyelash curler and eyeliner were used, making my eyes pop more than ever before. I stopped her short of reshaping my eyebrows into a feminine arch, but I let her clean them up and use a brush for better definition. My lips were lined to create a poutier, fuller appearance, then filled in with a deep red lipstick and coated with sparkly gloss. My whole makeup look was giving ‘sultry chic’. Everything about it made me look four or five years older than I actually was.

“Jesus, when did I become a hot 23 year old?” I joked, still examining each little detail with great intrigue.

Chloe smiled. “Just wait for your dress.”

It’s hardly surprising that of the pants/dress/skirt options, I was the one stuck with the dress. Olivia, of course, got dibs on the jeans, and Chloe opted for a cute skirt. My assumption was that I’d be handed a simple black dress, but that was far from the case.

“It’s called a bodycon dress,” Chloe explained. “It’s meant to accentuate your figure.”

I laughed. “What figure? Have you seen me?”

She and Olivia rolled their eyes. “Madison, for a boy, you’re quite ‘hippy’ – and I’m not talking 1960s peace and love. Put it on.”

She handed me the skin-tight, black bodycon dress and pushed me back into the bathroom. At the last second, she threw in a pair of panties and this time, a black bra.

Now, the last pair of panties I wore were doable, and while they didn’t make much practical sense, I appreciated them being simple and cotton. But the bra and panties she handed me looked like a freaking lingerie set.

“Ugh…” I groaned, picking at the lace trim of my new bra. “Is this really all you got?”

“Trust me, you need it to fill out the top part of the dress. Plus, who doesn’t want matching panties??”

Me. I don’t want matching panties. But I kept my mouth shut and agreed to change into my new outfit. After figuring out the bra, the panties were simple enough. Though noticeably, these lace panties offered sizably less coverage than the cotton ones. ‘Granny panties’, as Chloe referred to my previous ones, were far more comfortable and fit my package a lot better. Still, I was able to fiddle things around and create a flat-enough appearance in the lace ones.

It was nice to take a step backwards in skimpiness with this new dress — though it wasn’t modest by any means. Compared to my crop top and short skirt from last weekend, this bodycon dress at least covered my belly button, though left my shoulders completely exposed by relying on thin spaghetti straps. The dress was stretchy and could be lengthened to just above my knees if desired – and I did desire. I hadn’t really considered my loosely feminine figure before, but damn were the girls right about my hips. I wasn’t giving off a full hourglass figure — mostly because my boobs consisted of only a padded bra — but my hips and butt were objectively wider than most boys my age… or any age. Another slightly embarrassing but helpful attribute for tonight.

I made my grand reveal to the girls who were immediately enamored with my look. Chloe even stood up and applauded, which felt a little self-congratulatory considering it was her makeup and her outfit choice. But regardless, I’d rather people appreciate my appearance than be disgusted by it. It felt nice to look pretty.

The girls took a little longer to finish their own makeup and outfits — particularly Chloe, who couldn’t decide between one of four skirts. But soon enough I was seated back down to finish off my hair.

“How do you feel about straightening it?” Chloe asked cautiously, knowing full well I’m prone to blowing up at her if a suggestion is too feminine. And she was right to act that way, because I had an immediate aversion to it. But after some explanation, I learned that A) it would look best with my outfit for tonight, and B) one simple wash of my hair and it’d negate all effects of the flat iron. So as long as I could wake up early and get a wash in before my mother woke up, I should be in the clear.

So of course, I was talked into getting my hair straightened for the first time in my life. My hair was a little wavy, thick, and there was a lot of it, so it took her a while to get through it. But section by section, my hair was transformed into a sleek, sultry, middle-part style. The first thing I noticed was how much longer and softer it made my hair feel. I’d felt my waves bounce off my bare back in other dresses before, but this was an entirely new sensation. Each time I turned my head, my back was tickled with the softness of silk. The feeling was lovely.

“Beautiful girl!” Chloe complimented, gushing at my appreciation of the new hairstyle. “Careful, or you’re not gonna want to turn it back.”

The final step for me was shoes, and Chloe again came prepared. She slid cute 3-inch black heels onto my feet which gave me a bump in height and a boost in attention for my smooth, hairless legs. The look was complete.

If Olivia’s goal was for three sexy ladies to show up at the party and knock everyone’s socks off, it was mission accomplished. Olivia’s black jeans and black denim jacket were cute and casual. Chloe went for the charming, athletic look, sporting a flirty, flowy skirt, pink Jordan sneakers, and a white tank top. And of course, I was the va-va-voom bombshell of the group, with a tight black dress, sleek hair, and bold, glam makeup.

Of course, our main goal was not to impress, but to distract — distract away from Olivia’s spray painting antics. She tucked the spray can into her jacket while Chloe spritzed each of us with the same fruity, feminine perfume. I nearly coughed from accidentally swallowing some, but appreciated the gesture. This was the first time I smelled like a girl in addition to dressing like one. It felt more… complete. I liked that.

“Shall we?” Olivia asked, checking the time on her phone. We nodded. “Tonight, we get revenge.”

‘We’ felt strong, especially against a boy I didn’t know personally. But Olivia was adamant and tonight, I was but her humble servant.
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PAYBACK


Our walk to Ethan’s was a little over 15 minutes filled with equal parts excitement and anguish. In all four years of high school, I never once attended a house party. Not that I really yearned to. The few friends I did have weren’t partiers, which was probably why I liked them. Video games were always much more my speed.

But here I was, dolled up in a tight black dress, high heels, and my freshly straightened red hair swinging as I walked, tickling my back and shoulders. If I hadn’t had the positive experience of last weekend’s carnival, I would’ve been much more nervous about being clocked as some weird guy wearing girls clothes. But I knew that when people look at me tonight, ‘male’ will be the last word that comes to mind. No, my nerves were here for a different reason: the execution of Olivia’s revenge plan, and my ability to distract a boy I’d never even met.

Ethan’s house wasn’t unlike anything else in the Norridge neighborhood. The community isn’t exceedingly wealthy, so most of the houses were small, two or three bedroom homes with modest front and back yards. It was similar to my grandmother’s in architectural style and yard design, though it notably wasn’t ravaged by weeds and overgrown shrubbery.

A few other girls arrived at the same time as us, so we followed them into the backyard where it seemed most of the action was — and boy was there action. Norridge backyards aren’t large, but Ethan’s family certainly made the most of the limited space. Six or seven tables lined the yard, full of snacks and catered sandwiches for dinner. Partygoers were crammed into the space for conversations, yard games, and even a little bit of dancing. The entire backyard scene, porch included, was illuminated with an abundance of string lights. The garage was even cleared out for additional conversation and drinking game space. A party atmosphere for sure, but a relatively wholesome one.

At first I was surprised at how few parents and older family members were present until I realized this wasn’t a typical graduation party. I guess the standard (for some, at least) is to have a low-key family grad party, and a higher-energy one with just friends. Evidenced by the energy, the music, and yes, the cheap alcohol, this was clearly the latter.

“Hmm. Not bad,” Olivia conceded, definitely jilted by her ex’s ability to throw a packed party. “Let’s find him and begin Phase One.”

For as packed as the outside was with recent grads, the inside was even more of a zoo. The kitchen, living room, family room, and even a first floor bedroom were packed with people drinking and socializing. We weaved through the crowd, occasionally stopping for a quick, drunken conversation with a former classmate of Olivia or Chloe.

I got the sense that I was a tad overdressed — especially for a fun summer party. The black dress and high heels were maybe a bit much, considering I was one of a handful of people even wearing black. The majority of people wore flashy, summery outfits with bold, bright colors. Olivia did say she wanted us to catch eyes and show off how well we were (or rather, she was) doing since the breakup.

Indoors was loud and the people were tipsy, which was the perfect low-stakes chance for me to practice my feminine voice. I stuck mostly to introductions and a few small details, but at least in my mind I successfully passed as Olivia’s female cousin.

It didn’t take long to run into our hosts for the night, Ethan and Max. They were conveniently hanging out together in the crowded living room chatting with a handful of really pretty girls, though none of the ones we met last week at the carnival. Max was the first to spot us from across the room and energetically waved us over to join the conversation.

This whole thing was so weird… Ethan dumps Olivia with no warning or reason, yet still invites her to his party months later? And I didn’t know much about her relationship with Max, but he’s treating everything as if nothing ever happened. These guys either must have really short memories or the most welcoming people on the planet.

The other girls scooted aside to grab drinks and soon enough, the three of us were in the conversation with the two boys. We began with awkward small talk, though mostly between Max and Chloe. Olivia must’ve seen this as our best chance to keep the boys occupied because she made up an excuse to get a drink and left the group, leaving it just us four. Max, like last week, looked at me strangely.

“I’m sorry… I know you were at the carnival last week. Did you go to school with us?” he asked, desperately trying to recall a class or activity we must’ve done together. I didn’t want to answer, afraid he’d clock an obviously male voice, but if I was to take part in Olivia’s plan I’d need to speak up at some point. Here goes nothing…

“Uh, no I’m from Downers Grove. I’m Madison, Olivia’s cousin,” I said in my most naturally feminine voice possible. I tightly crossed my fingers, hoping he wouldn’t lash out with accusations. But miraculously, none of that happened. Max just smiled and nodded.

“So then what brings you out here?” Ethan jumped in, probably a little suspicious that his ex-girlfriend not only showed up, but is suddenly bringing family as a plus-one. I had to decide at this moment how truthful I wanted to be. Obviously, there’s no way I’d tell him what we were really up to, but I needed to keep this conversation going for god knows how long. And I couldn’t solely rely on bullshit.

I told him the bare minimum about our job cleaning the house, and how it was bringing me to the neighborhood quite often. He, Max, and Chloe stood there as I awkwardly fumbled my way through a boring story about cleaning trash. I could tell Max and even Chloe was bored, but Ethan remained polite, asking little follow-up questions here and there.

“I’m… gonna grab a drink,” Max said, looking up on his phone and meandering away. I shot a look at Chloe. Even if it was Ethan’s room Olivia wanted to vandalize, as host, we couldn’t risk Max snooping around and catching her in the act either. With my eyes only, I gestured for her to follow him.

“Uh… me too,” Chloe said, scampering off behind Max. And with that, it was me and Ethan left in a conversation. I smiled at him awkwardly.

“Do you need to keep an eye on your friend?” he asked, wondering why I hadn’t left with Chloe. Fuck, was I blowing this already?

“Oh, she’ll be fine. We’re both social butterflies anyway!” Okay, that was a complete lie. I’m many things, but someone who is comfortable socializing with strangers — particularly in a dress — is not one of them.

And so, I kept up my conversation with Ethan in the living room but made a considerable effort to not go beyond small talk while still being engaging. Every minute or so, I’d either glance around for Chloe’s whereabouts or pull out my phone to check for an update from Olivia. Jeez… what was taking her so long? I know she wasn’t going to rush, but how long does it take to spray paint ‘ASSHOLE’ on the back of a door?

The entire time I chatted with Ethan, I couldn’t help but wonder if I was missing something. Sure, I wasn’t getting deep with this guy, but nothing immediately seemed off about him. Was it really that simple, he just rudely dumped her out of nowhere?

My phone dinged in the middle of one of his stories and I quickly whipped it out. “Please hold that thought,” I apologized while simultaneously opening the text. It was from Olivia, but it definitely wasn’t good news.

Finally made it upstairs but door is locked. Will sneak onto roof and climb in thru window. Give me 10.




My eyes widened with terror at the sight of her new plan. Climb through the window?? Is she insane??

I must’ve looked like a mess, because Ethan got immediately concerned. “Holy shit, are you okay? You’re turning white.”

“I’m fine, I’m fine…” I assured him, steadying my breath and attempting to overcome my fear. “Just a crazy push notification about… a… uh… a celebrity.”

He raised an eyebrow. “A celebrity?” Ethan chuckled, definitely not believing me. “I’m sorry, it’s none of my business. You’re looking like a ghost though… Do you need some water?”

Well, I’d take anything that keeps him occupied and away from upstairs. “Maybe a ginger ale? That always calms my stomach.” I suggested. He nodded and ushered me through the crowd.

I still couldn’t believe the lengths Olivia was taking to get revenge on this guy. Climb on his roof to bust in through the window? Seriously? Of course I’m still Team Olivia but hey, I should be allowed to simultaneously think her methods are batshit crazy, right? And all for a man who, on the surface, seemed pretty normal.

But even ‘normal' was starting to feel like not enough credit, because the moment I showed only a small amount of discomfort, Ethan was immediately attentive. That certainly didn’t feel like a bad thing. He swiftly cleared a path for me through the party, then diligently dug through the fridge for over a minute in search of ginger ale.

“Gotta be outside then,” he said, determined. “I’ll be right back!”

But still, I wasn’t about to let this man out of my sight. “Oh, uh… I’ll come with you!”

We had just as much luck digging through the coolers outside. He even checked the fridge in the garage.

I was honestly impressed with his determination to find what was literally just a throwaway request for a measly soda. But a big part of me was flattered that Ethan even wanted to help a total stranger.

“Well…” he said with a chuckle, sheepishly fidgeting with his all-black ball cap. “Looks like we’re out of ginger ale.”

I grinned and joined in laughing. “At least I got a tour of the house, I mean damn. You took me everywhere!”

He smiled sweetly back at me. He had such kind eyes and cute dimples — neither of which you’d expect on someone as seemingly ‘bro-ey’ as him. But the smile was wiped when a thought jumped into his head.

“Oh wait! One more place to check!” Ethan exclaimed, grabbing my hand and leading me through the party. I didn’t like this sudden variable. Olivia was still at work — and while she could be done by now, I could just as likely have set up my own demise over a meaningless ginger ale.

Ethan held my hand tightly as we maneuvered the crowd, only stopping briefly to greet a guest or say a quick ‘what’s up?’. In the backyard, the porch, and the kitchen, I kept getting glares from others — likely wondering who this redhead in the tight black dress and heels was… and why she was holding Ethan’s hand?

There was one room on the first floor that wasn’t flooded with kids, and it was all the way down the hall behind a locked door at the end. I breathed a slight sigh of relief, as I knew that his bedroom was upstairs. At least I’d averted that crisis.

This was the quietest it’d been all night, down the hall and away from the majority of his party. Ethan pulled out a key and unlocked the door. I was a little afraid to enter a locked room with a man I barely knew, but this seemed like my best case for keeping up the distraction.

Inside, he flicked on the lights, revealing a serene, wood-paneled office. From what I’ve seen, this was easily the nicest looking room in the house. The vintage, oak bookshelves that lined the walls were filled with books, knick-knacks, and old framed photographs. His dad’s desk was also massive to the point of intimidating, especially with the looming wooden cabinets that reached the ceiling and loomed above it.

“My dad’s study,” Ethan said, goofily making a grand gesture. “It’s the one room that’s off limits for tonight — well, other than mine and my parent’s bedrooms.”

I gulped at his mention of the bedrooms, but kept my cool. “It’s incredible,” I added, soaking in the decor.

He stepped behind the desk and opened the lower portion of the left cabinet. But instead of files, papers, or anything else business-y, it was the harsh light of a… refrigerator?

“The man insisted on a mini fridge in his office,” Ethan lamented. “Because the walk down the hall to the kitchen is such a… Oh! Ta-da!” He whipped around and revealed a crisp, refrigerated 12 ounce can of ginger ale.

“Amazing!” I celebrated, as he handed me the can. “This is gonna taste even better knowing all the effort you put in.”

Ethan humbly shrugged. “Well, I gotta treat my guests right, you know?” He sighed, then gloomily peered back at the door. “Ugh… It’s so loud out there…”

I chuckled. “You don’t want to return to your own party? Why’d you throw it then?”

“It was more Max’s idea. He’s the big party guy. But he wanted to do something together, and his house is smaller than mine and his parents are super strict… eh, it’s a whole thing. It was easier just to say yes.”

‘Easier just to say yes’ could literally be my memoir title for the last few weeks... But I didn’t share that detail. It seemed like Ethan wanted some space from the guests, which worked out perfectly for me. What better way to keep a guy distracted than to not even be present at his own party?

He took a seat in one of the leather chairs in the corner and tossed his legs up on the ottoman. “I just need five minutes. That’s it. You’re welcome to go find your friends — or, uh… cousin… if you want.

