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Just Friends

“Your ears are pierced. I think this would look good on you,” said my best friend Anne as she held an earring up to my head. It was a beautiful late morning Saturday in October.

Anne and I had been friends since back in middle school in the band. But, for some reason, the first year of high school we thought we’d try dating. We’d been good friends, so why not?

Our dating ended the first time we kissed. She actually said “ew,” and backed away. She said she felt like she’d just kissed her sister, even though she doesn’t have one. While the experience wasn’t that bad for me, it didn’t set off any sparks. So we decided to be just friends.

I laughed and shook my head. “We came in here for you to buy earrings. Not me. Besides, those are kinda girly.”

Anne and I were at the mall – well, what was left of it. Another store closed down just this week. Her car was in the shop and she felt she needed to buy some new clothes, so I offered her a ride. While she was going to do that, I was going to hit the Warhammer store and GameStop. But we passed by the earring store first.

Anne giggled. “Well, you are a bit girly. I mean, just look at that hair of yours. I’d kill for that hair.”

My hair was pretty long. Okay, too long really. My mom loved it, especially after my sister moved, not just out of the house, but out of the state as well. Most nights she seemed to enjoy brushing it. I didn’t style it, but it just sort of naturally cascaded down in large, dark brown curls. Dad didn’t really like it, but after the divorce he’d moved to another state, so his opinion didn’t matter much. That sounds awful, doesn’t it?

Smirking, I said, “Actually, I’ve been thinking of getting a haircut. All this hair gets to be a bother at times.”

Anne gave me a shocked look. “Don’t you dare! Your hair is gorgeous.”

I laughed. “That’s just what my mom said.”

Anne held up two pairs of earrings. She shook one and said, “I’m getting these.” She shook the other pair. “And you really should get these.”

I frowned as I took them from her grasp and held them up. “These are really for girls.”

Anne returned my frown. “They’re cute. You look good wearing earrings. Besides, half the school thinks you’re a girl anyway.”

I rolled my eyes. “They don’t either!” We walked out of the store after we’d bought our earrings and walked on towards the clothing store. To be honest, I kind of think she’s right. I’m way too skinny for a boy (yeah, go ahead: hate me). I tend to wear girls’ jeans because they fit me better. It sucks they don’t have usable pockets.

Anne poked me in the chest. “Don’t forget last week when that really cute boy asked you out after he helped you pick up the books you dropped in the hall. I’m pretty sure he didn’t think you were a boy.”

I shrugged. “I’d never seen him before. Another good reason to get a haircut. And besides, I politely turned him down.”

Anne shook her head at me. “You’ll make your mother cry.”

Grinning, I said, “She’ll live.”

Anne whacked my shoulder. “You’re awful!”

We were about to part ways when we reached the cinema complex. The Warhammer store was just across from it, and the first clothing store was just on the other side. A voice called out, “Hey guys!” We both stopped to look. There were three people about to get in line at the ticket dispenser. It was Darryl and his girlfriend Jean. Next to them was Tony.

Anne smiled and walked over to them. “Hey. Let me guess. You’re going to a movie.” Anne kept her eyes on Tony. She’d told me that she had a huge crush on him, but he had a girlfriend.

Darryl laughed. “I didn’t know you were such a genius! But yeah, we’re going to see that new Tommy Kincaid movie No Time for Samurai.”

I nodded. “Yeah, I like Tommy Kincaid.”

Jean chuckled. “What girl doesn’t?”

Anne elbowed me in the ribs and grinned at me.

Darryl asked, “You guys want to join us? Keep Tony company?”

Cocking her head to one side, Anne asked, “I just noticed Ruthann isn’t with you. Did she have to work today?”

Tony frowned and sighed. “No. We broke up.” He shrugged.

Darryl said, “Serious. You want to go with us?”

I said, “I don’t know….” My voice trailed off.

Darryl said, “I’ll buy.” He grinned. “I have my dad’s credit card.” He waved the card around.

Anne, trying to play it cool while drooling in Tony’s direction, said, “Thanks, Darryl! We’d love to go with you.”

She never took her eyes off Tony. Tony was looking at me.

I waved my hand dismissively. “Y’all go ahead. I was going to check out this store.” I pointed at the Warhammer store.

Darryl asked, “Oh. Getting something for your boyfriend?”

Seriously? I’m not a girl, but girls buy Warhammer figures and other shit too, right? Right?

Before I could answer, Anne giggled, “Alex doesn’t have a boyfriend.”

That’s absolutely true, but very misleading in how she said it.

Tony laughed. “Good. That store will still be there when we get out. You can sit next to me. I don’t bite.”

“You don’t want to sit next to me?” Anne cooed.

Tony grinned. “I’ll just sit in between you two.”

Anne looked over at me. “You’re going to pass up a free movie, Alex? Come on. Let’s go with them.”

I sighed. “Okay, Anne. You win.”

Darryl laughed. “I’m glad that’s finally settled.” He walked up to the ticket dispenser and bought five tickets.

When we walked up to Darryl to take our tickets, Jean studied me for a moment. “You know, that’s just not fair.”

Anne looked from her to me and back. “What’s not?”

Pointing at me, Jean said, “What’s not fair is that you’re not wearing a drop of makeup and you’re beautiful.” She laughed. “If I don’t spend half an hour putting my makeup on, I tend to frighten little children.”

I shook my head. “I doubt that sincerely.” Jean is one of the prettiest girls in school.

Jean shrugged. “I’m serious. I can’t believe you don’t have a boyfriend.”

I laughed nervously. “I guess I don’t play well with others.”

Maybe I should get a haircut. Or start working out or something. I could just say ‘Hey, I’m a boy, you goof balls,’ but that would just embarrass everyone, and then they’d hate me, even though I did nothing wrong. Best to just let them think what they wanted to think. It’s not like we’re anything more than just friends.

Tony pointed at Anne and me. “Y’all want a coke? Popcorn?”

I said, “I’ll get mine, thanks.”

Tony shook his head. “I’m buying. What would you like?”

Anne stepped on my foot. I frowned at her and then said, “Dr. Pepper and popcorn.”

Anne grinned. “I’ll have the same.”

Tony said, “Cool. Just wait over there and I’ll bring it to you.”

Anne and I stepped to a little beyond the end of the line. Anne tapped my shoulder and leaned over to whisper in my ear.

“I have a question for you,” whispered Anne.

Wondering why the need to whisper, I whispered back, “Okay.”

“Do you have any interest in Tony?”

I grunted a laugh. “Seriously? Of course not. Girl, he’s all yours.”

Anne nodded. “Just wanted to make sure. I can tell he really likes you.”

I laughed. “I really think he’ll like you better.”

While waiting for Tony’s return, three girls from school approached us. I recognized Paula, she’s a friend of Anne’s. The other two I’d just seen around school.

Paula smiled and said, “Hey guys. Going to a movie?”

Anne laughed. “Well, duh! It’s not like we just like standing here.” She pointed at Tony standing at the snack bar. “We’re waiting for Tony to pick up the snacks.”

A second girl said, “Which one of you is dating Tony now?”

Anne laughed. “We both are.”

The girl frowned. “Wow. Didn’t take you long. I was on the phone with Ruthann about an hour ago. She just broke up with him this morning.”

Paula scowled at Anne. “Yeah. She was crying. Tony told her he needed more room. I guess he ran out of room with TWO girls.”

Annoyed, I said, “Hey, we were just minding our own business when--”

The third girl whose name eludes me snarled, “Oh just shut up, bitch!”

Anne glared at the girl. “You can’t talk to my friend like that.”

The girl snapped back, “You shut up too!”

Paula growled at Anne, “How could you cheat on Ruthann like that? I thought we were all friends?”

I’m sure laughing made things worse, but I laughed. “Two things. Tony has split with Ruthann and it was Daryl who invited us to the movie, not Tony.”

Paula glared at me. “Who are you?”

The second girl said, “She’s that tomboy Alex. I think she’s a lesbian.”

The third girl said, “Aren’t most tomboys?”

Grinning because the conversation was getting out of hand, I said, “Not necessarily. But I’m not a tomboy or a lesbian. I’m actually--”

“Is there a party and I wasn’t invited?” asked a confused Tony, walking up with our snacks.

Paula frowned at Tony. “How dare you, you bastard! Dropping Ruthann for this tomboy lesbian!”

Anne exclaimed, “Alex isn’t a lesbian!”

Tony looked at me and said, “That’s a relief. But what do you expect me to do after I found Ruthann snogging with Ralph in his car? She even told me to get lost!”

The second girl angrily said, “That’s not what she told me. She said you told her you needed space. And then we find you with these two!”

Forcing a grin, Tony said, “As lovely as both these ladies are, I’m not dating either one. Though that could change after I find out which one kisses the best.” He wiggled his eyebrows at Anne.

Paula said, “Well, I’ll let Ruthann know that it took two girls to replace her.”

Tony laughed. “You can tell her whatever you want.” He then leaned into my hair. “Actually I kinda like this one. Your hair smells wonderful.”

Yes, I use a conditioner with a feminine scent. I never expected a guy to stick his nose in my hair.

One of the girls sniffed at us and said, “Come on. Let’s go to the shoe store.”

Anne smirked, “Try not to get a nose bleed with your noses so high in the air.” I wondered how Paula would act if she wasn’t friends with Anne.

Confused, Tony watched them walk away. “What started all that?”

Chuckling, I said, “You did.”

Tony exclaimed, “I wasn’t even here!” He handed Anne and me our snacks. “Come on. Let’s go catch up with Jean and Daryl.”

Daryl and Jean were just sitting down when we entered the auditorium. Anne was ahead of me so she took the seat next to Jean. Then Tony sat down, then me last, next to Tony.

As Tony settled in his seat, he stretched out both arms to lay behind Anne and me. With a grin, he said, “I could get used to this!” Playing with my hair, he said, “You have such beautiful hair. You know, if you would just wear a little makeup and smile, you’d be gorgeous.”

Anne laughed.

Tony kept his arm around us as the movie started. He’d move his arm from me only to get some popcorn or get a drink, and then he’d place the arm back. I didn’t make an issue of it and of course Anne enjoyed it. After he stopped getting popcorn, I actually started using his arm as a head rest. I wondered if that was giving the wrong signal.

About halfway through the movie, Tony put his hands on both our shoulders and pulled us closer to him. I had to chuckle as his fingers tickled my chest. He leaned in towards me and whispered, “You don’t have tits.”

I leaned over to his ear and whispered, “Oh no! Did you lose them?”

Anne giggled. I guess Tony found her tits. I don’t think she cared what Tony did.

I had been sitting, leaning against Tony’s shoulder. I looked up at him, and suddenly his lips were pressed against mine. I tried to sit up, but his kiss had me at a disadvantage.

Grinning he said, “Okay. Your kiss makes up for lack of tits.”

Tony turned his attention to Anne, who giggled and threw her arms around his neck as she kissed him.

Jean hissed, “Hey, you three get a room.”

I whispered, “Hey, don’t drag me into this”

Behind us, someone shouted, “For God’s sake shut the fuck up down there!”

Giggling, Anne said, “Shhhh… okay, okay. Knock it off.”

Tony chuckled as he calmed down. He turned towards me and whispered, “I’ll see you later.”

Pissed at being kissed, I whispered, “I’m a boy.”

Tony was silent for a few moments. Then he said, “Yeah, right. Great kiss.” He turned and grinned at me.

He finally sat quietly as he held both mine and Anne’s hand. Anne put her head on his shoulder. I scooted away from him the best I could.

The movie ended and the house lights went on. Several people exiting the theater gave us dirty looks.

Anne said, “That was a great movie.”

Daryl said, “Lots of action and a great soundtrack. Anyone catch the name of the band?”

I said, “No. Just Google it.”

As we all walked out into the hallway, Anne seemed to have paired up with Tony. Daryl said, “Anyone want to go grab some lunch?” Anne and Tony nodded.

Jean looked at me with a sad expression and said, “Sorry Alex. We don’t seem to have a boy for you.”

I laughed. “That’s okay. I filled up on popcorn anyway. I think I’ll just go to the Warhammer store. Tony, would you mind taking Anne home when you guys are done?”

Tony said, “Don’t break up the set, Alex. I’ll pay for you and Anne. I actually have a job now.”

Anne said, “Come on Alex. Let’s all go.” That surprised me. I really thought Anne would want me to go away so she could have more time with Tony to herself.

There was a Taco Bueno a few stores down from the theater. Tony turned to Anne and me and said, “You girls order whatever you want.”

I guess Tony hadn’t heard me in the theater confessing to be a boy. Or he didn’t believe me. I’ve told other people to their faces that I’m not a girl, but they continue to treat me like one. I’m still not sure what to make of Tony’s kiss.

As we all sat down with our lunch, Tony studied Anne and me. Grinning, he said, “Here I am, having lunch with the three prettiest girls at school, but I only know Jean. Where are you two hiding?” He pointed at Anne and me.

I wasn’t sure how to react to being referred to as a prettiest anything, but I can’t really complain about being called pretty. I was trying to think of a response.

Anne chuckled. “Well, Alex is just way shy and quiet.”

Tony laughed. “Apparently. You always answer for her. And what about you, Anne?”

Anne’s face reddened slightly. She likes talking about pretty much everything except herself. “Well, I’m in the band. I play flute.” I’m in the band too. It gets me out of P.E.

Daryl laughed. “She’s a flatulace.”

Anne frowned at Daryl. “That’s flautist, you uncouth heathen. Come to the game next Friday and watch me in the half-time show.”

Daryl said seriously, “Maybe we should all go. This is our senior year. We should go to at least one game.”

Jean said, “That’s the Homecoming game. Homecoming dance is Saturday. Hint, hint.”

Daryl gave Jean a confused look. “Yeah? So? That’s also my deathmatch night.”

Jean stiffened and leaned back in her chair with her arms folded.

Daryl looked at Jean and asked, “Oh. Did you want to go to that?”

Keeping her arms folded, Jean just narrowed her eyes at Daryl.

Tony laughed. “Daryl, I think you’re about to experience a real deathmatch.”

Daryl chuckled. “I know, right? Jean, would you go to the Homecoming dance with me next Saturday?”

With a huff, Jean said, “Maybe. If Tony is already busy.”

Daryl, looking genuinely worried, asked, “Tony, you’re busy, right?”

Tony laughed. “Let me check. Anne, would you like to go dancing?”

Anne frowned. “Honest to God, Tony, I’d love to. But I can’t. We’re going out of town that weekend and I can’t get out of it. Dad really wants to leave Friday, but the band is performing.”

I held up my hands as Tony turned towards me. “Sorry Daryl. Maybe we can play deathmatch together.”

Anne backhanded my shoulder. “Oh go dancing with Tony. I mean, so what, right? We’re all just friends.”

“Anne! Have you flipped? I can’t go dancing with Tony!”

Tony picked up my hand and said melodramatically, “I would be honored to take the most beautiful girl at school to the Homecoming dance!”

Jean chuckled and said, “Thank you, Tony. You can pick me up at six thirty.”

Daryl said, “Hey now! Is that a joke? Jean, I asked you first.”

Tony kissed my hand. “Sorry Jean. I was referring to Alex. You said yourself she’s more beautiful than you.”

I waved my free hand. “Fun’s fun, but this is getting out of hand.”

Anne glared at me. “Oh stop being such a tomboy, Alex, and go with him.” Her phone buzzed.

“You know I’m not a tomboy!” I tend to squeal when I’m upset.

Laughing, Daryl and Jean got up from the table. “Sorry to bail on you guys, but we really need to go. See you at school.” They then quickly turned and left the restaurant.

Anne stood up. “Yeah. Me too. That was my dad. He’s picking me up in five minutes.”

Tony asked, “Hey, can you give me a lift? Daryl was my ride.”

Anne shook her head. “Sorry. I came with Alex, and my dad is picking me up, I just said that. See you guys at school.” She turned and left, leaving me alone with Tony.

Still holding my hand, Tony said, “Looks like it’s just me and you now. Can I get a ride with you?”

I paused a second, then thought that the Warhammer store will still be there later. I just hoped the figure I wanted will be there as well. “Yeah. Are you ready?”

Tony nodded.

As we walked out of the restaurant, I pointed and said, “I’m parked down this way.”

When we started walking, Tony took my hand.

I grunted and said, “I guess you didn’t hear me in the theater. I said--”

Tony looked at me and chuckled. “I heard you. Just not sure if I believe you. No kidding, you are one of the most beautiful girls at school. And you kiss much, much better than Anne.”

I shook my head. “You can believe what you want. I get it often enough that I really don’t care if some people think I’m a girl.” I laughed. “Sometimes I get a free movie and free lunch because of it.”

Tony nodded with a wry smile. “See? Sometimes there’re advantages. I was just thinking--”

“No.”

“No wait. I was just thinking it’d be fun--”

‘No.”

“It might be fun if I took--”

“No.”

“…took you to the dance.”

“No.”

“You don’t think that’d be funny?” asked Tony with a frown.

“No I don’t, Tony. You’re a good looking guy. I’m sure you know a lot of girls who’d just love to go with you,” I said, trying to wriggle my hand free.

“You think I’m good looking? For reals?” asked Tony.

I frowned at him. “You know what I mean. Look. I wasn’t planning on going to the dance anyway. You know what happened the last two times I went to a school dance?”

Tony shook his head.

I sighed. “Every boy at the dance, including those with dates, asked me to dance with them. I asked a few girls to dance and they all turned me down and looked at me funny.”

Tony chuckled. “I know it’s not funny, but it’s kinda funny. What were you wearing?”

I exclaimed, “Just slacks and a polo shirt. Just an upscale from regular school.”

“Went as a tomboy, eh?” Tony chuckled.

“I’m not a tomboy!” I exclaimed. Several girls walking by looked at me and giggled.

Tony let go of my hand. “I’m just joking with you. Chill out. I’d tell you to calm down, but I know girls don’t like that.”

I looked for something to hit him with.

#

Mom wiped her mouth with her napkin. “Great job with dinner, Alex. That’s as good as I can make it.”

I smiled as I set my fork down. “Thanks Mom. You’ve taught me a lot.”

I sat for a moment, letting my meal settle in. I then sat up and said, “Mom. Look at me.”

Mom sat up straight and leaned into the table a bit and stared at me. “Okay. Now what?”

“Tell me what you see.” I said seriously.

Mom smiled. “I see you, Alex.”

I shook my head. “No. Pretend you don’t know me. What do you see? Honestly.”

Mom frowned. “You’ll get mad.”

Calmly, I said, “Just tell me what you see.”

Mom’s face got serious for a moment. “Honestly? If I didn’t know you, I’d say I was looking at a very pretty young girl. Beautiful, actually.”

I sighed. “That’s what I thought.”

Mom wrinkled her brow and asked, “Did you expect a different answer? This isn’t the first time you’ve asked. Does it bother you that others find you beautiful? There are many who would love to hear such words.”

I know I was sounding whiny, but I said, “You don’t usually associate the word beautiful with a boy.”

Mom smiled at me. “You’ve heard that John Lennon song, Beautiful Boy.”

I nodded. “That’s different.”

Mom asked, “Why does it bother you so? If it causes you so much grief, then cut your hair. You’ll still have a beautiful face, but I think it’s your hair that triggers most of the confusion.”

I looked at my hands. “If I cut my hair, it would make you sad.”

Mom gave me a pained smile. “Alex. I’ve told you before. It’s your life. It’s your hair. Yes, I love your hair. But you can’t please everyone, so you have to please yourself.”

I ran my hand through my hair. “I like my hair too. But things like... you know, like when we’re at the store and someone says that you have a beautiful daughter, or asks if I’m your beautiful daughter, you never correct them.”

Mom chuckled. “Neither do you. Honey, what brought this conversation on?”

I sucked in a deep breath and said, “Anne and I ran into some friends from school. Not close friends, but not the first time we’ve met them. This one girl was shocked I didn’t have a boyfriend and was annoyed that I was so beautiful without makeup. She actually said this.

“And then there was this boy who just broke up with his girlfriend. He kissed me -- he kissed me! – while we were watching a movie together. He wanted to ask me out even after I told him I was a boy. He didn’t believe me.”

Mom frowned. “Oh, I agree he shouldn’t have kissed you. But not to brag, but it’s not your fault you look just like me.” She smiled when she said that.

“So what do I do about it?” I asked.

Mom shrugged. “If you’re not going to change how you look, then just put up with it. You know who you are. You can tell a boy no. Maybe one day you could grow a moustache.”

I laughed. “Then I’ll look like Aunt Deborah.” Aunt Deborah is Dad’s sister. Dad has thick hair all over his back and it disgusts me. Mom said I may have to see a doctor if I can’t get any facial hair to grow, but to be honest, I don’t want any.

Mom laughed with me. “We don’t want that, do we? Well, let me know when you’re about to go to bed so I can come brush your hair.”

#

I was about to take the first bite of my mystery burger in the lunch room when Tony set his tray down next to mine.

“Mind if I join you?” Tony asked.

I frowned at him. “Since you’re here, I guess not. What’s up?”

Tony squirted some mustard inside his mystery burger and sighed. “Things could be better.”

“Oh? Are they still not letting you park your motorcycle in the foyer?” I asked.

Tony looked for the best place to bite into his burger. “No. They won’t. Ticking me off too. But that’s not the problem.”

I pulled a piece of gristle from my teeth and asked, “So what first world problem is upsetting you today?”

Chewing, Tony said, “The same problem that has vexed the male of the species since time immemorial.” He finally swallowed and continued, “Women.”

I pointed at myself. “Despite appearances, there’s not a whole lot I can help you with on that. Anything specific?”

Taking another bite, Tony said, “Well, it seems Ruthann has poisoned the well. Every girl I ask to the dance turns me down. I mean, they all can’t be washing their hair that night.”

I frowned at my burger. “That sucks. She shouldn’t do that. She broke up with you, right?”

Tony set his burger down and looked over at me. “You know what every girl I asked said to me?” I shook my head. “Why don’t you ask that tomboy Alex whats-her-name? They think you’re a lesbian. You might get some girls to ask you.”

I said a little too loudly, “I’m not a lesbian!”

Tony picked up his burger. “I know that. But a big majority of girls at this school think you like girls.”

Looking astonished I said, “I do like girls.”

Tony looked confused. “So you are a lesbian?”

I dropped my burger onto the wrapper. I sighed deeply and said, “No, I’m not.”

Tony took a bite. “So you do like boys. Jean assured me she’s seen you dating boys, so she knows very well you’re not a lesbian.”

Before I could say anything, Jean and Daryl walked by the table and stopped. Grinning, Jean asked knowingly, “Well, did you ask her?”

Tony said, “I was just working my way up to it.”

Excited, Jean looked at me and asked, “Do you already have a salon appointment?”

I said, “Well, no actually. I was telling Tony--”

Still excited, Jean said, “Oh, you must come to the salon with me. My salon is wonderful. I’m getting my hair, makeup and nails done. I can pick you up.”

I said, “I don’t think I can afford that. I was going to--”

“Don’t worry about it,” said Jean as she put her cell phone back into her purse. “You can pay me back later. I just made our appointments. You have to get those in early on Homecoming!”

Hoping this would throw a monkey into the wrench-works or something I said, “I don’t have a dress. It’s way too late to get one now.”

Jean suddenly looked thoughtful. “Oh. I wish you’d said something. Oh, wait! I’m sure Anne would let you borrow her prom dress from last year. She wound up not going. You and she are about the same size. Perfect! That was a red dress too. I’ll let the salon know so your lips and nails will match your dress.” She looked sternly at Tony and said, “See? I told you she’s not a lesbian.”

Daryl touched Jean’s arm. “Hey babe. We need to run. See you guys later.” And off they went.

Tony said, “Hey I need to go too. I have to go all the way across school to get to my next class as well as stop at my locker. Hey, thanks Alex for letting me take you to the dance.” He started to get up.

I turned to face Tony and said, “Tony, listen to me now and hear me later. I’m not a girl. I don’t even play one on TV.”

Tony laughed. “Yeah right. If you’re not a girl, why did you make an appointment at a hair salon? Hey, catch ya later.” He got up and left.

I just sat there in a daze. “Someone kill me now….”

#

Mom looked at me with a confused look. “Really? You’re going to a Homecoming dance Saturday night? Who’s the girl?”

I frowned and looked at my hands. “I am.”

Looking more confused, Mom said, “I guess I don’t understand.”

