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Chapter 1

I zipped my hoodie all the way up, tucked my long hair behind my ears, and pulled the hood over my eyes before slouching down with my head on the table in front of me. I’d finally found a quiet place in the corner of a library study room where no one was going to bother me. I knew that coming to this college was a HUGE mistake, but my dad wouldn’t hear it.

“Son, it’s time for you to follow in my footsteps,” he’d said, clapping me on the back. “I filled out an early decision application for you, and you got in, Alex!” When he held the acceptance letter up, grinning from ear to ear, it was the only time in my entire life he looked proud of me.

He’d already sent in my commitment. There was nothing for me to do. All those private liberal arts colleges I wanted to go to? Not a choice anymore. I was locked in to going to State, with its mediocre academics and football games that gridlocked the whole town.

The first two weeks went okay. I didn’t get lost on my way to classes, and some of my professors seemed fine. But on my way to the cafeteria one day, I’d found myself in the center of a pack of football players. I hadn’t been paying attention—at all. What happened was my fault, really.

I stopped short on the sidewalk to dig my phone out of my pocket, and one of the meatheads slammed into me. As I got thrown forward, two big hands wrapped around my waist.

“Sorry, sexy,” the jock said, whispering in my ear and holding me upright.

“Errr, my fault,” I said. I watched as the football player realized his mistake, and his face went tomato red.

You see, he’d thought I was a girl. I wasn’t surprised. I got called “Miss” at stores and restaurants all the time. I thought that my basketball shorts and T-shirt made me look more manly. But looking down at my skinny legs and thin frame, I realized nothing short of a body transplant could clear up the confusion.

Now the football player was embarrassed. I’d gone to high school, so I knew what was going to happen next. And I was right. Once his embarrassment turned to rage, the football player started to seek me out. He liked to trip me, push me, and once, he gave me such a brutal titty twister that my entire chest was covered in a purple-black bruise.

I thought college could be a fresh start for me, and instead, it was going to be four more years of hell. Hence, hiding at the library. Maybe I could move into the library, one of those private study rooms. Maybe no one would notice, and I could graduate out alive, with the business degree I didn’t even want in hand.

It was no use, I thought, drifting off to sleep with my head against the cool table. I’d just have to do what I did in high school: pretend nothing bothered me and keep a close eye on my surroundings. You get good at blending in, hiding, and running away when you’re relentlessly bullied your whole life.

I yawned quietly and pulled my hoodie tighter. At least an old friend was coming to visit. That was the only thing keeping me going. I had no idea that her visit would be the key to a much better life.


Chapter 2

“So, I’m having someone stay over this weekend,” I said to my roommate, trying to sound casual. He and I had settled into an uneasy truce after a couple blow-up fights about how to arrange furniture when we moved in. (Actually, it was more him yelling than real fighting; I barely participated, except to give in.)

“I don’t think so, bro,” Greg replied. “There’s no way I’m vacating the premises so that some weird dude—no offense—can sleep in my bed. And there’s no way we can fit three people in here, either. I’m afraid he’ll have to find somewhere else to stay.”

“Err, it’s actually a girl,” I said softly.

Greg’s face lit up like a Christmas tree. “A girl?! No way, man. I didn’t think you … well, never mind. In that case, I can definitely stay elsewhere, and she can ‘sleep in my bed,’” he winked.

He gathered up some books from his desk and jammed them in his backpack before walking out the door. The whole time he was smiling and shaking his head from side to side incredulously. I didn’t ever plan to tell him that, yes, she actually would be sleeping in his bed.

Marissa was a girl and a friend, but she wasn’t ever a girlfriend. We’d lost touch since middle school, when we’d spent almost every minute together. But then we went to different high schools and drifted apart.

I’d been so happy to see a Facebook message from her. She was taking a gap year, she said, and visiting as many of her friends at college as possible. She wanted to know where she really fit in. I clicked through her recent photos, and I couldn’t believe what I saw.

Shy, gangly Marissa was all grown up. I hadn’t paid much—or any—attention to her profile before now, so all this was a shock to me.

In the first picture, Marissa stood in front of bright mural painted onto a brick wall. She was wearing a slip dress, huge earrings that brushed her shoulders, and high-heeled boots. Marissa squinted at the camera with her arms crossed like she didn’t give a fuck. In the next picture, she was cracking up, smiling wide and doubled over as she laughed.

Marissa was cool. Like, honest-to-god cool. It isn’t the kind of thing that could be faked. No, she had turned out to be sexy and confident, and I hate to repeat it, but just really fucking cool. I got a strange sensation clicking through all the rest of her albums: Marissa at a record store in a black halter-top dress, Marissa at brunch with her stylish friends in a plaid mini skirt, and my favorite of them all—Marissa’s selfie in front of her vanity table. Makeup and jewelry was strewn everywhere, and she had perfect skin and bright magenta lips.

I’d responded to her email with shaky hands. I knew her trip would probably be a huge disaster, but I wasn’t going to miss the chance to be around her. Maybe spending time with her would teach me to be a fraction as cool as she is, I’d thought.

And now she was coming. This weekend. A whole forty-eight hours with Marissa—if she stayed the whole time, that is. I couldn’t help but worry she’d take one look at me and leave immediately.

I mean, State’s a massive school, and she had to know other people here. People who weren’t currently pulling the covers up over their head in their dorm room and thinking about skipping class just so they didn’t have to risk getting bullied on the way there.

But lucky for me, Marissa knew exactly what she was getting into. And no one else could have possibly done the things we did together.      


Chapter 3

I smoothed my black comforter for the hundredth time and sprayed Febreze over every inch of the crusty carpet. Greg had cleared out hours before, and I gave even his stuff a scrub down. It had to be perfect in here for Marissa, who was slated to arrive at any moment.

In my preparations for her arrival, I’d tried to think like a cool girl. It did not go well. I ended up studying her profile for clues. And then I panicked and called the senior I tutored in math to get me the stuff to make martinis. That was the most sophisticated drink I could think of.

I adjusted the bottle of gin so that the label was facing the door. Just as I was pulling my hand away, I heard a knock on my door. She had arrived. Oh my god, this was a huge mistake.