His aversion to mentioning Olivia was odd, but I let it slide. “I think I could use a little peace and quiet too, if you don’t mind,” I admitted. “I’ll stick around.”

Ethan smiled back, his eyes twinkling. “Happy to have some company.”

Not sure what else I could be doing, I paced around the office looking at his family photos, asking an occasional question. Part of it was to kill time, but much of it was genuine interest. After all, it was cool to chat with someone actually willing to discuss their family history.

Most of these were pictures of Ethan’s own family. Like me, he’s an only child. But unlike me, he was raised by two present, loving parents. The pictures showed that. A mom, a dad, both smiling and holding their young son dearly.

“These are so cute,” I said sincerely.

He rolled his eyes. “Crazy how you’re meeting 5-year-old Ethan only 30 minutes after 18-year-old Ethan.”

Maybe it was intrusive, but I kept looking through the pictures and trinkets on his father’s shelves. I was very careful not to break or disturb anything — ironic, considering what Olivia is probably doing as we speak.

I picked up an old magazine from a stack on the shelf. It had a beautiful woman in a classy, vintage dress posed on the cover. Beyond just observing the model’s clothing style, I could tell this was an old magazine based on that flimsy style of paper one tends to find in older publications — a fact I knew all too well, digging through my grandma’s trash for the last few weeks.

“Cool magazines,” I noted, reading aloud the title. “Burda. Hmm, never heard of this one.”

Ethan stood up. “Oh yeah, those were my grandpa’s but he gave ‘em to my dad a while ago. It’s crazy, he was a fashion editor-turned-collector.”

I stopped in my tracks. A fashion editor… turned collector? He… he couldn’t be…

I was no longer at ease as the flow of our conversation came to an abrupt halt. “Uh, this is really random, but… What’s your grandpa’s name?”

Ethan raised an eyebrow, just as thrown off as I was. “His name? Like, his first name? It’s Arnold. Why?”
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NEW PLAN


The blood drained from my face, leaving me in a cold, pale stare at the magazine in front of me. No way this is true. No way this could be the same Arnold, right?

Still attentive, Ethan noticed my face once again lose its color. “Shit, do you need another ginger ale? Are you okay, Madison?”

I stepped aside, needing some room to breathe. This was too much of a bombshell to deal with rationally and completely hide my reaction. “I… I’m a little sick. I need some air.”

I put the magazine back in the pile and shuffled back outside to the crowded party, lightly pushing others aside to get outside as fast as possible. People must’ve thought I was a psycho, taking huge, deep breaths alone in the driveway to calm down. But I didn’t care. The moment I calmed myself just enough, I immediately called Olivia.

“Pick up, pick up, pick up…” I urgently whispered to myself. Thankfully she answered after a single ring, but wasn’t happy.

“WHY ARE YOU CALLING ME? IS HE COMING?” she whisper-shouted.

“If you’re in his room, get out. NOW. The plan is off.”

“What? Why?” she asked.

“Just get out!” I shouted. “I’ll explain later. And go find Chloe!” I hastily hung up on her and stared back at the people outside. My frantic energy had caught the attention of a few partygoers, but most were probably too drunk to care. They probably just viewed me like any other girl there, drunkenly freaking out on the phone over a boy. Nothing new to them, and certainly nothing to concern themselves with. Of all the people at the party, it was probably Ethan who cared most — and he was the guy I’d just run out on.
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Needless to say, Olivia was not pleased with me while walking home. Turns out, even extreme risk-takers like her can get the shit scared out of them, and that’s exactly what I did with my frantic call. But despite the chaos, Olivia quickly made her way out, grabbed Chloe, and we got back to Grandma’s safe and sound — albeit with an incomplete mission.

“Alright, nobody’s here, Madison,” Olivia grumbled as we locked the door and funneled into the basement. “So are you filling me in or just keeping those annoying little red lips shut?”

I sat the girls down on the basement couch to deliver my bombshell, keeping them in agony as I retold my entire Ethan experience: the initial small talk, our search throughout the house, and all the way up through our venture into his father’s study.

“So I’m looking at the fashion magazine and notice it’s, like, super old. He tells me it’s his grandpa’s — who was a fashion editor. And guys… I literally stopped in my tracks.”

By the look on her face, I could tell Olivia finally knew what I was getting at. “Madison…”

I tensed my body and squinted, forcing out the remaining details of my stressful encounter. “So… I asked him what his grandpa’s name was…”

The word involuntarily floated out of Olivia’s mouth in a whisper. “Arnold…”

I nodded as Chloe glanced back and forth in astonishment. Olivia stood up and paced the room, repeated segments of my bombshell story under her breath but just loud enough for me to hear. Then Chloe rose to do the same. I’d never seen these girls so reactive. Olivia turned back to me, dead serious. “You’re CERTAIN the name was Arnold? And it was definitely a fashion magazine?”

She loomed tall, questioning me while I sat there on the couch in my tiny black dress like a frightened, dainty little mouse. “Mmhmm,” I squeaked.

“Then holy fucking shit…” Olivia released a giant breath as her mood quickly swung from stern and intense to vaguely celebratory.

“So what do we do about this?” I eventually asked, trying to make sense of her mood change.

“Well… I’m definitely not mad at you anymore for fucking up my revenge plot, that’s for sure!” she admitted with a chuckle. “I mean, this changes everything!”

This sounded like fantastic news. “Yeah! I couldn’t agree more. Through Ethan we can learn more about grandma…”

But Olivia held up her hand to slow me down. “I mean… sure, we can do that. But the revenge isn’t over.”

I paused, giving her a funny look. “What do you mean?”

“Madison, this is who we’ve been looking for. He’s the grandson of our $10,000 man!”

I thought she might be kidding. Hell, I hoped she was kidding. But her serious, devious expression suggested otherwise. “You… want Arnold’s money?”

Olivia glanced at Chloe, hoping for some backup. “Uh, yeah? Why wouldn’t we? Why spray paint Ethan’s door when we can collect $10,000 from his grandpa.”

“But… we don’t even have the pictures of Diana!” I protested.

Chloe stepped in. “But we have the pictures of you, Madison. At least some of ‘em.”

My gaze jumped back and forth between the two scheming girls. “You… you can’t be serious.”

Olivia wanted nothing of my opinion right now. She was deep in her own brainstorm. “Once we find the dresses, we photograph you in ‘em and make ‘em look vintage. Then, Chloe – who he does not know – will present Arnold with the pictures, along with the letter mentioning the $10,000. If he was as enamored with Diana as grandma said he was, he might just pay us.”

I didn’t like the sound of this at all. Sure, Olivia wanted revenge and yeah, maybe Ethan did her wrong by breaking her heart. But was that really a good reason to scam an old man? “So you’re just gonna rip this guy off?”

Taking issue with my phrasing, Olivia turned her attention back to me. “Madison, we’re not ripping anyone off. The man offered good money for photos of a young, beautiful Diana. Tragically, he was never able to get them. But with how identical you look, he can finally have them! If anything, you’re doing him a service. Not to mention helping grandma live out her dream.”

Hmm. The whole plan still had an ickiness to it, but I did see Olivia’s point. Maybe he wouldn’t care if it’s not actually Diana. It’s just one baby lie. Plus, that lie should more than make up for what Ethan did to Olivia. When all is said and done, maybe everything can be even in her mind.

“If I do it,” I began. “I’m doing it for grandma. And I’ll do it for you. But I can’t take this money.”

Chloe seemed fine with that, glancing at Olivia. “Fine. More for us then.”

I still didn’t love this plan, but at least there was a justification I could feel kinda good about. “Wait, there’s one little wrinkle though. How do we even know where to find this guy?”

The girls looked puzzled. Olivia especially. “Hmm… That’s true. We can’t make any moves until we know more about this Arnold character. What’s his deal? Where is he? Is he even alive?”

I rolled my eyes. “Yeah good luck getting Ethan to tell you anything.”

But Olivia was already way ahead of me. She grabbed my shoulder, laughing. “Oh, I’m not gonna do any of that. Your little recap made it seem like Ethan’s quite smitten with you.”

I immediately blushed. “What? Smitten? No, no…” I don’t know why, but even her mentioning that made me shiver with anxiety.

“Ohh, I think yes, yes. In fact, since you ran out on him, I think that’s the perfect excuse to shoot him a text to apologize.”

“C’mon, stop it,” I tried dismissing her, but even through my makeup I knew I was turning an obvious bright red. “What would I even say?”

Chloe and Olivia looked at each other, then simultaneously cracked suspicious grins. “It’s simple,” Olivia began. “Tell him you’re sorry for leaving so abruptly, and then say you’d like to make it up to him by going on a date.”
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Saturday night’s events were worthy of a full week of decompression. Unfortunately, I had only Sunday to do that.

Olivia’s date suggestion hit me like a ton of bricks, but like any boxer getting pummeled for 12 straight rounds, the hits started feeling numb after a while. I was too tired and overwhelmed to debate her at the moment. I simply told her I’d sleep on it and would let her know by Monday.

I changed back into my boy clothes — setting aside my bra, panties, dress, and heels for another day — while Chloe donated some makeup wipes so I wouldn’t look like an androgynous mess driving home to Downers Grove. My hair was in a messy-enough bun that even if I ran into my Mom, she’d never know my hair had been run through a flat iron. But sure enough, she was asleep. Another dodged bullet.

You’d think that a good night’s sleep would wipe the slate clean, but Sunday morning proved to be the opposite. I was anxious all day thinking about the events last night and Olivia’s request. A date? With a guy? A guy who happens to be her EX-BOYFRIEND? Absurd!

As crazy as the request was, I knew that if my end goal was to learn more about my Grandma, Diana, and my family roots, that information on Arnold would unlock a pretty useful door – not to mention help Olivia get closure on her breakup. Who knows what I could discover from just one more night with Ethan? What was the life of a fashion collector like, and what would that professional connection have meant for young Gretchen? It was killing me not to know.

Olivia’s erratic, scheming behavior of the past week was admittedly a little concerning – but not so much that I’d dare consider siding with the enemy on the ‘Olivia vs Ethan’ feud. Obviously he emotionally hurt her to the point that she felt the need to get back at him. But I still couldn’t get over something. All the data from Saturday night pointed to him being the sweetest, most thoughtful guy. If there was a plain and clear reason for her needing revenge, it certainly didn’t manifest at the party. Another mystery worth pursuing...

By Sunday evening, I’d made up my mind 95% of the way. I accepted my own desire to learn about Grandma and Diana, as well as my tribal duty to help out Olivia. But there still remained a tiny, dissonant issue surrounding the fact that I had to go on a date. A date with a boy.

I always assumed I was a fully straight male, even if dating and relationships were never on my mind throughout high school. Maybe I was too unpopular, or maybe I just didn’t care but no matter the case, I never once actually pursued a girl romantically. It was something I always just assumed one day my mind would just… shift… and I’d start wanting to date.

But last night raised more questions than it answered. Something about our interactions and the attention he gave me felt… I dunno… good? I genuinely felt awful about sprinting out of the office and leaving him in the dark. Not just because it was a rude thing to do, but because it meant I was cutting my time with him unnecessarily short. I knew I needed to retreat, but I wanted to still be near him.

When we returned to Grandma’s and Olivia pointed out how my retelling of the story made him seem smitten with me, I got immediately shaken and nervous. But it was ‘good nervous’, like what she’d just said was actually appealing. I don’t think her assessment was wrong either. I did notice Ethan looked at me differently than other boys would. Granted, I was wearing a tight black dress, lots of makeup and had my hair done up all sexy… but still. Most guys would look at girls that way and objectify them, but Ethan’s gaze was different. He was appreciative and respectful rather than crass. It was the sort of attention that makes someone feel valid.

These feelings were still in their infancy, but if I needed another 5% of interest to be fully committed to proposing a date, this might just be it.
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That night, I sat on the couch with my Mom as she watched a rerun of Law and Order: SVU. For her, a crime procedural was the go to turn-your-brain-off show. At this point, watching TV was the only thing we really did together anymore. I got the sense she was starting to peter on parenting in this final stretch before I leave for college. Normally we’d do a weekend or two away together in the summer for vacation. But we were already well into the summer break and it hasn’t even been mentioned yet. In years past this would’ve bothered me, though my job had kept me busy enough that a trip was unnecessary. But that’s not to say vacationing in general wasn’t already on her mind, as she turned to me with quite the reveal.

“I’m going out of town next weekend by the way,” she said, still staring at the screen. “Gonna see Noelle up in Kenosha for a few days.”

“Noelle?” I said, surprised. “I didn’t know you two still talked.” Noelle was Mom’s friend from a few years ago that — surprise, surprise — she’d cut out of her life after an argument about… ugh, I don’t even remember.

“She apologized, so we’re all good now. Sometimes it just takes a few years to realize you’re wrong.” Mom got up from the couch and kept talking from the kitchen. “Are you good to be home alone next weekend?”

I quietly groaned at the irony. Here she was again with this adult/child wavering. Last weekend she was furious that I didn’t tell her I was going to the carnival, but now she’s perfectly fine leaving me for a weekend alone? God, did I ever want to call her out on this… There’s nothing I hated more than her double standards.

But then I thought about it some more. I was hoping to have a date this weekend – a date that absolutely had to go smoothly. So maybe her trip to Kenosha was actually perfect timing. At this point, what’s the only thing holding me back from committing to a date with Ethan? Mom. And with her out of the way, I’d be free of judgment. I’d be free from restrictions on my social calendar. I’d be free to go on my first date with a boy.

“Totally! Do your thing,” I replied, concealing my smile. “Take as long as you need.”
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GOING OUT


Olivia couldn’t hide her excitement when I came in for work on Monday. I’d explained how I understood the need to take a side in the Grandma vs Mom debate, as well as Olivia vs Ethan. However, I left out any further details about how Ethan’s attention toward me on Saturday felt warm and affirming. At this point, she didn’t need to know that.

It was strange seeing someone so thrilled that her own cousin had agreed to go on a date with her ex-boyfriend. In fact, she couldn’t stop talking about how excited she was for me to meet up with him. Yes, the prospect of learning about Arnold was enticing… but she never stopped reminding me how much Ethan truly sucked. Was she acting reckless by letting me go out with him, or do I keep just misreading things?

The entire day felt like our first week with me trying to get her back on track and not so distracted by something that wasn’t even a sure thing yet. I told her that if she promised to help me clean and finish the basement, she could help me craft the text to Ethan before we left. Thankfully, the carrot I dangled in front of her did the trick. So when 5 o’clock rolled around, we dropped our mops and sponges in favor of our cell phones for the number exchange and text-writing to go down.

“Be apologetic… but not too apologetic! He doesn’t like that,” Olivia practically shouted into my ear, leaning over behind me trying to get a word. I yanked my phone away as she tried to reach in.

“I’m sorry, is it your text or my text?” I snapped back at her.

She held up her hands in defeat. “Fine, fine… But you’ve never asked out anyone before, right? And I have.”

The tricky part was that Ethan still thought I was a girl, so I had to shed any remnants of ‘boy speak’ — as Olivia put it — in favor of how girls text. Weird. I never thought that I sounded that boyish when I texted, but there were subtle phrasings, emoji usage, and reply timing things that hadn’t crossed my mind. For that, I actually did need Olivia.

She peered over my shoulder with the final text typed out. It read:

Heyyy Ethan, it’s Madison from ur grad party! So sorry I felt sick and had to run out. I was super off that night. Anyway, I know it’s kinda forward, but I’d love to make things up to you if you’re down to hang this weekend?




“Aaaand… sent,” I said, gripping my phone tightly from nerves. I’d done it. I’d asked out a boy.

Olivia leaned back in her chair. “Now, we wait…”
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It didn’t take long for Ethan to get back to me. In fact, he replied just that evening, a few hours after I got home. I was lying back on my bed watching TV when I felt a buzz and saw his contact pop up.

Hey Madison! I woulda reached out but didn’t have your number. So I’m super glad you texted me.




Then, a second message.

Also, I’m assuming this is cool with Olivia? Just figured since you’re texting me, ya know…




Heh, if only he knew the whole story…

Yeah, she’s totally over it. She gave her blessing.




But I needed a little more ‘oomph’.

I just feel like we cut our night short.




Shit… was that too forward? Again, it’s not like I’m trying to actually date this guy. I just need a reason to see him again one-on-one.

Totally agree. I’d love to take you out! I actually know a great place in Hinsdale if you wanna meet me there. I’m sure you’re sick of driving up to Norridge all the time.