Aggravated, I looked up at Mom and said, “I’m the date. A boy is picking me up to take me to the dance. I’ll be wearing a red dress and whatever the hell strappy sandals are.”

Mom smiled broadly. “How nice! I’ll bet you’ll look just gorgeous!”

“Mom. Do you not see a problem here? I’m not a girl,” I said, saying the obvious.

Looking confused again, Mom asked, “Do you not want to go?”

I grunted a laugh. “What do you think, Mom? I don’t want to date a boy.”

Mom just shook her head. “If that’s the case, Alex, why didn’t you just turn him down? You don’t have to accept every boy that asks you out.”

“After school today I told him I didn’t want to go to the dance,” I said, staring at the floor. “Mom. He got down on his knees and begged me. He begged me to go out with him. He’d already told his ex that he found a date in spite of her meddling. How could I say no at that point?”

Mom looked right at me and asked, “Do you know how to do your makeup? And what are we going to do about your hair?”

I shook my head. “Don’t worry Mom. I already have a salon appointment to fix my hair, nails and makeup. You’ll have to help me with the dress. It’s Anne’s dress, but she’ll be out of town.”

Mom looked excited. “I’ll be more than happy to help you with your dress! This will be a lot of fun, Alex!”

I frowned at Mom. “If you say so.”

#

“Hey Anne. What’s up?” I asked as Anne set her lunch tray down next to me.

She grinned. “Hey Alex. Are you excited about Saturday?”

I grunted at my mystery meatloaf. “No. More like terrified.”

Anne giggled. “Oh come on. It’ll be fun. Think of it as an adventure!”

Frowning at her, I said, “So was the Donner Party.”

Anne rolled her eyes at me. “Anyway. I just stopped by to let you know that I’ll be bringing you the dress later tonight. It’s a gorgeous dress. I never got to wear it. Anyway, I’ll bring you the dress, the shoes, matching purse, and the underwear for it. I want the dress back, but you can keep the panties.”

I shook my head at Anne. “A purse? That’s kinda girly.”

Anne laughed. “You’re going to be wearing a prom dress and high heels, and you’re worried about how you’ll look carrying a purse? That’s funny. Besides, the dress doesn’t have pockets, so how else are you going to carry your phone and lipstick?”

I winced at the word ‘lipstick’.

I sighed. “Well, at least it’s only one night.”

Anne gave me a wry smile. “You sure about that? I think this may be life-changing for you. Think about it. All those fence sitters who weren’t sure about you will now know you’re a girl. And those who always thought you were a girl will now feel justified.”

I frowned. “I didn’t know I was at the center of a major controversy.”

Anne finished her alleged garden fresh salad and said, “All I’m saying is, expect boys to hit on you.”

I frowned at my half-eaten meatloaf. “They do that now anyway. You know, I don’t even like Tony that much.”

Anne giggled as she stood up to leave. “Speak of the devil, your boyfriend is walking over here.”

I scowled at Anne. “He’s not my boyfriend.”

Laughing, Anne said, “He is now. See you tonight.” She picked up her tray and left.

Tony waved at the retreating Anne as he sat down next to me. Grinning, he said, “Hey girl.”

Frowning at Tony, I said, “Will you please stop?”

Tony chuckled. “See? That didn’t cause the earth to go spinning off into the sun, did it? But hey, do you know what my friends are saying?”

I looked sideways at Tony and asked, “You have friends?”

Laughing, Tony said, “Strangely enough I do. But so far, not one -- not one -- has screamed ‘Are you insane?’ at me. No. They tell me they can’t believe I managed to score a date with the hottest chick at school.”

I said, “So take her to the dance instead.”

Tony looked at me funny. “They were talking about you, babe.”

I scowled at Tony. “Bullshit! Now you’re making shit up.”

Tony exclaimed, “Serious! Alex, you’re the only one at school who thinks you’re a boy.”

#

I was afraid to open my eyes. The day I’d been dreading all week was here. I pleaded and begged but it came anyway.

Through the blinds, I saw a dark blue October sky and brilliant sunlight, not the cold gray skies of a dance-cancelling blizzard. Maybe I’m being a bit over-dramatic, but still.

Anne’s excited. She thought I looked great when we test fitted the dress.

Jean’s excited, because not only is she always excited about something, but she won the Homecoming Queen Crown at the game Friday night. The football team even won.

And, of course, Mom’s excited because… well, because even though she denies it, she always wanted me to be a girl, and I’m going on my first big date. Yes. She said “first” as if she hopes there’ll be more.

I looked at the clock and groaned. I’m awake and it’s not even eight o’clock yet. Jean will be here around two to take us to our salon appointment. I can’t even begin to imagine what tortures await me there. I pulled the covers over my head. Maybe it’ll all just go away.

Mom had spent at least an hour each evening during the week to help me practice dancing in heels. She said that as the girl I’d be dancing backwards. Well, I never learned how to dance frontwards so at least I won’t get confused on which way to dance.

Five minutes later, Mom entered my room without knocking. She shook me and said pleasantly, “Time to get up, sleepy head. Big day today.”

I pulled the cover from my head and scowled. “Mommm! Do you have any idea what hour it is?”

Mom shook her head. “Time to get up, sweetie. As you father used to say, ‘You’re burning daylight.’ God rest his soul.”

I just stared at Mom. “Dad’s not dead. And I think Uncle Phil used to say that. He’s not dead either.”

Mom frowned. “Well, they should be. Here. Go take a bath and shave.” She thrust a bottle of scented bubble bath and a brand new pink plastic safety razor into my hands.

“Shave what?” I asked as I put my feet on the floor and pushed my covers away.

“Everything. Well, not your head,” said Mom. “And while you’re in the tub, I’ll lay out your clothes to wear before you get ready for the dance.”

Scratching where girls don’t scratch (hah!) I said, “I was just going to wear the same jeans I’ve worn all week.” I picked up my new bathroom supplies.

Mom wagged a finger at me. “That nonsense ends today!” She walked off mumbling something.

Actually, I enjoyed the bath. I hadn’t had a bubble bath in years. It even smelled great. Though I’m not particularly hairy, unlike the bath, I didn’t much enjoy shaving my whole body. I was also embarrassed shaving. What if I have to see a doctor the next day and I’m all hairless? What would I tell him? Or just not say anything?

On getting dressed, Anne decided to help me out with my deception. Or as she oddly said, ‘until I fill out.’ As a bra filler she filled a couple balloons with uncooked rice.

She also made a cardboard cutout thing that she covered with cloth. She said it goes up against Little Alex after I push him inside and that it goes inside my panties. She seemed to think dancing with Tony would turn me on? Since the dress I’m going to wear is a bit tight, it seems like a good idea anyway.

Anne also gave me a couple bras. A black lacy one to go with the dress, and a plain white one for just general use. Mom told me to wear it just to get used to it. I put it on under protest. Mom told me it should make me look more like a girl when I go to the salon. I couldn’t argue with that. Anne had also brought me a girl’s school t-shirt to wear to the salon.

But this other thing I found on the bed was new to me. It was black and had leg holes, but also cloth across the front like a skirt. I had heard the word skort before, but never bothered to look at one. Mom got it for me to get me over the threshold. I liked the way it fit.

Since I was going to a salon in a few hours, I didn’t bother with makeup. And I was very happy about that.

Mom asked me to go to the grocery store with her since we still had some time. It was my first time in public presenting as a girl. And did I get attention.

It bothered me. Not only attention from teen boys, but also from gray haired old guys pushing the shopping cart for their blue-haired wives. Just wearing shorts, I get mistaken for a girl all the time, but since I was trying to look like a girl, it really raised the level.

#

I answered the door, and Jean stood there, framed by the door and looking absolutely stunning while wearing no makeup, a t-shirt and blue shorts. Despite being freshly shaved and groomed, I almost felt like a cave man standing next to her.

Jean was effervescent. “Hey girl! Are you ready to go get beautiful?”

I giggled. “You’re already beautiful. You’re amazing.”

Jean smiled a killer smile. Almost lethal. I’m sure Daryl gets down on his knees every day to thank the gods for this incredible girl. She’s an A student, on the honor society, in multiple clubs, and even has an entry in a national who’s who of high school seniors. Oh. And her dad is rich. I can picture Daryl on the ground every day bowing and chanting “I’m not worthy!” If not, he should be.

As I started to exit my house, Jean stopped me and asked, “Did you forget your purse?”

Of course I did. It’s not like I’m used to carrying one. Even when I went to the store with Mom I didn’t take the purse Anne had given me. I nodded to Jean and ran back and got the purse. I had already put my cell phone, keys, and some money into it. I slipped the strap over my shoulder and out we went.

As Jean drove us across town to the salon, she turned to look at me. “You look nice, Alex. You’re so naturally beautiful. You take good care of your skin.”

I do? I just smiled back to her.

Looking out the windshield, she giggled. “You know Todd, right? Everybody does. He’s so annoying. He thinks he knows everything. When I told him who all I thought was going to the dance, he looked surprised when I told him about you and Tony. He insisted that you’re a boy! Can you imagine?”

I was enveloped in a numbness. I said, “That’s crazy, huh?”

Todd is definitely annoying. He has a bumper sticker on his car that reads, ‘People who think they know everything annoy those of us who do’. And, sadly, in the case about me, he’s absolutely right.

It wasn’t long before we arrived at the salon. I’ve never been to one of these primping palaces before. Mom occasionally gets her hair “done.” Many times she’s said I should go because my hair is so long, but I never did.

Laughing, Jean said to me, “See you on the flip side.”

“Don’t forget you’re my ride,” I said with a nervous giggle. I was then led back to the inner sanctum.

The first place I was taken was to get my hair washed. At first I thought they were trying to break my neck. I wondered if it always hurts. They told me they were going to get rid of my split ends and that they weren’t going to do an updo. Something about increasing the volume and give me a big flowing mane. The woman washing my hair suggested I start coming in regularly.

I have to admit that I completely enjoyed all the fussing and attention I was getting. I would come here just for that.

They added nail extensions because I usually kept my nails trimmed. I guess I keep them too short. And then they descended on my face. Holy shit. I guess I’ve been doing everything wrong. I was scolded for not moisturizing. They shaped my brows and I have no idea who Alley Oop is.

While they worked on my face, and waiting for my hair to set, another team took to my nails. They were horrified that I had never had my nails done. I have to admit that I didn’t much care for false eyelashes, but I got them anyway.

When they were done, I was turned to the mirror and oh… my… God. Looking back from my reflection was not me, but a stunningly beautiful young woman.

Tony didn’t deserve me. My lips and nails were a shocking red. Shocking for me anyway. My dress tonight is red as well. I just stared at my reflection in stunned awe. In my mind, I ran out of hyperbolies. I was assured that my makeup was set, and that kissing my boyfriend shouldn’t be a problem unless we got too wild.

When they brought me to the front of the salon, I actually gasped when I saw Jean. To say she was gorgeous would be an insult. I thought she was a knockout before, but now I wasn’t even sure if she was real. Her hair was done in an updo, and her makeup made her eyes look spectacular. In fact, I said to Jean, “You look spectacular!”

Jean smiled a smile so hot it curled the wall paper. “I was going to say the same for you, Alex. You really are beautiful without any makeup, but just look how stunning you are. If he hasn’t already, Tony is going to absolutely fall in love with you!”

Wait. Hold it. I don’t think I want that?

When Mom met me at the door, she cried. She literally cried.

#

Mom zipped me up. I never thought I’d wear something that required being zipped up in. Mom then helped me put on my high-heeled strappy sandals and handed me her dangly diamond earrings.

“Mom!” I exclaimed. “I can’t wear these! What if I lose them?” They’re pierced earrings, so they shouldn’t just fall off, but I didn’t want the responsibility.

Mom grinned at me. “You’ll be fine. You can wear this necklace too.”

I was wearing a red sequined mini dress with sort of a high neck that hid the fact that I’m boobless but still leaves me with bare shoulders. It fits tight, so I was glad Little Alex was well hidden and secure.

Mom stepped back to get the overall view. She clapped her palms in front of her face.

“Don’t start crying again, Mom,” I said.

Mom shook her head. “It’s just... you’re so beautiful. I’m now thinking you might get married before your sister.”

I laughed. “Nobody’s getting married, Mom. Especially me. And double especially to Tony.”

Mom spritzed me lightly with perfume. She said, “I, for one, won’t be surprised if Tony doesn’t get down on one knee and propose.”

“That’s not going to happen,” I said confidently. It sure as hell better not.

I picked up the matching clutch bag and slid the metal strap over my shoulder. The doorbell rang, and I froze. Mom patted my arm and exclaimed, “Your boyfriend is here!”

I was going to say for the fortieth time ‘Tony’s not my boyfriend,’ but at this point it didn’t seem to matter. Mom is just having too much fun to care. Resting on the kitchen counter was an issue of Modern Bride.

I opened the door, and Tony stood there waiting, holding a corsage box and actually looking splendid in his rented tux. His expression made me worry that Mom might be right.

“Hi Tony,” I said with a smile. “Won’t you come in?”

Tony couldn’t take his eyes off me. He said, “Alex. I… I… I don’t know what to say. You look gorgeous! Beautiful even.” He stepped into the house and opened the box. Inside was a beautiful wrist corsage. “This is for you.”

I held my arm towards him. This little ritual is so alien to me. I just couldn’t believe that a boy was sliding flowers onto my wrist. I’m standing in front of him wearing a beautiful red mini-dress, and instead of pointing and laughing, I see only desire in his eyes. That’s definitely unsettling.

Before I could protest, Mom had her phone up in camera mode taking pictures of us. “What a cute couple,” gushed Mom.

Tony said, “I guess we’d better go.”

By all means, let’s begin the public phase of my embarrassment.

Before we could step out of the house, Tony held up his phone. “I promised Anne I’d send her a picture of you in her dress. Okay, let’s go.” To my Mom, he said, “I’ll try to have her back around eleven.” He then took my hand and started to lead me to his car.

As he was about to open the passenger door for me, his phone pinged. Like a dork, he turned his attention from me to look at his phone. He chuckled. “Look what Anne just said.” He held his phone up for me to read the text.

Anne wrote, “OMG!!! She looks better than I do in that dress! Not fair!” I giggled at what she’d written. I also noticed I’m being referred to as ‘she’ a lot all of a sudden.

Tony grinned and held the door open for me as I tried not to flash my black lacy panties to the whole neighborhood. This dress barely covers my crotch when I’m standing.

With a chirp of tires, Tony pulled away from the curb. He said, “You really do look beautiful, Alex. I feel like one lucky guy.” He set his hand on my knee. I frowned at him, but he just smiled and left his hand there.

The dance wasn’t at the school this year. It was being held in the ballroom of the swanky hotel in town. Instead of making the band play for the dance, the school sprung for a DJ.

Tony found an open space to park in. He got out of his car, and I just sat there until he came around to open my door. I thought that if he was going to have me dress like this, then he was going to have to work for it.

He helped me out of his car, and then took my hand as we walked towards the hotel. The tight skirt of the dress forced me to make smaller steps.

And boy did I make an entrance. Anne had told me this dress was a head turner, and she wasn’t kidding. Every boy turned to look at me when Tony and I entered the ballroom, much to their own dates’ chagrin.

I guess it’s what girls want, since they buy head-turning dresses and wear too much makeup. I admit, the attention did give me a thrill, but I also wanted to crawl under a rock somewhere.

We walked up to a pocket of Tony’s friends when we first entered the ballroom, and he introduced me. As he did, I saw one boy handing cash over to another boy and heard him say, “I told you.” One boy actually had the audacity to ask me how much Tony had paid me to be his date. That pissed me off, because I didn’t think of doing just that.

One thing that almost made it all worth it were the snotty girls looking at me like they wanted to kill me. These were the girls that wouldn’t even look at a boy unless he had an expensive car and a lot of cash in his wallet. I smiled sweetly and greeted their boyfriends, and not them, by name.

Daryl and Jean waved us over to their table. I liked Jean. She’d say ‘hi’ when she saw you in the hall, but it wasn’t until we became girlfriends did I sense that she felt we were equals. Now we were more than just friends.

When Daryl greeted us at the table, I had another new experience. While Daryl shook Tony’s hand, he lifted my hand to his lips and he kissed my fingers. As he did so he affected an air of sophistication and said, “You look ravishing tonight.”

Jean rolled her eyes at him. I’ve never been called ravishing before or had my fingers kissed. I’m not going to lie and say I didn’t enjoy it.

Jean smiled at me. “Girl, I love your dress.”

I said, “Thank you. And I have to say you look stunning in your gown.” And she did. It was a dark blue sequined evening gown that conformed to her every sexy curve. Jean was a girl who never went half-way.

Daryl poked Tony and said, “Let’s go get the girls some punch and something to eat.”

Tony nodded.

I sat down very carefully next to Jean, keeping my knees tightly together. This dress was just too damn short. I wished then that I had a gown like Jean. Or maybe a less tight skirt. Or stayed home.

Right after the boys left us, a boy I recognized as Todd approached. Shaking his head as he walked up to Jean, he took a look at me and said, “Okay. You were right.”

Grinning, Jean asked, “When are you ever going to learn to not question me?” She tapped the table. “Pay up.”

Todd looked offended. “Here?”

Jean tapped the table again. “Right here.”

Todd took out his wallet and removed a brand new hundred dollar bill. He frowned at Jean, and then set the money on the table and walked off.

Jean chuckled as she looked at my questioning expression. “He bet me money you were a boy.”

That bothered me since I am actually a boy. This could turn out bad. For me.

I said, “You shouldn’t have bet him money like that.”

Jean laughed, making her dangly earrings jingle. “I know. Easy money, right? He should know better.”

I felt bad. This wasn’t funny anymore.

Tony and Daryl returned, each carrying two cups of punch. As he handed me my cup of punch, Tony said, “Sorry. I didn’t have enough hands to bring a snack too. I’ll go get it.”

I shook my head. “That’s fine. I’ll get something later.” I took a sip of punch. My mouth was suddenly dry.

And another new experience: lip prints on my cup. The salon gave me (well, they probably charged for it) a lipstick that I could have with me to make touch ups. Not as much as I thought there should be. I guess they were right about the lipstick not smearing when… when….

No. I can’t bring myself to say it.

As Daryl sat down he turned to Jean and asked, “What was Todd up to?”

Jean winked at me and said, “Learning a lesson.”

Tony remained standing. With a flourish, he asked, “May I have this dance?”

Okay. That’s why we were here. I was kinda hoping Tony would forget. So instead of saying what I wanted to say, I said, “I would love to.”

Tony took my hand and led me to the dance floor. As we walked out onto the floor, I said, “I have to warn you. I have only three hours experience in dancing.”

Taking a deep breath, Tony said, “Compared to me, you’re an expert.”

The DJ was playing a slow song. From what I’ve seen in movies, I took one of Tony’s hands and then placed my other hand on his shoulder. I guessed Tony saw the same movie, as he placed his hand on my waist. Ginger Rogers and Fred Astaire we’re not, but I think we were faking it pretty good.

Tony pulled me closer to him to where our cheeks touched. He smiled and said, “You smell really nice. Nothing like a boy.”

I giggled, which I’m doing too much of lately. “How many boys have you sniffed?”

Tony grinned. “Touché.”

It was surreal seeing my very pretty painted nails as my hand was held by Tony. He held me close, and I have to admit it was nice rocking back and forth in his arms. Looking at him in his tux made me think of a movie I saw a long time ago where the tux the boy had rented had a bullet hole through it.

I wondered how many have worn his tux. I’m the only one to have worn my dress.

Tony asked, “What are you smiling about?”

I didn’t want to say that I was thinking about a bullet hole in his tux, so I lied and said, “About how crazy this whole night is.”

Tony smirked. “Is that good or bad? Because, honestly, I’m loving this. Holding the most beautiful woman in the room close to me, knowing that every boy in this room wishes they were me. Well, I’m sure Daryl doesn’t.”

The room kinda narrowed down to just Tony and me. As strange as it sounds, I did like having him hold me. It gave me an inner peace.

I rested my head on his shoulder and closed my eyes. The music, the security of Tony’s arms, the smell of my own perfume, the swaying back and forth, all conspired to make me feel dreamy.

I looked up at Tony.

He looked down to me and smiled. And then suddenly, his lips were pressed against mine.

It was a soft, gentle kiss… and I didn’t pull away. I just closed my eyes again and pressed my lips into his. I know I shouldn’t. I know I should pull away. But I loved his kiss. It blended perfectly with how I was feeling. All dreamy and gooey.

At first the kiss was a surprise. And then I wanted it. I wanted him to kiss me more. I’ve never had a kiss like this before, and I was worried I wouldn’t get another.

Tony then nuzzled my neck. I dropped his hand and wrapped both arms around his neck as he lowered both hands to my waist. I had to look up to keep his lips against mine. There was an odd bright light on us.

The DJ said, “This song is dedicated to our two love birds on the dance floor.” He started playing a slow love song.

I looked around and gasped. We were alone on the dance floor. Just Tony and me. I actually squealed I was so embarrassed. I whispered, “Tony. It’s just us. We’re in a spotlight.” Actually, we weren’t completely alone on the dance floor, but no one was near us.

Tony looked up and grinned. Then he stopped dancing and bent me backwards and gave me a long, smoldering kiss. The crowd around us applauded. I was so embarrassed. The music stopped and Tony whispered, “Take a bow.”

Tony took a bow to the applause. I thought ‘what the hell,’ and so I bowed too. I got some whistles.

He took my hand, and we ran laughing back to our table. Jean was laughing and Daryl stood up and clapped. I laid my head on the table and tried to hide. I was laughing, but totally embarrassed. Laughter rippled around the ballroom.

I looked at Jean and shook my head. “Oh my God! This is all I’m going to hear about come Monday at school!” Holy crap, if it gets out I’m a boy, I’m dead.

Daryl had sent a video of our dancing to Anne. She thought it was hysterical.

Throughout the night I danced with several other boys. No kissing, except for maybe on the cheek. It felt strange to suddenly be popular because I kissed a boy.

I sat down next to Jean to drink some punch. I was exhausted.

Jean looked at me with a wry smile. “I hope you’re ready for your life to change. I have a feeling you’re going to be one popular girl.”

I narrowed my eyes at Jean. “Just because I kissed Tony?”

Jean leaned toward me. “Because you kissed every boy in this room. It was on the cheek, but you kissed them. You’ve made yourself accessible. I watched. You’re liked by every boy in this room, which is pretty much every boy at school.”

I shook my head. “That’s insane. I don’t want to be popular.”

Jean laughed. “Of course you do! You’ll find it changes everything. You’ll start dressing better. You’ll have more friends.”

I chuckled. “I’m not sure I buy all that. We’re talking about high school.”

Jean just said, “We’ll see.”

I felt hands on my shoulders and somebody rubbing my neck. Tony said, “Hey babe. We need to go if I’m going to get you home by eleven.”

I reached up and held his hand. “Yeah, you’re right. We need to go.”

Daryl stood up. “Thanks for an entertaining evening.” He laughed.

When we got back into Tony’s car, before he started the engine, I said, “This was one weird night. You know the truth about me. Some of the boys who kissed me tonight should know the truth about me. But everyone ignores it because it’s easy to accept me as a girl.”

Tony shrugged. “Good question. Just play it by ear. In a week, most will not remember who you are again.”

Staring out the windshield, I said, “I don’t know. How does this affect my future? I mean... I loved the attention. I enjoyed being kissed. I loved our dancing. But I’m not this person everyone is now comfortable with... who they think I am.”

Tony grinned. “All I know is that I danced with, and kissed, the most beautiful girl at school. And nothing can change that.”

He leaned over and kissed me, then started driving to my house.

Holding my hand, Tony walked me to my front door. He had pulled up in front of the house right at eleven.

Tony took both my hands in his and looked down at me. “Alex, I really had a great time tonight. I had a lot of fun.”

I looked up to his face. I smiled. “Oh, I did too, Tony. I thought you were a great dancer.”

He touched my cheek. “I’d love to go out with you again. Maybe something less wild.” He laughed.

I grinned. “I’d love to go out with you again. I had a great time.”

There was a long pause, then I put my arms around his neck, and he wrapped his arms around me and pulled me close. He bent his head down towards me and we kissed. I moaned softly.

We kissed for a very long time. He finally pulled away and told me good night. One last small kiss, and then he drove away.

I stood on the porch for several minutes thinking of his kiss.

My emotions were a riot.

I like a boy.

It’s obvious that we can no longer remain just friends.