My heart pounded in my heart so hard I thought I could see it trying to escape my chest. I considered breaking open the gin and chugging some because of how dry my mouth had gotten in the 1.2 seconds since I heard the knock.

Somehow, I managed to quash all my nerves and walk across the room to the door. Palms sweaty, I twisted open the door handle and plastered a smile on my face. I didn’t want her to think I wasn’t happy to see her, and I especially didn’t want her to know I was terrified of her.

Marissa’s beaming face greeted me as I opened the door. And instantly, I felt … at ease? There was something about her. Like everything was okay now, everything was under control. I felt the tension go out of my body, and my shoulders relax. My forced smile was replaced by a genuine one.

“Alex!!!!” Marissa yelled, launching herself at me. I wrapped my arms around her as she hugged me tight. She was wearing a crop top, and my hands grazed her bare skin accidentally. It was so soft, I couldn’t believe anyone’s skin could be that soft.

“It’s been way, way too long!” Marissa continued, pulling away to look at me. “Whoa,” she said. “You look exactly the same. It’s like going back in time.”

“You look …” I squeaked before clearing my throat, “really great. Seriously, fantastic. Really, you look incredible.”

Was that too much? Should I have said that? I had planned to not talk very much in her presence, and here I was showering her in compliments. She was definitely going to run out of here, I thought, slumping.

But when I looked up from the ground, cautiously looking into her eyes, everything seemed fine.

“Awww,” she said, chucking me lightly on the shoulder. “I’m glad to see you’re as sweet as ever too.”

She walked farther into the room and took a look around. “Is this my bed?” she asked, sweeping her hand toward Greg’s bed.

I nodded.

“The little mint on the pillow gave it away. That’s a nice touch, Alex.”

The heat from my cheeks probably could have warmed up the whole room. It was so stupid to leave a mint on her pillow! Why did I do that? Now she was making fun of me.

Marissa touched my arm gently. “Seriously, mints are my favorite! You’re making me feel like I’m staying at a hotel!” She clapped her hands, and I let out a breath I didn’t know I’d been holding.

She bounced down onto Greg’s bed, throwing the backpack off her shoulder and collapsing down next to it. God, she was beautiful. Effortlessly beautiful. Her brown hair fanned out around her. And was that backpack designer?

Marissa caught me staring at it. “It’s Burberry,” she said, answering my unspoken question. “I’ve become a bit of a label whore, I know,” she said with a short laugh. “Back when we were hanging out, I didn’t realize that I love to shop. I had no idea that I could wear nice things that made me feel more like me—or like a better version of me.”

She stopped talking and started studying me again as I sat at my desk a few feet from Greg’s bed.

“You have no idea what I’m talking about,” she stated with absolute certainty.

And I didn’t, not really. I couldn’t remember the last time I went shopping. My wardrobe had four components: basketball shorts, T-shirts, jeans, and hoodies. Any time my clothes started getting holes, my mom would leave some new ones on my bed at home. And I figured I’d be home enough for breaks throughout college that I’d never have to buy stuff for myself.

“No, I don’t,” I answered, cracking a smile. “It sounds nice, though.”

“We’ll have to go together then!”

“What?”

“To the mall! C’mon, it’ll be fun. You’ll see.” 


Chapter 4

That’s how I found myself in Marissa’s black Lexus, tearing through the streets of the shitty town surrounding my college on my way to a mall.

It was surreal. Of all the ways I thought our weekend would start, this never entered my mind. I’d been certain that Marissa would either run out of my dorm room screaming when she clapped eyes on me or that we’d have martinis and then I’d give her a tour of campus.

But Marissa had declined my offer of a drink, saying that she rarely drank. And she seemed like she had zero interest in State. Like whatsoever. I’d tried to tell her more about it, and she waved me off. Nicely, of course, because she was a nice as she was cool. I sighed, wishing yet again that I could be more like her.

So far, Marissa had been interested in one thing: me. She made me feel like the most important person in the room. On the drive to the mall, she was relentless. Marissa asked how I felt about being at State, what I wanted to major in, how high school had been, and all my plans for the future. It was like being interviewed. She barely talked about herself unless I asked a specific question.

“Let me get this straight. You’re telling me that you had no say in what college you went to?” Marissa asked as she turned onto the highway.

“Nope, none at all.”

“I guess I’m not that surprised. Your dad’s always been an asshole,” she said, narrowing her eyes as she changed lanes.

This is going to sound weird, but I’d never thought about things that way before. I took a deep breath. I felt lighter, like a load had been lifted from my shoulders.

“You’re right,” I crowed. “He is an asshole.” My face cracked into a huge smile.

I thought back to all the sports he forced me to play, the way my mom would force me into my room anytime I cried as a kid so that my dad wouldn’t see, all the times I overheard him talking to his friends about what a sissy I was, just because I wasn’t exactly like him and wanted to take drawing classes instead of playing lacrosse.

Marissa took her eyes off of the road to look over at me. I noticed that she was smiling too and that smile stayed on her face as she followed her phone’s directions and eased us into a parking space. She threw the car into park and turned toward me.

“Okay, before we go in, we should have a little talk. Make a game plan,” she said. “What do you want to buy? I have some ideas, but I want to hear it from you.”

“I dunno,” I said, without thinking about it at all. At that point, I didn’t care what we bought or what we did. I just wanted to spend as much time as possible in Marissa’s orbit.

Marissa heaved herself back in the leather driver’s seat. “Actually think about it, Alex,” she said in a light voice.

My mind went totally blank. I shrugged. “I guess some new shoes?”

“I can work with that. What kind of shoes?”

I started to open my mouth and she held up a hand. “Do not say sneakers,” she warned.

I laughed, glad she cut me off. That was exactly what I’d planned to say.

“We could look around a figure it out together?” I said, raising my voice at the end of the sentence like I was asking her permission.

“That’ll work for me,” she said. Then she turned toward me and gently, teasingly slapped both of my cheeks and ever-so-slightly squeezed my face between her hands. Her hands were delicate and cool against my skin.