Wow that’s… genuinely kind? And he’s not wrong about all that driving. Hinsdale is at most like eight minutes from my house. I could really use the break.

Name the time and place and I’ll be there :)




Again, it could’ve been construed as flirty, but his gesture must’ve gotten the best of me. It was settled. I’m looking forward to this date.
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Throughout the week, Ethan and I texted back and forth a little bit more — mostly logistical planning, but he managed to throw in a few flirty compliments, many of which I reciprocated. This was the first time I’d ever really flirted, and I admit, it’s kinda fun. Playing this ‘female Madison’ character was allowing me to step outside my comfort zone in ways I hadn’t imagined. Because ultimately in the end, we’d cut Ethan loose after acquiring our Arnold information.

While I was satisfied with my progress, Olivia didn’t feel the same. I’d been following her texting instructions to a T and still she wasn’t pleased. Either I sounded too forward or not forward enough. My emoji use was wrong. My ‘girl speak’ was wavering.

“It’s just… really important that you don’t blow this,” she reminded. “He thinks you’re a girl but if he finds out you’re not? We’re fucked.”

With the basement complete, Olivia and I could now focus on the kitchen, bedrooms, and living room boxes. Each of these rooms were much less intimidating on their own and the addition of natural light in the form of windows was extremely good for maintaining our sanity during these long work days.

Wednesday evening we found not one, not two, but three dress boxes. April, June, and September, colored pink, bright yellow, and mauve, respectively. Each was a unique style and beautiful in their own right. Rather than have Chloe stop by three separate days, we ‘booked’ her for a half-day photoshoot on Friday. With my Mom out of town and Lorraine at work, we’d be safe from pop-ins and could focus on the photography sessions.

Letter-wise, there wasn’t anything too different from the other ones. Just more yearning, loving messages from Gretchen to Diana. But the letters remained my favorite part of discovering each box. The dresses were fun, sure. But the letters themselves were preserved time capsules of the Grandma I never knew — before she grew irreversibly bitter and resentful.

Friday’s triple dress-up session with Chloe and Olivia was, unsurprisingly, our most extensive yet — and for good reason. Not only were we knocking out three more dresses from Grandma’s collection, but today was a practice run for tomorrow’s date with Ethan. I was to be fully on my own on this date with no friends to fall back on should something go wrong. I’d also need to get ready on my own, which meant hair, makeup, clothing, and all other feminization measures would fall squarely on my shoulders – my thankfully not-very-broad shoulders.

With the basement clean and clear, it made for a perfect photography studio. For each dress, Chloe gave me a slightly different hairstyle and makeup look. The whole day was exhausting! Constantly switching between dresses and hairstyles, scrubbing my face clean each time for a brand new makeup look… damn, was the price of beauty expensive! But each time, Chloe let me do a little more of the work myself and by the end of the day, I felt quite comfortable enough with the basics of makeup and feminine hairstyling.

By the early afternoon, our pictures and girl prep were complete. I was primed with new makeup and hair skills. I had clothing options for days and an open house for the weekend in which to get ready. I felt as ready as I was ever going to be.
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All day Saturday felt like the calm before the storm. With Mom away on her Kenosha trip, the house was empty. I received no word from Olivia or Chloe, both busy with plans of their own. Other than a dinner date at 6 P.M. in Hinsdale, my only agenda for the day was to prepare myself for what was essentially a reconnaissance mission: be pleasant, be polite, and learn as much as I could about Arnold. But none of that could be achieved if I weren’t a convincing girl.

So at 3 o’clock., my day of relaxation ended and my self-feminization process began. I’d slacked off for days in the past — a few photoshoots where I didn’t keep up on shaving or went an extra day without washing my hair — but not today. Today had to be my moment.

I started off showering with a full shampooing and conditioning so my hair would be soft and shiny. I also shaved every bit of my body this time around — and yes, I mean everything. Was shaving my private areas necessary for tonight? Probably not. But if it would help to put me in my most feminine mindset, then to me it’s a necessity.

Clean, shaven, and moisturized, my next task was to pick an outfit. Chloe had given me three options depending on how formal I wanted to go. Jeans felt too casual, and another tight bodycon dress might make it seem like I’m trying too hard. So I settled for the ‘mama bear’ option in the middle: a light, airy orange sundress with thin spaghetti straps and a flowy skirt. Also in the bag were a lacy white matching bra and panties set. The underwear felt marvelous around my newly smooth private area.

Since I still wasn’t a master in hair or makeup, I tried not to keep things measured. I kept my natural, loose waves and a simple, summery makeup look for the evening: foundation, concealer, mascara, blush, and a shimmery pink lip gloss to make my lips plump and luscious — not that I was planning on using them for anything. Lastly, two spritzes of the same perfume from last weekend and I was set.

Having never done this before, I left myself plenty of time to get dolled up for tonight’s date. But apparently I’d left myself too much time as I was essentially done 45 minutes before I even had to leave! Sure, I could mull around and watch TV, but how would that be beneficial for my goal? There must be something else I could do, so I dug through Chloe’s bag in search of a feminine boost. Sure enough, I found the perfect thing: nail polish.

I’d never put on nail polish before, and understandably so. Makeup, hair, and clothing can be removed or hidden quickly. But nail polish? That had some staying power. But Mom wouldn’t be home all weekend, so I could safely apply and remove it before she’s back from Kenosha. Perfect!

Some concerted effort later and my fingers and toenails were coated in glittery, glistening white paint. My already-dainty feet and hands looked even more girlish — especially after slipping my feet into the white, low-heeled sandals Chloe supplied. This was just the boost I needed.

Moments before leaving I gave myself the final check in the mirror. Chloe might be better at turning me into a girl, but this time was special knowing I’d done it all on my own. I looked, sounded, smelled, and moved like a genuine, beautiful young lady. Let’s just hope Ethan buys it.
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Gordon’s Kitchen was the restaurant Ethan selected for the evening and from the exterior alone, I was already impressed. Even living eight minutes away, I’d never heard of the place. It was in the heart of upscale, downtown Hinsdale and sandwiched between expensive boutique shops. The worn brick exterior exuded old country Italian energy, and the swift valet service suggested the things would be intimate and attentive.

“Madison!” I heard someone yell as I stepped out of my car. And sure enough there was Ethan, standing at the door in a tight black polo and black slacks. This was my third time seeing him, but the first time without a hat. I always wondered why boys with full, short hair insisted on hiding it under a hat. He looked great.

“Got here alright?” he asked, giving me a friendly hug. His arms felt strong and his cologne was enticing. God… is this what girls think about when they hug guys?

I shook off any thoughts of his physique and focused up. “That’s what I should be asking you,” I replied. “You’re the one who drove an hour!”

“Eh, traffic wasn’t bad. Plus, I love this place. You’re doing me the favor.” Ethan turned toward the door. “C’mon! Our table should be ready.”

The interior looked like an old Italian kitchen in that it was warm, inviting, and not all that big. The cozy dining space housed eight or ten tables at most, and the dim, soft lighting suggested this was a romantic date spot for locals.

Ethan brought out all of his gentlemanly moves: holding doors, pulling out my chair for me, and displaying a reverence you’d expect only the best young gentleman to do for a young lady. My frequent involuntary blushing proved his charm was working on me.

An older male server came over to our table and greeted us with a warm smile. “How are we this evening?” he asked.

“Everything’s so lovely,” I said.

“First time, right?” the server asked. I nodded, then looked over to Ethan. “How about you?”

Ethan shrugged humbly and to my surprise, the server answered for him. “My nephew? He was practically raised here!”

“You… this is your uncle?” I hesitated, trying to put everything together. “That’s so cool!”

“My mom’s brother, yeah. Why do you think I picked here?” Ethan chuckled. “Gotta support the family, right?”

Ethan’s uncle playfully swatted him on the back. “Nonsense! You eat for free here. Especially when you’re bringing in such a pretty doll.”

Both of us blushed that time, and Ethan’s uncle left us to peruse the menu.

“‘A pretty doll’… I said, parroting his Italian accent. “Quite the service here.”

Ethan leaned forward, looking a little concerned. “You’re… okay with that?”

“Okay?” I was a little confused. Although he was probably just being overly cautious so that nobody — not even his uncle — would objectify me. “Ha ha…I can handle a little objectification. I’m sure your uncle means well,” I assured him.

But still, he looked uncomfortable. “I just… I want you to be called what you want to be called.”

Now this was seeming a little strange. I felt the vibe shift, and the way Ethan was looking at me was less of admiration and more of concern.

“I can correct him if you’d prefer,” Ethan added.

“What are you talking about?” I questioned, completely thrown off by this vibe change.

Ethan glanced around to make sure nobody was listening in. He looked like he needed to get something off his chest.

“I wasn’t gonna say anything… And please, I mean this in the kindest way possible. But what would you like to be called?”

“Called? You mean Madison?”

He stared blankly at me. “No, not your name. Your gender.”
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DISCOVERY


He knows. He fucking knows! I wanted to bury my hands in my face, scream into them, and sprint out of the building. How did he know?? I thought I did everything right! The hair, the makeup, all the dresses, bras and panties for God’s sake! Was it not convincing enough?

I nearly did just that, about to excuse myself from the table and sprint away without an answer. But Ethan reached across and grabbed my wrist.

“Madison, hold on,” he said, hushed, trying to keep our conversation below the volume of the music. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have brought that up.”

Slowly I sat back down, now incredibly conscious of each move, gesture, and mannerism. “I… eugh…” Proper words couldn’t even come out of my mouth, much less full sentences.

Ethan calmly but earnestly looked me in the eye from across the table, still clutching my hand. “I want to be crystal clear,” Ethan said, “However you choose to identify is good with me. In fact, your boldness to dress and live how you like is one of the most attractive things about you.”

There was no way in that moment to succinctly explain to him that I haven’t once seriously thought about how I identify — be it pronouns, gender, or even sexuality. That was the million dollar question, wasn’t it? Sure, I was here on a reconnaissance mission… but I came here willingly. I put on this dress and makeup willingly. I gleefully shaved my body and took enormous joy in selecting my white lace bra and panties set. I painted my nails, I did my hair, I’m even speaking in a softer, more feminine register. So what does that mean?

It took several seconds for me to squeak out an answer. “I… l’m technically a boy,” I whimpered. “But I… I like this. I like presenting this way. I, ugh, I dunno. I’m still figuring this out.”

Ethan smiled warmly. “I think that’s awesome. I guess I’ve been going through a little self-discovery of my own, and somehow I sensed you were too. Weird, right?”

I knew this man was polite and gentlemanly, but the last thing I expected was for him to be so… well, open-minded. And holy shit did it make me feel better. I needed to change the subject off of me, however, if I was ever going to get through this dinner not as a sweaty mess.

“Can you share a little of your own self-discovery?” I asked, keeping the whisper. Though as we started talking about him, Ethan seemed a little more willing to return to normal volume.

“That I’m bisexual. Or maybe pansexual? I’m still figuring out the terms. I just… well, I’m attracted to who I’m attracted to, ya know?”

I nodded. “Does Olivia know?”

He shook his head. “It’s still pretty fresh for me. Like I said, there’s still a lot about myself that I need to learn. And a lot of it’s been manifesting recently.”

Never would I have guessed that our dinner would get this sincere this quickly. In fact, our deeply personal moment was interrupted by Ethan’s uncle dropping off bread and olive oil for the table. It was a needed moment of levity. We quickly returned to more typical ‘first date talk’ like nothing happened, though I appreciated ripping the band-aid off in the beginning. Sharing that little secret about myself made me a million percent more comfortable discussing everything else.

And so the date carried on like any other. We chatted more about our high school experiences and friends. Our plans to go off to college and our hopes and dreams. Both of us were staying local-ish: me to Northwestern and Ethan to DePaul in the city to study business. Now that he knew I was a boy, I could be honest about, well… everything! Everything except Olivia’s schemes, of course.

As the night went on, Ethan was starting to seem less like a faceless enemy and more like a genuine person. All of Olivia’s complaints and criticisms over how the relationship ended seemed less like he was being ruthless, and more like he was just misunderstood. This is a man who was figuring himself out. Does he really need an explanation to break up with a girlfriend amidst his self-discovery phase? If there’s anyone who could relate to that problem, it’s yours truly.

The cuisine at Gordon’s Kitchen was astounding — perfect for a first date. My pesto linguine dish was delicious and Ethan’s carbonara looked just as scrumptious. Not to be outdone, the service was also incredible. I met Uncle Gordon, Aunt Helena, and two of his cousins, Jimmy and Christopher who also worked shifts part-time in the summers. Each member of his family was treating me like I was their own. No judgment, just inclusion. The level of unconditional love from a family was something I’d never experienced up close. It was mesmerizing watching them lovingly joke and jab with each other, like a close-knit family should.

Our date went so miraculously that I nearly forgot the reason I was there in the first place. But for the sake of my own family, I needed to learn more about Arnold. Thankfully with all the talk of his family, it wasn’t too hard to weave in. But things were wrapping up quickly and I managed to slip it in at the end.

“So your grandfather — Arnold, the fashion collector one — does he ever come by?” I asked.

“My dad’s dad, yeah. Well… from time to time,” he said.

“So he’s still with us?”

“Oh, sure. Still kickin’. He’s just… He’s a bit reclusive. And honestly, his in-laws aren’t always making things easier.” Mentioning that seemed to bum Ethan out a bit. “But hey, if you had his mansion, you’d have no problem staying put either. He’s just… rubbed some people the wrong way.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” I said, still focusing on the fact that he said ‘mansion’. Olivia’s gonna love that.

Ethan seemed about done with the topic — probably hoping to avoid ending the date on a peppier topic. “People can say a lot of things about my grandpa,” he said, reaching for my hand to help me out of my seat. “But he’s a man of integrity. And he always keeps his word. Always. I respect a man like that.”

Alive, with a mansion, and a man who keeps promises. Literally everything Ethan said about Arnold indicates this might actually work. Holy shit… I can’t believe how easily this went down.

Ethan took my hand and led us out of the restaurant, passing by tables of other diners and waving goodbye to Ethan’s family members.

“Till next time!” Gordon quickly shouted, interrupting another diner’s order.

The sun had set when we got outside, waiting for our cars from the valet. Ethan insisted I get mine first. I stood there beside him awkwardly for a few moments, full of complicated, mixed emotions. For the first date of my life, I couldn’t have imagined it going better. He discovered my secret immediately but handled it so deftly. And on top of that, learning he’s in a self-discovery era too made me feel immediately comfortable around him. The conversation flowed, our chemistry was flawless… I was finding it harder and harder to see this man through a negative light – even with Olivia’s insistence.

“Listen… I had a really nice time tonight,” Ethan turned to me as the valet pulled up in my car. “I really hope things aren’t weird with Olivia, because I’d love to hang out with you again.”

I guess rationality stepped aside for instinct, because I blurted out “I’d love to!” faster than I should have. He smiled and hung his head bashfully. I did the same.

“I never told you how incredible your dress is,” he added without looking me in the eye, then gesturing to my toes. “And your nail polish is really pretty too. Everything matches so well.”

I giggled. “I’m glad you can see that I’m trying. Hope I’m doing okay?”

Finally, Ethan looked up at me, his face full of courage. “More than okay,” he said with a smile. Then gently, he placed his right hand on my cheek, closed his eyes, and leaned in for a kiss.

If there was a moment to finally step aside and admit I’d gone too far, it was right now. I could take a step back, slap this man in the face, and ridicule him for trying to kiss a straight man. But that was no longer me. My own personal exploration coupled with Ethan’s charm and the sun setting over the downtown Hinsdale train station made this moment perfect. I met his lips halfway and gently kissed him back. The kiss was quick. It was simple. It was nothing to write home about. But it was my first – and goddamn was it special.

“Goodnight, Madison,” he said softly back to me, as I stepped backwards and toward my car. The valet guy had watched the whole thing, but hey, I didn’t care. At that moment, I didn’t care if the whole freaking world saw it.

I got into my car and drove away, craning my neck to catch one more glimpse of Ethan through the window and almost hitting a car backing out of a parking spot.

Shit. Holy shit. I’d just kissed a boy. A boy I’m smitten for.

…and a boy on whom I’m actively getting revenge.
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BALANCING ACT


Ireturned home to a barrage of texts from Olivia and Chloe begging to know how the date went and what I found out about Arnold. The attention was appreciated, but their questions put me in an understandable predicament.