-The End of “Just Friends”-

###


Spring Break

“Come on, Riley!” commanded my sister Lillian. “Francine has breakfast ready and wants us to eat outside by the pool.”

Francine is our mom’s best friend from her college days. She hadn’t seen her in a while and decided that we should spend our spring vacation up in Colorado with her. Mom wanted to be around some family, as she felt pretty lonely after Dad died in a freak golfing accident.

Francine lives in a really nice house with her husband Jessie and son Zane. Jessie is a petroleum engineer and Zane is a big basketball star in school. Zane and Lillian are about the same age. I’m a year younger.

I looked out the window and shivered. “It’s still cold out there. Can’t we wait?”

Lillian shook her head at me. “It’s ready now, goofus. Francine went to a lot of trouble to make us breakfast. The least you can do is eat it.”

“Okay, okay.” I muttered. I picked up my denim jacket, hoping it would be enough until it warmed up. I didn’t want to be burdened under a heavy coat when it will be nice in an hour or so.

As we bounded down into the kitchen, Francine gestured that we go outside. She was getting the food tray ready to roll out. I stopped a moment to watch her.

“Wow… that looks like the buffet table at a restaurant.” On the over-sized, wheeled tray, there were several metal containers with those little Sterno burners under them.

Francine looked up and smiled as she finished getting ready. “Yeah. We like to enjoy the outdoors a lot, and in the mornings it’s a bit chilly, so we have this. Eggs get cold pretty quickly. Your mother’s already outside.”

I took the hint and ran outside.

Lillian was already seated next to Mom. I took the seat next to Zane. He lightly punched me in the shoulder and said, “Hey squirt.”

What a contrast there was between us. Zane was tall, well-muscled, and very athletic. I was shorter than average for my age, and was your typical nature-phobic geek. I was pretty sure I could take him in deathmatch on any game of his choosing, but I was also sure Zane could pulverize me into the dirt in any sport.

I rubbed my shoulder, though he really didn’t hit hard enough to hurt. “Hey Zane. It’s kinda cold out here.”

Zane laughed. “Don’t be such a weenie, Riley. Hey, this next year is your senior year, right? Signed up for any sports?”

I watched Zane’s mom roll the food up to the table. I shrugged. “I’m in the chess club.”

Zane grinned. “Sounds intense.”

Francine chuckled as she pulled the lid from some of the food and started dishing it out onto our plates. “Stop teasing Riley, Zane. Not everyone is cut out to be a jock.”

Lillian laughed. “That’s right. Riley was awarded a comp sci scholarship.”

Zane grinned. “That’s cool, bud. That stuff is over my head.” He speared a sausage with his fork.

Mom, her mouth full, said, “This is great, Francine.”

After a few bites, I nodded and said, “Yeah. This is so much better than the breakfast Mom… I mean, this is really good.” Lillian shot me a dirty look.

Zane looked over at Lillian and me and announced, “Oh. At noon, I’m having a few friends over for lunch. It might be a bit premature, but it’s to celebrate our win at the game tonight. Anyway, you guys are invited. It’s just hot dogs and stuff right here by the pool.”

Mom grinned and looked over at us. “That’ll give you two something to do while Francine and I go downtown.”

I shook my head. “It’s kinda cold. I think I’ll stay in our room and watch TV.”

Mom frowned. “Don’t be rude to our hosts, Riley. It’ll be good for you to get outside more. Do you even know what that big yellow round thing is in the sky?”

I folded my arms and frowned at Mom.

Zane slugged back some soda. “You’ll like these guys. They’re all my friends. I think Freddy even plays chess. You can have a tournament or something. And they all like anime, so you have something in common.”

Grinning, Lillian asked, “You mean you’re not all a bunch of brainless jock types?”

Zane finished off his scrambled eggs. “Just a few. I think you’ll like everyone.”

I gave Zane a questioning look. “You have a game tonight? You’re on spring break too, right?”

Zane nodded. “Next-to-the-last game of the season was postponed. We really need to win this one. Want to come watch? You might as well. Your mom, Lillian, and my mom are all going to that movie… what is it? The Old Covered Bridge.”

I looked over at Mom. “I’d like to go to a movie.”

Lillian laughed. “This movie is a chick flick on steroids. I don’t think you’d enjoy it.”

Looking down at my plate, I said, “You’re probably right.”

Grinning, Zane exclaimed, “Cool! You can just ride over there with me.”

Watching a high school basketball game is hardly an exciting time for me, but Lillian was right. Chick flicks are really boring.

After I finished eating, I placed my plate back on the cart and thanked Francine for the great breakfast. I went back inside, found a quilt and sat on the couch to watch TV. I was finally starting to warm up.

I must have fallen asleep. I was startled awake by Lillian slapping the back of her hand on my legs.

Lillian frowned at me. “Come on, lazy. Mom wanted us to help Zane get set up for his lunch party. It’s warmed up outside too.”

I blinked a few times after being rudely awakened. “Where is Mom? I mean, why do we have to do it?”

Lillian crossed her arms and frowned. “She and Francine went off shopping. Come on. Don’t be so lazy. There’s not a lot for us to do. Plus you get another free meal.”

“Oh, be still my heart,” I said sarcastically as I pulled the quilt off me and stood up. “What do you want me to do?”

“Can you take that ice chest of sodas in the kitchen out to the pool?” asked Lillian. “I’ll take the plate of hot dogs and buns.”

I grumbled under my breath as I walked into the kitchen. At least I wouldn’t have to try to pick up the heavy cooler as it had wheels.

I picked up the handle on one end and started rolling the ice chest out to the back patio. Zane was pulling a table over by the pool. He looked up and grinned when he saw me pulling the cooler. “You’re a good man! I don’t care what your sister says.” He then chuckled. “Just set it at the end of this table. Thanks.”

I set the chest down at the end of the table and lifted the lid and peeked inside. I brushed some ice away and frowned. What the hell, I thought. I then dug around the cooler a bit to get deeper. Not a single Dr. Pepper in the whole ice chest. Many of the cans were labeled “Izze” and others labeled “Rocky Mountain Soda,” and even a few cans of ginger ale.

I dropped one of the cans back into the cooler and said loudly, “What a crock!”

Zane heard me and laughed. “Sorry, Riley. I just got what I knew my friends liked. You should try an Izze. You’d probably like it.”

I just frowned and started to spin around to head back to the house. I guess I was closer to the cooler than I thought, as I caught my foot on it and twisted my ankle a bit. Caught by surprise, I slipped and fell backwards into the pool.

The shock of the cold water and the surprise of finding myself in the pool caused me to forget what little I knew about swimming. I started thrashing around, my wet jacket making things worse. Getting a mouthful of water, I shouted, “Help!”

Beside me, I heard a loud splash, the sound of a body hitting the water. A moment later, I felt Zane gently pulling me to the edge of the pool. I gratefully grasped the edge of the pool and coughed a few times.

“Riley!” shouted my sister and I heard running feet. “Riley!”

I heard Zane pull himself out of the pool, water splashing on the concrete. I just spent a moment clinging to the edge of the pool and breathing hard. I had been scared I was going to drown.

“What happened?” shouted Lillian. “Riley, are you okay?”

Zane extended a hand to me to help me out of the pool. He said to Lillian, “He might have swallowed a little pool water. He panicked, but I’m sure he’s okay.”

I sat on the edge, my legs dangling into the pool. “Riley!” shouted Lillian again. “How could you fall into the pool? How could you be so stupid?”

Zane frowned at Lillian. “It was an accident. He tripped and then panicked.” He looked over at me and asked, “You okay, bud?”

I nodded. “Yeah. Thanks for the rescue. Right now I’m freezing to death.”

Zane chuckled. “You’re welcome dude. And yeah, I need to go change too. Back in a minute.” He turned and trotted off to his house.

Lillian looked down at me. “You need to get into some dry clothes before you catch a cold or something.” As I stood up, soaked to the skin and water dripping from my clothes, she smacked her forehead. “All your clothes except what you have on are in the laundry. I’m sure everything Zane has is way too big for you.”

Shivering, I said through chattering teeth. “Well, I can’t stay here.”

Lillian bit her lip and said, “Come on, let’s get you dry. We’re about the same size. You can wear my warm-ups I brought from school.”

Dripping water everywhere, we hurried into the warm house. “Your cheerleader warm ups? Seriously?”

Lillian frowned as we entered the house. “Seriously. They’re fluffy, dry and warm. They’re just warm-ups.”

Lillian handed me a couple towels from the bathroom and then ran to her room. A moment later, she pushed some clothes through the partially opened door. “Here. Put these on.”

“These socks are pink,” I complained.

“Oh just wear them,” admonished Lillian. “It’s all I have.”

I looked through the pile of clothes she’d given me to wear. “I’m not wearing these panties. That’s stupid.”

“Nobody will know!” shouted Lillian. “You’re not putting your naked butt in my warm up pants. And you can keep the panties. I’m not going to want them back now.”

“Do you have any non-pink clothes?” I asked through the door.

“They’re in the wash too, unless you want my floral print mini-dress,” she giggled.

I sighed. “I’m good.”

I scowled at the panties for a moment. Why do my clothes have to be in the laundry? Why did I have to fall into the pool? Why do we have to be in Colorado? I just want to go home.

I slid on the powder blue silky panties. I was worried at first, but now I’ll never tell Lillian that they actually felt nice. I then pulled on the socks. They were pink with white trim and only came up to my ankles.

I pulled on the warm up pants. They fit me perfectly. And they felt great. So soft and warm. I may have to get me a pair of these. Just not in light pink. I grabbed the top and pulled it over my head and tugged. And tugged.

“Hey Lillian,” I called out through the door. “Did the top shrink? I can’t pull it all the way down.”

Lillian giggled again. “Oh yeah. Sorry about that. It’s only a half. It leaves your middle exposed.”

I said, “It has a hood but only covers half your body? That’s crazy. I can’t wear this! It’s for girls.”

Lillian said with annoyance, “Will you hurry. I’m sure no one will notice. We have to help Zane set up for his lunch party.”

I slipped my feet into Lillian’s tennis shoes. Why do I fit all her clothes? At least the shoes were plain white and not pink, although at this point would it even matter? I asked, “Why do we have to help?”

“We’re the only ones here,” said Lillian. “We get to eat even though we’re not on the team.”

I sighed. “I’m coming out.”

As I opened the door, Lillian said, “Let’s have a look.”

When I stepped out, Lillian giggled.

Scowling, I said, “That’s it. I’m not going out there.”

Lillian waved her arms, “No, no! I’m not laughing at you! You’re just so cute!”

I started to turn around.

Lillian tugged on my arm. “You look just fine, Riley. I bet no one notices, and besides, the only person out there who knows you is Zane. And I bet he won’t care either. Come on, let’s go.”

I just stood there for a few moments. I really didn’t want to go outside dressed the way I was.

Lillian stopped and waved. “Come on. Hurry up.”

I tried to tug the top down to cover my stomach. Of course it wouldn’t. I shrugged and followed Lillian out the door. Granted, I’ll never see any of Zane’s fellow team mates again, but Lillian is being awfully cavalier with my feelings.

When I walked up to him, Zane smiled and said, “Sorry dude. But I’m glad you’re okay. It could have turned out much worse.” He touched my shoulder and said, “Don’t take this the wrong way, but dressed like that, you’re kinda cute.”

I folded my arms. “Gee, thanks.”

Zane chuckled and then handed me a package of hot dogs. “I got the grill going. Could you help out by grilling some wieners? The guys should start showing up any minute now.”

I nodded. “Sure. I can handle that.” I walked over to the grill. It was a nice butane grill festooned with knobs. Our grill back home is just charcoal, with no knobs. I looked over to one side and saw Lillian buttering some hot dog buns.

As the hot dogs started sizzling, I saw several people enter the backyard, all tall and buff like Zane. Zane trotted over and started greeting them. About ten guys in all, and three girls who I took a guess were girlfriends, and what looked like somebody’s mom.

Zane led the group over to where Lillian and I were. “Start grabbing some dogs, guys. We got mustard, relish, chips and whatever.”

One of the boys asked, “Where’s the ketchup?”

Zane laughed and said, “Dirk, don’t make me toss you into the pool.”

Zane then extended his arm out to Lillian and me. “Oh, and guys. Meet a couple of friends from out of town, Lillian and Riley.” We both waved to the group, Lillian holding a hot dog bun and me with a wiener in a pair of tongs..

One of the boys poked Zane in the ribs. “You’ve been holding out on us.”

Another boy walked up to me and took the tongs away from me while I was rolling the hot dogs around so they’d cook evenly. He said, “Here. I’ll take care of this.”

I frowned and reached for the tongs. “Thanks, but I got this. Really.”

He laughed. “Hey, the grill is the man’s domain.”

I pouted and whined, “Hey. I’m doing this.” I probably shouldn’t pout. Was he insinuating something? Dad used to say something similar, and Mom was only too happy to let him take over the grilling.

I started to say something when Lillian whispered in my ear, “Don’t embarrass Zane. The guy just wants to cook the hot dogs.”

I whispered back, “He thinks I’m a girl.”

Lillian frowned. “So what? You’ll never see him again. And if a boy wants to grill something, just let him. Help me put ice in the cups.”

“What do they need cups for?” I asked, still irked that I got bumped from a job I didn’t want anyway. “They have cans.”

Lillian rolled her eyes at me. “Stop your bitchin’.”

It looked like everyone was getting their hot dogs and finding a place to sit, so I grabbed a few hot dogs for myself and started shaking the chip bag to entice a few chips to fall into my plate.

The older woman walked up to me and said, “Oh, there are the chips. Can you put a few on my plate, honey?”

I nodded and shook a few chips onto her plate. She smiled and said, “Thank you, dear.” She paused a moment looking at me. She said, “If you were to smile more and maybe wear a little makeup, you’d be really pretty.” From behind me, I heard Lillian gagging herself to keep from laughing.

I gave the woman a weak smile and said, “Thanks.” I turned to scowl at Lillian.

I picked up my lunch and carried it over to one of the tables, and sat at one end where no one else was sitting. As I took my first bite, one of Zane’s friends set down his plate and took the chair next to me. He casually slid his arm behind me on the chair back.

He held out his hand and said, “Hi. I’m Charlie. And you are…?”

I gave his hand a weak shake and said, “I’m Riley.” I felt his arm touch my shoulder. Do I really look that much like a girl in Lillian’s warm ups?

As I tried to take another bite of a hot dog, Charlie leaned in a bit. “You’re from out of town?”

I nodded. “From Texas.”

Charlie grinned. “Cool. Do you have any oil wells?”

Frowning, I said, “Not yet.”

Before Charlie could say anything else, Zane said, “Charlie. You’re in my seat.” He tilted his head towards me.

Charlie looked over at me and nodded and looked back at Zane. “Right. Sorry dude. Nice to meet you, Riley.” He stood up and went to sit with a group of his friends.

Zane walked around the tables and took the chair Charlie vacated and sat down with his lunch.

He leaned towards me and said, “Sorry about that, Riley. I don’t know what Charlie was thinking.”

I frowned. “I know exactly what he was thinking and it makes me ill. I’m not a girl.”

Zane grinned. “I know. But he doesn’t. But he shouldn’t hit on my guests regardless. I’m not trying to make fun of you, but you have to admit that with your hair messed up like that and what you’re wearing, you’re actually pretty cute.”

I kept frowning. “I don’t want to be cute. I want to go home.”

Zane nodded, “I understand. But nobody knows. Nobody cares. Not really. We’re kinda stuck with it, so maybe just try to have some fun with it.” He then slid his arm behind me on the chair back.

#

“I thought they’d never leave,” I groaned to Lillian as I helped bag the trash.

Lillian chuckled. “I think Charlie liked you. He spent most of the afternoon talking to you.”

I stood there and glared at her. “That’s not funny. Let’s get this done so I can change. Zane’s already ready to leave.”

Then we saw Mom running from the side of the house. She shouted, “Lillian! Let’s go. We want to take you to a few stores before we go to the movie.”

I turned to Mom and asked, “Can I just stay here and watch TV?”

Mom shook her head. “You need to get out of the house, Riley. Just go with Zane and watch the game.”

Zane called out from the back patio, “Riley! I need to go. I’ve locked the house.”

In a panic, I said, “He’s locked the house? I gotta go change my clothes!”

Lillian’s eyes suddenly got wide. “Clothes? Oh my God. I forgot to turn on the dryer! All your clothes are still wet.”

Zane was about to disappear down the steps going to his car. “Riley! I can’t be late!”

“I can’t go like this!” I shouted.

Lillian smirked, “You’ve been like that all afternoon and you didn’t die.”

“You weren’t the one being hit on,” I exclaimed.

Frowning, Lillian said, “Tell me about it. You need to go before Zane leaves without you. It’s going to get cold soon.” She turned to run after Mom.

I just stood there for a moment and shook with anger. Zane called out again, “Let’s go!”

With a sigh, I turned and ran after him.

As I got into Zane’s car, I said, “Sorry. I hope I’m not making you late.”

Zane shook his head. “It’ll be close. We have to ride over there on the school bus. I got a text they’re holding the bus for me.”

I looked down at my feet. “I’m really sorry. You should have just left me there.”

Zane grinned and reached over to ruffle my hair. “No problem, squirt. I promised your mom to take care of you tonight.”

I sighed. “I’m sixteen. I don’t need a babysitter.”

Zane shrugged. “Too late now.”

As Zane pulled into the school parking lot, I could see a bus idling away. Some people on the bus had their arms out waving to us.

A man, obviously a coach, looked annoyed as he greeted Zane. “About time, Zane. We should have left five minutes ago.” He looked over at me and looked upset. “The cheerleaders left ten minutes ago. And where’s your uniform?”

Zane said to the coach as he started to board the bus, “Riley’s from out of town, coach. I got stuck with babysitting.” He gave the coach a knowing look.

The coach frowned. “Okay. Well we can’t leave you in the parking lot. Just stay out of the way.”

As I started to climb into the bus, embarrassed all to hell and back, Charlie shouted, “Riley! Come sit with me!”

In a stern voice, Zane said, “Riley sits with me.” He pointed at a seat and said, “Riley, go ahead and take the window seat.”

Zane slid his arm behind me on the seat back and was sitting close enough for our legs to touch. Not really his fault as the bus was cramped. I sighed. I felt so small surrounded by these jocks. It didn’t help to be dressed as a girl as well. I clasped my hands in front of me and stared at my feet.

Zane bent over towards me. “You okay? You look bothered about something.”

I didn’t look over at him. I said quietly, “I’m not used to be around so many strangers like this. Everyone’s bigger than me.”

Zane ruffled my hair again. “Hey, we’re all friends here. This is a pretty good bunch. Don’t worry. It’s not like they’re going to beat you up or something.”

I looked over at him and frowned. “That’s not what I’m worried about.”

Zane looked thoughtful for a moment and then grinned as he dropped his arm to my shoulder. “Don’t worry. Nobody thinks you’re a girl.”

I could just barely hear a guy in the back grumble, “How does Zane always manage to get the cute girls?”

I frowned at Zane and started to sit up. “That’s it. Stop the bus. I’m getting off.”

Looking upset, Zane started to put his palm on my chest to keep me from standing. A horrified look crossed his face as he stopped and shifted his hand to rest on my shoulder. “Don’t worry, Riley. I’ll take care of you.”

I had to chuckle at him being worried he was going to touch breasts. And he knows better. I leaned back into my seat. “Maybe I should just stand up and make an announcement about who I am.”

Zane looked horrified again. “Then we’ll both be in big trouble. Just chill. The game won’t take that long.”

I folded my arms. “Just watch. The game will go into extra innings.”

Zane looked at me curiously for a moment and then just laughed.

We arrived at the rival school where the game was being held. This was a big, cross-town rivalry. We filed out of the bus and were directed towards the entrance we were to use. I followed right behind Zane. I was the last one as Zane deliberately made sure there were no guys behind me.

As we started to enter the locker room, the coach held up his hand to me. “Where do you think you’re going?”

I just looked at him and said, “I’m with Zane, remember?”

Frowning the coach said, “You can’t go in there.”

Zane waved to me. “Go find a spot in the stands. I’ll see you after the game!”

Charlie shouted, “Hey, me too!” Several of the players laughed.

I frowned and found my way to the court. I looked for the bleachers for Zane’s team and found an empty spot and sat down.

As the stands began to fill up, the players started coming out to warm up. I was surprised how many people were showing up. Of course, parents are always going to show up. Except Zane’s. Maybe that’s why he wanted me there… so there’d be a friendly face in the crowd of fans.

A girl sat on the same row as me, a couple feet away. I watched her for a minute. She opened her purse and took out her phone and appeared to be checking messages. She took out a compact and checked her face and then closed her purse. She looked over at me and smirked.

“Here for your guy?” she asked as she looked out onto the court. Before I could say anything, she volunteered, “My boyfriend is number twenty-seven. I’m not really much of a basketball fan, but you have to support your guy, right? Which one is yours and I’ll help you root for him.”

I was taken aback with her thinking I had a boyfriend. But instead of embarrassing her (and myself) I pointed at the court and said, “Number forty-three.”

She squinted at the court and grinned. “Good catch.” She turned to me and said, “I’m Gwen.”

I smiled and nodded at her. “I’m Riley. Nice to meet you.” It sucks that she thinks I’m a girl. She’s really cute. But then, she’s only here because she has a boyfriend.

She knitted her brows and asked, “Are you a cheerleader?”

To keep things simple, I just said, “Not here.”

She grinned broadly. “You’re from Texas, right? I could tell by the accent. Do you have a horse?”

I just shook my head. “No. Not yet.”

Grinning, Gwen turned to look towards the court. “It’s starting. Guess we better watch.”

About the time I turned to look, I saw Zane look up into the stands and he saw me and waved. I waved back. I never watched basketball much before, but it’s a bit different when you have skin in the game… of sorts. Zane really is a good player. And actually, so was whoever number twenty-seven was.

Finally, after what seemed like forever, the buzzer sounded ending the game. Zane’s team won. It wasn’t particularly close. Everyone started leaving the stands.

Number twenty-seven ran up to Gwen and said, “Hey babe. As soon as I can shower and change we’ll head out for the movie.”

Zane arrived a second or two after number twenty-seven. Out of breath, to me he said, “Hey babe. After we’re done here, a bunch of the guys want to go to Chico’s for dinner. Is that okay?”

What the hell? He called me ‘babe’. I said, “Sure. I am getting hungry. But I didn’t bring any money with me.”

Zane waved dismissively. “I got it. Don’t worry about it.”

Gwen gave me a knowing smile. “Good luck.” She then left the facility.

I sighed and said to Zane, “I’ll meet you by the bus.”

I walked out towards the buses. Several players were making their way there as well. I walked up to the bus I arrived on. There was a woman at the bus entrance who stopped me from getting on the bus.

“Sorry miss,” said the woman stretching her arm out. “This is for the players only. You need to ride with the other cheerleaders.”

I frowned and said, “I’m not a cheerleader. I rode over here with Zane. I was just going to ride back with him.”

“Sorry, miss. That’s the rules. Otherwise everyone would want to ride with their boyfriends.” The woman folded her arms and looked sternly at me.

Zane is not my boyfriend, but I knew I wouldn’t get anywhere trying to explain it. I’d have to drop my pants to get her to believe me. And then we’d all be in trouble. I turned and walked sullenly to the other bus.

As I approached the bus, a group of cheerleaders were gathered outside the bus. I started to get on the bus and one of the girls said, “Hey. You’re not a cheerleader. Where do you think you’re going?”

Pointing at the other bus, I said, “I told her I wasn’t a cheerleader, but she didn’t care. I either ride this bus or walk. I rode over here with Zane so I don’t see why it’s a big deal.”

One of the cheerleaders gave me a curious look. “I’ve never seen you before. You’re Zane’s new girlfriend?”

I frowned. “I’m not his girlfriend. I’m from out of town visiting for spring break.”

Another cheerleader laughed. “Zane sure doesn’t waste any time, does he?”

“He’s not my boyfriend,” I said again as I hopped inside the bus.

The cheerleaders left me alone for the most part and just talked among themselves, which was fine with me. But I couldn’t help but notice getting stared at, and then some whispering. Well, they can make up whatever they want. In a couple of days Mom, Lillian and I will be heading back home.

When we got to the school parking lot and we all started to unload, one of the cheerleaders asked me, “Are you going to Chico’s with the rest of us?” I nodded and she asked, “Want to sit with us?”

I said, “Thanks, but I’m going over there with Zane.”