I shivered slightly, so slightly I don’t think she noticed. It wasn’t that I was into her. I actually couldn’t picture myself getting with her at all. No, it wasn’t like that between us. With a start, I realized what was actually going on here. I didn’t want her; I wanted to be her.  


Chapter 5

As I was getting out of the car, I quashed the weird thought I’d had. I wanted to be Marissa? Sure, it’d be nice to trade lives with someone, but if that were possible, it’d be much smarter to pick one of those football players who made my life miserable.

Lost in thought, I wasn’t prepared for the glaring lights of the mall. It made me want to shield my eyes with my hand. Marissa saw my puckered face and laughed.

“You don’t get out much, huh?”

“Ouch,” I joked. “No, I spend a lot of time in the library. Plus, this is the first time I’ve been shopping in like ten years, so cut me a break.”

Mock-frustrated, Marissa blew out a breath. She slid her hand into mine and gave it a quick squeeze.

“I will support you through this challenging experience,” she laughed.

Marissa led me straight to the map of the mall, where I was instantly overwhelmed. Why were there so many stores?

“My mom used to take me to this one when I was barely out of a stroller,” I said, pointing to one of the department stores.

“Yeah, that one’s … out of business now.”

“Oh, wow.”

“And I used to go here every time I got a good grade in elementary school,” I reminisced, gesturing at the toy store on the map.

“That’s out of business too. I guess this map is super old,” Marissa said, tilting her head. “Doesn’t matter. I see exactly where we’re going.”

She yanked on my hand so hard that I almost winced. Still, I let myself get swept up in her enthusiasm. Marissa was basically giddy. She was also a power-walker, it turned out. In no time at all, we were clear across the mall. And I was out of breath.

Maybe she was right. I needed to get out more.

I looked up at the bright letters announcing Saks Fifth Avenue in swirly script. This mall was way fancier than I would have predicted. I had a pang of uncertainty. My parents did well, and I had a credit card, but I would feel bad charging anything too expensive.

Marissa’s bright voice interrupted my thoughts. “Here’s the deal. I have my dad’s credit card, and anything you like is my treat. Well, his treat, technically.”

I cleared my throat uncomfortably, trying to think of a graceful way to decline her offer.

“No! Don’t say you can’t.,” she interrupted. “You totally can. Look, remember that company my dad started when we were in middle school?” She waited for me to nod before continuing. “He sold it last year. I don’t go around telling a lot of people, but he sold it for a lot. Like, a lot a lot. So much that he’s been on my back that I should spend more and live a little.”

“Wow.” I was speechless. It explained Marissa’s glow up, I guess. When we were friends, she dressed in raggedy clothes, and no one in her family drove a Lexus, that’s for sure.

“Can I tell you a secret?” Marissa asked, leaning close and lowering her voice.

“Yeah, umm, you can tell me anything. Who am I going to tell?” I joked, trying to lighten the mood.

“I don’t even know if I’m going to go to college. I don’t exactly need to anymore, and I think I figured out what I really want to do, and it doesn’t require a college degree.”

“Wow,” I said again. I’m such an idiot, I thought. I know lots of words, and “wow” is the only one I can think of. Be supportive! I yelled at myself in my head. I swallowed hard. “That’s great. What do you want to do?”

“I want to be a stylist,” she said, and from the tone of her voice, it was clear how excited the idea made her.

“I think that’s perfect,” I answered, looking at the outfit she was wearing and thinking about her pictures on social media.

Marissa beamed at me and then made a big show of turning mock-serious. “You’ll be my first victim,” she said.

I wiggled my eyebrows at her just like I always used to in middle school. She rewarded me with a deep, throaty laugh.

“Let’s get started,” she said, continuing to drag me around.

We entered the department store, and my head was spinning. There was a makeup counter, a perfume counter, handbags, lingerie, menswear, children’s clothes, and way more. I couldn’t even process the sheer amount of stuff I was looking at. 

Luckily, I didn’t need to think at all. Marissa kept dragging me past the mountains of products for sale until we reached the shoe department.

She stood in the aisle that divided the men’s shoes and the women’s shoes with her hands on her hips.

“Okay, where do you want to start?” she asked.

I turned my head to the right, scanning the neat rows of men’s shoes. There were loafers, and boots, and the kind of leather shoes my dad wore to the office every day. I don’t even know what those are called. I’m in way over my head, I thought.

Marissa waited patiently. “Let’s try this. Close your eyes,” she instructed. “Don’t think about shoes. Think about how you want to feel first.”

I tried to follow her directions; I really did. But all I could think about were stupid men’s shoes. They didn’t make me feel anything. Seriously, I felt numb.

“What’s going on?” she said gently. I realized my face must have given away my frustration.

“I’m still thinking about shoes,” I said with a sigh. “And they don’t make me feel anything at all.”

“Aww, that’s okay. We’re just getting started. Don’t get frustrated. Take a couple deep breaths and try again. Think only about how you want to feel. When I do this, I always think the word ‘confident.’”

I took a couple deep breaths and rolled my shoulders to relax them. Then I closed my eyes again and thought hard about what Marissa said. More confidence would be nice, for sure. That was all it took to get started because two other words popped into my head, “strong,” and “cool.”

“I did it!” I said excitedly to Marissa. She gave my face another light, playful slap.

“I knew you could. Now, close your eyes again and try to imagine the kind of shoe that would make you feel the way you want to.”

That’s when the problem started. Because when I tried to follow her new set of instructions, more words flooded my head. This time, I had no idea where they were coming from. All I could think was “sexy” and worse, “Marissa.”

I wrenched my eyes open and stumbled back from Marissa.

“Is something wrong?” she asked, but I waved off her concern.

“No. Not at all. Never been better,” I said in a tight voice. “Loafers,” I said.

“What?”

“I want to look at the loafers,” I said with enough fake enthusiasm to hopefully fool Marissa.

“You’re the client,” Marissa said, walking quickly over to the men’s section and scanning the loafers on offer.

Was I imagining it, or was she looking over at me even more often than usual? She seemed to be trying to sneak a glance at me every time I looked up. Whatever, I thought, throwing myself into loafer shopping.