From the reconnaissance side of things, the date was an objective success. I discovered a few key facts about Arnold that’ll contribute to Olivia’s plan. We needed to know if the man is in fact alive, and that I can answer a resounding ‘yes’. Alive, but allegedly shacked up in his mansion, existing mostly as a recluse.

Therein lies our second key piece of information: he has a freakin’ mansion! If mansion dwellers are anything like I assume them to be, they’re fat cats rolling in cash. So if Olivia’s goal is to get a quick ten grand, she’s found the right guy.

Just because somebody is rich, however, doesn’t mean they’re willing to shell out money to whoever comes asking. After all, how else did you get rich if not by being protective of your money? But it was Ethan’s last comment on his grandpa that really confirmed Olivia’s plan might actually work: ‘He’s a man of integrity… Always keeps his word… Always…’

I did my best to convey all of my findings over text to the girls that night before going to bed. I was able to return home knowing my job was done and done well. But still, the feelings of guilt, uncertainty, and rushing adrenaline lasted long after leaving the restaurant.

When I initially agreed to the date – or hell, even after I sat down and had a heart-to-heart with him – I would’ve never guessed that I’d walk away head over heels from a kiss on the lips. I mean shit, it was all I could think about the rest of the night! The gentle way he placed his hand on my cheek, his kind eyes gazing into mine, the comforting warmth of his tall, fit body. Any maleness and straightness was completely wiped away in that moment. I felt like his date. I felt like his girl.

My sleuthing remained secret, but my gender… let’s say questioning… certainly came to light. He could’ve stared at me across the table and flipped out. He could’ve told me to get lost, called me a slur, and slapped me across the face for deceiving him. But he did none of that. He did the opposite. Ethan welcomed and encouraged and appreciated my desire for self-discovery – even if he didn’t know the true initial motive – because he himself was going through a similar phase in his life. His unconditional acceptance and encouragement of acting and presenting feminine was an unbelievably attractive quality.

So it begs the question: what the hell have I gotten myself into? I like this boy. I really, really like this boy. How could I possibly balance a future with him with my loyalty to Olivia?

Mom was set to come home late on Sunday, which meant I had a whole day to myself to de-girlify and return to my masculine presentation. Honestly, I was dreading the process. I loved having my nails painted. I loved having my body shaved and my hair straightened. Instead of playing video games and allowing the day to waste away, I lied back in my bed in my bra and panties, eyes closed, replaying my kiss with Ethan over and over again.

It wasn’t until I got the text from Mom that she would be home in an hour that I even began the reluctant process of changing back into my boy mode, removing my nail polish, and showering to reset my hair. Basketball shorts and t-shirts no longer felt automatic. I wanted to wear fun dresses and skirts and makeup. Everything boyish, at this point, felt so gloomy and uninteresting.

To my surprise, Mom returned home in a fairly good mood. Looks like the Noelle trip didn’t end in disaster like I might’ve predicted. Hey, good for her. A happy Mom means a peaceful house.

“Good weekend?” I asked, lying back on the couch but hiding the dissatisfaction of my clothing choice.

“Yeah. Just like old times,” she answered, even seeming a little surprised herself. “I really missed the gal. It was nice to make up with old friends, you know?”

I smirked at her, silently chuckling at the irony. “Yeah, I get it.”

Mom put her purse down on the coffee table and dug around for some chapstick. “You get up to anything crazy?”

“Not much. Just… saw a friend.”

“Nice. Good for you,” Mom replied half-heartedly, though not caring to ask who the friend was. Guess she was in a Madison’s-an-adult mindset at the moment.

After a minute or so, she got up and started unpacking her weekend bag, with no more questions about myself or my weekend. It’s okay. It’s never really been our relationship anyway. But a teensy, tiny part of me actually hoped she would. Not that I’d ever tell her the truth, but it’d be nice to prove to her that I too could make exciting weekend plans. So much was going on right under her nose, and while I delighted in my ability to keep the Diana/Arnold mystery and my own gender exploration secret, I wondered what would actually happen if she did find out.
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Maybe I’m naive or straight up dumb, but I genuinely thought Olivia would come into work on Monday ready to actually, well… work. But of course she didn’t. The Arnold information I’d given her only made her more obsessed. Though just because she was obsessed, didn’t mean she could easily solve the mystery then and there.

“Am I an idiot?” she shouted, shoving her laptop in my face. “I can’t find a single thing about this Arnold guy. I literally spent hours trying every keyword, every publication, every spelling of the word ‘Arnold’ – I can’t imagine there’s more than just the one!”

It’s never a good idea to start a workday this high strung, so I made sure she cooled her jets. “All I told you is all I know,” I explained. “Do you know how hard it is to get specific details on someone’s grandfather on a first date? It’s not exactly an easy topic.”

“Ugh!” Olivia pouted. “I know, I know… it’s just pissing me off. It’s probably shady.”

“Shady?” I asked. Here she goes again.

“He’s such a schemer. He lied about being into me, and he’s probably lying about this too.”

I mostly brushed off her theories, knowing now that his reasons for dumping her were more out of a desire for self-discovery, rather than anything she did.

Olivia, with the detective wheels still turning in her head, shot me a glare. “You don’t think he suspected anything, do you?”

I gulped but hid my nervousness well. Truth be told, he was totally spot-on that I was actually a boy. So he’s at least a little perceptive. “I don’t think he noticed anything. I got the sense he’s a pretty honest– er, well, straight forward guy. I think he would’ve called me out on it.”

“Eh… I don’t think we should trust him,” Olivia declared. “He’s clearly hiding something.”

This was a hell of a position I’m in. I can’t spill Ethan’s secret to Olivia nor Olivia’s secret to Ethan. And I so badly want to keep both of them in my life. There has to be a path through this.

“So where do we go from here?” I asked. “I guess I could go on another date with him…”

Olivia raised an eyebrow. “You’d do that? Like, willingly?”

Her use of the word ‘willingly’ made me blush. “I mean, sure. For the Arnold details. I promise I can find out more.”

I must’ve impressed or surprised her with my willingness because she jokingly shivered talking about the prospect of going on a date with him. “You’re a martyr, you know? To keep dating a guy like that just for me?”

“I’ll take one for the team,” I said, pretending to be equally turned off. “I’m sure one more date will get us the details we need – but no promises it’ll be easy! I have to make sure he doesn’t catch on.”

Olivia paced the room, taking in my plan. “Yes, yes... Anyway, we need more time to dig up these dresses and get you photographed anyway. We’ve still got five to go.”

“Dresses… dating…” I replied with a smile. “Anything for Team Olivia.”

She smiled back at me and totally out of character, she lunged forward and hugged me. “Every girl needs a cousin like you.”

Being on Olivia’s good side felt comforting and safe. I still didn’t feel totally good about what I was doing, but enough mental gymnastics can justify anything. All I knew was that I had full permission to go on a second date with Ethan. And maybe with enough face time between the two of ‘em, I can actually pull off this balancing act.
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DARING DATES


Though I’d never say it out loud to my mother, I’d become increasingly grateful for this steady summer job. Why? Well, it helped me realize things about myself that I never dreamed of – though at the cost of an extraordinary amount of chaos. But for as much as it created chaos, it also served as a distraction from it.

The ability to turn off my brain and mindlessly sort, lift, clean, and reorganize my late grandmother’s home was a much needed escape. I could put my earbuds in, throw on a podcast, and work side-by-side with Olivia. When we didn’t have an ‘incoming dress alert’ – as Chloe referred to them – the job was beautifully simple. And I tend to appreciate the simple things.

That week we did manage to find two more hidden dresses – one buried deep in a kitchen cabinet, and the other crushed beneath an old television. Two more dresses, two more letters, and two more days of Chloe coming by for a full-effort photoshoot.

While I was genuinely hesitant at first, it’d become almost impossible to maintain any sort of believable reluctance due to my growing love affair with skirts, dresses, and women’s underwear. They knew as well as I did that feminine clothes were growing on me – even if they were blind to the extent of it.

Each time Chloe came over, I acted a little bit more interested and asked more questions. I started taking the reins more often and had Chloe supervise my makeup and clothing choices rather than doing it herself. Chloe, I think, appreciated my interest but made sure to remind me who the expert was.

“You’ve gotten quite into this, haven’t you Madison…” Chloe added, shooting me a coy look. She handed me the ruby red gown for the month of August. “You know, you don’t need to wear panties under these long dresses if you don’t want to. They’ll never show up in the pictures.”

I brushed off her comment and insisted on following the precedent. “I just feel, like, if Diana would’ve been wearing them, then I should too.” I pulled out my phone and referenced a checklist. “Plus, before the next photoshoot, bring me a few shorts, a couple skirts, and some cute tops that go well with braided pigtails. Ethan suggested ice cream, and I think the bouncy braids will play best for that kind of date.”

Olivia snickered from over in the corner. “You’ve turned into quite the little diva, huh Madison? No ‘please’?”

My face turned bright red. “Oh, uh, please. So sorry…”
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I found myself dreaming each night about my upcoming date with Ethan. Visuals of his adorable but masculine and chiseled face kept invading my thoughts and there was nothing I could do to stop it. I simply couldn’t wait for Saturday night.

While last weekend I was blessed with an open house to get ready and unready with ease, this Saturday I was a bit more crunched. Mom was getting drinks with coworkers that evening, so she’d be out from 6 til around 8, leaving me just enough time to get dressed and split from the house. But I’d likely have to disrobe and de-girlify in the car.

I managed to stay sane and occupied all-day Saturday, but kept my proverbial ‘guns’ at the ready for the moment she left the house and the countdown started. Come 6 o’clock, I listened for the jangle of her keys downstairs, the closing of the front door, and the sound of her car pulling out of the driveway.

My girly accessories were currently stashed underneath my bed until I could find a safer place to store them. Chloe came through with my outfit requests, all of which I laid out on the bed to peruse and choose from. I settled on cute jean shorts and a summery crop top to show off some skin. Hey, can you blame me for wanting to tempt Ethan into another kiss?

Speaking of kissing, I knew I wanted my lips to be the focal point of my outfit, so I chose a bright red lipstick and coated them with some shimmery gloss. The rest of my makeup was relatively subdued so as not to distract from my best feature. Long, braided pigtails with baby blue ribbons at the end of each completed my look. My look was sporty, summery, and super feminine. Perfect.

Ethan kindly offered to come out my way again, but I was wary of spending too much time in my hometown in full girl mode, lest I be spotted by a familiar face. So we picked another spot along the train line: Oberweis, a local ice cream chain in nearby Western Springs. It had a cute downtown for walking around, was easy to get to, and best of all, I should be as anonymous there as I am in Norridge.

And sure enough, the date was going exactly as planned. He met me on time, we got our ice cream, and spent the next hour walking and talking around downtown Western Springs – admiring the pretty colonial-style houses and sitting on the green space beneath the historic, brick water tower while neighborhood kids, teenagers, and adults did the same.

We were still firmly in the get-to-know-you phase of our relationship – not that we had any labels for it – but that didn’t stop us from deep, emotional conversation about living life on our own terms, fears about going to college, and the trickiness of navigating certain friends and family members.

Family members… I knew there was something I had to bring up. With our ice cream treats long finished, Ethan and I had parked our butts on a bench beneath the tower, people-watching and chatting away as the sun set over the train station. God this little scene was romantic.

“I gotta ask…” I began, feeling guilty that I hadn’t once thought to bring up his grandfather. He looked at me, preparing for a serious question, and kindly placing his strong hand on my skinny exposed thigh, gently rubbing my leg with his thumb.

Fuck. The moment was so intimate and serene, and I just know that if I change the vibe with some dumb question about his grandfather, it’ll be hard to recover.

“What’s up?” he asked, gazing into my eyes.

I could’ve done it. I could’ve just asked right then and there, completing my favor to Olivia.

“Nothing,” I said, brushing it off and reciprocating a gentle rub of his thigh. “Just really enjoying this date.”

He smiled. “Me too, Madison.” Then Ethan did one of the sexiest things possible. He leaned in for a kiss, not caring who was around. There could’ve been kids or a strict, uppity family. But nope. This boy had been staring at my pretty red lips all night and couldn’t help himself. How could I not do the same? I accepted his lips, placed a hand on his strong chest, and passionately kissed him back. God was this boy something else…

Of course, the evening couldn’t last forever and we both needed to return home. He walked me to my car and, leaning me up against the driver’s door, insisted on another few minutes of making out. I felt so small and delicate sandwiched between Ethan and the green Corolla door. Kissing him made me feel wanted and protected, like his dainty little princess. Fuck… why can’t I just be with him all the time?

Soon enough I insisted on driving home, but not without the intense temptation to turn right back around and kiss him some more. Instead, I had the sincere displeasure of removing my makeup, changing my clothes, and putting my hair back into a boyish, messy bun to return home for the evening.
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Olivia didn’t much care for my lack of new information on Arnold when I got to Grandma’s on Monday.

“Why the hell is he being so shady?” she complained, pacing around the basement. “Did you not just ask him straight up?”

I hung my head, not really looking for confrontation. “Well, I tried to mention Arnold,” I lied, knowing I needed to feed her some bit of hope. “But it never naturally came up.”

She huffed and collapsed back onto the basement couch. “Jesus… You know, this can’t go on forever. You make a damn convincing girl, but even Ethan’s dumb brain will eventually figure out you’re a boy. Plus, at some point he’s gonna lean in for a kiss. Then what are you gonna do, huh?”

It took everything in my power not to blurt out how I’d been doing exactly that and that I’m starting to fall for him. But telling that to Olivia could go wrong. Horribly wrong. I’d strip her trust and lose her friendship forever.

I explained to her that Ethan wanted to see me again this weekend, and I’d have another shot at our needed information. He invited me to his friend’s band’s show, and I theorized maybe he’d be so distracted by the music that a random question about his grandpa would fly under the radar. It wasn’t grounded in much reality, but my vague prediction seemed to get her off my back… at least for now.

In all honesty, I still do want to help Olivia. Unfortunately, her needs jeopardize my wants. As long as I keep ‘forgetting to ask’, or ‘not finding the right moment’, I can carry on seeing Ethan. There’s a limit to how far I can take this. Though maybe, if I’m lucky, I can keep things at bay just long enough for her to hopefully lose interest in the plan altogether.
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Another work week went by with another dress found and subsequently photographed. While my makeup skills were rapidly improving, I made sure to let Chloe handle things and in favor of hiding my familiarity and interest in the process. Olivia still seemed a little suspicious at how little resistance I’ve been putting up lately, so I thought it smart to play up the reluctance.

This weekend’s date with Ethan was back in Norridge at a grungy, rock n’ roll bar – in other words, a place I’d never have chosen for a third date. But with my Mom at home all of Saturday, it was nice to have something out of my hometown to travel to, since it meant I’d have a home base at Grandma’s.

It’s funny, despite my initial reluctance to dress like a girl, I never once advocated for something androgynous. Girly and feminine was my vibe through and through. So instead of borrowing frilly, feminine clothing from Chloe, it was Olivia who I was essentially emulating tonight. She lent me a leather jacket, black jeans, a white top, and some black, badass combat boots. She had about four inches of height on me so I had to roll up some jeans and sleeves, but I made it work. Makeup-wise, I went dark around the eyes and ditched my preferred pink, glossy lips in favor of a matte mauve. Though not wanting to appear too aggressive-looking, I spritzed on the perfume that I knew Ethan really liked.

Ethan was particularly thoughtful tonight, picking me up from Grandma’s, paying for my cover charge, and even getting us a few vodka-ginger ales. I wasn’t normally a drinker of alcohol but I wanted to accept his kind gesture – even though he insisted I could decline.

The crowd was small, as it was mostly people from Ethan’s school (well, Olivia’s and Chloe’s too), who were there to support the band members. I couldn’t tell if they were just starting out or if grunge music is really just not my thing. Loud, thrashing guitar riffs, a screeching singer, and drum beats that’d make your ears bleed. Certainly not the romantic vibes of our last date – but at least I dressed the part!

The band was so loud that nobody wanted to be too close to the stage, which resulted in attendees pooling at the back of the venue near the bar. There, I ran into Max, Millie, and a few others who I’d either met at Ethan’s party or briefly at the carnival.