She grinned. “See you there.”

The bus and a teacher waited with those of us who were waiting for the players to arrive. As it grew dark it started getting chilly, and I was glad for my warm-ups, even if they left my middle exposed.

It seemed forever, but it was probably around 20 minutes before the other bus arrived and the players started exiting. They immediately started pairing up with the girls waiting. Some other girls had driven up in their own cars from the game.

Zane exited the bus, and after talking to a few of his friends hurried over to where I was waiting. He took my hand and started to lead me towards his car. I tried to pull my hand out of his, but couldn’t.

“Sorry we’re a bit late, babe,” said Zane as we walked to his car. “It’s just one of those things.”

I frowned at him and asked, “Why are you calling me ‘babe’?”

In the parking lot lights, I could see his face flush. “Sorry. It’s just so easy to think of you as a girl.” He let go of my hand.

I folded my arms and said, “All the cheerleaders think I’m dating you.”

As we reached his car, Zane grinned. “Really? That’s kinda funny.”

Frowning at Zane, I said, “Not for me.”

Zane opened the passenger door of his car for me. “Don’t worry about it. It’s not like you go to school here. That would be a problem for both of us.” He walked back around to his side of the car.

“Did you enjoy the game?” asked Zane as he drove his car out of the parking lot.

I shrugged. “Yeah, I guess. I don’t usually watch basketball. You made a lot of scores though. That was impressive.”

Zane grinned. “Thanks. I do try very hard.” He rested his hand on my knee. I moved it and he just shrugged.

After a few minutes of driving, Zane parked his car at Chico’s. He looked over at me and asked, “Have you ever been here before?” Several people were walking into the restaurant. Most were probably on Zane’s team.

I shook my head. “We don’t have one.”

As he got out of the car, Zane said, “I think you’ll like it. They’re usually pretty good.” He stood in front of his car waiting while I got out. He took my hand and led me to the restaurant’s entrance. I let him take it as I was uncomfortable being out in public dressed in a girl’s warm up outfit. All of his friends took me for a girl.

As we entered, a group towards the back of the restaurant waved and called out. You could see the annoyance on some of the other restaurant patrons at the boisterous behavior of the basketball team.

Zane waved and led me by the hand to where the group was.

As we got close, Charlie called out, “Riley! I saved a seat for you!”

Zane bent his head towards my ear and said, “I’m going to do something you probably won’t like, but just roll with it, okay. Then maybe Charlie will leave you alone.”

Not sure what to expect, I quietly said, “Okay.”

Zane shook his head at Charlie. “Just knock it off, Charlie.” To me, Zane said, “We’ll sit here.”

Before I could sit, Zane turned me to face him. He bent down and kissed me. Not just a peck, but a deep, curl your toes kind of kiss. It took me completely off guard. My knees weakened so I put my arms around his neck to hold myself up and closed my eyes.

I should have been revolted and pushed him away, but I’ve never been kissed before by anyone, except Aunt Mable with her annoying stubble. The kiss was magical, and I didn’t want it to end. A cheer went up from the other players and their girlfriends, and when he finally pulled away, I was breathless.

Zane looked at me sheepishly. I stood on my tip toes and kissed him. We sat at the table and I smiled goofily at Zane. The waitress came up to drop off a bowl of tostado chips. She was grinning, but she said, “You two need to stop or we’ll have to ask you to take that somewhere else.” She handed us menus.

Zane leaned towards me so he could speak quietly and said, “Sorry to take you by surprise like that. But I don’t think Charlie or anyone else is going to hit on you now.”

I stared dreamily at Zane. “I think that kiss was a bit too much.” I gave Zane a dopey smile.

Zane said, “I keep forgetting you’re not a girl. The kiss was just meant to chase Charlie away. But, your lips are so soft and kissable. It’s hard to resist. Next time I won’t kiss so hard.”

I paused for a moment and said, “Next time?”

Before he could answer, the waitress returned to get our orders. As she was taking the orders, I just sat there with an odd feeling.

Somehow I had become Zane’s date. The boys kept looking at me, and some of the girls asked me questions like how I met Zane and if I planned to move so I could be with him, etc. Such craziness, all because I was wearing Lillian’s warm-up outfit. Well, and then the kiss kind of cemented things.

Zane held my hand when he wasn’t eating.

One of the other boys turned to Zane while we were all eating. He said, “Hey. You weren’t here yet when we first talked about this, but tomorrow night, the mall theater is having a date night. You show up with a date and both get in for the price of one. A bunch of us are going to go see that new Nathan Adams movie. We’ll be going to the seven o’clock showing.”

Zane said, “Cool. His movies are always fun with lots of action. We’ll be there for sure.” They bumped knuckles.

I poked Zane on the shoulder. When he turned to look at me, I asked, “Who’s this ‘we’?”

Zane looked at me and asked, “Don’t you want to see the new Nathan Adams movie?”

“I would love to see it, but--”

Zane cut me off. “All right then. It’s settled.”

Stunned, I just sat there and stared at Zane. “Settled?”

Zane turned back to talking to his friends as he said, “We’ll talk about it later.”

One of the boys said, “I think you made her mad, dude.”

Another said, “She’ll get over it.”

A couple of girls at a table next to ours gave me a knowing look. I couldn’t believe Zane would treat me that way.

I sat and ate in silence, pissed at Zane for talking to me that way in front of his friends. I’ve never had a girlfriend, but I can’t imagine just assuming she’ll always want to do something because I said so. And how can he assume I’m his girlfriend?

Finally the gathering started to break up. Guys were paying their bills and leaving. As Zane stood up to leave, a guy across the room said, “Hope to see you and Riley at the movies tomorrow. I’ve heard it’s a great movie.”

Zane grinned. “Looking forward to it.” He took my hand. “Come on, Riley. We probably should be going.” He then led me to his car.

When we got to his car, Zane frowned as he looked over at me. “Okay, Riley. What’s the problem? Did you not have a good time? Did you not like the food? You embarrassed me, so what’s up?”

I wanted to scream. “I embarrassed you? You treated me like I was a girl all evening. Not just that, you treated me like I was your girlfriend. Kissing me in front of all your friends! And then you didn’t invite me to a movie. You just assumed I’d go with you.”

Zane folded his arms. “I think you had a pretty easy afternoon. Treating you as a girl, everyone liked you. Everyone was nice to you. Nobody made fun of you for the way you were dressed, or acted or talked. Everyone I talked to said they thought you were nice.”

I folded my arms too. “Maybe they would have thought I was nice as a boy!”

Zane shook his head. “I hate to say it, but some of my team mates are real assholes. They would have been merciless if they’d known the truth. I would have had to have taken you home and both of us would have missed out on a great dinner and then long after you were back home, I’d get ribbing for years. In two days, you’re gone. So what, right?”

“But it’s not right,” I whined. “You didn’t ask me to a movie, you announced it!” I looked down at my feet. “And… and then there was that kiss.”

Zane stepped next to me and ran his fingers through my hair. “You know why I kissed you. I’m not going to apologize for getting Charlie to stop chasing you. Nothing I could have said, other than saying you’re a boy, would have made him stop. And…” He paused a few moments and looked at me. “You can’t tell me you didn’t enjoy it. I saw your face.”

I kept looking at my feet as he kept fondling my hair. I did enjoy the kiss. It was absolutely wonderful. But I can’t tell him that. How can I? It was my first real kiss ever. Not just first kiss from a boy. Emotion welled up inside me and I felt a tear roll down my cheek.

Without looking up, I said, “Take me home, please.”

Zane sighed heavily. “Okay, Riley. Let’s go.”

#

I had gone straight to bed when Zane and I had gotten home. Mom and the rest hadn’t returned from the movie yet. After we woke up, Lillian sat on my bed and stared at me wide-eyed as I told her about my adventure. The soft morning light filtered through the curtains reflecting off dust motes.

“He really kissed you?” she asked with a gasp. “Holy shit, girl!”

I frowned. “Don’t say that. I’m not a girl.”

“Zane seemed to think you were,” said Lillian. “And you need to face up to the fact that you look just like a girl. Especially dressed like that.” I was still wearing her fleecy warm-ups.

“That shouldn’t enter into it,” I said. “He knows.”

“His friends didn’t,” said Lillian. “Right or wrong, it seems he found it easier to go along with you being a girl. I’m sure he didn’t think it would go that far.”

I folded my arms and leaned back on my bed. “It annoyed me too, that he would say I had a date to go to a movie with him.”

Lillian looked thoughtful. “Are you sure he just wasn’t making sure you knew he wanted to take you?”

I shook my head. “I don’t know. By then I was tired of being treated like I was his girlfriend.”

Lillian suddenly looked serious. “It’s obvious Zane is attracted to you. How do you feel about him?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. I mean, I like him. He always seemed like a nice guy. But that doesn’t mean I want to date him. Get real.”

Lillian knitted her brows. “Think about it, Riley. Ever since we arrived here for Spring Break, he’s been very attentive to you. I don’t think he was consciously being sweet on you, but I think that when he saw you dressed as a girl, that was the tipping point. He likes you, Riley. And your submissive personality isn’t helping.”

I folded my arms and frowned and pouted. “I’m not submissive!”

Lillian laughed. “You let a boy lead you around by the hand all day and kiss you. I’ll tell you what….”

She paused a moment and looked out the window. There was a girl handing a couple books to Zane and they were talking out on the patio. We couldn’t hear what was being said.

I said, “I wonder who she is.”

Lillian laughed. “Your competition?”

I frowned. “Just knock it off, okay?”

Lillian kept staring at the two on the patio. “She seems to be scolding him about something. He must agree. He’s nodding. Odd. Now he’s walking with her to her car.” We watched Zane put the books down on a table by the pool and then walk with the girl back to where she was parked. He got in and they drove away.

Lillian shrugged. “Maybe you’re off the hook for the movie date.”

I sighed. “I hope so. Then I won’t have to deal with it.”

Lillian laughed. “You’re just a girl who can’t say ‘no.’”

Angrily, I said, “I can too say no.”

Lillian just sat there grinning at me.

Finally I shouted, “And I’m not a girl!”

There was a knock on the door, then Mom stepped in..

“Guys, we’re about to leave. There’s sandwich meat in the fridge if you want it. We probably won’t be back until late.” Mom smiled at us. “Sorry to leave you two alone again, but Francine and her husband want me to join them. It’s a dinner theater and I’ve heard it’s a great production. I’m not sure what we’re doing after that.”

Lillian grinned. “Have a good time, Mom. Don’t worry about us girls.”

Mom gave us a curious look and then closed the door. I punched Lillian in the arm and she just laughed.

About twenty minutes later, Lillian pointed out the window and said, “Hey look. Zane is back. And look what he’s got.” She grinned at me. “I wonder who he’s giving those to.”

Zane walked across the patio towards our rooms carrying a large, beautiful bouquet of flowers. As he got close to the house, he called out, “Riley? Riley are you there?”

I opened the door that lets out to the patio. I stood there, blinking in the sun. “Hey, Zane. What’s up with the flowers?”

Looking a little uncomfortable, Zane extended his hand holding the flowers towards me. “These are for you, Riley.”

I sniffed them as I took the flowers. “For me? Why?”

Lillian stepped out and smelled the flowers. “These are gorgeous, Zane.”

Zane said, “I hope you accept my apology, Riley. I didn’t treat you right and made assumptions about our relationship that I shouldn’t have and embarrassed you. I’m truly sorry, Riley. Can you ever forgive me?”

I looked at the flowers and then to Zane’s earnest face. I smiled weakly and softly said, “Of course I forgive you, Zane.” Lillian just smiled.

Zane smiled. “Thank you, Riley. And I don’t blame you if you say no, but I would like to ask if you would like to go to the movie with me tonight?”

Grinning broadly, Lillian said, “Of course she would! Give her an hour to get ready.”

I just stood there and said, “I guess so.”

Zane smiled. “Thanks. See you in an hour.” He turned, ran over to get the books he’d left and then hurried into his house.

Lillian tugged my arm, “Come on, girl. We’ve got work to do.”

I tugged back. “Have you blown a gasket?”

#

“Why are we doing this again?” I asked as Lillian brushed polish on my nails.

Lillian didn’t look up from her work on my nails. “So your nails will dry while I do your makeup. We don’t have a lot of time.”

I shook my head. “No. No, I meant why am I going on a date with Zane? Yesterday a lot of people were accidentally confused because my clothes and Zane had to cover for me being with him. It was all a mistake. But this?”

Lillian looked up at me. “Did you miss his apology? He brought you flowers, and his apology was sincere. It’s obvious he wants to make up for what happened to you yesterday.”

Shaking my head, I said, “By doing it again? I still don’t get why you’re dressing me as a girl.”

Lillian stopped brushing polish on my nails and gave me a solid look. “Why are you letting me? It’s clear Zane likes you, and to be honest, I think you like Zane. It’s just for a few hours. Have some fun.”

I sighed as I sat there in Lillian’s floral print mini dress, panties, and bra, and watched as Lillian finished up with my nails. I frowned as she started gathering up her makeup. I said, “Are you sure you’re not trying to get some kind of sick revenge on me because Zane likes me instead of you?”

Lillian laughed. “Unlike you, I have a boyfriend waiting for me when we get back home. So no. I wouldn’t have wanted him to try to date me.”

I sat there quietly as Lillian started applying foundation to my face. Is she right? Do I like Zane? I do like him as a friend. But that’s not the same as wanting to date him. Lillian has always pushed me around.

I said, “Wearing a dress and nail polish is bad enough, but is makeup really necessary? I didn’t wear makeup yesterday.”

Lillian said, “This time it’s an actual date. You always want to look good for your guy. You don’t want him thinking of other girls when he’s with you.”

I frowned. “I don’t care. He can have all the girls he wants. We’re leaving tomorrow anyway.”

Lillian smiled. “You’ll care after he picks you up.”

As the hour approached, Lillian put away the makeup and said, “Stand up, Riley. Let’s have a look at you. I wish you could have worn my high heel sandals instead of the flats, but we just don’t have time to teach you how to wear heels.” She grinned broadly. “Oh my God, Riley! You are gorgeous! Come over here and look in the mirror.”

I gasped when I saw myself. “Is that me?”

Lillian nodded.

“I look like Mom.” Mom was beautiful when she was in high school. She’s still beautiful.

“Zane is going to fall in love with you,” said Lillian. “You look amazing.”

There was a knock on our door to the patio. Lillian said excitedly, “He’s here! Go answer the door. Oh! Don’t forget to keep your knees together.”

I stood there nervously. “I’m not sure if this is a good idea or not. What if he thinks I look stupid and laughs?”

Lillian shrugged. “Then you’re off the hook. Maybe you and I could go do something as sisters.” There was another knock. “Go answer the door.”

I sighed and slowly opened the door. Zane was standing there waiting. A shocked expression crossed his face when I finally opened the door.

“Riley?” asked Zane. “Is that really you?” I nodded, and he grinned broadly. “Holy crap, Riley! You’re absolutely gorgeous!” He bent over and kissed my neck.

I blushed. “Thank you, Zane.” Zane was wearing a nice shirt and tan slacks.

Zane held out his hand. “Are you ready to go?”

Before I could answer, Lillian said, “Wait a second!” She then handed me a purse with my cell phone, some money, and makeup.

I took Zane’s hand and smiled. “Now I’m ready.” I took his hand and we started walking together to his car.

Am I really ready? I’m going on a date with a boy. As a girl. This is crazy. I couldn’t believe I was doing this.

As we walked hand-in-hand to his car, Zane kept looking at me. “Riley, you really do look absolutely amazing. From yesterday, I already knew you were cute. But I was a bit worried how things would go today. All I can say is wow.”

I looked up at him. I wished he’d stop being taller than me. I said, “Thank you, Zane. I wasn’t sure how today would go either. I’ll be honest with you. I don’t normally date boys.”

Zane laughed. “Maybe you should.” He opened the passenger door to his car for me and offered assistance to get in, then walked around to the other side, got in, and started the car.

I felt ridiculous sitting in Zane’s car in a dress, hoping I was keeping my knees together. I looked down at my hands with my nails painted a pretty, bright pink. It was annoying to feel my eyelashes touch every time I blinked. I’m afraid I was sitting rather stiffly in the car seat.

Zane looked over at me and said, “Just relax, Riley. You’re with me. Everything will be fine. And you met most of my friends last night.”

I looked nervously over at Zane. “I’m worried about being accepted. This is kinda new to me.”

Zane chuckled. “Don’t worry, babe. Trust me, everybody just loves you. Everyone thinks you’re nice. You’re a popular girl.”

Somehow that didn’t really set me at ease. I wasn’t comfortable knowing people had been talking about me.

Zane set his hand down on my exposed leg. After a moment, he slid his fingers from my knee to the hem of my dress. I put my hand down on top of his. I didn’t move his hand. I just held it. After a minute, I decided that probably sent the wrong message.

After a few minutes, Zane drove his car into the mall parking lot, found a space not far from the theater, and parked.

After he shut the engine off, he turned to look at me. I couldn’t read his expression.

He reached up and ran his fingers through my hair, then said, “You really are beautiful. I feel so lucky that you’re my girl.” Before I could react, he leaned over and kissed me full on the lips.

His lips lingered on mine for a few moments. I closed my eyes. I’m pissed that I let his kisses affect me. But his lips are so soft.

He smiled at me and said, “We better get going. I bought the tickets earlier today.”

It dawned on me that he had bought the tickets before he had asked me out this morning. He knew I’d say yes. What does that say about me? I frowned. Actually, it was Lillian that said yes. More specifically, what does it say about HER?

As he got out of the car, I flipped down the makeup mirror in the sun visor to check my lipstick. I never in my entire existence before ever checked my makeup in the makeup mirror. I shook my head and sighed, then flipped the visor back up. My lipstick was fine.

Zane rushed around the car to my side. He opened the door and extended his hand to offer assistance on getting out. You can say what you want about Zane, but he’s definitely a gentleman.

As we walked hand-in-hand across the parking lot, my nervousness started to grow. I’m wearing a dress and makeup. People are going to point and stare. I just know it.

I started slowing down and looking at my feet. Zane stopped and looked down at me. “What’s wrong, honey? Are you okay?”

I couldn’t look at him. “Everyone is going to laugh at me. And then they’ll laugh at you and you’ll hate me. No one will believe I’m a girl, I can’t act like one.”

Zane chuckled. He lifted my chin up. “Is that what’s bothering you? You definitely shouldn’t worry about that. No one would believe you’re a boy. Riley, you are a girl. Just be yourself. Trust me. You are a natural girl.” He bent down and kissed me, longer this time. I closed my eyes and felt my knees getting weak.

He smiled at me. “Are you okay now?”

I smiled, nodded, and took his hand again. We continued on our way.

As we approached the large group of people -- mostly teens -- hanging around the entrance to the mall, my confidence began to wane. Boys turning to look at me both annoyed and validated me at the same time. I’m a girl. Zane moved his arm to go around my waist and he pulled me closer to him. I was grateful for that and I smiled up at him.

A girl I recognized from the night before smiled at me and said, “Hey Riley.” She was holding on to her boyfriend. No one was laughing. Other girls and some of the boys greeted me. I was accepted and I was loving it. I’ve gone, and somewhat quickly, from a nerd nobody would talk to, to being considered an equal with girls and desired by boys. Crazy!

We entered the mall by the movie theater. There were a lot of Zane’s fellow teammates hanging around with their girlfriends in tow.

Charlie saw us. Wearing a grin and pulling a girl with him, he walked up to us. “Zane! My man! Good to see you.” He looked to me and bowed slightly. “And the very lovely Riley. Both of you know Julie, I think.” Charlie pointed at the girl standing behind him. I saw her at Chico’s but I never learned her name.

Smirking, Julie said to me, “If you had gone out with him, I could be home watching Family Feud right now.”

I shrugged. “Sorry.”

Charlie laughed. “She’s joking.”

Julie said, “No I’m not.”

I held onto Zane a bit tighter.

Zane gave me a tug and said, “We’re going to get some popcorn. The movie starts in a few minutes.”

Charlie waved. “See you in there.”

We walked over to the concessions. With everyone accepting me, I was feeling much more comfortable presenting as a girl. I glanced over at a glass panel as we walked past. In the reflection, I saw a pretty girl holding her boyfriend’s hand. How much more affirmation do I need?

As we got in line, I looked up at Zane and asked, “Is it okay if I run over to the rest room for a minute?” I did need to go and I thought I should check my makeup.

Zane laughed. “You don’t have to ask my permission, Riley. I’ll meet you at those benches.”

I nodded and hurried off. Why did I ask instead of just telling him? Maybe I am too submissive.

One stall was open and I hurried into it. I stood there for a moment. Do I lift the skirt of my dress up, or do I pull my dress down? That seemed like too much trouble so I just lifted the skirt and sat down. Well, I sat down after I wiped the seat. I thought girls were neater than boys.

A large group of girls came noisily into the restroom. I recognized a couple of the voices. One girl said, “I can’t believe that little tart Zane is now dating. I mean, she comes bouncing in yesterday looking all cute in her little cheerleader warm-ups.”

Another girl said, “I know. I swear every guy on the team suddenly wanted to get a piece of her little ass.”

A different girl said, “Well, after tonight, she’s gone. So don’t worry about her.”

The first girl asked, “Do you think he’ll fuck her?”

Several girls laughed. “Silly question. You know he’ll take her up to Scenic View Park with the rest of us.” Still talking and laughing, the group of girls left the restroom. I sat there for a minute. I couldn’t believe what they said. So I’m just some little tart? And could Zane really just be setting me up for sex? Those girls consider me to be a girl, so I don’t believe Zane would try.

Would he?

A quick check of my makeup and I exited the restroom. What those girls had said had shaken me. I thought I’d made friends, but apparently not. Okay, so it was only a few of the girls I’d met, but still. And what must the boys actually think? They won’t say anything in front of Zane. And Zane’s been protecting me. He wouldn’t do anything to hurt me. I just couldn’t believe he would.

Zane was waiting for me to come out of the restroom. He smiled as I approached, but his smile dropped when he looked at me. He asked, “Is something wrong?”

Instead of answering, I asked, “Would you ever hurt me?”

The question stunned him. He said, “Of course not, Riley. You have to be the sweetest girl I know. Hurting you should be a crime. What brought that on?”

I shrugged. “Some things some of the other girls said in the restroom. They didn’t know I was there.”

Zane waved his hands at me. “Look. I don’t even want to know what they said. Some of the girls in our group get really jealous. One or two think I should be dating them. I can say with confidence that most of my friends are your friends. I know the guys would never hurt you in any way. They’d have to answer to me.” He touched his fingers to my cheek. “And I could never hurt you.” He handed me my drink.

I smiled weakly to Zane. “Thanks. I feel silly now for even saying anything.”

Zane grinned. “I’m glad that’s out of the way. Let’s go watch a movie.”

As we walked into the theater, Charlie looked up and waved to us. “Down here!”

When we made our way to our seats, Zane made sure to position me so I was next to Julie with him on my other side. That way I didn’t sit next to a stranger or next to Charlie.

Charlie leaned in front of Julie and said, “So, who do you girls like the most, Nathan Adams or Tommy Kincaid?”

Julie said, “Tommy is funnier, but Nathan is so buff. He’s more manly.”

Not really sure what to say, I said, “I think Tommy is cute. He’s funny.”

Julie rolled her eyes. “Tommy is such a boy.”

I frowned. “What’s wrong with that?”

Julie laughed. “Nothing. If you like boys.”

I opened my mouth to say something, but Zane poked my shoulder. “Here. Have some popcorn.”

At that moment the lights lowered and the preview started.

After a few moments, I felt something touching my shoulder. I looked and Charlie had slid his arm behind Julie, but managed to touch me. Charlie looked behind Julie and grinned at me. I pushed his hand away and moved closer to Zane.

Zane didn’t waste time before sliding his arm behind me. He pulled me closer to him. I didn’t really mind and rested my head on his shoulder. I decided I liked to snuggle.

The movie was actually pretty good. Lots of action and clever dialog. Zane stole a kiss or two, which I didn’t mind. Julie had to poke Charlie a couple of times to get him to stop snoring. Zane did surprise me though. I really thought he’d turn into Mr. Hands or something and spend the whole movie kissing me and trying to feel my non-existent boobs. But he didn’t.

When the lights came on and we all started to stand up, I chuckled when Charlie said, “That was an awesome movie!” He slept through half of it. And then a chill went down my spine when he turned to Zane and said, “Maybe we’ll see you at Scenic Park.”