Together, we selected three pairs and went to sit down while the clerk went to the stockroom to pull them in my size.

“Loafers, huh?” Marissa said while we waited.

“Yup.”

The awkward silence hung between us until we were mercifully interrupted by the clerk. Trying on the first two pairs had Marissa and me both cracking up. They looked terrible. Really, really bad. I was happy to be laughing with my friend again, and I prayed that the tension we felt before wouldn’t return.

Pulling the third pair out of the tissue paper in the box, I heard Marissa’s murmur of approval. I ran my finger over the leather, admiring how it felt. The shoes even smelled good, like power or something. I was starting to understand what Marissa was saying about how nice clothes could transform you.

I slipped the shoes on and walked gingerly toward the mirror. They looked nice. In fact, they were perfect … for someone who was trying to win the approval of his hard-ass father. I walked back over to the low bench Marissa was sitting on and threw myself down next to her.

“Uh-oh,” she said. “That doesn’t look like the face of someone in love with his shoes.”

I shook my head. “These are nice, I mean it. But they’re not …” I started, searching for what I was trying to say.

“They’re not right,” Marissa said, finishing my thought.

“Yeah, exactly. I dunno if this is hopeless, Marissa,” I said, getting frustrated with myself.

Marissa took hold of my shoulders and gave me a shake. “Alex, you tried on three pairs of shoes. This is how shopping works. You keep trying until you find the right thing. What you don’t want to do is settle for something you don’t actually want. Also, there’s a cure for the way you’re feeling.”

“There is?” I squeaked, hoping she didn’t mean the weird feelings I was having about wanting to become her. There was no way she could sense that, I chastised myself. She was sensitive, but she wasn’t a mind reader.

Marissa boxed up the loafers that represented all my many failures and handed them to the clerk. Then she broke out into a light jog, and I had to sprint to catch up with her. She ran all the way to the pretzel stand, where she ordered a pretzel the size of my head and a bucket of lemonade.

We sat down at a café table in the food court and passed the pretzel and the lemonade back and forth.

“You were right,” I said with a mouth full of pretzel.

“Sorry, I don’t speak pretzel,” Marissa grinned.

Swallowing hard, I repeated myself. “You were right, I said.”

“I’m always right. You’ll have to be more specific.”

“This is the cure.”

Marissa nodded wisely. God, she was pretty. She was always totally herself and looked goddamn perfect every moment. It was a little hard for me to take. I could feel the awkwardness creeping back, and I wanted to cry.

“Alex, are you feeling all right? Be honest this time.”

I shook my head. Being around her was like taking truth serum. I didn’t want to keep lying, as much as I wanted to enjoy every second I had with her. I just didn’t have it in me to pretend that my life was going fine.

“No,” I said hoarsely. “I’m not doing great. But I don’t want to talk about it. I want to have fun together. And I don’t want to scare you away with my shitty life.”

Marissa surprised me. Her face, normally so open and expressive, hardened. Her voice dropped to just above a whisper. “Alex, you’re making me mad now. We’re friends, real friends. I know it’s been a long time, but that was about distance and getting through high school, not because I stopped caring about you. Now that we’re together it’s like nothing’s changed.”

“Everything’s changed!” I said, practically shouting. “You get to be exactly who you are. And I spend all my time hiding and trying not to get beat up. You even know what you want to do with your life! All I know is what I don’t want to do, which is exactly the thing my dad’s going to force me to do. The rest of my life is planned out: I’ll study business, I’ll work for my dad, and I’ll be as miserable every day as I am right now.”

Marissa’s eyes widened. We were both stunned by my outburst, and we sat in silence for a while before I scooted my chair back and started to stand, the metal legs of the chair scraping across the floor.

“I’ll take an Uber back to campus. I left the dorm room unlocked so you’ll be able to get your stuff and leave without seeing me,” I said sadly.

Marissa leapt up and walked over. Grabbing my hands, she gave me a penetrating look. “What the fuck are you talking about, Alex?”

“I’m letting you off the hook. You shouldn’t have to spend the weekend with someone who just yelled at you in a mall food court!”

She sighed, and then she did something I’ll never forget. She started laughing, but I could tell from the way she held tight to my hands that she wasn’t laughing at me.

“What’s so funny?”

“You yelling at me in a mall food court! It’s hysterical. Us shouting and sharing a pretzel dipped in butter sauce. I don’t know why it’s funny, but it is.”

There must have been something in that pretzel because I saw what she meant. I barely registered sitting back down at the table. When Marissa stopped laughing, she started talking again, but she never let go of my hands.

“Alex, I had no idea things were so bad. I’m sorry. But you’re not trapped. Weren’t you, like, salutatorian of your high school?”

“Yeah.”

“And your classes at State are going well so far?”

“Yeah, I mean, I’m already making some cash tutoring my classmates.”

“Okay. Let’s think this through logically. Couldn’t you transfer and get some academic scholarships?”

My mind started racing. Was she right? Was there a way out?

“I have no idea if transfer students get scholarships.”

Marissa took a smile bite of pretzel and handed it to me. “Worth looking into. Worst-case scenario, you take out loans. Or…”

“Or what?”

“Or you can help me with my business! I could get the seed money from my dad and we could get an apartment in LA, be stylists to the stars.”

I got into the fantasy she was building. “Yeah, we could get to know all the big-name designers, star in our own reality show.”

Marissa ran with it. “The reality show will be the most popular show on TV and then we can launch our makeup brand.”

“Perfect.”

We sat at the table for a while, imagining our success, and you know what? I felt better than I had in years. Like maybe my life wasn’t completely over yet. And in fact, my new life was just getting started.


Chapter 6

I figured Marissa’s fantasy life was just that—a fantasy. But it didn’t matter. In that moment, she made me realize I’d given up on trying to be happy. So, it was time. Time to come clean.

“You said I could tell you anything, right?”

“Of course.”

“And you won’t judge?”

“Depends on what it is,” she said, arching an eyebrow and making me laugh. “No, I won’t judge. Go ahead and tell me.”