Understandably so, I received some confused looks from some of them. Could it be that Ethan hadn’t told anyone he’d been seeing me? Or were they surprised he was on a date with his Ex’s cousin? Maybe both. Regardless, the vibes felt strange and off putting, and I sensed my relationship with Olivia was the culprit.

The band reached the middle of their set and based on the physical gap between the stage and their friends, must’ve recognized people weren’t digging their original scream-o songs. So when they returned from their break, the lead singer reluctantly announced they’d just play covers for the rest of the night. They reopened with a rock cover of Hot n’ Cold by Katy Perry.

“Now that’s what I’m talking about!” Max shouted, shoving others aside to get to the front. A few other girls and guys followed the spunky blonde boy to the front of the stage.

Ethan grabbed my hand and gestured to the stage. “Shall we?”

“Yeah, thank God,” I replied with a smirk.

And so the rest of the evening was filled with sing-alongs, dancing, and for many others that weren’t Ethan or myself, flowing drinks.

As the crowd got bigger and more hyped, Ethan and I moved closer, singing along and dancing with each other. His own leather jacket was tight, clutching his muscles. Whenever he spun, I noticed how good his butt looked in his dark wash jeans. It didn’t take long, but something about the energy, the music, or the feeling of euphoric freedom gravitated me toward him for a deep, passionate kiss.

We danced, kissed, and grinded up on each other without a care in the world. I felt so free. Not just because I could be myself, but that Ethan was as well. It’s unclear how many people in the crowd knew whether or not I was a boy, but when I was with Ethan, all fear of judgment washed away.

The night concluded soon after, and it was nice to see the crowd actually cheer for the band this time around. Ethan and I actively joined in, as I saw him give a thumbs up to his singer friend.

He drove me back to Grandma’s where I gave him a single sweet kiss goodnight.

“You’re seriously incredible, Madison,” he reiterated. He’d been telling me that all night. “I know this feels kinda kiddish to mention, but my parents are out of town next weekend... Any interest in coming over for a movie Saturday?”

“Oh, uh, yeah! Of course!” I quickly accepted, not caring what movie it was but always enjoying a cozy night in. Plus, the prospect of going to a boy’s house alone was just as enticing. We called it a date and I gave him one more kiss before going into Grandma’s to change.

As I walked inside, I felt a little bit bad that I didn’t even pretend to bring up Arnold like Olivia asked. But it’s not like she’d ever actually know – if she even still cared. Maybe I could achieve that perfect balance after all.
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Driving home makeup-less and in my boy clothes had become a routine by now. At least a dozen times by now I’d be out as Girl Madison but return home as Boy Madison like nothing was the matter. Tonight, however, wasn’t one of those smooth nights.

When I unlocked the door and stepped into the living room at around 10 P.M., I was spooked at the sight of my mother in her pajamas on the couch. She didn’t look mad per se, but definitely suspicious.

“Where were you tonight…?” Mom asked. She stood up slowly and sauntered my way, looking me up and down. Thankfully, I didn’t really need to lie.

“I was at a friend’s concert up in Norridge,” I stated calmly.

“Norridge,” she repeated distrustingly. “With Olivia?”

“Uh… no. She wasn’t there. Her friend Chloe was though.”

My lie must’ve eased my Mom a bit, because she lost the interrogatory look in her eye. “Hmm. I just got off the phone with Lorraine, and she said Olivia was at home all night. I thought you were going up there to see her.”

Fuck. I wanted to just get up to my room and end this right now. “I’ve made other friends too, Mom. Okay?” But before I could walk past her, she put her hand on my shoulder, leaned in, and sniffed.

“Pretty perfume, huh,” she commented. “Whose is it?”

I turned beet red. Shit. I was nearly perfect with the clothes and makeup, but had totally forgotten to cover my scent… literally.

“Just Chloe’s, I’m sure,” I said. “People were packed in pretty tight.”

Finally, Mom stepped back. “Alright. As long as you’re staying safe.”

I scooted up the stairs to my bedroom and locked the door the first moment I could. Shit that was close.

*DING!*

Still on edge, I muffled the sound of my text tone. But it wasn’t Ethan. It was Olivia.

Any news?? Please tell me you fucking got something tonight.




I could just deal with it in the morning, but had just enough energy for a response.

Concert venues aren’t good for grandparent conversations. Sorry :/




UGGGGGHHH




Frustration oozed through the phone.

Then what’s your next date?




I’m going to his house for a movie next week.




Olivia’s replies were usually swift and short, but I spent the next two minutes looking at the three dots animation as she typed something out. Something apparently quite long. I thought there was no chance she wasn’t about to chew me out.

But when I read her text, it wasn’t accusatory. Nor was it long. Olivia had texted me a concise, actionable demand. One that I couldn’t make excuses for.

Look for his address book in his kitchen. Steal it. We need to end this.
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FINAL TASK


Ifelt like a rag doll, tugged by two warring children who both wanted to play. Except in this case, neither Ethan nor Olivia knew they were tugging against each other. I was caught in the middle and on a potentially disastrous collision course.

My dream that Olivia would put her revenge plot to rest was itself put to rest. Particularly when I showed up to work on Monday to ten gorgeous prints of me posing in Diana’s dresses, laid out on the kitchen table.

“This is what I’ve been up to,” she gestured to the beautiful photographs that looked like they were straight out of the 1960s. The aged paper, the color staining… They looked genuinely vintage.

I picked one up very carefully and examined it. “This is… incredible. How did you do this?”

“I told you, I know Photoshop. Plus I have a friend who works at a print shop who was able to make ‘em look realistic and full size,” she explained earnestly. “I put a lot of money and time toward this, Madison.”

No kidding! I can’t stress enough how realistic these photos were. Each setting, background, and angle Olivia mapped out for our shoots paid off big time, and with clever editing and printing, you’d never know these photos weren’t from the mid-60s – precisely when Diana would’ve been in them. If they ever make their way to Arnold, unless he’s got the keenest eye in the world, I couldn’t imagine him doubting their authenticity.

Olivia appreciated my praise but kept her eye on the prize. “I’m taking this incredibly seriously. More serious than most other shit I do. So when I tell you it’s crucial to me that you get Arnold’s address…”

“Yeah, yeah, I know…” I said, cutting her off. “You can count on me, okay?”

I gave her a big hug and insisted we get to work after putting the photos away in her fancy portfolio.
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As if I needed any more pressure, as we cleaned out one of the upstairs bedrooms, we discovered one of the remaining two dresses. All that was left to find was December’s and our search would be complete. So sure enough, we scheduled Chloe to come by on Thursday for a morning makeover, dressing, and photoshoot – with a splash of hyping me up for the movie date at Ethan’s.

By now, I was doing a pretty decent job evading questions about any intimate moments between Ethan and I. And if they did come up, I either laughed it off or changed the subject. However, the girls warned me that he may try to cuddle during the movie, and taught me strategies on how I should ward him off.

When Saturday finally rolled around, I had the displeasure of dealing with a snooping mother all day. Unlike the concert, I couldn’t exactly tell her I was going over to a boy’s house to watch a movie with him, lest I scare her to death. So I came up with a lie that Olivia, Chloe, and I were going to watch a movie at Chloe’s house. In actuality, only Chloe and Olivia would be staying the night at Chloe’s for a little grown-up slumber party – it’d protect us from the Aunt Lorraine fact-checking pitfall that I nearly fell into last time. I explained to Mom that I’d be out late and not to wait up for me – a risky move, considering her suspicion, but she seemed to accept my story.

The plan was set. I left my house around 6 P.M. and drove straight to Grandma’s to change into my outfit for the evening. Tonight’s vibe was unlike anything we’d done yet. I had no idea what to expect at Ethan’s beyond a little kissing and cuddling. But I knew it was very possible that if the Arnold plan went awry, this could be one of the last times I see him. So I needed to make this count.

Naturally, I chose something casual and comfortable for lounging in, but wanted to leave some more… romantic… options open, should the night lead that way. Over the last several weeks, I’d gathered quite the collection of bras and panties, so if there was ever a night to dig through and find my skimpiest set, it would be tonight. I settled on a cute, lacy white thong and matching bra. With my freshly shaved body and lower area, I looked and felt incredible. I threw on a pink tank top, a short but comfortable white pleated skirt, and put my hair into a cute, high ponytail held back with a white scrunchie. Makeup-wise, I kept things simple, but knew I wanted my lips to look and taste irresistible, so I applied a shiny, luscious pink gloss.

The drive over to Ethan’s was taxing. Would I even be able to focus on my own needs knowing I needed to steal his address book? When would I even slip out to do so?

When I pulled up, Ethan was unfortunately already outside grabbing the mail, nixing my chance to pump myself up in the car. But sweet as he is, he ran up to the car, tapped on the window as I parked, and helped me out of my seat.

“Well good evening, my duchess,” he said, emulating the accent of a regal prince. “Hast thou thought of a film yet?”

I rolled my eyes at his cheesiness but played along. “The duchess has not, but appreciates the gentleman’s greeting.”

It was a strange feeling returning to his home, having only seen it packed with over a hundred recent grads. Unlike my Grandma’s, Ethan’s backyard was crisp and maintained. The string lights still hung over the back porch and over the yard, creating a dazzling scene that would only grow more romantic as the sun set.

“Since you haven’t thought of any movies yet,” Ethan began as he led us into the kitchen through the back door, “I put together some you might enjoy – though I admit, I don’t fully know your taste yet.”

He pulled up a list on his notes app and handed it to me. He must’ve had over 50 listed for me to choose from. Overwhelming, but the effort was appreciated.

“But first…” he said, running to the fridge. I took the opportunity to scan the kitchen, taking mental note of some cabinets that looked like they could hold an address book. Most people keep them in kitchens, right? At least my Mom certainly does.

Ethan turned around and cracked a can of ginger ale. “A lot easier to find this time.”

God, was he sweet or what? I smiled and took the can from him. We chatted in the kitchen for a few minutes, discussing his massive list of movies, and catching up on our weeks. Ethan had dressed comfortably for the night too, wearing gray sweatpants and a long sleeve tee. Hot for summer, but cozy for the expected chillier evening.

I ended up deferring to him on the film choice which he reluctantly allowed, ultimately selecting a cheesy Victoria Justice Netflix rom-com called “A Perfect Pairing”.

“Huh, I don’t take you for a rom-com fan,” I teased, lightly pushing his arm. But instead of pushing back, he leaned in and gently rubbed my bare arm and shoulder. “Feels like the right vibe tonight,” he told me.

I anxiously bit my lip. I had a feeling I knew where this was headed. My eyes darted between kitchen drawers, taking mental notes for later, as he led us to the living room – the very room where we met and talked for the first time.

He’d set the scene already. Multiple snack options were set out in big bowls and a La Croix was already cracked for himself. He gestured for me to sit on the big, puffy couch. I obliged as he dimmed the lights, plopped down right next to me, and threw a blanket on our lower halves for warmth.

“I figure that skirt might keep you cold,” Ethan said, looking into my distracted eyes.

“It is pretty short,” I replied, quickly snapping back in. I redirected his head toward the TV to cue up our movie. This boy definitely had an agenda tonight – one I welcomed – but my occupation with tracking down his address book was keeping me from fully embracing his efforts.

Nevertheless, the movie began and it didn’t take long for us to be snuggling close. Fuck… I wanted to focus on him. I really did. But the stress of my other assignment was holding me back. Maybe if I just get it out of the way…

“Can I run to the bathroom?” I asked, as if I needed permission to do so.

“Oh, uh, go for it,” he answered, but I was already up and out of the blanket. Ethan reached to pause the movie, but I spun around insisting he keep watching. “I’m sure I won’t miss much!”

The bathroom was down the hall to the right and past it was the kitchen: my assumed location of his address book. I had only the evening to find this thing soI needed to look now. But I only managed to open three cabinets and lift up a few papers before hearing his footsteps from down the hall.

“Madison?” he said, peeking his head around the corner, mere seconds after I shut the drawer and pretended to peek around for a bathroom. “It’s back down the hall.”

“Oh! I’m so dumb. Sorry,” I confessed. Thankfully, my ditziness was charming rather than suspicious.

I returned from my fake bathroom break to Ethan’s full-on bedroom eyes. He was looking at me head-to-toe, very much enjoying my cute little skirt and bouncy ponytail. Shit… why did I have to dress so cute! I took my seat back next to him as we turned the movie back on.

We were only a half-hour in, and the temptation of him sitting next to me was starting to become unbearable. The closer he got, the more I breathed in his enticing, masculine scent. He shifted his hand behind my back, and lightly rubbed my bare arm, gently clutching my skinny bicep with his tough, strong palm. I gulped, trying to keep my wits about me. No! I had a job to do. I needed to help out Olivia.

Ethan scooted over a tad more, and as I looked forward and watched the movie, he tucked his head and gave me a long, soft kiss on my exposed neck. I shivered from anticipation, involuntarily releasing a timid, feminine whimper from the sensation. I shifted in my seat, causing the blanket to shift down to our legs. Through his gray sweatpants, the outline of his growing bulge was on full display. I’d never desired one of those before until now, and I wanted nothing more than to reach over and feel his hardness in my delicate little hand. Jesus… How long could I hold this off?

His left hand slowly made its way over to my leg, still warm from the blanket. I couldn’t look down, desperately avoiding thoughts of his burgeoning hardness mere inches away. I felt Ethan’s strong hands move further and further up my leg, lightly massaging my smooth thigh along the way. This was as intimate and hot and bothered as I’d ever been with anyone – much less with a kind, sexy man like Ethan. As he kept kissing my neck and rubbing my body, I shuddered trying to focus on the movie and keep my initial goal alive. But the further up my skirt his hand went, the more impossible it became to ignore the stirring in my panties.

“Ethan…” I whispered, staring at the screen but not retaining a thing. “What are you…”

Finally, he took his right hand back from around my back and placed it firmly on the back of my head as he stared into my eyes. Fuck it. He’d won. I waved the proverbial white flag, conceding defeat to my own arousal. I leaned in for a deep, romantic kiss, slinging the blanket from the couch and crawling on top of him so I could feel his hardness press against mine.

I’d dreamed of this moment ever since I gave up and admitted my attraction and desire to be with Ethan. First I wanted to talk to him. Then I wanted to kiss him. Now I wanted to explore his body just as he wanted to mine. And that’s exactly what we did.
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The movie night was swiftly set aside in favor of joyfully giving in to Ethan, and after several hours of kissing, touching, cuddling, and a lot more, we found ourselves lying back on his bed in only our underwear, recovering from a series of exhilarating firsts.

“You’re incredible, Madison,” Ethan said, huffing and recovering from my undeniable success of pleasuring him.

I leaned over and straddled his near-naked body, planting gentle kisses on his firm, sweaty chest, innocently looking up into his eyes while I did so.

He quietly laughed. “Hey if you don’t stop that we’re gonna need another round.”

We lied there for a while, talking, cuddling, and wasting the night away. He eventually leaned over to check his phone. It was already 11:15.

“Shit, it’s late,” I said, startled. I’d totally lost track of the time.

I began rising from the bed but Ethan calmly grabbed my hand. “You could sleep over if you want.”

Was he serious? Staying the night at a boy’s house sounded like quite the committal step. The possibility didn’t even cross my mind. But then again, neither did making a man finish and me doing the same…

I thought for a second about all the valid reasons I shouldn’t. The risk that someone might find out, the loss of trust from my Mom for not returning tonight, the possible betrayal of Olivia… Fuck, that’s right! Olivia. I still hadn’t found the address book. And I was running out of time.

Maybe if I just wait for him to fall asleep, I can get up in the middle of the night and give the kitchen – and anywhere else in the house – a proper, thorough search.

“You know what?” I finally answered. “I’d love to.”

He gave me a big smile and yanked me back on top of him to toy with my thong and kiss me some more. I pushed all potential issues out of my head until the morning, because just in case, I wanted to enjoy what could be my last and only night at Ethan’s. We went another round and once the lights were off, l fell asleep being spooned by a kinder, gentler, sexier man than I probably deserved.
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The next thing I knew, my eyes were creeping open the sight of Ethan totally zonked out on the other side of the bed and with the covers completely thrown astray. He looked so cute in his sleep. But something felt off. Light was peeking in from behind the curtains. Had we slept that late?

I shot up and checked my phone. 9:00 A.M. Crap! I slept the whole night! Immediately, the morning vibe changed from relaxed and romantic to that of a spy thriller. My ‘target’ was thankfully sound asleep next to me, but I still had an entire kitchen – or possibly house – to search through to find my intel.