Scenic Park. That’s where those girls said Zane would take me for sex. Surely not. Zane said he’d never hurt me. But boys lie. I mean, would he tell me that he planned to hurt me? Am I going to be ganged raped by the team? I took a few deep breaths. I’m letting my imagination run wild.

Zane looked down at me. “Are you okay, Riley? You look pale.” He ran his fingers through my hair.

“I’m okay,” I lied. “I think I stood up too fast.” I need to get a grip. No way Zane is taking me anywhere for sex.

Zane grinned at me. “Since this is your last night here, I wanted to take you to a special place. It’s mainly known by locals.” Oh my God. I reflexively tightened my butt muscles.

He took my hand and led me back to his car. I just looked glumly at the ground as we walked. Should I make a run for it? He has a solid grip on my hand. I mentally slapped myself. Zane is not going to rape you, I thought to myself. Yeah. Just keep telling yourself that.

As we got into his car, Zane said, “You’ve gotten awfully moody all of a sudden. Did I say something wrong?”

I sat there for a moment, holding in all my pent up anxiety. I abruptly blurted, “I don’t want to have sex with you, Zane.” I stared at the floor board.

“Sex? What?” asked Zane. “What brought that on?” He paused a moment and then frowned. “Is that what those girls in the restroom said? That I planned to fuck you tonight?”

I nodded, but kept looking down at my feet. “Yes. That’s exactly what they said. At some place called Scenic View. You’re taking me there to fuck me.” I started to cry.

Zane reached his hand out to me and I moved back. “Riley. Yes, I planned to take you to the scenic park. It’s a beautiful view of the valley and the city at night. It’s a very romantic spot, but trust me. I had no plan to have sex. Those girls are just jealous of you.”

I sniffled. “I’m being ridiculous, aren’t I?”

Zane smiled. “Nothing wrong with being cautious. Look. If you don’t want to go to the scenic view, we’ll just head back to the house.”

I looked over at Zane. “I’d like to see the view. I’ve felt safe with you all week.”

Zane stroked my hair. “Okay. Let’s go. I think you’ll like it.”

Neither of us said much as we drove out of the town and up a twisting mountain road. It was a paved highway until I saw the sign Scenic View Park with an arrow. The road turned to gravel.

We finally arrived at a large clearing on the side of the mountain facing the valley of the city Zane lived in. There were a lot of cars dotting the clearing. The view was beautiful like Zane said. I looked at a few of the nearest cars and the couples inside were busy making out.

Zane killed the engine, but left the satellite radio playing. He put it on a romantic music channel with the volume low, then lowered the windows so a cool breeze drifted through the car. It was a full moon that hung in the sky above the clearing, but it was good enough light to drench the clearing in the cold, silver light.

Feeling a bit chilled, I snuggled up close to Zane. “You’re right. This is a beautiful spot. And romantic.”

Zane put his arm around me and nuzzled my hair. “I knew you’d like it.” He kissed my ear. I started to feel dreamy and romantic. As I snuggled more against Zane, I thought about how insane this was for me to be doing this. He has me feeling feminine and girly, but I’m not. I had to admit I enjoyed it. I liked being treated like a girl.

I turned so I could look up to Zane and smile. He smiled back and touched his lips to mine. I closed my eyes and began to melt. I wanted his lips against mine. I wanted his kiss so bad. I moaned slightly as I pushed my lips against his. His kiss was wonderful.

He put his arms around me and pulled me closer. I kissed his neck while he nibbled my ear. I moved back to his lips, and sucked his tongue into my mouth.

The more we kissed the harder our breathing became. I know I shouldn’t, but I felt myself falling in love. I was being overwhelmed with emotion.

And then my hand slipped to Zane’s crotch. Oh my God, he had a massive hard-on! I squeezed it and Zane moaned loudly.

Though breathing heavy, Zane said, “Oh baby. That’s for you. You’re doing that to me.” I pressed his hard-on again and he moaned again. Both of us were getting crazy. I unbuttoned part of Zane’s shirt and slid my hand inside to feel his muscled chest. To relieve the tightness in his pants, Zane unzipped his pants.

I knew I shouldn’t. I knew it was wrong, but I slid my hand into his pants and grabbed his penis through his underwear. The windshield had started to be fogged up minutes ago.

What was I wanting as I pulled his underwear down and let his swollen cock spring up? It was already leaking semen. Did I actually want sex? Was I going to suck it? Was I going to sit on it? I had no idea. I was going wild with pent up desire. I grabbed his cock and slid my fingers up and down the hard shaft.

And then Zane groaned as his cock pulsed and shot out his cum in a long stream. I was glad I didn’t have my face near it. I squealed when the unpleasant smelling, sticky goo flowed over my hand. Zane grunted as he continued to pulse and his cum covered my hand and dropped onto his shirt. It finally stopped squirting as I tried to wipe his penis, but my hand was already covered.

I pulled my hand away. “Ewww. What a mess!” I started to lick Zane’s semen from my hand. I realized too late that was a mistake, but I kept licking anyway to get it off my hand. I stopped licking the salty, sticky goo as I realized I just had sex with a boy. Maybe not normal sex, but I had Zane inside of me. I felt sick.

Zane caught his breath and sat up straighter. He reached under his seat. “I have a towel down here somewhere.” He produced a towel and began wiping his privates clean of cum. He handed me the towel. “Here. Wipe your hands on this.”

He plopped backwards in his seat and closed his eyes as he groaned. “Oh baby. That was awesome! You are amazing!”

I leaned back in my seat and tried to breathe normally. “Oh my God. That was… I don’t know what to think.” I tossed the towel to the car floor after I got all I could off my hand. I sniffed my hand. Am I ever going to get that smell off?

Zane chuckled between breaths. “And you said you didn’t want to have sex. Oh babe, that was awesome. You were an animal!”

I tried to wipe the smell from my hand onto Zane’s pants. “Ever hear of condoms?”

Zane shook his head. “Came on too quick. After what you said earlier, I really didn’t expect to go this far.”

I stared out the windshield. “I want to go home.”

Zane looked over at me. “Babe. You were the best. I…”

I kept staring out the windshield. “Take me home.”

Zane sighed. “Yeah. It’s late.”

The trip back to the house was in cold silence. I couldn’t believe what I had done. I wanted to blame Zane, but he was just reacting to my actions. I should never have let my passions get the best of me.

Nobody had ever wanted me before. No one had ever come close to making love to me before. I let my emotions get carried away. I was royally pissed with myself that now I know what Zane tastes like.

I sighed heavily. I felt sick.

We got out of the car. I tried not to get too close to Zane as his pants were still wet and smelly. I stood silently for a minute, and Zane just stood there with his head down. We had somehow managed to still get back before our parents had returned from their outing.

Zane finally said, “Riley, I’m so sorry. I….”

I suddenly burst into tears and shouted, “I love you!” I turned and ran hard back to my and Lillian’s room.

Zane shouted, “Riley!”

But I didn’t turn around. I ran to my room and slammed the door. I did love him. It’s stupid. I hated myself for even thinking it. But it’s true. I loved him.

#

Lillian ran up to me as soon as I entered our rooms. I was crying uncontrollably. Suddenly nothing in my life made any sense.

Lillian grabbed my shoulders. “Riley? What’s wrong?”

Still crying, I said, “I jerked off Zane. I told him I loved him.”

Looking shocked, Lillian said, “You jerked him off? You had sex with Zane? Oh my God, Riley! I’m so sorry. I went along with this date for fun. How did it go this far? Did you get cum on my dress?”

I calmed down and tried to stop gulping air. I told Lillian everything, from beginning to end. Lillian listened intently. She blamed herself since she pushed me into going out. The whole time I kept trying to decide when I started having feelings for Zane. I really think it was before I wore Lillian’s warm ups. Zane is incredibly hot.

When I finished telling her about all the events, Lillian said, “Go take a shower. A long hot one. We won’t tell Mom anything. It’s not like you’re going to get pregnant.”

I nodded. I said, “I feel dirty.”

Lillian said, “Don’t feel that way. It’s not your fault. It’s not even Zane’s fault. Both of you let your emotions get the best of you. And you can’t help who you fall in love with. I don’t think this is a very deep love. It’s just for the moment.”

Feeling miserable, I said, “But we had sex.”

Lillian shook her head. “You jerked him off while making out. It’s not like he poked you anywhere. It’s like jerking yourself off. Sort of.”

After I got out of the shower, I barely crawled onto my bed before I fell asleep.

#

Francine made breakfast for us again. This time we ate in the dining room. Mom talked about how much she loved the dinner theater with Francine and her husband. Zane wouldn’t look at me. Lillian and I later helped Mom load up the car for the return trip.

We were getting ready to leave, and all got hugs from Francine. Her husband had already left for work. I looked around, and Zane was nowhere to be seen.

I asked, “Where’s Zane?” Lillian gave me an odd look. I think she was glad he wasn’t around.

Francine said, “Oh. I think he’s out back washing his car. I can call him.”

I said, “Oh, you don’t have to. I’ll run back there and say bye.”

Francine smiled. “I’m glad you two became such good friends.”

Mom said, “Don’t be long. We need to get on the road.”

I ran around to the back of their house. Zane was vacuuming out his car as I approached. When he saw me, he turned the vacuum off and stood up.

I stood by his car and said, “I came to say good-bye, Zane.”

He stood stiffly. “Thanks, Riley. Have a safe trip home.”

I took a step towards him. “Zane. I….”

Zane brushed his fingers through my hair. “Girl, I’m so sorry about letting things get out of hand last night. I admit I brought you to the park for making out. But not for what happened. Can you ever forgive me?” Not sure why he referred to me as ‘girl’. I’m not dressed as a girl at all, in my shorts and Band-Maid t-shirt.

I looked at my hands and said, “Of course I forgive you. I love you.”

Zane shook his head. “I love you too, Riley. But I think it’s just from our passions of last night. We’re going to be far apart. And I just know you’ll meet a boy at school who will capture your heart. I don’t want to get in the way of that.”

I said, “Zane, you’re the only boy I’ve ever had feelings for. I….”

Zane interrupted. “And I won’t be the last. You probably should go before your mother comes looking for you.”

“Zane, I…?”

Zane bent his head towards me and gave me a long, passionate kiss, running his fingers through my hair. I love being kissed by him. He pulled away and smiled at me. “Good-bye, Riley. You’re a sweet girl.”

I smiled weakly at him. “Bye Zane. Stay hot.”

I turned and hurried back to Mom’s car. I felt utterly confused. Has Zane popped a cork? Has he forgotten I’m not a girl? Or, to him, am I really a girl? I don’t know. But I’ll remember last night forever.

I got back to the car. Lillian was already sitting inside. Mom said her final good-byes to Francine and we were finally heading back home.

#

I hated going back to school after the holiday. I really think we should have gotten another week. One of my friends ran up to me as we were about to enter the building.

“Hey, Riley! Did you go anywhere for Spring Break?” asked Tony.

I nodded. “Yeah. Colorado.”

“How was it?” he asked as he held the door open for me.

I shrugged. “Cold.”

Tony laughed. “I can imagine! I gotta get to class. Maybe see ya at lunch?” He turned and hurried off.

I watched Tony hurry down the hall. Funny I never really noticed before how cute Tony was. I held my head and aloud I said, “Just stop it….”

I had a random thought thinking about that night with Zane. Watching Tony, I wondered what he tastes like.

-The End of “Spring Break”-

###


The Flower

I was sitting alone at a table in a large common area near one of the dorms. I don’t live on campus, but I like getting my homework out of the way at this location. There’s a large window looking out from the fourth floor onto the college campus.

People don’t pay me a lot of attention, which is good for me. I’m on the scrawny side for a boy. Skinny and only five foot five. A real runt. My parents knew I was going to be on the small side when I was still pretty young.

Dad never said anything really, but I could tell he was disappointed I wasn’t the big sports nut he was. I have no idea what he’d think of me now. He died in a car accident when I was ten. Mom insists he’d still love me, though I have to admit I’m rather feminine.

I know it’d help – maybe -- if I cut my hair. I can’t seem to coax facial hair, though I’m kinda glad now I don’t have any. I get mistaken for a girl a lot. Two of the girls I’ve asked out in the past year both looked at me funny and announced they weren’t lesbians. They just laughed when I said I wasn’t either.

Guys hit on me a lot. I just politely decline their offers rather than make a fuss.

The first guy who had asked me for a date, not realizing I’m a boy, got offended and humiliated when I told him I was a boy. He punched me in the gut, kicked me, and called me a fag, though I never once tried to fool him into thinking I was a girl. He didn’t care that I had no interest in boys. He just kicked me again and told me it was wrong for me try to look like a girl. So now I just turn down invitations without going into any details.

There was some activity across the room, and I paused from my school work to look up for a few minutes. At the college it was The Yellow Rose of Texas Day, and guys were buying their girlfriends a bouquet of the yellow roses.

I watched as a guy bought a bouquet of roses and then presented it to his girl. She seemed excited to get them and kissed the guy on the cheek, which was against the school’s rules on Public Displays of Affection, but I think the instructors and other school representatives tended to look the other way when this day came around each year.

The happy girl showed her two girlfriends who were there the flowers, and then they started on their way to their next class. Someone accidentally bumped the girl holding the flowers, and a single rose fell unnoticed by the girl to the floor. She and her friends just walked off down the hall.

I looked at the flower on the floor and shook my head. I’m sure someone will pick it up and carry it off. Kind of hard to miss a bright yellow rose lying on the floor. I went back to my school work.

A few moments later, a yellow rose was placed on top of the papers I was working on. Annoyed, I looked up to see Brad Cooper looking down at me as he stood next to the table. I’d known Brad since middle school. We had gym glass together then, so I’m sure he knows I’m not a girl. We were never really what you would call friends.

“Hi.” Brad grinned at me. “I found that on the floor and thought you might like it.”

“Hey. Brad, right?” I grinned at him as I picked up the flower and sniffed it. “Thanks. I saw the girl drop it. I don’t know who she was though.”

Brad smiled nervously at me. “Her loss, right? If you don’t want it, I’ll just toss it, I guess.”

I waved the flower gently in front of me. “No. That’s okay. Thank you.” I set the flower down on top of my books.

Brad waved nervously. “You’re welcome. Well, see ya around?”

I went back to my school work. I have to admit, I really hate Algebra.

A few minutes later, the flower was snatched quickly from my table. I looked up to see a pissed looking girl staring down at me. She was the one who had dropped the flower.

She snarled at me. “This is mine!” She stuffed it back into the bundle of flowers she was still holding.

I shrugged. “That’s fine. Some guy picked it up from the floor and handed it to me. I--”

The girl cut me off and snapped, “Get your own flowers, bitch!” She stormed off.

I sighed and muttered under my breath, “I’m glad I could help you get your flower back. Bitch.” I frowned and went back to my Algebra. I was almost done.

Several minutes passed, and I was stuck on one problem. Suddenly, a clear plastic wrapper filled with yellow roses was placed in front of me on the table. Surprised, I looked up and saw Brad grinning at me.

I pointed at the flowers. “What’s up with the flowers, Brad?”

He shrugged and looked sheepish. “They’re for you. I saw that girl come and take your rose, and saw how rude she was about it.”

I looked at the bundle of roses on the table. “Well, it was her rose after all. It wasn’t mine.”

“That’s true.” admitted Brad. “But still. I saw your smile when I handed you the rose. I really feel you should have those pretty flowers. I mean, you’re very pretty yourself.”

I felt my cheeks redden. “Thank you for saying so. But you know I’m….”

Brad nodded. “A boy. Yes, I understand that. Doesn’t mean I can’t say you’re pretty.”

I looked at the bouquet of roses and smiled. “You got me there. Thank you, Brad, for the flowers. They really have brightened my day. After my next class, I’ll be going home for lunch. I’ll find a vase or something for them.”

Brad started to smile, and then faltered. “You’re not going to just chunk them, are you?”

Trying to look shocked, I said, “Of course not! I’ll put them in my room. Nobody’s ever bought me flowers before.” I stuck my whole face into the roses and took a big sniff.

Brad chuckled. “That surprises me. As beautiful as you are.”

My face reddened even more. “Well, let’s don’t lose sight of who I am.”

Brad nodded. “Right. Well, hey. I’m glad you enjoy your flowers. I’ll let you get back to your math.” He started to turn and then stopped. “I was just curious. It’s Friday night. Did you have any plans?’

Feeling suddenly really annoyed, I asked, “Are you about to ask me out on a date?”

Waving his hand dismissively Brad said, “No. No, of course not. I was just curious. Making conversation is all.”

Against my better judgment, I said, “Well, actually, I was thinking of going to a movie tonight. I really need some escapism.”

Brad took a step back towards my table. “Oh? What movie?”

I smiled. “I was thinking of seeing that new Tommy Kincaid movie, Samurai Ninja Robots from Space. It’s supposed to be pretty funny, and eye candy that’s incredible.”

Brad nodded. “I’ve been wanting to see that one too. I might wait for it to be on Netflix or something.”

“I haven’t been to a theater in a while.” I nodded at Brad. “The theater is the best way to see the graphics.”

“I agree,” agreed Brad. “Well, I gotta run. Catcha later.”

I watched Brad walk away. God, I hope he wasn’t going to show up at the theater. I put the paper away I was working on, closed my books, and put them in my bag.

I looked at the flowers again. They are pretty, I have to admit.

I slung my bag over my shoulder and picked up the bundle of roses. A girl walked by me and sighed. “At least your boyfriend buys you flowers.” She continued on past me.

I said, “He’s not my boyfriend.” But she was already too far away to hear me. I sighed myself and hurried to my next class.

#

Mom was in the kitchen when I arrived home for lunch. “Hey Mom. Do we have a vase or something?”

I set the bouquet down on the kitchen counter. Mom’s eyes widened when she saw the flowers.

“Honey, those roses are beautiful. Are those for me?” asked Mom as she opened a kitchen cabinet to find a large mason jar.

I laughed. “Actually, they’re for me. A boy gave them to me.”

Mom looked curiously at me. “A boy? Do I know him? Is he nice?”

I frowned at Mom’s questions. “You know him kinda. Remember Brad Cooper? He came to my last birthday party back in middle school. I guess he’s nice.”

Mom filled up the jar with water and trimmed the stems so they’d fit in the jar better. “I think I remember Brad. He was kinda cute actually. But why did he give you flowers?”

I paused a moment. I sighed, “He thought I should have them because I’m beautiful.”

Mom looked sideways at me. “You are beautiful. But he thinks you’re a girl?”

I shook my head. “He knows who I am, but he’s acting like he has a crush on me anyway.”

Mom picked up the jar of flowers and placed them on the kitchen table, then sat down. “What do you think of Brad?”

I sat down at the table and looked at my flowers. “He’s nice, I guess. He’s not a jerk or anything.” I paused for a moment and then looked over at Mom. “And no. I don’t want to go out with him.”

Mom spread her arms. “Did I say anything? But hey, I worry about you, Sean. You seem so glum sometimes. You haven’t gone out with a girl since middle school. You know I don’t care if you like girls or if you like boys. I just want you happy.”

I laughed. “Thanks, Mom. But I’m not going to suddenly start liking boys just because one gives me flowers.”

Mom studied me a moment. “He’s right though. You are indeed beautiful.”

#

Mom dropped me off at the mall and told me to call her when I was ready to be picked up. Since I liked to hit the arcade or get a shake at the Whataburger in the mall, it didn’t make sense for her to try to pick me up right after the movie.

I moved quickly through the crowd standing around outside the mall. It always annoyed me when I’d spot boys looking at me. Girls never look over at me. I was probably getting more looks than usual because Mom had insisted she brush my hair out before I left.

The theater is right at one of the entrances to the mall, so I don’t have to go hiking through the mall. Friday night was probably not a good night to choose to go to the movies. It was pretty crowded with lots of people with their dates.

The line was already getting long at the ticket booth. I hurried to the line before it got any longer. It’s hard to tell which movie people are lining up to see. I chuckled at the thought that most of the boys here with their dates were probably being forced to see the romance movie Standing in Her Fifty Shoes. Hopefully the girl selling tickets tonight wasn’t the slow one.

A few moments after I’d gotten in line, I noticed three boys who I vaguely knew from my high school days, a whole two years ago, approaching the ticket line. I remember them being total assholes. Since they didn’t come from outside, I assumed they had just come from the arcade.

Well crap. They were heading almost directly toward me. I turned to look straight ahead towards the ticket booth.

“Don’t I know you?” asked Ralph, the ring leader. I didn’t look over at him to see who he was talking to. He moved so he was standing directly in front of me. “Hey babe. I’m talking to you.”

I looked up at him. He was so much taller than me, and almost all muscle. I felt tiny standing there. I wanted to ignore him, but he was right there in front of me. I nodded to him. “Yeah, Ralph. You probably remember seeing me from high school.”

He grinned at me.

One of his friends I’d never seen before poked Ralph in the ribs. “She knows your name. She must have the hots for you.”

Ralph smiled at me. “Is that true, babe? You got the hots for me? You know I really dig short chicks like you.”

I laughed despite my growing nervousness. At least I was in a very public place, otherwise I’d be terrified about now. “No. I can honestly say I don’t have the hots for you.” The line moved up in front of me. With Ralph in the way, there was now a gap. “Do you mind moving so I can stay in line?”

This was more than annoying. I’m not trying to look like a girl. It’s not like I’m wearing a skirt or even makeup. It’s just me.

Ralph stepped aside just enough for me to move up in line. He glanced over at the ticket booth and grinned. “You don’t want to see that boring, stupid romance movie do you?” He stuck his hand in his pocket and I could see that he was patting his crotch from his pocket. “Come on babe, You know you want this.”

I turned away from him and shook my head. “Will you just go away, please?” And he was right. I wasn’t planning on seeing the chick flick. But I wasn’t telling him that.

Looking annoyed at being rejected, Ralph exclaimed, “You know how many chicks beg for what I’m offering you?”

Before I could think of a snappy comeback, I felt a hand on my shoulder.

“Hey Shawn. Sorry I’m late. Thanks for saving me a place in line.” It was Brad.

Ralph suddenly looked pissed. “Get lost, chump. I’m talking to this babe here.”

Brad took my hand and stepped close to me. “You’re talking to my girlfriend and she doesn’t look like she wants to talk to you.”

Ralph looked down at me, then over to Brad. Finally he looked over at his friends. “Come on guys. Let’s get out of here.” They started walking to the mall exit. I heard Ralph say as they went out the door, “I really wanted to get a piece of that.”

I relaxed and breathed a sigh of relief. “Thanks Brad. I appreciate that. I didn’t think he was ever going to go away!”

Brad gave my hand a squeeze and smiled at me. “You’re very welcome. I was heading for the... um... arcade, and saw that guy harassing you.”

Something made me sincerely doubt he was heading to the arcade.

I smiled at Brad. “I appreciate that, Brad. That was pretty ballsy of you to confront Ralph. One of his hobbies is beating up people.”

Brad laughed. “He’s just your typical bully. He used to bully me back in middle school, until I got fed up and beat the crap out of him in the alley behind my house. He never bothered me again.”

I laughed. “Well, you’re certainly my hero tonight.” I was next in line to get my ticket.

“What movie are you seeing?” asked Brad. I had told him earlier at college.

I pointed at the movie title inside the ticket booth. “Remember? That Tommy Kincaid movie Samurai Ninja Robots from Space.” The person in front of me got their ticket and moved away.

Brad pulled his wallet out as he stepped in front of me. “I got this.”

Frustrated, I whispered through clenched teeth. “Brad! No!”

Brad grinned as he waved me off and turned to face the ticket booth. “Two for Samurai Ninja Robots from Space, please.” He took my hand and led me away from the booth towards the theater entrance.

I tugged uselessly on my hand to try to free it. “What are you doing? I can pay my own way!”

Brad just shook his head. “I wanted to treat you to a movie. Is that such a bad thing?”

“It is if you’re trying to make this into a date!” I squealed.

Brad shrugged. “Well, don’t think of it as a date.” He led me to the snack bar. “What kind of Coke do you want? My treat.”

I tugged on my hand again. “Dr. Pepper. But I can get my own stuff. Please let go.”

He released my hand, but turned around and bought us both drinks and a big tub of popcorn to share.

I fumed as we walked over to the ticket taker. “This isn’t cool, Brad. You’re forcing me into a date with you. It’s no different than what Ralph was doing.”

After the ticket taker tore our tickets and directed us to the proper theater, Brad smiled at me. “There is a difference.”