“It’s …” I didn’t know how to put it into words. “None of those shoes made me feel the way I want to feel.”

“Yeah, you made that clear.”

“No, I mean, none of the men’s shoes made me feel the way I do when I look at the pictures you post on social media.”

There it was. I had laid it all out on the table. I didn’t know how that made me feel. It was too soon to feel relieved because I had no idea how Marissa was going to react. And there was terror coursing through my body. She didn’t leave before when I gave her the chance, but would she be disgusted and leave now?

I stared at the ground, willing myself to look up and gauge her reaction. I swear it was the longest thirty seconds of my life before I dragged my eyes up and saw that Marissa was looking at me with an expression of love.

“I’m grateful you shared that with me,” she said, dabbing at her eyes. “That must have been hard to do.”

Now the relief kicked in. It flooded me, and I felt exhausted but elated. I had admitted the thing I felt deep-down for ages but never, ever let myself express. It wasn’t that I didn’t care about how I looked. And it wasn’t that I hated malls. No, I hated being a man. I hated the men’s section. It wasn’t what excited me, and it certainly didn’t make me feel powerful or strong or sexy.

Marissa patted my hand. “I already knew,” she said in a low voice.

“What?”

“No, don’t panic,” she said, watching my face fall. “I don’t think anyone else knows. But you have to understand we spent thousands of hours together when we were kids, and when you’re that close, you start to notice stuff.”

“Such as…”

“The way you’d always compliment my nail polish. You noticed right away whenever I painted them a new color, like instantly. You’d help me pick out outfits, and I’d see you feeling the fabric and the look you had in your eye. It was like you were jealous. And don’t think I didn’t notice the way you forced yourself to look away from the women’s shoes. That was really obvious.”

When she put it that way, it was crazy that all this hadn’t been obvious to me sooner. I mean, here was a friend I hadn’t seen in four years, and the whole time she knew me better than I knew myself. It was a lot to process. But Marissa wasn’t exactly the type to sit around and process things.

“Okay, let’s go spend a lot of money,” she said excitedly.

“Oh, are you looking for anything in particular?” I asked, thinking that it’d be impossible to get me anything here. How would that look? A man in the women’s section?

“For you! It’s going to be so much more fun now that we’re on the same page about what you want.”

“But I can’t shop here,” I sputtered. “What will people think?”

“People will think that you’re helping your girlfriend try stuff on. We’re about the same size; no one will connect the dots. Are you ready for this?”

How could I be ready for this? Everything was coming at me fast. Marissa may have known about me for years, but I was learning things—important things—about myself for the first time.

“Nope,” Marissa said. “Do not overthink this, Alex. What do you really, really want to do?”

“Try on some dresses,” I said under my breath, looking around to make sure no one heard.

“Exactly. So that’s what we’re going to do.”

We went back to Saks after Marissa dumped what was left of our snack in the trash. She linked her arm in mine and held me tight. The feeling I had walking in the second time was a huge contrast to how I felt the first time I darkened the doors of the store.

I was still overwhelmed by all the stuff, sure, but I was less nervous and more tingly from excitement. Marissa marched us to the women’s clothes, and my mouth dropped open. There were racks and racks of the most beautiful dresses I’d ever seen.

Everything looked carefully made, and even from a distance, I could see that the fabrics were incredible quality. I couldn’t help myself—I reached out and touched just about every dress I came near.

“Keep moving,” Marissa said. “These are too stuffy, the sort of thing that my mom would pick out.”

There was no denying she was right. Yet I couldn’t stop looking at them, one by one. It was a riot of colors and textures and fine details. On one, I noticed the tiny pearl buttons running the length of the dress. On another, there were huge, embroidered flowers. Not my style, but I could admire the craftmanship.

Marissa left me slack-jawed and petting anything I could get my hands on to pace around. She came back to retrieve me, and I could tell she’d found something good.

“I started a dressing room for us. I grabbed a bunch of things!”

“But you were only gone a minute,” I said, marveling at how efficient she was.

“Alex, I was gone a long time. You must have gotten swept up in all this.”

My hands started to get clammy the closer we got to the dressing room. It felt like any woman we passed was staring at me, wondering what I was doing here. Trying to calm myself down, I focused on what Marissa had said. Everyone will think we’re together. This is not weird.

Soon we were approaching the open doorway leading to the ladies’ fitting room. My pep talk wasn’t quite as effective as I’d hoped, and my knees were getting wobbly.

“Come on, baby,” Marissa said, her voice raised. “Let’s see how everything looks on me.”

I shot her a grateful look. That really seemed to do the trick, and I was feeling calm enough to take in the luxurious dressing room as I crossed inside. There were four doors to fitting rooms on each side of me. At the end of the corridor was a platform with a floor-to-ceiling mirror.

In a flash, I imagined myself in a cocktail dress striding up on the platform confidently to check my reflection. It was a thrilling mental image, and it prepared me for what I was about to do.

Marissa opened the door to our fitting room and shoved me inside. She was right; she had pulled a bunch of stuff. I had no idea where to look first. There were little black dresses, bright summer dresses, and dresses I could only describe as slutty.

“I can turn around if you want and face the wall as you change,” Marissa offered.

“Thanks,” I muttered, not wanting her to see me in nothing but my boxer-briefs. With quivering hands, I picked the dress that leapt out at me first, a short, black one with spaghetti straps. I unzipped the zipper on the back while it was still on the hanger and then got out of my clothes as fast as possible.

There was no holding back anymore. I wanted to feel the dress against my skin—now. More than that, I wanted to see how it would look on my slim body.

Pulling it off the hanger, I held it so tentatively that I almost dropped it. It was like I was afraid I would break it, which was ridiculous. There’s no way I could tear a dress like this. It was made of a thick, matte fabric, almost like canvas but softer.

I held it open and stepped in, one wobbly leg at a time. After I pulled the straps up over my reedy shoulders, I closed my eyes. I didn’t want to see it until it was all zipped, and I’d need Marissa’s help with that.  

I cleared my throat, hoping to make my mouth less dry. “Can you zip me up?” I said so softly I wasn’t sure she could hear me.