There were a few missed texts from Olivia and my Mom that I had no time to read through. Olivia must be especially furious that I hadn’t responded last night. I could text her back and explain the whole night, but why waste the effort now? Instead, I simply texted her to meet me at Grandma’s in a half hour. I’ll have the book. Because deep down, I knew she didn’t care how my night went – the only thing that’d make her happy would be to get that address.

And so in the sneakiest manner possible, I slipped on my clothes from last night and scurried out of the bedroom and downstairs to the kitchen to begin my search. My insistence on staying quiet made this a slow and arduous process, as I couldn’t frantically rustle through the papers, kitchen equipment or slam or swing open any drawers. But if there’s one thing I pride myself on being an expert, it’s digging through messy situations to find diamonds in the rough. Thanks Grandma!

After around seven minutes of searching, I finally found a junk drawer that contained some bills and other random mail. And, lo and behold, underneath the stack of envelopes was a clearly labeled Address Book.

I wanted to scream out in celebration, but the job wasn’t over yet. I thought for a moment. Initially Olivia wanted me to steal it… but was that really necessary? If anything, it only invites questions and suspicion on Ethan’s end that could throw everything away even sooner. So I started flipping through the pages, looking for Arnold’s name. Ethan’s last name is Quinn, and Arnold is his father’s father, so the last name should be the same, right? But when Olivia searched for an ‘Arnold Quinn’ online, she found absolutely nothing.

I flipped the pages to the ‘Q’ section, and sure enough, found a whole host of Quinns with addresses all over the Chicago area and beyond. But again, no Arnold. That’s so weird…

Time was of the essence, and I knew I couldn’t endlessly dig through this address book. But then I had a thought. My grandmother’s name was Gretchen, but we never actually called her that. To me she was just ‘Grandma’. And to my mother, ‘Mom’. I turned pages to the ‘G’ section, praying my instinct would be correct, and to my pure delight, the first listing was indeed ‘Grandpa Arnold’.

Again, I wanted to jump for joy. There it was: 100 Castleview Court in North Barrington – a northern suburb not too far from here. It felt unnecessary to steal this book, and though the address was simple enough, I figured I could just take a picture and send it to Olivia for our records. But shit… I left my phone in the bedroom. So with the book out on the counter, I scooted back upstairs with my head down to grab my phone. Sure enough, the phone was on the bedside table… but Ethan was gone.

Shit! Shit shit shit! Where did he go?? How did I not hear him get up? I sprinted to the bedside table to grab my phone and just as I did, I heard the bathroom door open from down the hall, and steps leader downstairs. Stressed and afraid, I buried my face in my hands wanting to scream, but I needed to put on a strong face. I could still save this. Maybe if I could just make it to the kitchen before he looks for me, I could…

“Madison?” Ethan called out downstairs from the kitchen. Fuck!

“...yeah?” I answered timidly, slowly inching toward his voice, taking one step at a time. I turned the corner and saw the most unwelcome sight. Ethan was looking right at the address book. “Everything okay?” I asked.

Without looking up, Ethan started speaking in a serious tone. More serious than I’d heard him to date. “Madison… Why were you looking for my Grandpa’s address?”
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CHAOS


Ethan tended to be a pretty fun, easy going guy. Even in our deep, seriously emotional conversations he was able to incorporate levity. But not a single ounce of that levity was present. He was as stoic as I’d ever seen him.

“What were you doing with this?” Ethan repeated, still not looking up.

“I… I…” I stammered, prompting him to slam his hand on the counter out of frustration.

“Please don’t lie to me Madison. I… I can’t take more of that shit. Please.”

More of this shit? What was he talking about?

“Were you gonna steal something? Something from my Grandpa? Did Olivia put you up to this?”

“Ethan, I…” I was starting to shiver just standing there. I wanted to sprint out of the house but I couldn’t move. How was he able to jump to such a bold conclusion?

Thoughts were racing through Ethan’s head, trying to make sense of moments from the past few weeks. “You sprinted out of the house when you found out he was my grandpa… That first night. And then you kept bringing him up.”

Ethan was onto me. He was onto us. While he couldn’t know what we were truly up to, he clearly suspected the worst in me.

“It’s not as bad as it seems, Ethan,” I managed to spit out, but he wasn’t having any of it.

“So you find out my grandpa’s rich and… what? You were gonna let Olivia steal from him? Hmm?”

What was with all these thievery accusations? “No! Well, not really…”

“That fucking… backstabber…” he muttered, referring to Olivia. “She hasn’t changed.”

“Changed? Ethan, I promise, I wasn’t going to let anything bad happen. Olivia wanted to get back at you for breaking up with her with no warning or explanation, so I offered–”

Ethan stuck up his hand, stopping me. “Wait, what? No warning? Is that what she told you?”

I paused, just utterly confused by everything. “I mean… yeah. That’s what she told me.”

Finally breaking his serious tone, Ethan started to laugh. But not a cheery kind of laugh. An ‘oh-the-irony’ laugh that made me feel so out of the loop. “She’s a freaking mess, isn’t she…”

Somebody needed to explain this to me or I’d go berserk. “Ethan, what did she do?”

He was still laughing, but slowly grew more serious as he paced the room and explained. “Olivia and I dated for six months. She’d always had a sort of rebellious streak – which I’ll admit, in the phase of figuring myself out, thought she could be the kind of person I needed. It was exciting! But one day at the mall, we were walking through Macy’s just the two of us. We split up to look separately for clothes. I check out with, like, maybe one or two shirts, but she decides she’s not gonna get anything. Fair enough. But just as we’re walking out of the store, the sensors go off. One of the security guys gives the all good with my bag, but starts patting down Olivia. At first, I was like ‘what the fuck!’ and tried to jump in. But only a couple seconds later he finds a wristwatch in her pocket… with the sensor tag half torn-off.”

I gaped at Ethan as he told the story. “She tried to steal it…”

He nodded. “Yeah. And turns out, it wasn’t the only time. The security guy recognized her and brought her back to some room where they held her for like an hour. I hung around while nobody, not even Olivia, gave me any information. Until her Mom showed up, distraught. I couldn’t hear fully, but from what I could tell, this was the third time Olivia’s been caught stealing from the same mall. I couldn’t fucking believe it. Her rebel streak that I figured was harmless was legitimately illegal.

Ethan’s revelations were starting to overwhelm me to the point of tears. Ethan, I had no idea she–

But he cut me off, and kept telling me the story. “Her Mom was in tears, begging them not to arrest Olivia. Olivia pleaded too, and while I couldn’t see exactly what was going on, I heard, like, a waterfall of emotional distress. But finally her Mom straight up blurted out that Olivia had a sickness, and she wasn’t a bad girl. She just needed to get better and clean up her act. And I guess that all the security guy needed to hear to let her go.”

“So… what did you do?”

“I told her I was ashamed and shocked. But most of all I felt bad for her. Kleptomania is a disorder. I can’t really get mad at someone for being sick, you know? But I also couldn’t be with her. So I dumped her on the spot.”

I stood there quietly sobbing, soaking in Ethan’s crazy story. “Ethan… I genuinely didn’t know…”

“Didn’t you? But you know better than to sneak around in another person’s house. You must’ve known that was wrong, huh? Or were you just okay with stealing from my Grandpa the entire time.”

The tears kept coming. I wanted him to hug and console me, but my emotions were the last thing on his mind.

“I’m done with your family. Okay? I don’t trust you, I certainly don’t trust Olivia… Whatever bullshit you’ve got planned, just end it. Keep me and my grandpa out of your life, Madison.” Ethan looked as exhausted from his rant as he was furious. “I’d like you to leave.”

What choice did I have? Tears welling in my eyes, I gathered my few things as he kept close watch on me – I guess making sure I didn’t steal anything else. Heartbroken as I was, I was equally angry. Partly at myself, but also at Olivia for lying to me. With extreme difficulty maintaining focus, I drove over to Grandma’s where I knew Olivia would be.

I nearly broke through the door in a fit of rage and tears finding Olivia at the kitchen table, sorting through some images. At first, she didn’t look up.

“Madison, you’re gonna love the 11th shot. Edited yesterday and the print shop turned it around qui—” Olivia stopped speaking when she noticed my state. “Are you… What happened? Did you stay over last night?”

“Tell me why you lied to me,” I demanded, cutting off her questioning.

Olivia stared back, confused. “What’re you talking about?”

“Your shoplifting, Olivia! Ethan told me all about it this morning!”

She paused, silent for a moment. But instead of admitting fault and apologizing, she asked me something. “Did you get the address?”

“You’re fucking unbelievable, you know that?” I shouted at her. “You lied to me! For months!”

“Look, Madison. When I started dating Ethan, he committed to being on my team. And he betrayed me.”

“By breaking up with you? Olivia, you were stealing! And manipulating him!”

The smallest amount of vulnerability almost crept through, but she stayed stoic. “He could’ve stayed with me… ya know?”

I was having a hard time feeling any sympathy for her. “Then why lie to me?”

“Because honestly, Madison, I was starting to believe you weren’t on my team either. You wouldn’t have helped me if you knew. Maybe I do have a problem, I dunno. But he needs to pay.”

I slapped my own forehead with frustration. I couldn’t believe how obtuse she was.

“It’s over, Olivia. He’s out of our lives.” I told her bluntly. Though the tears had briefly stopped, the thought of Ethan being gone was getting to me again. “You fucked it all up! And now… Now I can’t see him ever again!!”

If Olivia had any shred of empathy at the moment, it started to disappear as she looked at me more closely. “Are you… Are you wearing the same outfit from yesterday? Did you sleep over with him?”

She stepped closer to me, and leaned in to smell my neck. “That’s Ethan’s cologne!” she spat at me. “Have you guys been…”

“Olivia…”

“You fucking kissed him, didn’t you? Oh my God, you’re a fucking backstabber too! Kissing your cousin’s ex??”

“You told me to go out with him!!” I shouted.

Olivia shook her head. “Holy shit… I was right not to trust you.” She took another look at her male cousin standing in front of her in a girly outfit from the night before, tears ruining his makeup, crying over a boy. “But fuck, you really did it. I wondered if you were turning into a girl, but I didn’t realize you’d turned into a fucking bitch.”

That’s it, I’d had enough of her. I wasn’t about to stand here and receive the exact opposite of empathy. Without another word I stormed out the back door leaving Olivia and her absolutely uncalled for accusations behind me.

Ethan hated me. Olivia hated me. I’d resisted checking my phone to see what my Mom sent me until just now. Sure enough, a barrage of texts accusing me of being reckless and staying the night at Chloe’s without telling her. God, if she only knew the truth…

I needed some time to detox before heading back to Downers Grove. If there was one relationship I had even the slightest chance of not destroying today, it would be with my mother. I spent a solid half hour parked several blocks away from Grandma’s on a random side street just bawling my eyes out, lamenting the loss of two close friends. But more so, I was angry. I was hateful. Much of this implosion was on them. The lies and the deception just piled up and up and simply wasn’t sustainable.

I knew the longer I waited to return home, the angrier my Mom would be. So I changed back into my boy clothes in the car, wiped off any remnants of makeup, and returned my hair to a boring, boyish messy bun.

The long drive on the freeway felt lonelier than ever before. So many trips back and forth from Downers Grove to Norridge were filled with anticipation and excitement. What dresses would we find? What secrets would I discover from my late grandmother? What would kissing Ethan feel like? But now, all of it was gone. It had all been stripped away by my stupid recklessness.

I crossed my fingers pulling up to our house, hoping that my mother wouldn’t notice a perfume scent or suspect anything beyond me accidentally ‘forgetting’ to tell her I was staying the night at Chloe’s. But something was off. Instead of being greeted by the empty driveway in front of my house, my mother was ominously sitting out on the front step, all alone.

I parked the car and carefully approached her. She casually sipped a coffee and while her body appeared calm, her face was a mix of curious, angry, and betrayed.

“Mom, I can explain. Chloe–”

“Madison,” she firmly cut me off. “No more lies.” Then reaching into the bag, she pulled out the orange dress I wore on my dinner date with Ethan. “I need you to explain this.”
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MOM


As if I hadn’t been through enough stressful moments today, I was now confronted with the person I feared most. Over the last many weeks, I’d objectively taken my Mom’s apathy for granted. On a day-to-day basis, she doesn’t give a shit what I do. Not because she’s this carefree person. She just doesn’t care. But why today – of all days – did she have to start giving a shit?

“Is this yours?” she asked me again, then digging further through the bag and pulling out some underwear and a few more skirts and dresses.

I started grabbing the clothes she was tossing everywhere and insisted we take this inside, lest we air our dirty laundry in front of the neighbors – literally and figuratively.

Calmly, I sat my mother down in the living room and attempted to ask questions. “Why were you snooping around my room?”

“Madison, you’d been acting bizarre for well over a month. Going out with friends so regularly… that’s already unlike you. But the way you’d been getting more distant from me…”

“Oh, me more distant from you?” I spat back. “You’re never home! I’m 18, Mom, I can do whatever I want.”

“Not when you’re in my house, Madison. I need to know what’s going on in your life. When I started smelling perfume on you, and noticing a ladies razor in the shower, I was almost certain you were sneaking a girl in here… But then I noticed your legs… and traces of makeup…”

Mom looked at me as if she desperately wanted me to just deny the story and move on. She prayed that sneaking a girl in was the sort of rebellion she was dealing with, because the alternative, she knew, would be a lot harder to wrestle with. I remained quiet, but confessed as much with my eyes.

She hung her head and uttered the words she’d been fearing. “You’ve been wearing these dresses, haven’t you?”

I nodded. Things were silent for a moment. Ethan was gone. Olivia was gone. My Mom was staring me in the face, grasping for a reason to push me away as well. Right now I was faced with two options: 1. Walk away and cast her off as the judgmental lost cause that she is. Or 2. Take this rare, vulnerable opportunity to tackle something we should have a long, long time ago.

“Why so much hate?” I asked point blank.

“Madison, this isn’t–” she began, but stood down when I cut her off.

“Mom, no! We need to talk about this. I’m so… fucking… sick of taking sides and picking teams. Stupid loyalty pacts because someone said some shit over a decade ago. You and Grandma, you and Noelle, you and me…”

Mom looked a little concerned with my sudden outburst. “You don’t know all the context, Madison…”

“Maybe I don’t! But still, doesn’t it drain you? All this hate and vindictiveness? I’m sure as hell starting to feel it too, Mom. And it fucking sucks. I don’t know how I stood living these last few months thinking this way, not to mention potentially living like this the rest of my life.”

She was quiet for a moment, seriously considering my position. “So that’s why you’ve been sneaking around wearing dresses? To stick it to me? Madison, whatever you think of me, I’m your mother. I need to know the truth.”

If I was willing to dip my toe into this confession, I might as well do a full dive, “You wanna know what I’ve been up to this summer?” I took the car keys back out of my pocket and jangled them in front of her. “Then let’s go.”
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We spent the next 40 minutes driving up to Grandma’s in my Corolla, though it felt less like a car ride and more like a church confessional. I essentially came clean about my whole summer’s worth of discovery and experimentation. I shared how Olivia and I first stumbled upon Grandma’s dress boxes, reading her letters and how sweet and sentimental they were – so unlike the Grandma I’d known. The first time dressing and desire to live out Grandma’s dreams came next upon discovering Diana had passed, and I explained the eerie resemblance between Diana and I.

I then dove into the Arnold part of the story, and how Grandma had a real opportunity to make something of her design skills, if only Diana (and Grandma’s will to be creative) had survived. I kept a few details private, but told her of Ethan and our plans to find where this man was in the interest of completing Grandma’s and Diana’s wishes. I even told her Ethan’s story about Olivia which, expectedly, she hadn’t been aware of either.

Beyond a question or two, Mom remained silent the whole ride up, letting me finally explain my summer of stress and discovery, that all happened right under her nose. Mostly awestruck rather than angry, there was so much she not only didn’t realize was going on but didn’t even care to seek out.

Thankfully, Olivia’s car was gone when we pulled up to Grandma’s. She was the last person I needed to run into right now and would almost certainly protest showing my mom any of this. But still, the walk down the driveway and through the front door was one of gripping anticipation. Not long ago did we have a similar experience, pulling up to Grandma’s together but under vastly different circumstances.