I stopped walking towards the theater and glared at Brad. “How is it different?”

Brad grinned broadly. “You’re with me. You turned Ralph down.”

I stood there and sputtered. “But… but… but, that’s not fair! You just assumed I’d go out with you?!”

Brad shrugged. “And you did.”

“You didn’t ask!” I protested.

A middle aged couple walked past us on their way to the romance movie. The woman shook her head. “Youth is definitely wasted on the young.”

Brad lifted his arms in resignation. “I’m not going to force you. You can go if you want. I won’t stop you.”

I sighed heavily. “Why do you want to go out with me?”

Brad paused and looked at me for several moments before answering. “Because a beautiful girl shouldn’t be alone on a Friday night.”

I stepped close to Brad so I could whisper. “I’m not a girl.”

Brad grinned at me. “Oh, you most definitely are.”

I shook my head. “Let’s go find a seat.”

#

“Thank you,” Brad said to the woman who set our tray down on our table at Whataburger. She picked up our number and hurried off.

I picked up my chicken strips and unwrapped them. “Thanks Brad. You really didn’t have to buy me dinner as well.”

Brad smiled at me. “I just wanted to.” He took a bite of his double-meat, double-cheese burger.

Whataburger was just down the corridor from the theater. It was crowded, but not packed, so we -- or rather, Brad -- decided to go there to eat.

The movie had been a lot of fun. Lots of wild action and funny dialog. I always enjoy a Tommy Kincaid movie. His beautiful girlfriend had a cameo.

Brad shocked me. I was steeling myself for two hours of if not outright groping, then Mr. Hands everywhere. But he didn’t do any of that. He didn’t sneak his arm around my shoulder, he didn’t put his hand on my knee or try to fondle a non-existent boob. It was probably a mistake on my part, but I did rest my head on his shoulder.

I held up a chicken strip. “Well, anyway. Thanks for dinner, and thanks for the movie.”

Brad nodded after taking another bite. His mouth was still full. “I’m glad you enjoyed it. I think it’s one of Kincaid’s best movies so far. My favorite part was that zero G fight scene in the space station.”

I laughed at the memory. “Yeah, that was funny.” I looked down at my chicken and ate in silence for a few minutes.

Brad suddenly leaned in towards me. “Your hair smells nice.”

I rolled my eyes at his obvious line. I couldn’t believe he’d say something like that to me, knowing who I am and all. I turned to give him a smart-ass reply. I didn’t realize how close his face was to mine. My lips brushed against his. Just for a moment.

I froze. Oh my God! Our lips actually touched. A riot of emotions exploded in my head. This was crazy. I shouldn’t feel anything other than disgust. But the unexpected softness of his lips and the electric flash through my soul left me momentarily stunned. My lips still parted slightly, I turned slowly to look at him.

And that’s when he pressed his lips against mine. His fingers caressed the side of my face as he leaned into his kiss.

I closed my eyes. I placed my palm on his chest, but I didn’t push him away. Instead I leaned into his kiss. His lips were so soft, warm and wonderful.

He slowly pulled away from my face and he looked shyly at the table. “Sorry.”

“Don’t be.” I gently turned his face back towards me. I leaned in and kissed him. I’ve never kissed a boy before. Never had any desire to. But at this moment, with Brad, it was the most amazing thing ever. Brad pressed his lips harder into mine.

“You kids need to take that elsewhere,” ordered the Whataburger manager. “This is a family establishment.”

We both pulled away from each other, looking sheepishly at the table. Brad looked up at the manager standing next to our table. “Sorry, sir.”

I looked around, and people were staring at us. I ate the last piece of my chicken. “Brad. Let’s go.” He nodded, took my hand, and led me back to his car.

Brad started his car. “I’ll take you home.”

He didn’t back the car out. We just sat silently in his car for a minute, until looked over at me and smiled slightly. “That. That was….”

I laughed slightly, and grinned broadly at him and finished his sentence. “Amazing!”

He smiled, and leaned over towards me. He kissed me, then sat up straight and backed his car out of the parking lot.

We drove in silence back to my home. We didn’t even listen to the radio, the road noise and our breathing were the only sounds. He finally pulled his car up along the curb by my house.

“I’ll walk you to your door.”

“Thanks.” I studied the floorboards of his car for a moment.

Brad got out and came over to my side of the car and opened my door, then held out his hand to help me out. Getting out of the car wasn’t a problem, but I took his hand anyway. Without a word we walked up to my front porch.

We stood there on the porch silently, with Brad playing with my hair and me staring at my feet.

Finally Brad said, “I really enjoyed tonight, Shawn. I’d love to do this again sometime.”

I smiled brightly at Brad. “Oh me too. I had a great time tonight.”

Brad continued to play with my hair. “I can’t next Friday, but maybe next Saturday?”

I grinned. “That’d be great!”

Brad nodded. “Well, I guess I’ll tell you good night.”

We stood there awkwardly for a few seconds. Suddenly, Brad stepped close and put his hand behind my head and bent down and kissed me. A long, solid kiss. I put my arms around him and just melted. I couldn’t believe how I was reacting to being kissed by a boy, but I never wanted this moment to end.

Brad finally stepped back, pulling his fingers from my hair. He smiled at me. “You are so beautiful. Good night.” He turned and started walking down the path to his car parked at the curb. I watched him drive away.

When I entered the house, Mom surprised me by standing in the living room, silhouetted by a single lamp by the couch. She was crying.

I looked down at the floor. “Hi Mom. Sorry. I forgot to call.”

Mom stepped up to me, kissed my forehead, and put her arms around me. “Let me hug my beautiful daughter.”

We stood there for several minutes and cried.

-The End of “The Flower”-

###


It’s Just a Dance

I hurried across the practice field, knowing that the area was about to be flooded with football players. They were going to practice. Duh.

An assistant coach blew his whistle and pointed at me. “Miss! You need to clear the field. Right now.”

Sheesh. In less than forty-five seconds I would have been on the other side anyway. School’s over for the day. I wouldn’t have trekked across if there had been any players on the field.

And yes, he addressed me as “miss”. It happens all the time really. My hair isn’t as long as most girls, but I guess it is on the longish side. And since when is long hair the exclusive province of girls, anyway? My dad’s cousin’s older brother was a nine-year-old hippie in the late ‘60s. So there.

I zipped my light jacket up a little as the temperature was a bit low. It was already late October, but still. It had no business being so chilly. I looked up to see several girls I knew -- the few that would actually give me the time of day -- were walking towards me. Well, realistically, they were walking towards the practice field, rather than me specifically. Jeanette was dating Jeremy, and the couple was affectionately known to all as “J&J”.

It was Jeanette who waved at me as they got closer. “Hey Sandy!”

Margie looked at her phone for a moment and then said, “At the tone it will be exactly five fifteen… bing!” She and Terri giggled. Ever since I’d mentioned to them that they were the only ones to give me the time of day, Margie always went out of her way to give me the time of day. Terri had a major crush on another of the players. Margie was always just a tag-a-long.

I rolled my eyes and grinned slightly. “Thanks.”

Jeanette giggled as she said, “You can probably guess why we’re out here. But shouldn’t you be home by now blasting aliens?”

I stepped up between the three girls and said, “That’s so last week. I hope my download of Call of Duty: Korea has had a chance to finish by now. But no. I got held after class.”

Margie’s eyes went wide. “What? You? Mr. Perfect got D-Hall?”

With a guffaw and a dismissive wave of my hand, I said, “Don’t be silly. Dr. Hartmangrűber wanted me to stay late and help set up the lab he’s doing for class tomorrow.”

Terri chuckled, then her smile faded as she looked behind me. “Ah crap. What do these assholes want?”

I turned around to see which assholes she was referring to. I should have guessed. It was Randy and Scooter. Sadly, Scooter is his actual given name. Randy is the nickname. His name is actually Randall P. Smith, Esq. Just ask him.

Randy grinned as he stepped next to us. “Well, just lookit here. Four of the most beautiful girls at Aubrie High.” The school was supposed to be named for Audie Murphy, but the builder misread the blue prints. The school claims it doesn’t have the funding to change it.

Margie grinned at me. Yeah, Randy said four girls, not three. I just smirked back at her.

Randy continued, “I know there’s only two of us and four of you, but Scooter and I don’t mind sharing. So you can bask in all our testosterone glory, how about you girls come along with us for some cuddle time at the hidden garden at Racer’s Park?”

Margie and Terri both screwed up their faces in disgust. Jeannette just laughed. “Sorry fellas. I’m here to watch my boyfriend Jeremy practice.” Two obvious football players exited the school at that moment. One was Jeremy and the other was Tony, who I’d known for a couple years.

Randy pointed at Margie and Terri. “How about just you two, then?”

Terri said, “We’re here with Jeanette.”

Scooter made an obscene gesture at his crotch and exclaimed, “Come on girls! Let’s have some fun.”

Margie asked, with some anger in her voice, “Do you guys mind leaving?”

Looking pissed, Randy pointed at me and said, “Okay, babe. Looks like it’s just you.”

Jeremy and Tony just got near us. I said with a grin, “I was waiting for Tony.”

Jeremy walked up to Jeanette and gave her a quick kiss.

Tony walked up to me, grinning, and put his arm around my waist. “Well, wait no more! So ladies, what’s going on?”

Terri frowned and exclaimed, “These jerks won’t leave us alone!”

Jeremy slung his arm casually around Jeanette’s shoulder. “Are you two clowns bothering these girls?” Jeremy and Tony both are big guys, and look even bigger with their football gear on.

Randy backed up a few steps, and with a worried expression said, “Hey dudes, it’s all cool. We were just funning with them is all.”

Scooter retreated back to stand next to Randy. “Yeah. That’s all we were doing.”

Randy said with a weak grin, “Hey. You guys all have a good day, okay. We’ll be moving along.” He poked Scooter in the arm. “Let’s go, dip-wad.”

After Randy and Scooter had run off, Tony asked, “Is everyone okay? We have to get to practice.”

I said, “Thanks, Tony.”

Tony grinned and ruffled my hair. “Anytime.”

Jeanette sighed, “I’m so glad you guys showed up when you did.” She gave Jeremy another quick kiss.

Grinning broadly, Jeremy said, “No problem, babe. Always glad to help out. Are you sticking around for practice?”

Jeanette nodded. “I am. I don’t know about these guys.”

Terri said, “I’ll stay and watch for a few minutes and then I’ll need to get home. My Dad’s already texted me twice.”

Margie and I both agreed we could only stay a few minutes.

“Catch you guys later,” said Jeremy as he and Tony both turned to run to join the other players.

Margie said, “I am so glad they showed up. Though I doubt Randy and his minion would have done anything.”

Terri said, “They pester every girl at school. You’d think they’d learn.”

Margie looked over at me with a goofy expression. “I think he likes you.”

Looking puzzled, I asked, “Who? Randy or his minion?”

Margie shook her head. “No, no. Tony. I saw the way he looked at you. Everyone confuses you for a girl.”

I chuckled. “No, he doesn’t. He knows me. He was just playing along.”

Jeanette said, “Are you sure? He sure looked interested to me.”

I frowned. “Okay. It’s nobody’s else’s business, but just real quick so you’ll know what’s what. Last year, Tony mistook me for a girl--”

Margie interrupted with a laugh. “Just like everyone else in school.”

I frowned at Margie. “If I may continue… Tony mistook me for a girl and asked me out on a date. Tony’s very sweet, and very shy, and he had to build up his courage to ask out ‘a girl’.

“Tony’s a nice guy and all, so, without trying to embarrass him, I let him know I wasn’t a girl. Common mistake, as Margie so helpfully noted. We laughed. He apologized and I told him to forget it. For a joke every once in a while, we’ll flirt and he’ll ask me out again. Just kidding around kind of stuff.”

Terri nodded at me. “Yep. He most definitely likes you.”

Margie laughed. “I totally agree!”

I shook my head. “Knock it off, guys.”

Terri looked at her phone again. “I need to jet before my dad calls out the posse.”

Margie picked up her book bag. “Yeah, me too. See you guys tomorrow.”

Jeanette waved her arms and exclaimed, “Oh! Hey wait. I’m having a pizza party Saturday night. I invited all the cheerleaders, but you guys are certainly welcome too.”

Margie shouted, “I’ll be there!”

Terri just waved.

I shrugged and started to walk away. Jeanette called out, “You’re invited too, Sandy! I hope you can come!”

I nodded and said, “I’ll try.”

I sighed. It was nice of her to invite me, but I don’t know. It’ll be only girls there. There is something to be said about that. And I’m sure no one would object to me being there.

Both the cheerleading coach and Jeanette begged me to try out for cheerleader. They insisted no one would care… and maybe they wouldn’t. But there’re already enough people confused about me as it is.

I paused in walking away to turn to look one more time at the players out on the practice field. Jeremy was easy to spot even if I didn’t know his number. He’s the tallest player on the team. He wanted number 69 on his jersey, but the school nixed it.

Tony was a little harder to spot. He’s a big guy, but most of the team are big guys. From where I was, the distance made reading the number on his jersey difficult. But after a moment, his stance made him easy to spot. I turned and headed towards my house.

#

“You’re coming to the game tonight, right?”

I was in my own little world as I walked to my next class, and the words jarred me back into reality. I looked over and saw J&J standing near me in the hallway.

Having not really thought about it, I said, “I don’t know. Maybe. I’ve never really been that big into football.”

Jeremy grinned. “Hey, you really need to come and support the team. Tonight’s the big game.” By big game, he meant the cross town rivalry with Annie Taylor High. The local bookies were putting the odds for the game in ATH’s favor this year.

Jeanette frowned. “You should be there with us anyway. Coach practically begged you to try out for the squad. And no, she didn’t care you considered yourself a boy.”

I chuckled. “Considered?”

I got a light punch to my shoulder and saw Tony hurrying past me. “Coming to the game tonight, right?” He hurried off not waiting for a reply.

Jeanette touched my arm. “That’s right. You have to come see your man play.”

I scowled at her. “Will you knock it off? I should never have mentioned my encounter last year with Tony.”

Jeremy tugged on Jeanette’s arm. To me he said, “Come support the team, okay?” They both hurried away to their next class.

I stood there a moment, fuming at Jeanette’s suggestion there was anything between Tony and me.

I wound up going to the game. Despite my general disinterest in the game, I did get excited and cheer along when Tony made the final score right at the end of the game. As the team lined up on the field along with the cheerleaders for us all to sing the alma mater, Tony saw me and waved. Jeanette noticed me wave back and grinned.

#

I stood in front of the door to Jeanette’s house for a moment before knocking. She was texting how now her pizza party was a victory party.

Did I really want to go to a party full of cheerleaders? I laughed to myself. Why wouldn’t I want to go to a party full of cheerleaders? I knocked on the door.

Jeanette opened the door and exclaimed, “Sandy! Thanks for coming! Pizza’s already here, so grab a piece.” She hugged me as I came through the door.

Walking over to the table with the boxes of pizza on it, I did a quick scan of my fellow party attendees. Jeanette was still next to me so I asked, “Are there just girls here?”

Laughing, Jeanette said, “Yep. It’s just us girls.” She stepped away to help in the movie selection. Her use of the word “us” wasn’t lost on me.

As I sat down with my slice of pizza to watch whatever movie that was picked, a girl I only knew by sight sitting across from me asked, “Hey Sandy. Why didn’t you try out for cheerleader? Everyone agrees you’da been perfect as a cheerleader. It’s a lot of work, but we do have a lot of fun.”

I didn’t want to get into the fact that I’m not a girl so I didn’t really think I would be all that perfect. Instead, I said, “I’m allergic to fun.”

The girl laughed. “Yeah, right. Aren’t you dating Tony?”

I heaved a heavy sigh. I should probably just leave now. I said, “No. I’m not. Seriously.”

Jeanette said, “Well, we all saw that little wave between you two when we were down on the field.”

Rolling my eyes, I asked, “What? I can’t wave at a friend? I should probably go.” That was a good idea actually.

Jeanette laughed. “Oh chill out, girl. We’re just having fun.”

Frowning, I mumbled, “I’m not a girl.”

Things settled down a bit. I was actually enjoying the movie. I hadn’t seen it before. I said with a chuckle, “I’m shocked. I thought I’d seen all of Nathan Adams’ movies, but I somehow missed this one.”

Margie, who’d managed to slip in without me noticing, said, “I’m not surprised you’re a Nathan Adams fan. He and Tony are a lot alike.”

I rolled my eyes. I just can’t win.

The movie finally ended, and Margie exclaimed, “Hey, are we going to do any makeover’s tonight? I want Terri to do me. She’s practically a pro.”

Terri stood up. “I’ll get you next. I want to start with Sandy. I don’t think Sandy’s ever gotten a makeover.”

Horrified, I said, “Yeah. With good reason!”

Smirking, Jeanette said, “Yeah. She never comes to our parties.”

I shook my head. “Why don’t you do Margie? I’ll watch.”

Several girls at once said, “Oh come on. Do it! It’s fun.”

Terri pointed at a chair. “Okay, sister. Put your butt into this chair and we’ll get started.”

Margie said, “You’ll really love how you’ll look. Terri is an artiste.”

I knew I was outnumbered, so to save time, I capitulated and sat down.

Grinning, Terri picked up some brushes and said, “You’re going to be so amazed.”

Forcing a smile, I said, “I can’t wait.”

Terri giggled.

Another movie was started and, fortunately, I was positioned where I could watch. I couldn’t watch a lot, though, with Terri dusting my face with a brush and almost poking out my eyes using various other tools of her trade.

After half an hour Terri stepped back, wearing a wide grin. “Ladies. I present to you… Sandra!”

Every eye turned to look at me. I was greeted with many surprised expressions. Margie exclaimed, “Holy shit, Sandra! You’re gorgeous!”

I said, “My name’s not Sandra. Sandy isn’t short for anything.” I had lipstick on, and it felt weird to talk.

Several girls looked at me wide eyed. “You look beautiful, Sandra.”

Perfect. Now I’m Sandra.

One of the girls said, “Wow, Terri. You’re awesome! I want to be next!”

Margie stood up with her arms extended. “Stand back, ladies. I’m next.”

Terri held up a mirror for me. “Whatcha think?”

I gasped at the mirror. “Holy crap, Terri. Is that actually me?”

With a smug expression, Terri said, “Mmhmm! You should definitely wear makeup more often.”

I looked at my reflection in complete amazement. I honestly couldn’t believe how I looked. I had to admit that I was beautiful. I couldn’t stop looking at myself.

Margie nodded. “I agree with Terri. Yes, you’re pretty without it. But with makeup… it’s just OMG!”

The doorbell rang. I thought it was odd as I was sure the party wass close to winding down. I heard Jeanette exclaim, “Jeremy! You did show up! And hey Tony.” She giggled for a second. “Do we have a surprise for you!”

Oh my God! Tony’s here! Where’s the back door?

I heard footsteps approaching. Tony asked, “Oh? What kind of…?” His eyes went wide when they fell on me, and his mouth fell open in shock.

“Sandy? Oh my God, is that you?” I just shrugged with a lame smile. How did he get to be so much taller than me? “You… you’re gorgeous!”

I smiled weakly. I was blushing so bad, the heat off my cheeks could melt diamonds. A boy had never told me I was gorgeous before. What do I say to that? “Thanks,” I said quietly.

Tony just stared at me. He reached up and touched my hair. “You’re unbelievably beautiful.” Embarrassed all to hell, I just looked down at my feet.

Jeremy put his hands on Tony’s shoulders and said with a grin, “I think you found your date for the football banquet.”

Suddenly looking embarrassed himself, Tony said, “Oh no. I can’t ask her to that.”

Jeanette poked Tony’s shoulder. “Of course you can! She’s right here, waiting for you to ask her!”

Suddenly alarmed, I blurted, “Ask me what? What are you talking about?”

Smiling, Jeanette said, “The annual football banquet and dance. Jeremy has already asked me to go.”

Tony shook his head. “No. I can’t just spring a question like that at Sandy.”

Jeremy laughed. “Dude! Of course you can! It’s not every day you have such a beautiful girl just standing in front of you practically begging to be asked!”

This couldn’t be any more embarrassing. The whole cheer squad, plus a few other girls, stared intently at us both, begging Tony to ask me to be his date.

Tony knows the score. We’ve been down this road before. In fact, it was this very same event he asked me to last year.

I could see Tony starting to crumble under the pressure. He looked at me and his eyes just consumed me. He looked down, and then back to my face. He said, “Sandra, I would be very honored to take you to the banquet.” His expression was so earnest.

Now all eyes turned towards me. Does this really have to be a spectator sport? In a breathy voice, Margie said, “Oh say yes, Sandra! Say yes!” Why am I suddenly Sandra now?!

Jeanette smiled at me. “Come on, Sandy. Have some fun. It’s just a dance.”

Yeah. It’s just a dance all right. A dance where I’ll be expected to wear makeup again, wear a dress, and probably high heels. And God knows what else. All Tony has to wear is a clean shirt and a jacket, not even a full suit.

This is nuts. I’d be insane to say yes to Tony.

I looked at Tony’s eyes and took a deep breath. “Yes, Tony. I’ll go with you.”

A cheer erupted behind me. Well, they are cheerleaders.

#

“Hey Mom.”

Mom didn’t look up from her computer screen when I entered the house. She said, “Hi Sandy. How was the party?”

I plopped down on the couch near where Mom was sitting.

She started to turn towards me. “Did you know many people th--….” She stopped and squinted at me. What’s that on your face?”

I sighed. “It’s makeup.”

She turned in her chair. “I can see it’s makeup. I guess I’m asking why my son is wearing makeup?”

I shrugged as I turned the TV on. “They wanted to do makeovers and thought doing me would be fun.”

Mom smirked. “I have to say, you are very pretty. You’re actually kinda pretty anyway. So, did all those mean girls gang up on you?”

I nodded with a frown. “Actually, they did. But that’s not the worst of it.”

Raising her eyebrow, Mom asked, “Oh? And what was that?”

I stared blankly at the TV as the shopping channel it was on tried to sell me all those fantastic memories from the 60’s CD collections only available on that channel. I said, “I have a date next Saturday night.”

Mom chuckled. “That doesn’t sound so bad. All those cheerleaders are very pretty. Not as pretty as you right now.” She giggled.

I kept staring at the TV thinking it really would be nice to have that collection of Beach Boys CDs. I said, “It’s not with one of the cheerleaders.”

Mom wrinkled her brow. “Hmm. Is it anyone I know?”

“Yes.”

“Who?”

“Me.”

“What?”

“Me,” I said. “I’m the date.”

Mom frowned. “Honey, you’re not making any sense.”

Turning towards Mom and sounding exasperated, I said, “I have a date with a boy. A football player. You know him. Sorta.”

“You have a date with a boy?” asked Mom, not believing me. “And it’s someone I know?”

“Remember last month at the fair, those kids from school we ran into?” I asked as I returned to watching TV. “Remember the one with dark hair? Big guy. Football player?”

Mom looked thoughtful for a moment. She suddenly remembered, “Oh yes. That one really nice boy who won a stuffed animal for you on that ring toss game.”

I nodded. “That’s the one. That’s Tony.” I would never admit it, but I still have that toy on my bed.

Incredulous, Mom asked, “How in the world did you manage to get a date with this… what’s his name? Tony?”

I looked over at Mom as the TV shifted to a Frankie Valley and the Four Seasons CD collection. “It’s complicated. I kinda got roped into it.”

Mom frowned at me. “Did you forget how to say ‘no’? Even if you were a girl, you shouldn’t just let yourself get talked into something you don’t want to do.” Mom looked down her nose at me. “You didn’t want to do this, right?”

I kept looking at the TV. I didn’t know that was a Frankie Valley song. Dad would have. Poor Dad. He went on a three hour boat tour and was never seen again. “I was kinda guilted into it. Tony is the only player who didn’t have a date for their annual banquet. Every girl at the party has this crazy idea that I like him.”

Mom folded her arms. “Do you?”

Looking over at Mom, I said, “He’s always nice to me.”

“Do you like him?”

“...Yes?”

#

I felt like I’d been transported to an alien universe.

Just a few short hours ago, I’d been spending a typical Saturday immersed in mortal combat in the Halo universe where I usually spent my weekend mornings, blasting people I don’t know personally. And having a, pardon the pun, blast doing so.

Now I found myself in a strange and bizarre universe, more alien than any fictitious universe ever devised by the mind of men. I was seated, virtually locked in a chair, as three girls who had somehow become my new BFFs fussed over me to transform me from Sandy to Sandra.