But she said yes right away and then she must have turned around because she gasped.

“Alex, you look so good,” she squealed.

I held my resolve. I would wait to see it until it was zipped. If it fit. I had a niggling fear that the zipper wouldn’t zip all the way, like there was no way that women’s clothes would fit me. Superstitious, I guess. I just couldn’t let myself hope that this would work out.

But I was wrong.

“There,” Marissa said, patting me on the shoulder. “All set.”

I opened my eyes and blinked slowly. Then I blinked rapidly. What I was seeing didn’t make sense. It was me, that I knew thanks to the eyes blinking back at me in the mirror. But I didn’t resemble the old me in the slightest. Did I really look this beautiful? Or was it some kind of trick?

The fitted bodice of the dress gave me a feminine waist and then the fabric flared out. The effect was a classic hourglass figure. Marissa finger-combed my long hair and then piled it on my head, holding it in place for me to see what I would look like with an updo.

Tears started rolling down my face.

“I don’t want to try on any more,” I said, choking back sobs.

“But Alex, it looks good! Seriously good.”

“No, I don’t want to try any more because I want this one.”

Marissa smiled at me over my shoulder in the mirror. “You’ve gotta have more than one option,” she insisted.

And that’s how I found myself carrying five garment bags out to Marissa’s Lexus, the biggest smile plastered on my face. I carefully laid my dresses in Marissa’s trunk, and when I looked up, she tossed me the keys.

“Get in and put some good music on,” she said. “I forgot something. I’ll be like ten or fifteen minutes max, I promise.”

I didn’t think anything of it and spent the whole time scrolling through the music on my phone, trying to find something she might like. I still wanted to impress her, even after all we’d been through together.

Finally, I picked a pop song that had been stuck in my head for the last week. It was mainstream, but I thought Marissa might approve. It was way too catchy not to.

Marissa scrambled into the car and started singing along. “Good choice,” she complimented me. I barely noticed her throwing a big shopping bag in the back seat.

After all the emotion and exhilaration of the day, I started to drift off on the drive back to campus. In fact, I woke up with a start when she parked the car.

“I’m glad you rested,” she said with her head propped up on her hand. “I’ve got a lot more planned for you.”


Chapter 7

I had no idea what she meant. We’d bought dresses; what else was there to it? But when we locked the dorm room door behind us, Marissa got a twinkle in her eye. She sat cross-legged on my bed, snuggled up next to me and then waited for me to ask.

“I’ll bite. What are you so happy about?”

Marissa clapped her hands and hefted her shopping bag onto the bed. She made a big show of looking inside and then slowly, dramatically fished something out.

A strapless bra. A see-through, black, strapless bra.

My face instantly turned red. What the fuck?

“For you,” she said, handing it to me. She didn’t wait for me to respond. Instead, she pulled out a matching pair of panties. “You’ll need these when you wear your dresses,” she explained.

It made sense. At the same time, it felt so intimate. But there was no time to be embarrassed. Marissa was still pulling things from the shopping bag. It was makeup this time.

My eyes widened as she produced a tube of mascara, powder foundation, metallic eyeshadow, and pot of lip gloss. And yet she still wasn’t done.

“Last surprise,” she announced.

I could have wept when she pulled out a shoe box.

“I got the biggest size they had,” she said, biting her lip. “If they don’t fit, don’t freak out. We’ll order some online right now.”

She handed the closed box to me and I pulled off the lid. Black strappy stilettoes. They were shiny and perfect. I pulled off my socks and took a deep breath, reminding myself that they probably wouldn’t fit.

But they did. Like a glove. They slipped right on, and I stared down at my feet, marveling at how they looked and how they made me feel.

“You’ll need to practice walking in them,” she instructed.

After I almost snapped an ankle standing up, I realized she was right. Nothing was going to get me down, though. My roommate had a big course load, and it wouldn’t be a problem to practice in my small room whenever he was gone.

“Thank you,” I croaked. “Seriously, Marissa. Thank you for all of this.”

Marissa chucked me on the shoulder like it was nothing, but we both knew how important the day had been for me. “You can pay me back by letting me do makeup experiments on you,” she said.

Marissa sat me down in my desk chair and started smearing stuff on my face. It took a long time, and I didn’t like this part as much as I’d liked trying on dresses. But when she finished with the makeup and pulled some bobby pins from her bag and pinned my hair up, I could tell it had been worth the effort.

She looked radiant, like she’d pulled off something huge. Her happiness was contagious.

“Is it good?” I asked, full of anticipation.

“Mmm-hmm. Better than good. Go look.”

I stood and walked over to the mirror on the back of the door. Actually, I basically floated over to it. And then I spent the next ten full minutes in stunned silence. I was hot. Seriously hot. My cheekbones looked razor sharp and the eye makeup made my eyes look huge.

We ordered in pizza later that night and the deliveryman said, “You ladies have a great night,” slipped me his number, and winked at us. That’s how good I looked. Marissa and I collapsed into a fit of giggles as he walked out and stayed up late talking about everything under the sun.

*

I wish I could say that the weekend lasted forever, but it felt like it was over in the blink of an eye. Marissa had other people she’d promised to visit, and my roommate was moving back in. Saying goodbye to her after that weekend was one of the hardest things I’d ever done. I had no idea I was about to do something even more daring.   


Chapter 8

Marissa and I started texting all the time. I figured that would get me through the semester as I looked into my options for transferring. I was even feeling less depressed about the fact that I had to plan my route to class around my bullies. It wouldn’t be much longer before I never had to see them again.

One day on my way to class, I was laughing at a ridiculous text from Marissa about a particularly ugly outfit a celebrity had worn when I realized that I was surrounded. The football team. This wasn’t their usual schedule. I had no idea why they’d be this close to the business school.

Fuck, I thought. After weeks of avoiding them, I figured they had a lot of aggression to take out on me. Looking around, I tried to see if there was a way to run.

There wasn’t. They had me boxed in. I had no choice but to take their shit. But then my phone buzzed in my pocket. I knew it was Marissa; there’s no one else it could have been. And it was like I channeled her. What would Marissa do in this situation?