The house wasn’t completely clean and sorted through by any means, but our progress was significant. I led her to the kitchen table where Olivia had left behind her eleven photographs. Mom approached the table with real hesitation, wondering herself if she wanted to witness what I’d described in the car. She stood over the vintage-looking prints, gingerly lifting them one by one to examine. I watched from across the room as she studied the photographs, coming to terms that the beaming, beautiful woman pictured was indeed her son. Exquisite makeup and styling, professional-quality editing… These photos looked straight out of the 60s. I couldn’t fully see her face, but she appeared to wipe a tear from her eye.

“Madison…” she started to speak, but I cut her off.

“There’s still more,” I told her, quickly fetching the corresponding letters from our hiding spot in the basement and laying them out next to the corresponding picture.

I stepped aside to give my mother a moment to soak in what I’d just presented her. These weren’t just letters from her mother, they were legitimate time capsules of a person she thought she knew, but didn’t. A heartbroken person. A person with passions, motivations, and dreams.

One by one she read the letters, chronologically. At the end of each letter, she’d hold up the corresponding photo of her son in all of his feminine glory, living out what Grandma could only have dreamed of.

By the time she reached April’s letter, tears were falling from her eyes faster than she could keep up dabbing them. I could’ve moved in to console her, but she needed to let it out. She needed to feel the sadness and regret of her mother, to deeply understand her on a level she never had before. And so my mother stood there, taking her time reading each letter – some crying, some laughing, some smiling.

Mom was pretty much a wreck by the time she finished November’s letter, gazing at the beautiful photo of her son. For the first time since she began reading, she addressed me. “Where’s December?”

“We haven’t found it yet,” I told her. “It was the last one before getting them to Arnold. But Olivia and I—”

“I know,” Mom said, not needing me to re-explain our fight. She turned around and looked at me, standing there in my basketball shorts, t-shirt, and boyish bun. “So these photos… This is who you are? This is who you want to be?”

I hadn’t been asked that question point-blank yet – not by Olivia, not by Ethan… not even by myself. But I knew the answer wholeheartedly. “Yes,” I said confidently.

Mom nodded. “I see.” She looked at me, then back at the photos for a while, and then back at me. “Then we’re missing one thing, aren’t we? We need to get you in that December dress. For Diana, for grandma… and for you.”

My face lit up with glee, a tear falling down my cheek, thankfully without eye makeup to ruin. “Yeah. I think we do.”
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Something miraculous was happening right in front of my eyes. The thing I’d struggled to do for so many years – crack open my mother’s love and sensitivity – had finally been achieved. Perhaps not fully, but enough that she was now open to discovering who her son is – as well as who her own mother once was.

It felt strange hunting around Grandma’s house for the final December dress box with my Mom instead of Olivia. I wondered what she’d think if she knew I was finishing the project without her. Did she even care about it anymore? Did she even care about me anymore?

Maybe it was my mother’s intuition knowing the house she grew up in or just pure luck, but it took only 20 minutes to discover the final box, wrapped in an icy blue ribbon with a letter secured on top. It was twice the size of any of the previous boxes.

She carried it over to the kitchen table and I motioned to let her open it herself. Her hands were shaking. This emotional vulnerability and newfound interest in her son’s and mother’s life still hadn’t fully set in. Mom tore open the letter and started reading.

December 24th, 1965

Dear Diana,

Wishing you the merriest of Christmases. God, the things I would do to bring you back and celebrate this occasion with you... Out of all the dresses I’ve made, this one is perhaps my finest work – my finest, but also my most somber. You see, I set out to create 12 beautiful dresses for you and you alone and every day, I’ve let the tragedy of knowing you won’t ever wear them erode my happiness. Each subsequent stitch becomes more painful, and I think that should I continue my design work, one day, I may not be able to handle the disappointment. So I’m here to declare this is the last dress I will ever make.

This project began as an avenue for hope and aspiration but concluded as nothing more than a regretful coping mechanism. But as I sit here today writing this, I am filled with hope in another way. Perhaps someday, a daughter, granddaughter, niece, or grandniece will take interest in these dresses and learn about the woman you once were – the woman you could’ve been – and live out both of our dreams. These can be your gift to them. To all the relatives you never got to meet. Dresses from Diana.

Forever and Always,

Gretchen

Nothing could’ve prepared me or my Mom for the rush of emotions that followed. For the first time in perhaps years, my mother lunged over for a warm, loving embrace. We sat there for several minutes holding each other tight – crying, dreaming, and reaffirming our love for each other. At that moment, she needed me just as much as I needed her.

When we finally calmed down, Mom insisted I be the one to open the giant box. Buried under gaudy wrapping paper was a behemoth of a dress, but breathtakingly gorgeous nonetheless. It was an icy blue princess dress that must’ve been meant for only the fanciest of galas. Holding it against my body and playing with the enormous, poofy skirt, I started tearing up once more. It was so beautiful it put even Cinderella’s dress to shame.

My Mom stood back admiring the dress as well. “I think the next step is clear. My daughter needs to try it on.”

I jumped with joy as I rushed her downstairs to our dress-up studio to get me ready for the final photography session and a satisfying end to Grandma’s project. Chloe had left behind enough makeup and hair products to create the illusion of a proper princess, and I excitedly walked Mom through what I wanted to achieve. Over the next hour, Mom worked on a fancy updo for me while I did my makeup in the mirror.

When the hair and makeup were complete, I went into the bathroom one last time for my final change. I went with a modest, white bra and panties set beneath my dress. I adjusted the petticoat properly and paired my dress with the fanciest pair of heels we had around.

Mom beamed with pride as her daughter emerged in a beautiful princess dress, lovingly made by her own mother. I spun in circles, bathing in the sophistication and elegance of the dress. If only I had a tiara, I’d be indistinguishable from royalty.

Of course, Mom didn’t have the same photography skills or insight as Olivia, but we managed a cute setup in the backyard and some simple, sweet poses. I had no issues putting on a pretty smile, enjoying the first of hopefully many mother-daughter bonding days like today. Though the moment could only last for so long and after a half hour of posing, we returned indoors to change out of Grandma’s final dress.

Experiencing unmatched gender euphoria, I had no desire to change back into boy clothes, so I borrowed a casual outfit Chloe had left behind from a prior evening. A cute top paired with a simple denim skirt, while I brushed out the updo and let the loose curls hang down my back.

“You look very pretty, Madison,” my Mom complimented as I blushed, still not used to compliments from my mother, much less ones on my beauty. My mother sat across from me in the basement sitting area and smiled solemnly but sweetly. “I’m… I’m grateful for you. This whole daughter thing may take a while, and there’ll be ups and downs… But I’m down for the ride.”

Mom recognized she might’ve gotten a little caught up in the moment with all this girly stuff, but I knew she was trying her best. “So what do we do now?” I asked, not sure how to close out a weekend like this.

She looked over at the dress on the hanger and pondered for a bit. “You know, I’m still not thrilled this all happened without my knowledge… but I’m incredibly impressed.”

I nodded, agreeing with her. “I still can’t believe Olivia and I pulled it off. But trust me, I did it for the right reasons. I only wanted to fulfill Grandma’s dream.”

“I know, Madison. You always follow your heart,” Mom added. Her face lit up with an idea. “We do have one more stop, don’t we? For Grandma.”

I shot her a funny look. “I think Olivia’s done with the project, Mom. Let’s let things settle for a bit.”

But Mom shook her head. “No, not Olivia. You said you remembered the Barrington address, right? I say we finish what you started and make one more person’s day.” Mom stood up triumphantly with a smile. “Let’s deliver these to Arnold.”
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ARNOLD


Idid a lot of scary things today, but the thought of meeting Arnold in person was the most terrifying. Though terrifying as it may be, it was a necessary conclusion to my journey. Grandma wasn’t around to see the fruits of our labor, but the man she once promised a delivery to could still appreciate it. Still, it was far from a guarantee.

Despite my moderate amount of snooping, I still knew very little about Arnold as a person. I knew his first name, his relationship to Ethan, the address of his house, and his occupation once upon a time. But beyond that, I was fairly in the dark. What if we knock on his door and he doesn’t even remember Grandma? Ethan claimed Arnold keeps his promises, but it’s also possible that Grandma’s first letter to Diana was an exaggeration – something just to stoke the interest of her sister into completing her project. At a bare minimum, I took solace knowing that we weren’t arriving at his house to pester him, rip him off, or act as anything more than a courier.

The winding streets of North Barrington were as intimidating as they were immaculate. If anything, this neighborhood reminded me of my neighboring Hinsdale – multi-million dollar estates with sprawling lawns and mansions, each with a minimum of three stories. Whatever Arnold had done in life, he’d done well to afford to live in this neighborhood.

Mom checked her navigation app as we pulled up to 100 Castleview Court – hmph, Castleview… as if it could sound any bougier. “I guess this is it,” she muttered, trying and failing to hide her astonishment. The house couldn’t have looked more different than Grandma’s, which was a shack in comparison. It practically was a castle, featuring three turrets alongside an aged stone exterior and giant wooden doors that looked like, in a past life, could’ve been protected by an alligator-filled moat. We parked our comparatively silly-looking car in the driveway and carefully lifted the portfolio out of the trunk.

I’d thought long and hard about how I should introduce myself to Arnold. “I’m the grandson– er, no. Granddaughter of your past… business partner? Eh, we don’t know that. Too assumptive. Friend?” I practiced aloud to myself as we slowly approached the front door.

“Whatever you say will be fine,” Mom assured. Though that’s easier said than done, especially if your entire summer hasn’t been centered on meeting this old man.

Instead of a doorbell, the home had a giant, iron knocker on the right half of the door – which I firmly banged thrice. God was I ever afraid... The single minute we stood there waiting felt like ages. Every instinct was telling me to just turn around and sprint back to my Corolla. But Mom calmly placed her hand on my shoulder as the door creaked open. Reflexively, I shut my eyes, waiting for whomever answered the door to speak first.

“...oh my God,” I heard someone say. A familiar voice. I slowly opened my eyes, only to see Ethan standing right in front of me.

I looked at him, nearly-frozen. Really? Why did he have to be here?

Ethan groaned. “Madison…” he said, confused, whipping his head back and forth between my Mom and I. Though of course, his innate politeness kicked in. “I’m, uh… Hi, I’m Ethan,” he murmured with some reluctance to my mother, who reached out to shake his hand and immediately peered at me, as if to say, ‘damn, this is who you went on a few dates with?’.

I figured security or someone in a position of power would be called to kick us out unless I snapped out of it and spoke up. “Ethan, please. One second to just hear me out. We’re here only on a peace mission.”

He looked at me funny, almost holding in a laugh. “A peace mission,” he repeated distrustingly.

“Yes,” I said, motioning to my mother to hold up our portfolio of pictures. “I never got the chance to tell you what we wanted from your grandfather. Over the past several weeks, we discovered–”

“Ethan, who’s at the door?” another voice asked out from behind Ethan. A serene, calming voice. One that sounded like it came from an old man. I held my breath as I waited for Ethan’s response, but he gave none. He simply let the man approach and step into the door frame. Around 5 foot 6, balding, and while probably in his 80s, extremely youthful-looking. Fun, bright red glasses with thick frames adorned his face, and despite it being summer, wore a sweater vest, slacks, and loafers. He smiled warmly at my mom and I. “Hellooooo…” he began in a sort of a kooky manner. “Friends of Ethan? I don’t believe we’ve met. I’m Arnold.”

All three of us stood there silent, not sure what to say. Ethan was embarrassed, Mom a little confused, and me objectively overwhelmed. Arnold was real, and he was standing right in front of me.

“Friends might be the wrong term…” Ethan awkwardly tried to explain. But Arnold wanted nothing of the sort.

“Pfft, ‘friends’, ‘acquaintances’... You seem to have your hands full, so please, come in!” Arnold vigorously waved us inside. My mom went first and I followed. I caught a glare from Ethan as I passed him by. He didn’t say anything, but his gaze sent a crystal clear message: Whatever you’re up to, don’t fuck this up.
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The interior was as beautiful and castle-like as the exterior. Mile high ceilings, masterfully tiled floors with a unique pattern, classic art covering the walls… Ethan sure wasn’t kidding about the lifestyle his grandpa led. My mother and I had difficulty keeping our jaws from hitting the floor as he led us through his impressive home to the sitting room – probably one of many.

Arnold gestured for us to take a seat, which we did on his lavish leather couches. Arnold glanced around a few moments before catching himself. “Oh! I don’t mean to hamper your hang!” he said, getting up.

“Wait,” I said, finally finding the courage to speak. “Mr. Arnold, sir. I’m here to explain something to you and your grandson.”

Ethan glared at me, nervously awaiting whatever I needed to say. But my awkward, vague statement didn’t seem to phase Arnold. “Oh you are?” he replied, delighted. “Then I feel like I should know your name first.”

“I’m Madison O’Donnell. This is my mother, Theresa Stanley.”

“Arnold Perez,” he said charmingly. “But call me Arnold. Now that we all know each other, what can I do for you?”

Perez? That certainly caught me off guard, not remembering any hispanic heritage of Ethan’s. Plus, Ethan’s last name is Quinn, which didn’t line up.

But I decided not to waste any time. “Uh… Years ago, sir – and you may not remember this – but you met my grandmother, Gretchen Stanley.”

“Gretchen Dore, honey,” Mom corrected. “Her maiden name.”

I nearly carried on with the story, but Arnold jumped back in. “Gretchen Dore…” he whispered to himself. “An impressive woman… and a supreme talent…” He stood up, soaking in the introduction. “So what can I do for you today?”

What else could I do but start at the beginning. Just as I’d done with my mother earlier today, I laid out the entire story of my summer – the letters, the dresses, the offer from Arnold. I even took the time to explain to Ethan how despite Olivia’s malice, I meant no harm and only wished to learn more about Grandma.

Ethan had a bewildered look plastered on his face as I delved into our deeper familial connections and former friendships. Arnold sat there, nodding along, confirming or correcting little details as I laid them out. But his attention never wavered. Telling these stories of the past appeared to take him on a pleasant walk down memory lane.

“And so,” I said, nearing the end. “We developed the pictures. Well, 11 of the 12. The final one was taken not long ago with my mother.”

I undid the portfolio and carefully handed the pictures to him. “So I’m just here as a delivery, uh… girl today. Even if I’m over half a century late.”

Arnold took his time thumbing through the pictures. A smile grew on his face as looked them over, occasionally glancing at me for comparison.

“I’m no Diana,” I added. “But we did our best.”

“You’re stunning, Madison,” Arnold said genuinely, then putting down the pictures. “You and your grandma make a hell of a team. Thank you for this. Can I tell you a little story?”

I nodded as Arnold leaned back in his chair to reminisce.

“None of you would know this, but back when I was an editor, I met Gretchen Dore at a country club mixer. By the look of her, she didn’t belong there, and I still have no idea how she even got in. I’d already had some success in the fashion industry, so I was used to people coming up to me, pitching ideas that, quite honestly… sucked. They sucked in part because of heinous choices, but more so because everyone who ever came up to me was so blatantly self-serving.”

Arnold directed his attention to my mother, who was hanging on his every word. “But not your mother, Theresa. Yes, she adored the idea of her work being featured in one of my fashion magazines – and the designs were good. But above all, she believed in her sister’s ability as a model. I could tell that she loved her deeply, and wanted this as an opportunity for her even more than for herself.” He smiled, and looked back at me. “So I knew she was a different breed and I wanted every part of her. At that moment, if you can believe it, I almost thought I was in love! So I made her that generous offer.”

“Then what happened?” Ethan jumped in, now as bought-in as the rest of us.

Arnold shrugged. “She disappeared. It wasn’t until years later as my career grew that I thought to track down that spunky woman again, only to find out that Diana had tragically passed and with her, Gretchen’s dreams. Word was that she started a family and never desired the business ever again. By then, I had a wife, kids, and despite having more money than I knew what to do with, I had my own self-discovery issues to work out. My Gretchen days had come and gone.”

“Self-discovery…?” I muttered quietly, though loud enough for Ethan to hear it and make eye contact.

I heard footsteps from down the hall and a voice call out. “Honey? Who you got over?” But it was a man’s voice. My mom and I whipped our heads to the man standing there. A tall, handsome Latino man, slightly younger than Arnold – probably in his late 60s or early 70s.