Talk that mere hours before would have sounded to me as a collection of mindless prattle had morphed into intense and juicy news about all manner of student life at AM High. For example, until this afternoon, I had no idea the school had a new basketball coach, fresh out of college, who was totally hot.

I imagined myself as a princess being attended by three fair maidens, two of whom would have to leave soon to prepare themselves for the same event they’re preparing me for. That morning, I’d shaved everywhere. I’d hate to have to do that all the time.

Terri was working her magic again, applying my makeup. She said she’d be doing a super professional job for me today, letting me know more than once how much her services would have cost at a salon.

Jeanette was expertly doing my nails. I’d never painted my own nails, much less let someone do it for me.

Margie was styling my hair. Without a doubt, this was truly the most bizarre experience in my life.

Terri had also graciously let me borrow her Homecoming dress from last year. Along with the dress came shoes and a matching clutch purse. All three girls agreed I should start looking now for a prom dress. I told them they were all crazy, as I had no interest in going to prom. They all giggled knowingly.

They were also upset my ears weren’t pierced, and insisted that I should get that done as soon as possible. I think they’re all insane.

They finally finished and had me stand up and rotate around a few times. They all smiled at me, and Jeanette said, “Girl, you are so gorgeous! If Tony isn’t already, he’s going to just fall in love with you! Okay, Terri and I have to go get ready ourselves. See you at the banquet!”

“Bye guys,” I said sincerely. “Thanks for everything.”

Am I really gorgeous? They’ve prepared me for my descent into an ever darker and stranger ring of hell. Otherwise known as a date with a boy. Now that’s terrifying.

Mom had retreated to her bedroom during my transformation. She didn’t totally approve, but she wasn’t going to stop it either, because I made the mistake of not definitely stating I didn’t want to do it.

I didn’t want to hurt Tony’s feelings. Stupid, I know.

Mom came into the living room after I closed the door behind Margie. “Can I come out now?”

I laughed as I turned to speak to her. “No one told you that you couldn’t stay, Mom.”

Mom just froze. She sucked in her breath and just stood there. “Oh my God, Sandra. Just look at you! You’ve become a beautiful young woman! I… I… I just can’t believe it.”

I frowned. “Mom, are you going to start calling me Sandra too?”

Mom just shook her head. “That’s a gorgeous dress you’re wearing. You look too feminine to be a boy. You’re going to be turning heads, that’s for sure.”

Terri had basically said the same thing. She said the eyes of every boy would be on me. Is that what I really want? The thought of being stared at by every boy at the banquet kinda made me ill.

Mom grinned at me. “Go ahead and sit down. Your date won’t be here for at least an hour, and you’re going to get awfully tired standing in those heels. Did those girls leave you any lipstick? You’ll need it for touch ups later.”

I nodded and shook my clutch purse. “It’s in here. Terri bought me all new makeup. Well, I paid for it.”

As I started to sit as directed, Mom said, “Oh, hold on a second. Come into my room.”

I followed her into her bedroom.

Mom opened a box on top of her dresser and removed a pair of dangly earrings. “I’d like to give you my good diamond earrings, but I have these cute clip-ons you can wear. You need to get your ears pierced. And here. I’ll help you put this necklace on. It really goes with your dress.”

I turned around so she could clasp the necklace. I have to say, if even for a moment I thought I’d ever need to wear earrings again, I’d get my ears pierced. These were uncomfortable to say the least.

Just as I turned to leave her room, Mom picked up a bottle and spritzed me with perfume. Chuckling, Mom said, “Your father always got a little frisky when I was wearing that.”

I frowned. “Oh great, Mom. The last thing I need is for Tony to get frisky.”

I sat down on the couch and turned on the TV, hoping to calm my fraying nerves. Today they were selling the hits of the Big Bands.

I felt like a man watching the clock in anticipation of his execution. I hoped my deodorant was holding up. As zero hour approached, I kept getting up to check my makeup. It was perfect every time.

Right in the middle of a clip of Tommy Dorsey playing Song of India, the doorbell rang. What do I do?

Mom calmly said, “Go to your room, honey, and wait for me to call for you.”

Mom walked over to the front door as I hurried down the hall. The damned doorbell rang again. It seemed louder. More terrifying,

Standing just inside my door, I heard Mom open the front door, and after a pause she said, “Oh! You must be Tony.”

I heard a slightly nervous Tony say, “Yes ma’am. Is Sandra ready?” I was worried that if I checked my driver’s license right now, it’d show my name as Sandra.

Mom said, “She should be almost ready. Have a seat and I’ll go let her know you’re here.” Almost ready? I’ve been ready for an hour and a half!

Mom walked up to my door and whispered, “Tony’s here. Give him at least four or five minutes before you come out.” She then turned and walked back to the living room. I could hear her say, “She’ll be ready in a few minutes. So. You’re on the football team?” I guess Mom wanted to engage in a little small talk.

It annoyed me that Mom referred to me as “she”. I sighed. Well, what else could she do? It would make Tony uncomfortable if she said something like, “Yeah. Just give my boy a minute while he shaves his dick.”

I stood in my doorway for several minutes, wondering if it might be best if I just climbed out the window. That would probably just break a nail, so I decided against it. Finally, I thought, time was up. I’ve waited long enough. Time to face my fate. With any luck, Tony would just laugh and say it was all a joke.

I took a deep breath and started walking down the hall, my heels clicking along the way.

When I entered the living room, Tony stood up with a goofy expression. He had something in his hand. With my hands in front of me, I said quietly, “Hi Tony.”

Grinning wide, Tony took a step towards me. “Hello Sandra. You… you’re stunning! So gorgeous.”

Mom stood to one side looking extremely proud.

Embarrassed, I looked down at my feet. Looking back up, I said, “Thank you. You look very nice.” And he did. They let the girls choose however they want to dress up for the banquet. All the boys were required to wear a button down shirt, tucked in, slacks with a belt, a tie and a jacket. Bathing optional.

Despite rumors, I honestly don’t spend my time looking at guys. But I have to say, Tony wasn’t just handsome. He was gorgeous. I’m not being hyperbolic… whatever that means. I couldn’t take my eyes off his clean shaven face. He’d gotten a haircut and cleaned under his fingernails.

He took another step towards me and held out the box he was holding. The clear plastic lid revealed flowers inside. “This is for you.” He removed the lid and extracted a wrist corsage with carnations. “I… I hope you don’t mind. I asked your mother last week what your favorite flower was. She said carnations. I hope that’s right.”

I smiled at Tony. Honestly, I have no clue what my favorite flower would be. I did know that my Mom loved carnations. Works for me. “Yes it is.”

I held my hand out and he slipped the corsage past my fingers. I smiled. “It’s beautiful.” More firsts for today. No boy has ever bought anything resembling flowers for me, and I’ve never worn a corsage of any kind. My emotions were bouncing all over.

Looking way too happy, Mom held up her phone. “I’ve got to get pictures of you two. So adorable.”

I stood next to Tony, and he put his arm around my waist and pulled me close as we both smiled for Mom’s picture.

Tony looked from me to Mom. “We should probably get going.”

Mom smiled at us. “You two have a good time. She needs to be back home by eleven.” I have a curfew? I’ve never had a curfew before. Granted I don’t go out all that often. There was that one LAN party where I was out until almost five. Mom got pretty hot about that.

Tony smiled. “I’ll have her back on time.” He turned towards me. “Ready?”

I nodded. Am I really ready?

Tony took my hand and led me through the front door and out to his car. I looked down at my hand. Like I’ve said, Tony is a big guy, but it seemed so odd to see how small my hand looked in his. And then there was my nail polish.

Being a gentleman, Tony opened my car door and held my hand to steady me as I navigated into the seat of his deep blue seven hundred horse Dodge Challenger Hellcat. He got in the driver’s seat and fired up that rumbling 6.4 liter V8 HEMI to life. If I had a vagina, I’d be wet about now.

With a squeal of tortured tires and a cloud of burning rubber, we accelerated away from the curb and headed towards the banquet.

I grinned as I turned my head to look at Tony. “Holy shit. I love your car!” I really do!

Tony chuckled. “I got it for my birthday. I’ll take you riding any time you want.”

“Do you race it?” I asked.

He shook his head. “No. Cops tend to frown on street racing in this town. Plus I still need to break it in.”

We rode in silence to the hotel where the banquet was being held. Silence in this case meaning not talking while being blasted by the heavy metal issuing from the car’s sound system.

As we rumbled into the parking lot of the hotel, Tony lowered the volume a few decibels. As he shut the engine off, Tony turned to me. Taking my hand, he said, “I really want to thank you, Sandy, for doing this. I know you didn’t have to, and everyone was pressuring you. You still could have said no.”

I threw my arms up in the air. “Oh, now you tell me.”

Tony chuckled. “Sorry.” He squeezed my hand. “But I’ll definitely be with the most beautiful girl there. You truly are gorgeous.” He shocked me by lifting my hand and kissing my fingers.

I stared at my hand, with the pretty nail polish, in Tony’s hand. I said, “You’re very sweet, Tony. I wouldn’t want to be anywhere else than here with you right now.”

He smiled as he gave my hand a little squeeze. “Keep your calendar open for prom.” He then opened his door and stepped out of his car. I sat there stunned for a moment. Did he just ask me to prom? It’s not even November yet.

He ran around the front of his car to open my door. He extended his hand towards me, gingerly took my fingers, and helped me out of his car. Holding hands, Tony led me to the banquet hall at the swanky hotel.

It’s bizarre how a little change in clothing can affect your world perception. As we entered the banquet hall, Tony was immediately greeted by his fellow football buddies. I’ve known several of these guys at least since I started high school. Not buds, but been around them in various classes. But now, wearing a short tight dress with high heeled sandals, wearing makeup and nail polish, I felt totally intimidated by all the large boys.

I was so thankful for Tony’s arm around my waist. I knew I wasn’t in any actual danger, but I felt so small around these boys. And it bothered me that many of the boys Tony introduced me to as his date knew me from school, and not one gave how I was dressed a thought.

Tony was complimented on the beauty of his date, and girls with the other football players complimented my dress or my hair. It was weird being told my nails are pretty. I didn’t say anything when Tony introduced me as “Sandra”. What bothered me most was that it was as if I’d always been Sandra. A couple of girls even said it was about time I stopped being such a tomboy.

Feeling a bit claustrophobic, I told Tony I needed to go to the restroom. I didn’t really, I just wanted some space.

I had to leave the banquet hall and walk a short distance. I was shocked to see I was the only one inside. I went to one of the stalls and remembered to sit down. The last two games have made Tony extremely popular, and I just felt closed in. Remembering what my Dad once told me about never passing up a chance to use the restroom, it turned out I needed to take a tinkle anyway.

While I was sitting, I decided to check my purse to make sure my lipstick was still there, as I was sure I’d need it after we ate. I never had to worry about that before. Since I had put it in there an hour before Tony arrived to pick me up, the lipstick hadn’t snuck out of my purse.

My purse. Yes, it’s technically Terri’s purse, but I never thought I’d have to carry one. Since arriving it’s also been driving me crazy that there aren’t any pockets to put my hands into.

Since getting the purse I hadn’t really taken inventory of what was inside, so before I left the stall I thought I’d browse through the contents. The compact that Terri had bought for me was in there and then… and then… OMG!

The music from the murder scene in the movie Psycho started pounding in my head. There they were. Lying all innocent like. Two tampons! The humanity! I was actually carrying tampons! And then OMG again! Two packages of condoms! What the hell did Terri think Tony and I were going to do??

Calm down. Terri last wore this dress to a dance last year, and I’m sure they’re hers. Who was she dating last year? OMG, she was dating Jeremy! That skank. Should I tell Jeanette? They’re like best friends. How could she? Oh wait… Jeanette stole Jeremy away from Terri. Why are these thoughts even in my head?

I opened the stall door and stepped out after making sure everything was still in place. I was shocked to see Jeanette checking her makeup.

Jeanette looked up and smiled at me in the mirror. “You took long enough!” I said.

She turned to look at me. “You look totally gorgeous, girl. How’s it going with you and Tony?”

I shrugged. “Things seem to be going well. It got a little too intense with all his friends around him. What bugs me, though, is that no one remembers that I didn’t always wear a dress.”

Jeanette chuckled. “I heard someone talking about that after another person said they could have sworn you were in their boy’s PE class last year. Someone helpfully explained it. They suggested that everyone who thought you were a boy are suffering from something he called The Mandela Effect. He said you’re obviously a girl.”

I laughed. “I’ve heard something about that. That idea will be shattered when we’re all back in school on Monday.”

With a shrewd smile, Jeanette asked, “You sure?”

I barked a laugh. “It’ll be obvious I’m a boy.” I leaned into the mirror to check my lipstick.

Jeanette opened her purse and slammed a twenty dollar bill on the little shelf under the mirror. “My twenty bucks says the only thing said to you on Monday will be a compliment on your dress tonight, or at least your appearance.”

Frowning, I opened my purse and removed a tampon and slapped it down on her twenty. I sneered, “You’re on! Sorry. I don’t have any cash, but you can take that as an I.O.U. But I guarantee someone will ask me what the hell I thought I was doing.”

Grinning, Jeanette handed me back my tampon. “I trust you. Here. You might need this later.” After a quick glance in the mirror, she said, “You should probably get back to your boyfriend.”

Jeanette and I returned to the dining hall.

Tony waved me over to him. Actually looking worried, he said, “You’ve been in the restroom this whole time? I was worried that you’d fallen in.” He was probably worried I’d run off.

Tony slid his arm around my waist again. He herded me over to another group. Pulling me close to him, he said, “Coach! I’d like you to meet Sandra.”

The coach extended his hand towards me, but just lightly grasped the tips of my fingers. He grinned and said, “So you’re the young lady Tony’s been talking about.” He wore a cowboy hat, a wide leather belt, and cowboy boots. I expected to be referred to as a little heifer. He chuckled. “You’re all he talks about. Nice to meet you.”

Looking confused, Jeremy asked, “So you’re the girl Tony’s been talking so much about? I thought that was a joke the other day on the practice field. So you really are a girl?”

Looking sheepish, Tony said in low tones, “Sorry. I was always being bugged about being the only one without a girlfriend, so I kinda made one up. Because of the history between us, I named her Sandra.”

I frowned. “We don’t have any history between us!”

Looking puzzled, Tony asked, “What about all that flirting?”

I just kinda stammered. I didn’t know what to say.

Tony smiled at me as he put his arm around my waist again. “Has anyone ever mentioned how gorgeous you are?”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “Hey bucko. That flattery stuff isn’t going to work on me.”

Jeanette came up to us and said, “Come on guys, they’re wanting everyone to take a seat. They’re about to serve. You’re sitting next to us.”

As we sat down, Tony turned to me and asked, “Honey, are you mad at me?”

As I smoothed my dress under me, I hissed, “You made me up!”

Tony grinned. “You know you like me.”

Oddly, even though he’s a boy, I do like him. Or I did. I feel tricked now.

I calmed down some as they brought our dinner out. Six ounce sirloin steaks with baked potatoes and ice tea, catered by Outback. A last minute donation saved us from a taco dinner.

A couple of times during dinner, Tony would place his hand on my thigh and play with the hem of my skirt. I kept moving his hand away. He’d just smile at me.

When the eating was starting die down, the coach stood up. He was seated at a table with mostly adults. He said, “I think everyone would agree that was a great dinner. Let’s have a big hand for Ms. Johnson for making all the arrangements.”

Looking embarrassed, a woman in her forties stood slightly, more like a bow, as everyone applauded. Other than the bringer of streaks, I had no idea who she was.

A person I recognized as the assistant coach reached under the table and started setting a few trophies and plaques on the table. One large plaque he set to one side.

The coach said, “Now, we have a number of awards to hand out tonight. Everyone on our team is a winner, but we want to recognize a few of you for outstanding achievement.”

The coach started announcing names. I knew a few of them, and applauded politely when they walked up to get their award. Jeremy got a trophy for something. Until they called his name, I wasn’t really paying any attention. Jeremy got a handshake from Tony, a kiss from Jeanette, and a “woo hoo!” from me.

After a few minutes, the coach had handed out all the awards except the largest one still on his table.

Smiling, the coach said, “And now it’s time to present the award for the most valuable player. While every member of the team is needed to win, there’s always that one player who excels above what is just expected. A key player who brings home win after win. So tonight, I am proud to present this award to just such a player. Tony! Come up here and get recognized.”

There was loud applause and I actually let out a squeak. Tony gave me a hug and stood up to walk over to get his award. Janette tapped me on the arm. When I turned to look at her, she mouthed the words without making any sound, “Kiss him. On the lips.”

I shook my head and mouthed, “No way in hell.”

This time I could just barely hear her as she hissed, “Kiss him!”

When Tony worked his way back to our table, he set the award down, turned to me, put both arms behind my back at the waist, and pulled me close to him. He looked me straight in my eyes, and before I knew it his lips were pressed solidly against mine.

He started to push me backwards, so I had no choice but to sling my arms around his neck. He kissed me long and hard. Around me I heard applause, cheering, whistles, and people calling out.

Oh my God! I was just kissed by a boy. And kissed very publicly. I couldn’t breathe for a moment. I was terribly embarrassed. Shocked, I sat down. Tony’s smile you could see a mile.

The coach then said, “And, as we all know, behind every great man is a great woman who inspired him. So, I’d like to recognize Sandra for being the inspiration Tony needed to be MVP.”

The room burst out in applause and cheering again. I’m going to be sick. Jeanette shouted, “Stand up girl! Take a bow.”

I stood up and smiled nervously, my cheeks blazing red. Tony turned me around, bent his head down to me and softly pressed his lips against mine in a kiss that curled my toes.

Grinning, the coach announced, “Alright! Let’s change this banquet hall into a ballroom!” Several boys from the team started moving tables around, opening up space for a dance floor. I don’t know where he was hiding, but a DJ suddenly materialized along one wall.

The DJ announced as he started a slow song, “First up is our sweetheart dance. Let’s have our football sweethearts, Tony and Sandy out here on the dance floor!”

I gasped. Oh my God. Please make it stop! I wanted to turn around and run from the building.

Jeanette touched my arm and whispered. “It’s just a dance….”

Tony took my hand and led me out onto the dance floor. “May I have this dance?”

Oh what the hell? I said, “Yes. I’d love to.”

I don’t know if I’ll ever recover from the trauma of all this embarrassment. The whole room got quiet except for the music being played. Holy crap. Everyone was looking at us. They turned the house lights down to super romantic level.

Tony took my hand as I placed one hand on his shoulder, and placed a hand on my waist. I have no idea how to dance, but I’ve seen this in a zillion movies. Surely I could fake it. I placed my head on Tony’s shoulder.

I don’t know if it was from a lack of oxygen or what, but I did start to feel dreamy as we rocked back and forth to the music.

Tony whispered in my ear, “You’re the most beautiful girl. I’m so lucky you’re mine.”

How did I become his all of a sudden? I was worried that before the night was through, I’d be married to him.

“You smell so nice.”

I whispered, “Just don’t get frisky.”

He kissed me again just as the lights came back up to normal romantic levels, so everyone saw us kissing.

As J&J came pirouetting by, Jeanette gave me a thumbs up and grinned. I looked around, and Terri seemed lost in another world, dancing in the arms of her boyfriend.

The coach came up and touched Tony on the arm. “May I cut in?”

Looking annoyed, Tony said, “Of course, coach.”

The coach was taller than Tony, and towered over me. He took my hand and placed his other hand on my waist. I suspect from his manner of dressing he’d prefer doing the Cotton Eyed Joe, but he was actually a very good dancer. Yee Haw.

Smiling at me, the coach said, “I had to get a dance in with the woman who turned Tony around to be our best player. He seemed unfocused at the start of the season, and fumbled the ball a lot. He credits you for straightening him out. So miss, I’m very thankful. We have a shot at state this year.”

It bothers me that Tony has been lying about me. Why can’t he take credit for his own success?

“May I cut in?”

The coach inclined his head towards me as if he was tipping his hat. “Thank you for the dance, miss.” He backed away, and Jeanette took his place.

“Well, this is a surprise,” I said as she took her dance position.

Giggling, she said, “I figured you would be busy the rest of the evening. I just wanted to talk to you for a second.”

“I’m here,” I smiled back at her.

“First, just how long have you been seeing Tony? With you being the woman behind the man and all that.”

I shook my head. “I have no idea what’s up with that. That afternoon at the practice field when he and Jeremy sent those two creeps on their way? That’s about the first time since school started that I’d talked to him.”

Letting a little smirk get by, Jeanette said, “Well, it seems everyone thinks he’s your boyfriend.”

Annoyed, I asked, “Why does everyone now think I’m a girl?”

She stopped dancing and just stared at me for a moment. “You’re gorgeous. You’re wearing a gorgeous dress. And you’re here with the second most gorgeous boy. Why do you think?”

I frowned. “I’m a victim of circumstances.”

Tony stepped up to us and said, “Do you mind if I dance with my girl? Especially if you’re just going to stand there?”

Jeanette frowned. “I told Jer that award would go to your head. Fine. I’ll talk with Sandra later.”

Tony grinned as he resumed his dancing position. I laid my head back on his shoulder as we started dancing again. “I really love dancing with you, Sandy. But maybe we should go someplace more private.”

The memory of those two condoms in my purse suddenly flashed before my eyes. I said, “I like it here. Nice to be surrounded by friends. Lots of friends.”

Tony shrugged as he gave me a curious look.

After another twenty minutes of dancing, I had to sit down and take my shoes off. My feet were killing me.

Tony walked off to chat about our team’s future chances with his football friends, and Terri plopped down next to me.

Grinning at me, Terri said, “Congratulations, girl.”

I looked sideways at her. “For what?”

Smiling wide, she said, “For landing Tony as your boyfriend. That was the goal right? And you’re welcome. I’m sure my makeup job helped.”

“Tony’s not my boyfriend,” I exclaimed. “And it certainly wasn’t the goal.”

Terri chuckled. “Well, I just heard for the third time Tony telling his friends that you’re his girlfriend. I think one more time and it’s a common law marriage.”

Shocked, I asked Terri, “You’re joking, right?”

She shrugged. “Just enjoy it, girl. You’ve made him popular. Cute, popular boys like Tony don’t stay with one girl for very long. Maybe longer if you put a ring on it.”

“I honestly wasn’t out to get a boyfriend,” I said sincerely. “I was just helping a friend.”

Terri’s expression darkened slightly. “Just remember: Tony really could have any girl he wants... but he chose you.”

#

Tony’s car slowly pulled up to the curb outside my house. He had held my hand all the way home, and we stole kisses at every red light.

I felt very confused. I’ve never had any real interest in Tony, or any guy as far as that goes. But looking over at Tony, I was feeling very warm and gooey inside.

As he opened his door, Tony said, “Here we are. With ten minutes to spare.” I just sat there, watching him walk around the car. I truly did not want this night to end. He opened my door and helped me out of his car, then put his arm around my waist and pulled me close to him as we walked up to my house.

Standing on the porch, Tony took both my hands in his and looked deeply into my eyes. “I had a wonderful time tonight, Sandy.”

“Oh I did too!” I gushed. I was about to turn into a puddle of girly goo.

Still holding my hands, Tony said, “You were the most beautiful girl at the dance tonight. Would… would you like to go out again sometime? Maybe a movie next Friday?”

Wide eyed and breathy, I said, “I’d love to!”

There was an awkward silence for a few moments, and then he put his arms around my waist and pulled me very close. I put my arms around his neck and looked up. Even in heels he’s taller than me. He bent his head down, and his lips brushed against mine. Why do I love his lips so much? With his fingers, he swept some stray hairs from my face.

I parted my lips slightly, and suddenly his lips were pressed against mine. I breathed heavily with desire. I was in heaven, and if I wasn’t holding on to his neck, I’d probably be a puddle at his feet. I wanted his kiss to last forever.

At which point did I switch sides? I didn’t care. I just wanted my Tony to hold me.

Tony slowly pulled away. “I should probably let you go now. It’s almost eleven and I don’t want your mom angry at me.”

I still had my arms around his neck. I pulled him down for one last kiss. I hope I’m not falling in love.

We finally separated. One last embrace, and he quietly returned to his car. It rumbled into life, and I watched as it disappeared down our street.