The jock who had started all the bullying in the first place stuck his foot out while one of his buddies started to push me from behind. But I was smarter than them. Actually, I was smarter and better than them in every way. And for athletes, they moved much slower than you’d think.

Hopping over, bully #1’s foot, I wheeled around and gave the pack of them a steely look. They were shocked that I wasn’t sprawled on the ground.

“Fuck. Off,” I said. My voice didn’t sound masculine—because it never did—but it didn’t shake or squeak as I spoke to them.

One of the jocks behind bully #1 cracked his knuckles, like this was a bad teen movie.

I couldn’t help it; I started to smile. I don’t know why I hadn’t noticed before how pathetic each and every one of them was. What were they going to do to me? Seriously. It was broad daylight on the quad.

They’d pushed me around and left some bruises, but they couldn’t beat me up. Not if they wanted to stay at State. I could probably report them to their coach right now and jeopardize their spots on the team. Football was important at State. Still, there’d been a big hazing scandal a few years back, and the college was desperate to rehab their image.

The spell was broken. I wasn’t going to let these morons scare me anymore.

Bully #1 stepped forward. “We were just having some fun, man. No harm done, right?” He held up his hands, and I stared at his meaty paws.

I didn’t bother to answer. Instead, I strode away, leaving them all staring at me. I threw open the door to the arts building and practically sashayed into the lobby. Once I knew I was out of sight, I broke into a run. I jogged deeper into the building until I found the bathroom.

I let the door slam behind me, and I doubled over in front of the sink. My bravery had worn off shortly after telling them to fuck off, but I wasn’t going to show any weakness. I couldn’t give them the satisfaction.

I was splashing cold water on my face when the door creaked open. I looked up at the mirror and saw that Bully #1 was walking straight toward me.

It was one thing to stand up to him and his goon friends outside. Now we were totally alone. I tried to reassure myself that I could take the pain. After all, I’d had a ton of practice. Thinking about all the past bullying wasn’t helping.

“Hey,” he called out to me, inching closer. “Look, I wanted to make sure you’re okay.”

This was a trap. His stupid friends were waiting to barge in and kick the shit out of me, I was certain of it.

I snorted and edged away from him. Maybe I could run around him and make it out the door.

“I mean it.” He raked his hand through his short-cropped hair and started talking fast. “Remember that time I grabbed you by the waist? I think about that a lot. And the more I thought about it, the more I had to prove to the team that I wasn’t thinking about you. Does that make any sense?”

He blew out a breath and waited for me to speak. What was he talking about? He was thinking of me?

“Cool,” I said. “So you picked on me because you liked me. Congratulations for never maturing beyond elementary school.” I had no idea where all of this bravado was coming from. I was acting on pure adrenalin, and I wasn’t going to hold back now. “That’s pathetic.”

The bully didn’t say anything, but he stared at me intently. I didn’t move. He didn’t move. After an eternity, he spoke.

“It is pathetic. I .. I want to make it up to you. Let me make you dinner.”

“What are you talking about? Why would I ever agree to that?” But we both knew that I was going to say yes. There was electricity crackling in the air between us that was impossible to ignore.

“I have an apartment of my own at the edge of campus. You can be back in your dorm room in five minutes if you feel uncomfortable. I’m serious, though, I want to make it up to you.”

He slung off his backpack and rifled through it. Balancing a notebook on the edge of the bathroom sink, he tore off the corner of a page. He wrote something on the scrap of paper, handed it to me, and then backed out of the bathroom.

I looked down at the scrap of paper: “JASON – Campus Creek Apt. #5. 6:00, tonight.” I jammed the note into my pocket and then got back to the serious business of splashing water on my face.

After my heart stopped pounding in my ears, it became obvious to me what I was going to do. If Jason wanted dinner with me, then he was going to get dinner with the real me.  


Chapter 9

“I think … I have a date,” I texted Marissa. Right away, I could see that she was typing a response.

“!!!!!!!!!!!!!!”

I laughed to myself in my dorm room before peering at the class schedule Greg had taped over his computer. Perfect. He had a class that let out at 5:45 tonight. That meant I could get ready in complete privacy.

Ever since Marissa’s visit, I’d paid way more attention to Greg’s comings and goings. I had already known that he had class, but I couldn't help myself but double check to be certain. My hands were shaking with excitement. It was already 4:30, so I figured it was time to start getting ready. I threw open the door to my closet and grabbed the garment bags containing the dresses Marissa bought for me.

Unzipping each bag slowly, I studied my options. I narrowed it down to my top three choices. There was a red halter-top number that hugged every inch of my body. Then there was a tube top and skirt combo. Finally, there was the little black dress. The first two were pretty, of course, but in the end, it was no contest. I had to go with the little black dress. I was still obsessed with the feeling it gave me. The confidence. The power.

I put it on and avoided looking at myself in the mirror. I was chasing the dramatic reveal Marissa had given me. Zipping up my hoodie, I sat at my desk. I pulled out a small makeup mirror and tugged open my desk drawer. I had to reach way in the back of the drawer until my fingers hit the tubes of makeup. I marveled at each of them as I set them in front of me.

My body was humming as I applied the makeup just like Marissa had. Okay, not exactly like Marissa had. I'd started watching a bunch of hair and makeup tutorials on YouTube in my free time. My final look was a mix of inspirations. I'd made it my own.

After pinning my hair up, I smiled at myself in the small makeup mirror. I looked perfect: dramatic lashes, full, plump lips, dewy skin, and a sexy updo.

It was time for the final touch. Carefully, I pulled the shoe box from the top of my closet. I lifted each shoe out of its tissue paper. The way the straps fastened around my skin made me feel like a new person.

It was time. Somehow, all the preparations had made me a little late, but it turned out that was a good thing. I didn't have time to be anxious. And I definitely didn't have time to process the looks I got as I ran across campus toward Jason’s apartment. Every guy’s head seemed to whip toward me to give me a second look.