“Thomas,” Arnold turned to him with a smile. “You’ve always had perfect timing. Madison, Theresa, this is my husband, Thomas.”

Thomas gave us a wave, though undoubtedly confused why two strangers were in his home.

“I don’t wish to bore you any more with my past, but when I opened myself up and met Thomas 35 years ago – later taking his last name – my life suddenly made sense. I stopped going along with the crowd for the sake of ease. I collected art because I loved it, and I invested in businesses and artists that deserved it.”

Arnold waved Thomas over to stand next to him, and they looked lovingly into each others’ eyes as Arnold kindly squeezed his hand. “I’m sorry for your loss, and even more sorry that Gretchen wasn’t able to live with the vigor she once had in her youth. I wished I’d kept in touch with her. But look at the seed she planted. I strive to have an open-minded family – one that, yes, loves unconditionally, but also understands the gray areas and difficult pasts of your relatives. Nobody can be perfect, but we can strive to be.”

What more was there to say? Arnold had my mother and I in tears as Ethan sat back and let his grandfather’s words touch him as well. I looked over to him and for the first time since we arrived, he was flashing me the tiniest smile.
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LEGACY


As revelatory, transformational and sentimental as Arnold’s speech was, we didn’t stick around for much more conversation. We accomplished what we needed and insisted – without another word – that Arnold keep the photographs of me wearing Grandma’s dresses as a gesture of thanks and an attempt at closure.

While my relationship with my mother had found new footing, there was still the issue of Olivia who, at least in her eyes, must view me as public enemy number one. With Mom involved in our business now, it only made sense that Lorraine was summoned too. I wasn’t involved, but it’s my understanding that between my Mom’s second-hand account of my story, plus Olivia’s own admission, Lorraine came to the conclusion that Olivia should be relieved of her house cleaning duties for the rest of the summer.

The guilt was real. Even though I knew Olivia created a lot of these problems herself, I couldn’t help but feel like a rat. This whole Arnold business had been her baby, and Ethan was her ex. Knowing her, I’m sure she’s infuriated that a project that was rightfully hers to begin with couldn’t end on her own terms. Just because Olivia was temporarily out of the picture didn’t mean Grandma’s house was finished. So I carried on alone. I even got a nice raise to $15 an hour.

The following two weeks were filled with mixed emotions. On the one hand, I felt free and comfortable to dress as myself, choosing to use some of that $5 more per hour raise on more casually feminine clothing, suitable to lounge and work in. Girls’ athletic shorts, sports bras, and tank tops were now the daily choice, and I changed up my hairstyle to a high ponytail held back with a cute scrunchie, rather than my boyish bun. On the other hand, the days felt much longer being mostly alone in the house. I missed our weekly photography sessions and unveiling beautiful new outfits.

Chloe came by the Wednesday of my first week alone to pick up her clothes, as well as her makeup and hair products, left behind at Grandma’s. Our interaction was cordial but brief. I never became super close to Chloe beyond our mutual friendship with Olivia – a fact that was evident when alone with her. She didn’t treat me like a rat or express any particular disdain. It was more of a ‘see you when I see you’ goodbye. Simply put, our reason for friendship was over, and that was understandable.

She did, however, depart with a final act of kindness. “I’m really proud of you, Madison.” she said, genuinely. “None of this has been easy, but you always pushed through.”

I looked up and smiled back at her, down on my knees from a scrubbing position on the kitchen floor. “Thanks, Chloe. That’s sweet of you to say.”

Then, after a moment of consideration, she peered inside the brown paper bag of clothes she was holding. It was her final trip out to the car. “Eh, I have enough clothes…” Chloe shrugged, setting the bag on the table in front of her. “Keep these. I think that pretty orange dress you wore on the date is somewhere in here.”

“Oh, uh… thank you!” I managed to say as she left the house for good. She was the last person I’d see at Grandma’s over the next two weeks.
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As summer carried on, I started receiving a million letters and emails from Northwestern mandating I fill out X form or complete Y survey. I started looking deeper into the clubs and activities available on campus. It was a fun, anticipatory activity to calm the nerves and take my mind off of the stress of entering the next phase of my life, unsure exactly how I would identify my gender. Was I a girl, or just a feminine boy? Would my future peers accept me? Did it even matter?

I was in the midst of perusing one of my many ‘Welcome to NU!’ emails on a Saturday when my phone rang. My eyes widened. It was Olivia.

I thought I’d come to terms with her in my mind, but that first call challenged all progress I made. Cowardly, I let it go to voicemail. But Olivia quickly followed up with a text.

Hey I’m sure you’re busy but I’d like to meet with you in person for closure. I feel weird that we haven’t talked in a while.




What did I owe Olivia? Nothing, I thought. But to her credit, she didn’t seem hostile in the text. If anything, she came across approachable and expressed a willingness to be rational. I thought about asking my Mom for advice, but I knew this should be a decision I make alone.

Hey, sorry I missed the call. Let’s have coffee tomorrow morning. I’ll come up to you.
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I remembered months ago Olivia telling me about her favorite café in Norridge’s neighboring town, Park Ridge – a small little café called Lilypad. I also remember thinking, ‘How strange. A rough-and-tumble, grungy person like Olivia being calmed by a quaint café?’. Different strokes for different folks, I guess. So as a gesture of good faith, I offered to meet her there.

Unlike our work shifts at Grandma’s, I was the one who arrived 30 minutes early. The vibe was quirky. Little old-fashioned trinkets and toys lined the walls propped up by thin wooden shelves. Each wall had its own funky, earth-toned wallpaper hidden behind the toys. I felt like I could stare at these walls for hours, sipping away at my coffee and never get bored.

“Remind you of Grandma’s at all?” I heard Olivia say inches from behind my head. I jumped, nearly spilling my coffee. “Does for me.”

“Jesus… you and your freaking surprises!” I snapped, but only like 5% upset with her.

Olivia playfully rolled her eyes as she took a seat and asked for a coffee from the server. “Thanks for coming up here.”

“Happy to,” I said, but not sure what else to say. I made a few more comments about the trinkets as a crutch for conversation. Olivia wanted to cut to the chase.

“Last thing I said to you was that you’re a bitch,” she said bluntly. “I don’t really think you’re a bitch.”

“Thanks… I don’t think you’re a bitch either.”

Olivia took a huge sip of her coffee and tucked her hair behind her ear. “I really did think this would all help somehow. This whole Ethan and Arnold stuff. I thought it’d make me feel more in control of my life.”

“I mean, I get it,” I told her, though still vehemently disagreeing with her methods. Olivia’s just wired a certain way – I don’t think I’ll ever fully understand her. Few will. “Mom told me you were maybe gonna see a therapist?”

“Yeah. I am. His name’s Gene. He wears kooky glasses and speaks super soft like he’s hosting an NPR talk show.” We shared a laugh. “But I like him.”

“Good…” I answered. “Speaking of weird glasses, Arnold had these wild red ones. Oh! You would–”

Olivia cut me off. “I… I don’t really wanna hear about him. I know he was, like, my obsession for a while. But… Gene says I should move past all that.”

It was admittedly a little disappointing I couldn’t share all the crazy details of his castle. “So all that is just…”

“In the past. Yep,” Olivia answered confidently. She paused. “Well… Gene allowed me one thing before moving on.”

Olivia placed the burlap tote bag she brought with her onto the table, scooting our coffees aside to make room. From it, she pulled a portfolio which looked exactly like the original 11 pictures were kept in.

“Aunt Theresa sent me her pics a couple days ago,” Olivia explained as she unwound the string and opened the portfolio. “You guys did a really nice job.”

My eyes grew big as she pulled out another full size print from the portfolio. It was a picture of me in the 12th dress from the session right before Arnold’s. I was posed up against the backyard tree, looking down at the ground, bashfully. My ginger hair in a beautiful updo and the poofy, icy-blue princess dress shimmering in the sunlight. The colors, the lighting, the aging of the paper… Everything was exquisite.

“I… I don’t know what to say…” I muttered as Olivia handed me the photo.

“Nothing to say. Just keep it. You deserve a keepsake from our time working together – even if this one wasn’t taken by my masterful hand.”

I laughed. “You do know how to take pictures well, don’t you?”

She nodded confidently. “The community college has photography classes. I think I’ll take a couple alongside my gen eds this year.”

We chatted and reminisced for a little longer about the dresses and about Grandma until it was time for her to go. But not before she said the sweetest, most unexpected thing as we turned opposite directions to go to our cars.

“You really do make a beautiful woman, Madison.” Olivia leaned in for a big hug. “Ethan would be lucky to have you.”

God… I’d tried keeping him out of my mind for good, but here come the thoughts of him rushing in. “Thanks, Olivia,” was all I said, not knowing if her kind words could ever become reality again.
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A newly reformed family woman, Mom was actually proud of me for meeting with Olivia — even if it meant she wouldn’t be coming back to work at Grandma’s for the last few weeks of summer. She had her own future to look toward, and so did I.

After another full week of work, an end was finally in sight at the house. Mom’s desire to sell the house still stood, but her callous attitude toward both the trash and the treasure was making a momentous shift. Rather than quick, 10-minute skims of the garage to make quick declarations of value, Mom was putting in considerable effort determining the sentimental value of certain items. Most was still junk, but previously inconsequential clothing items or letters were now among our top finds.

Mom even approached me Saturday afternoon with a surprising new plan while I lounged in the living room. “I just got off the phone with Lorraine. I think we finally have a solution for the garage pile-up.”

“Good!” I said, ecstatic. The new sentimentally-valued items were starting to overwhelm Grandma’s garage anyway. “What’s the plan?”

“There’s a storage unit a couple miles away we want to rent. It’ll be a safe, permanent home for Mom’s dresses, letters, and memories. She deserves that much.”

I smiled back at Mom, thrilled that she had come around honoring Grandma’s legacy – even if that legacy will be kept in a storage unit.

“We’ll keep it indefinitely. Hopefully forever. Grandma and Diana’s story is too important to be forgotten.”

I was so proud of her. It’s not easy to change your mind on a person, but when you’re able to set aside differences and separate the petty from the valuable, beautiful changes can occur. It was happening in front of my very eyes.

Our sweet moment, however, was interrupted by a knock on the door followed by a ring of the doorbell. I looked over to Mom. “Got a friend coming over?”

She shrugged. “Not me. You?”

I raised an eyebrow, and went to answer the door. And holy shit, was it a complete surprise. Standing on our front step with his hands behind his back was none other than Ethan.

I was speechless. A month had gone by without so much as a word from this boy, and here he was, in the flesh on my doorstep. “...Ethan?”

“Hey, Madison,” he said, flashing an earnest smile. God, he looked handsome in his tight white polo and nice khaki shorts. But it was that kind, handsome smile I’d missed most. I hadn’t seen it since the day of our fight.

“What… How did you find my house?” I stumbled, overwhelmed that he was actually in front of me. I turned around and noticed Mom was just as shocked.

“I’m not the only one who’s sneaky good at finding addresses,” Ethan joked, then looked over my shoulder. “Hey Mrs. Stanley!”

Mom gave only a little wave, letting us have our moment.

“May I come in?” he asked. “I’m actually here to see the both of you.”

We ushered Ethan inside and into the living room – my mother and I on the couch, and Ethan across from us, standing. He was still suspiciously hiding a few items behind his back.

“So I come bearing gifts,” he announced, first revealing one hand from behind his back. It was a can of ginger ale.

I immediately blushed. “Oh my God…”

Mom was confused, but sensed it was an inside joke between us. “It’s our thing,” he insisted. “Kept it on ice in the car.”

“You’re very sweet,” I told him. “So you drove to Downers Grove for a ginger ale?”

“Not entirely. My grandpa couldn’t make it out with me, so I’m here on his behalf. He genuinely enjoys your pictures. You know that hallway he walked you through? He got ‘em framed and hung up the collage on the wall.” Ethan explained, pulling out his phone to show us a picture. “They look fantastic.”

Both Mom and I were extremely flattered. One might find it weird that eleven pictures of me hung in an old man’s house, but in context, I considered it sweet.

“Madison, do you remember what I told you on our first date? The one at my Uncle’s kitchen.”

I paused. “Uh… you said a lot of things. I just remember being more nervous than I’d ever been in my life!”

He laughed. “Well, I told you that Arnold’s a little weird and a little bit of a recluse. Both true. But I also told you that he’s a man of his word. He takes a ton of pride in that fact.”

Mom looked at me, uncertain where he was headed with this. Ethan cracked a smile. “Well, it’s almost 60 years late, but Grandpa wanted to pay Gretchen for the photos.”

Ethan revealed a parcel from behind his back and tossed it on the coffee table with a thump. Mom and I stared at the paper-wrapped parcel in amazement.

“That’s not…” Mom began.

Ethan nodded. “It’s the ten grand he owes your mother. And don’t even think about declining. I’m under strict orders from my Grandpa to make sure you keep it!”

Mom was stunned. Frankly, so was I. An eighteen-year-old boy just waltzed into our home and dropped $10,000 in cash on our coffee table. Anyone would find this insane.

Despite Ethan’s insistence, Mom and I tried to decline it. The gesture was so overwhelming. If anything, the dressing and photography already bore the gift of reconnection between mothers and daughters. The monetary payment was unnecessary.

“Well, there’s one string attached to the payment,” Ethan explained. “You need to spend it on your new relationship. Mother-child things. Things that honor Gretchen or Diana. Anything like that. Grandpa floated the idea of a vacation, but do whatever makes sense to you.”

Ethan finally sat down and looked at us in earnest. “Gretchen had a short-lived but significant impact on my grandpa. He genuinely wants her – and by extension, you – to have this.”

Mom and I remained speechless, but there was nothing to debate. Arnold had made up his mind. The gift was ours.

“I… I’ll put this upstairs in a safe spot,” Mom began, retreating up to her bedroom and leaving Ethan and I alone downstairs. He looked ready to leave, so I stood up to meet him.

“You’re fucking ridiculous, you know that?” I said to him, taking a step closer. “You and your grandpa.”

He smiled and shrugged. “I’m an extension of him, aren’t I? He’s been a really important resource for me during all this self-discovery stuff. Just like your grandma was for you.”

What he said sounded crazy, but he was totally right. A dead woman that I barely knew had made a monumental effect on not only my personal identity, but my opinion on family as a whole.

“You’re too sweet,” I told him. “Please, tell Arnold thank you. From the bottom of our hearts.”

“Eh, just keep us in the loop on whatever you end up doing. We’d both love to hear about it.”

I looked him in the eyes. “So… you want to stay in touch? You know, there’s not much of summer left.”

“True. But you’re only going to Northwestern. Not too far from DePaul.”

I blushed and bit my lip, nervously tucking a lock of hair behind my ear. “Mmhmm.”

“Because I’d love to be able to do more of this…” Then, in a moment of pure passion, Ethan gently tugged at my arm and pulled me in for a deep, romantic kiss. Immediately, I clutched his bicep and held him tight. Fuck, I missed him. I missed him so much. Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed my Mom peek downstairs, but quickly retreated when she saw us kissing. I’d normally be embarrassed, but at this point, I didn’t care who saw.

“Go on your trip. Have a ton of fun,” he said, pulling his lips back from mine. “I’ll be around.”

With that, Ethan kissed me one last time before letting him leave. I stood on our doorstep watching him drive off, but exploding with joy on the inside knowing he was back in my life.

“Looks like Madison’s got a boyfriend…” Mom teased me from behind. “I saw your little kiss.”

“Hey, your daughter’s a grown-up. Get used to it!” I teased her back.

Mom made a big huff as she sat back down on the couch, overwhelmed with what had just transpired. “You know… a vacation does sound nice.”

I sat next to her, nodding. “A little mother-daughter time? That’d be perfect before heading off to school.”

She perked up. “I can probably swing a week off the last week of August… Ooh! Maybe Aruba? Or somewhere pretty like Niagara Falls. I’ve never been there!”

Mom carried on excitedly floating ideas aloud to herself. But still, one thing was missing. “Mom…” I said. “Wherever we go… I think we could use a little more company.”

I pulled out my phone and pulled up a contact, showing it to Mom. She smiled and nodded as I dialed the phone.

One ring… Two rings… Three rings… “Hello?” a voice answered.

“Hey, Olivia! What’re you and Aunt Lorraine doing at the end of August? What do you say to a girls trip? Courtesy of Grandma.”

THE END
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