When I reached Jason’s door, all my nerves caught up to me. This wasn’t what he was expecting, I thought. My newfound confidence started to dissolve. As I smoothed my dress, standing with my hand poised to knock, I tried to decide what to do. I could leave, run back to my dorm and scrub off all the makeup. Part of me argued that would be best. But that was the fear talking, the part of me that had been bullied and taken it. The part of me I didn't ever want to be again.

I knocked loudly and waited for the door to swing open.

I'll never forget the look on Jason's face when he greeted me. He staggered back from the door, but not because he was upset. No, Jason was bowled over by the way I looked. something came over me and I strutted into his place before he could recover and invite me in.

“You …  you look …”  he started. 

“Incredible?” I said, arching an eyebrow.

Jason just nodded, still dumbfounded. The way he was reacting was like a drug. It made me want to feel like this all the time. That's the only explanation for what happened next.

Jason brought me to his dining room table. He had made a whole pasta dinner, and I was touched by how hard he had tried. We sat down, me trying my best to ignore the growing bulge in Jason’s khakis. Neither of us made a move to eat. I pursed my lips, waiting impatiently to see what he would do or say.

“You are so sexy in that dress,” Jason choked out, taking a sip out of his water glass.

“You don't look so bad yourself,” I giggled. His blue button-down shirt and pressed khakis were really doing it for me. 

“Did you want to eat?” Jason asked, clearing his throat.

I shook my head. Jason stood up from the table, and it was like he was moving in slow motion. He stood next to me, and I was overwhelmed by the smell of his aftershave. After a long, torturous moment, he ran a finger gently over my painted lips.

My body did the deciding for me. My lips parted and I sucked on his finger, and the moan of pleasure he gave egged me on. Soon, I was standing. His giant hands were all over my body, exploring my waist and ass. He was kissing me like he was trying to devour me. And I had never been so turned on. 

“I wanted this from the first moment I saw you,” Jason said, lightly pressing on my shoulder, encouraging me to drop to my knees. “I’m sorry I was such an asshole.”

I fumbled with his belt until he took over, pulling his rock-hard cock out in a swift motion. Under my dress, my arousal was pressing against my soft panties.

Jason’s veiny member bobbed in the air toward me, and I felt like a snake charmer. I inhale deeply, savoring the musky scent. Then I stuck my tongue out and gave him a careful lick. His entire body tensed up, and a bead of precum appeared on the tip of his cock. I licked that away and opened my mouth wide, testing to see if I could fit him in my throat.

Gagging, I kept trying as Jason told me how sexy I was on my knees for him. Even though he was way too big to deep throat, he must have liked what I was doing because I felt his balls tense as he pulled away.

I looked up at him quizzically. He had been so close, I knew it.

“I don't want to come like that,” he said in a gravelly voice. Then he lifted me up in his arms and carried me to his bedroom. He set me down on his twin bed and stripped off his clothes. I started to fumble with the zipper on the back of my dress when he stopped me.

“Leave it on for me,” he growled. “I love the way it looks on you.”

I licked my lips and nodded, taking in the sight of him. His athletic body made me feel so feminine in contrast. He positioned me on all fours on top of his duvet. Then he pulled my little black dress up over my hips and yanked down my satin panties. Jason reached into a drawer and I could hear a bottle opening. The next thing I knew, he was spreading me open. Wetness covered my rosebud as Jason poured out the lube. I squirmed with desire, but Jason misread the signals. He stopped. “Are you sure you want to do this?” he asked.

“Yes!” I squealed. Nothing could stop me from wanting this. Jason didn't have to be told twice. I could feel the head of his enormous cock at my entrance. I bucked against him, encouraging him to move faster. But Jason wouldn’t be rushed.

He stayed where he was, on the verge of entering me, and ran his hands over my back and shoulders, teasing me until I couldn't take anymore. My strangled cries of frustration filled the room. That's when Jason made his move. Slowly, he pressed against the resistance of my backdoor. I grabbed handfuls of the duvet and groaned, sweat beading on my forehead.

My body stretched to fit him, or so I thought.

“That's the head,” Jason said, his voice full concentration.

I had no idea if it was possible to fit the rest of him, but he pressed slowly on, and soon he told me he was halfway. Before I knew it, his hips met mine. It was an incredible feeling, taking his huge cock like that. He gave me a moment to adjust and then started to move, thrusting slowly at first.

“You like that?” he grunted.

My screams of pleasure answered his question. He started to thrust faster, pulling all the way out and slamming back in. I could feel my body squeezing around him, and I knew the tight fit was driving him wild.

“I'm not going to last much longer,” he warned, starting to withdraw.

“Stay inside,” I panted, picking up my pace, gritting my teeth add meeting his strokes. He went faster and faster. Any time now, I would make him come. The idea of it brought me close to the edge, but I fought the urge, wanting to wait until I felt him explode.

I picked up the pace again, taking him farther, deeper, and faster than I thought possible. I was screaming and panting in my rumpled dress. Jason couldn't take it anymore. I felt his body tense again has he slammed into me one final time. Then, as he yelled out, he pumped his seed into me. It was all I needed to follow him over the edge.

Stars danced in front of my eyes. My small cock twitched and dribbled out my load as the ecstasy filled me. It was like my body was on fire. I bucked against the jock’s firm body, feeling his warmth and the sticky wetness he filled me with. My mouth went dry, and I let out a low moan. I tingled all over as he held me.

We laid like that for a while, and Jason asked if I wanted to spend the night. He had the apartment to himself, he explained. But I wanted to go back to my room and relive what just happened. Jason understood, I think. He kissed me goodbye and told me he would call me. I knew that he would.

I snuck back into my dorm room, confident that Greg would be asleep and also not caring if he was awake. From now on, I was going to be myself. It didn't matter if I had to stay at State or if I transferred somewhere new. This is who I was.

After I washed my face and changed into pajamas, I switched on my phone. Marissa had texted like a hundred times. She wanted to know everything, she said. “I don't care how late it is. Text me,” she commanded.

“It was—” I tried to think of the right word. Then I deleted the message and wrote a new one. “I'll call you tomorrow,” it said. “Everything is great. Thank you. Thank you for seeing me as I really am. I can finally see it too.”

***
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