As I entered my house, Mom stood up from sitting on the couch, where she was reading her Kindle. She grinned as she put her hands on my shoulders to hug me. “From the expression on your face, I really don’t need to ask how the evening went.”

I grinned dopily at Mom and hugged her. My life had irreversibly changed that night, as the solitary condom in my purse bore mute witness.

#

Monday I lost twenty bucks to Jeanette.

-The End of “It’s Just a Dance”-

###


Tuxedo

The laughing all stopped.

I was trying to catch my breath, as I’d landed on my diaphragm after being pushed to the ground of one of the playing fields at D. B. Cooper High School. Two of the school’s biggest bullies, Spudz and Ralph, had chased me out to the field after school, to the great amusement of their five toadies.

Before I could roll over, I heard the raspy voice of one of my oldest friends growl, “Anyone who wants a piece of Merril here will have to come through me. Any takers?”

She took a step towards them, and they all turned and ran.

She laughed. It was an unpleasant sound. “Pussies!” she shouted, then turned and extended a hand towards me to help me up. A moment later I was on my feet and dusting off my pants. “You okay, Merril?” asked Jonnifer.

Our friendship goes back to elementary school, where she saved my butt a few times then as well. Jonnifer was a big girl. A really big girl. Almost six-feet-tall before starting high school, she towered over nearly all of the boys, and played on two of the school’s boys’ sports teams.

We seemed an unlikely duo, with me being a small, delicate, and girlish boy. However, we’d been friends since she moved into the area when we were both in the third grade. She was different from other girls, like the way she improvised see-saw catapults to launch her Barbie dolls over her Malibu Beach House.

Jonnifer Nourse had long blonde hair and blue eyes: a Valkyrie from legend. Her goal in life was to grow up to be a combat engineer, like her dad. Her face was actually quite pretty, but most boys were afraid of her. Her single dad and my Aunt Brittany even had a fling, once upon a time.

Me, on the other hand? I had no interest in sports or, really, anything most boys were into. I wanted to be a dress designer. I’d always smile to myself when I’d picture my boutique in my mind’s eye: ‘Merril Embry Fashions’. That was my dream. My big goal in life.

My dad, who was a fleet mechanic at a trucking company, was less than thrilled with my dream, but I had made several dresses already for some of the cutest girls at school. They loved my designs and handiwork. And, as you can imagine, this made me a target of contempt by all the “real” boys at school.

It also didn’t help that I kept my dark brown hair on the longish side; usually past shoulder length. Dad would tell me to get a haircut, and Mom would beg me not to. Mom would almost always win.

Growing up, I’d always shown an intense interest in Mom’s sewing machine and how she was able to make clothes with it. Her dream had been to have her own dress store, where she would make custom dresses. After she died, her dream became mine.

“Thanks, Jonnifer,” I said as I brushed some dried grass and dirt from the seat of my pants. “But you didn’t have to.” I waved two scrawny fists in the air. “In another minute, I would have sent them packing.”

Jonnifer laughed. “Merril, the only packing would have been those boys packing you into a box. You’re not a fighter, Merril.”

I slumped my shoulders. “Yeah. I’m a dress maker.” I sighed heavily.

Jonnifer grinned. “And a very good one from what I’ve seen. The gown you made for Elizabeth’s prom dress is downright gorgeous. The same for Linda. You’ve got skills.”

“My dad doesn’t think so,” I sighed. “He wants me to be a mechanic like he is.”

Jonnifer laughed. “Hah. You don’t have enough elbow grease to be a mechanic. Honestly, I think you’ve already found your calling.”

I tried to grin. “I’m glad somebody thinks so.”

As Jonnifer turned to walk away, she pointed at me. “Hey, just stay out of trouble, okay?”

I laughed without humor. “I’ll try. Thanks again.”

#

The next week went by without anyone trying to beat me up. That was in large part from Jonnifer already threatening everyone who might be interested in hurting me.

I finished another dress for Prom, which was rapidly approaching. Prom: another depressing aspect of my life. The girls at school all loved the dresses I made, but every girl I asked to Prom turned me down -- some politely, some with a laugh. Offering to make their Prom dress for free if they’d go with me also didn’t work.

A couple of girls, who can now forget about me ever making a dress for them, jokingly suggested -- after turning me down -- that I ask Jonnifer to Prom. To them, the idea was a joke. Small girlish me asking the large boyish Jonnifer to Prom. Ha ha. Big joke, right?

Actually, I’d thought about Jonnifer. We’d been friends forever. But, honestly, I didn’t want to ruin our friendship by asking her to the dance. I’m sure she’d think she was merely my last choice. I also had a better reason not to ask her -- she has a boyfriend.

She met Tony when she first joined the varsity football team, the only girl in our school’s history to be on the team. They hit it off right away. Tony was the only boy at school who was taller than her and could beat her at arm wrestling.

Football season is over, but they’re still a couple. A somewhat rocky couple -- some refer to them as King Kong vs. Godzilla -- but they stay together.

I was on my way to my last class, study hall, when Jonnifer came bounding up and caught me in the hall.

“Merril! Wait up!” she called to me. She then caught my shoulder.

I smiled. “Hey Jonnifer. What’s up?”

Grinning and a little breathless from running, Jonnifer said, “I want to ask you a huge favor. I was afraid he wouldn’t, but Tony asked me to the prom! Can you believe it? Anyway, can you make me a gown for Prom? Please? I’ll pay. But I know it’s short notice.”

“Congratulations! I knew he’d finally come around,” I said, genuinely happy for my friend. “But yeah. Prom is a week from Saturday. That’d be quite a rush job.”

Smiling broadly, Jonnifer exclaimed, “I know it’s short notice, but you’re the maestro of dress making. I have confidence in you.”

I frowned slightly. “I appreciate your confidence, but honestly, I think you’d be better off going to one of the local bridal stores.”

Jonnifer scowled. “I already have. Nobody, and I mean nobody, has a dress in my size.”

I nodded. “That would be a problem. You’re a big girl. From what you’ve told me, you’ve always been hard to fit.”

Looking earnestly at me, Jonnifer said, “That’s why I’m hoping you can work your magic. I’ve never been invited to a dance before.”

That’s sad to hear. She is actually quite pretty. She has curves and all. She’s just big.

I sighed. “I’ll see what I can do. But no promises.”

Jonnifer said, “That’s all I can ask. Thanks!” She then gave me a bone-crushing hug and hurried off to her next class.

#

“What the hell was that Amazon doing over here?” asked Dad, standing in my doorway after Jonnifer left the house that evening. Dad was actually afraid of her. Actually, he was very afraid of her dad, after some of the stories Aunt Brittany told him.

From my computer, where I had started working on the dress pattern for Jonnifer, I said, “I was just taking her measurements for a new dress. Nothing for you to be worried about.”

Dad shook his head. “Dresses. Always making dresses. And now for a girl who can beat the shit out of most men. I blame your mother for this!”

I scowled at Dad. “You can stop now. Can you belittle me later? This is a rush job.”

Dad shook his head as he walked away, muttering, “My son. The dress maker. God must hate me.”

God isn’t alone in that, I thought.

I spent all evening trying to arrange Jonnifer’s measurements into a pattern for a pretty gown. I worked late into the night. I had to finally quit, or I’d never make it to school the next morning.

I failed. I couldn’t come up with any patterns that would fit Jonnifer correctly. I cried. I actually cried, because I couldn’t make a dress for my best friend. I could spend the next several days, and I wouldn’t be able to get anything to work.

The next day at school, Jonnifer caught up with me at lunch. She asked, “How’s the dress coming along? Made any progress?”

I couldn’t look her in the eye. I sighed and said, “I don’t think I can do it. I’ll keep working on it tonight.”

Jonnifer let her smile drop. “I didn’t think it’d be that hard. You’re such a whiz at making dresses. Well, as they say, Rome wasn’t built in a day. I have faith in you.”

“I’m not giving up, but it’s not looking good right now,” I said glumly. “What’s funny is a pattern for a really nice looking tuxedo that I could adapt to your measurements very quickly.”

Jonnifer grunted a laugh. “That’d be funny wouldn’t it? Tony and I both showing up in a tux.”

I pulled my tablet out of my book bag and tapped on it for few seconds. I held it up to Jonnifer and said, “Here’s how it would look.”

She took the tablet from my grasp and studied the image of the tux for a minute or so. She said, “That’s cute. I like it. Make that for me, Merril.”

I took the tablet back from her. “You’re joking, right?”

Looking serious, she said, “I’m serious. I’d look goofy in a dress anyway. Make that tux for me.”

“If you’re sure,” I said, looking up into Jonnifer’s face. “I’ll start tonight.”

After surviving another bone-crushing hug, I finished my lunch, ready for my new mission.

#

“Good evening, Miss Nourse,” said Dad as he greeted Jonnifer at our door. I had my bedroom door open and could hear the conversation. “I guess you’re here to see Merril?”

“Yes, sir,” said Jonnifer politely.

Dad said, “Come in. I think he’s expecting you.”

“Thank you, sir,” said Jonnifer. After a pause, she continued, “I never noticed this before Mr. Embry. You resemble your sister Brittany quite a bit. And, now that I think about it, Merril looks just like a teen version of her.”

Dad just said, “Thanks. I think.”

A few moments later, Jonnifer rapped her knuckles on my door frame. “Knock knock.”

I stood up and exclaimed, “Jonnifer! Ready to try on your new tux?”

Grinning and ducking down to clear the door frame, she said, “That’s why I’m here. I can’t wait to see it.”

I had finished her tuxedo Thursday night. Friday at school I asked her to come by and try it on. I’m pretty sure I got the size correct. Prom was a week from tomorrow, Saturday.

I pointed and said, “There it is on the bed. I’ll leave the room so you can change. Just knock on the door to let me know you’re done.”

Still grinning, she said, “Will do. It looks great so far.”

I left my room and closed the door. The tux was definitely a strange request, but I put my best effort into it. I hoped she’d like it.

A few minutes later, there was a light rap on the door. There was no screaming or cursing, so that was a good sign. But it was still with some slight trepidation that I opened the door.

In the middle of my room stood a beaming Jonnifer in a custom tux. The tux fit her perfectly. She raised and lowered her arms as she turned from side to side and turned around.

“Well, how do I look?” she asked.

I clapped once and exclaimed, “You look awesome! It may be a tux, but there’s no missing that it’s being worn by a woman.”

“I love it!” exclaimed Jonnifer. “I can’t wait to show it to Tony!” I received another bone-crushing hug.

“I’ll step outside,” I said. “So I can catch my breath and you can change back.”

A few minutes later she stepped out of my room, her tux carefully folded and under her arm. “Thanks again, Merril. You’re wonderful.”

Smiling, I said, “I’m glad you like it.”

As she started to leave, she turned to me and asked, “You’re coming to Prom, aren’t you?”

I shrugged. “Probably not. I couldn’t get a girl to accept my invitation.”

Jonnifer frowned. “Well that sucks. What’s wrong with these girls at school? Please come anyway. I want to get in a dance with my favorite designer.”

I simply said, “Maybe,” then walked her to the door and waved good-bye.

Three hours later, I get a frantic call from Jonnifer.

She’s crying. Jonnifer is crying. That’s something she never does. At least not where it can be seen.

“Jonnifer, what’s wrong?” I asked.

Through sobs, she said, “It’s Tony. He broke up with me. He said it’s bad enough I look mannish anyway, but there was no way in hell he’d go out with someone dressed in a tuxedo. I tried to explain I couldn’t get a dress. He said that only proves his point.”

“Oh Jonnifer!” I exclaimed, getting upset along with her. For this whole year, the two of them have been inseparable. And now Tony is being a royal ass. “That’s terrible. I let you down. I feel this is my fault.”

“This isn’t your fault,” said Jonnifer flatly. “Why would you think that?”

“If I could have made you a dress instead, Tony wouldn’t have dumped you!” I said, tearing up myself.

She was quiet for a minute or two. Finally, Jonnifer asked, “Would you be my date to the Prom?”

“What?”

Jonnifer chuckled. “I said, would you be my date to the Prom. And yes, I’m serious.”

I pulled my phone from my ear and stared at it for a moment as if I couldn’t believe what I just heard come from it. I put the phone back over my ear and asked, “Are you serious?”

“I just said I was!” she exclaimed. “Are you ashamed to be seen with me?”

“Don’t be ridiculous!” I almost shouted. “We’ve been friends for almost forever.”

“So. Will you be my date or not?” asked Jonnifer.

I sighed. “I’d love to take you to the prom.”

Jonnifer chuckled. “No. I’m going to take you. I think you should wear one of your gowns.”

“You want me to what?” I asked with a gasp. “Now I know you’re not being serious.”

Sounding suddenly excited, she exclaimed, “No, think about it! It’s the ultimate fuck you to everyone who hates on us. Me because I’m too big for a girl, and you because you’re too small for a boy.”

Not sure how to react, I said, “Don’t you think that would be playing into stereotypes?”

Jonnifer laughed. “Who cares? Let’s do it. I’ll even pay for your trip to the salon for hair and makeup.”

“Uh… um, what?” I couldn’t believe what I just heard.

Jonnifer said without any hint of humor, “I want my date to be gorgeous. I’ll set up the appointment for Saturday afternoon.”

“Let’s talk about this first,” I said worriedly.

“Don’t you want all those assholes to regret making fun of you?” demanded Jonnifer.

“Well yeah. But I don’t think I want them to want to date me instead,” I protested.

Jonnifer laughed. “I’m excited now, I can’t wait to show up at the prom in my snazzy new tux and you on my arm. Thanks again Merril for this wonderful tux!”

“Don’t you go off half cocked here,” I said, trying to be reasonable. “Give me another two days to see if I can create a gown for you. I’m sure Tony will be happy to go back with you then.”

“Fuck Tony!” sneered Jonnifer. “I need to go. Talk to you tomorrow.” She then disconnected.

Now what should I do? I made the mistake of telling Dad what Jonnifer had proposed. He fell on the floor he was laughing so hard.

#

I caught up to Jonnifer in the hall at school. I touched her arm and she spun around, looking like she was ready to kill someone. When she saw it was me, she grinned.

“What’s up, Merril?” she asked when we stopped in the hall.

“I just wanted to ask if you’ve reconsidered this crazy idea of yours for prom?” I asked, already pretty sure what her answer would be.

Her grin dropped and half scowled, “Reconsider? Are you wanting to bail on me? Are you going to break my heart like all the other guys and turn me down?”

“No!” I exclaimed. “No, no. Just how you want me to dress. I almost came up with a dress design that might work for you.”

Jonnifer frowned at me. If you’ve never seen her frown, you have no idea what a frightful sight it is. “I love my tux. I’m going to wear it. I’ve seen your aunt, and you look just like her. I think the world should see how beautiful you are in one of your own gowns.”

I shook my head. “I don’t think the world is ready for that.”

Jonnifer put her palms together in a prayerful gesture. “If you never do anything else in the world for me, please to this. Please?”

I sighed. How could I say no? Especially when she could crush my head like an egg. I said, “Okay! Okay. You win.”

Despite the school rules against displays of affection, she gave me a big, slobbering kiss. “Thanks honey! Your appointment is at 2:00 on Saturday. I’m so excited!”

“Terrific….”

#

It was about ten minutes before two on Saturday afternoon when Dad, still chuckling, dropped me off at the salon. I really had hoped Dad would have told Jonnifer that there was no way in hell his son would go to a beauty salon for hair, nails, and makeup, but instead of raising a fuss, he found it just too hilarious. Thanks Dad.

I had taken a bath that morning, and had taken the time to shave pretty much everywhere. I never shaved my legs and armpits before, but after looking at my clean self, I thought I might have to start shaving regularly.

The woman at the reception desk smiled at me when I entered the salon. I was just wearing jeans and a t-shirt, my normal Saturday attire, and I really expected a chuckle. Instead, I got a scolding.

She picked up some strands of my hair and shook her head. “Girl, you need to take better care of your hair. It looks like you never use conditioners. And these nails! Tsk tsk. Are you trying to pass for a boy?”

I said, “I thought it’d be fun to try.”

She again shook her head. “Well, stop trying. You have beautiful hair, if you’d just take better care of it. Okay. Let’s take you back so you’ll be ready for your prom date.”

I’d never been in a salon before, so I had no idea what to expect. Even though I washed my hair that morning, she still sat me down in an uncomfortable chair with my head tilted too far back and proceeded to wash it again. Other than the crick in my neck, I actually enjoyed the experience.

I was getting my long hair styled, which I’d never had done before. I had no idea what they were doing, and I was afraid to look.

While something in my hair was setting, and it didn’t smell pleasant, they took me back to do my makeup. Until I was informed, I had no idea my eyebrows were out of control, so they trimmed them and added an arch.

My dress was red, so my lips and nails would be just as red. I’d never worn makeup or had my nails done before. I felt really weird. The salon assured me my makeup was kiss-proof, at least for a while, depending how frisky my boyfriend was. I figured it wasn’t worth the effort to correct them.

I almost had a stroke when I saw my reflection in the mirror. Holy shit! I really didn’t think I was looking at me. It was too much to believe.

The girl who did my makeup said, “You’re totally beautiful, miss. You should wear makeup every day.”

When I walked out of the salon and headed to where Dad had parked when he came to pick me up, he looked at me not only without recognition, but that same look he reserves for looking at beautiful women he had a lust for. He looked uncomfortable as I approached him.

He averted his eyes as I stepped up to the side of his truck. “Dad. What do you think?”

He turned to face me, and I could see the blood drain from his face. His mouth fell open and he just gaped at me.

“Merril? Is that you?” he asked, a look of confusion in his eyes.

I grinned. “Yeah, Dad. What do you think?” I turned my face from side-to-side.

Choking on his words, Dad said, “Holy shit, son. You… you’re gorgeous. Just like your aunt. It’s an incredible transformation.”

I smiled at Dad and climbed into the truck. I took far more satisfaction from my dad’s discomfort than I should have. He kept staring at me on the drive back home. A gasket had clearly snapped on Dad, as he helped me exit the truck and was actually polite to me.

I had left my dress lying on my bed, and looked at it when I entered my room. I thought it was my best creation, and I had made it for me. Since I lack breasts, it’s held up by two spaghetti straps. The skirt is floor length, and if it wasn’t for the thigh high slit I doubt I’d be able to walk in it, much less dance. It’s also a striking red, sequined, and exposes my shoulders.

I also bought matching shoes -- strappy, high heeled sandals -- and a matching clutch. I was also planning to wear my mother’s dangly earrings and matching necklace and bracelets. Along with a splash of Mom’s perfume.

I hoped Jonnifer liked it.

I got into the dress and shoes, but I couldn’t reach around to the zipper in the back. I walked out of my room to look for Dad. He was sitting on the couch watching TV.

“Daddy? Can you help me with my zipper, please?” Why the hell I called him ‘Daddy’ I had no idea.

Dad looked up and smiled at me. “Sure thing, honey.” Dad never calls me honey. “You’re really looking beautiful. It’s amazing.” He stepped behind me, and I felt his hands on my back as he zipped up the zipper. “There.”

I smiled at him. “Thank you, Daddy.” There’s that Daddy again. It just seems to fit.

I heard a car door close outside. “There’s Jonnifer,” I said, stating the obvious. I did a pirouette in front of Dad. “How do I look?”

Dad nodded at me. “You’re beautiful. Just like your aunt.”

The doorbell rang. I said to Dad, “Oh God. She’s here. I must be insane to go out dressed this way.”

As I walked towards the door, Dad said, “You look great.”

I opened the door, and there stood Jonnifer, looking quite sophisticated wearing the tux I designed, along with her hair pulled back in a manly ponytail. She was holding a bouquet of flowers in one hand and some clear plastic box in the other.

Her eyes went wide when she saw me. “You look gorgeous, Merril! You’re going to outshine every girl at prom. I’m serious. That’s a beautiful dress. Here, these are for you.”

She handed me the flowers. It was a mix of several types, and was a very pretty arrangement. After taking them, I turned to Dad and asked if he could put them in water. He just nodded and took them from me.

Jonnifer then opened the plastic box. She said, “This is also for you.” She held out a wrist corsage, and helped slip it over my hand.

I grinned at her. “Wow. I wasn’t expecting the full treatment!”

Jonnifer shrugged. “You’re my date. I want your night to be perfect. I guess we need to go.”

Dad said, “Wait just a second.”

I turned and Dad was holding up his phone to use the camera. “Dad? Are you serious?”

Dad grinned. “I just have to get a picture of this.” I heard his phone click a few times. He then said, “Okay. Have a good time. Have her back by midnight.”

“Dad!” I exclaimed. “Are you serious?”

Jonnifter nodded and said, “I’ll have her back on time, Mr. Embry.” She then took my hand and led me out the door. Why am I being referred to as “her”?

As we approached, I could see that her dad was driving the car. Her dad looked over at me and did a double-take. Jonnifer opened the door for me while her dad stared at me and said, “Brittany? Jonnifer, I thought you were taking that Embry kid to the prom.”

Jonnifer looked over at her dad. “This is Merril, Dad. Brittany is her aunt… or um his aunt… whatever.”

Her dad’s eyes widened. “That’s Embry’s SON? Wow. That’s amazing.”

Jonnifer chuckled as she slid next to me. “I think you’ve been complimented.” She sniffed my neck. “You smell good too. You pulled out all the stops, didn’t you?”

I shrugged. “Well, when will I ever get to go to prom again in one of my own dresses? Do you like my dress?”

Jonnifer grinned. “Baby, I love your dress! All the boys will wish they’d asked you to prom instead.”

I smiled. “I’m happy to go with you.” She leaned over and kissed me.

When we arrived at the downtown hotel where the prom dance was being held, we didn’t have to worry about parking since her dad was going to leave and come back later. The car stopped, and Jonnifer ran around to my side and opened my door. She then took my hand to assist me in exiting the car. The long gown and high heels did make trying to exit the car gracefully a bit of a challenge.

As we entered the ball room, other kids were spinning their heads around to look at us. It bothered me when I heard a boy tell his friend that he definitely wanted a piece of that, meaning me. I heard a lot of whispers of “who is that girl?” I thought it was kinda funny.

Holding my hand and grinning, Jonnifer said, “I think we made quite an entrance, wouldn’t you say?”

I nodded. “Everyone stopped to look at us.”

A boy from the football team came up to us and said, “That’s quite a tux, Jonnifer! It looks good on you.”

A group of girls nearby said, “I told you she was butch.”

We walked up to the snack table, and Jonnifer gentlemanly poured a cup of punch for me.

Several football players were hanging out near the punch bowl. They all walked over towards us and one said, “Jonni! Lookin’ sharp tonight. Nice tux.”

Jonnifer grinned. “Thanks guys. I’m sure Merril could have made a nice tux for you as well if you weren’t such assholes to him.”

Another player said with a sneer, “Where is ol’ Merril tonight? Too afraid to show up, I guess.”

Jonnifer laughed as she slid her arm around my waist. With her other arm, she pointed at me. “You’re drooling at him right now.” Okay, I wanted to go home.

Several of the football team’s jaws dropped. The one who greeted us at the punch bowl said, “You can’t be serious. That gorgeous girl is Merril? No way!”

“Hi guys,” I said meekly with a small wave.

Jonnifer looked down at me and said, “Come on. Let’s dance.” When she saw my hesitation, she said, “Come on. It’s funny.”

She led me out onto the dance floor with the other couples. I got a lot of approving looks from all the guys, along with frowns of disapproval from their dates. Fred Astaire and Ginger Rodgers we weren’t, but we were there to have fun.

Jonnifer held me close as she put her hand on my waist and held my other hand. She bent her head to my ear and whispered, “Thanks for being a good sport. I’m guessing this is embarrassing for you, but I’m having a blast.”

I whispered back, “Embarrassing is hardly the word, but it is fun to see the reactions. And who can be upset at being called beautiful?”

Jonnifer shrugged. “I wouldn’t know.”

I sighed. “Again, I’m sorry I couldn’t make you a gown.”

Jonnifer shook her head. “I don’t blame you. And I love my tux!” She shocked me with a quick kiss. Nobody would suspect her kisses would be so soft and sweet.

I asked, “Have you even been to a beauty salon like you sent me to?”

She shook her head. “No. Seems like a girly thing to do.”

Looking shocked, I said, “But it’s okay for me?”

She chuckled.

I continued, “News flash, Jonnifer. You’re a girl. And a pretty one at that.”

As if on cue, a boy came up to us and asked, “Mind if I cut in?”

Jonnifer let go of me and said, “Sure.”

I suddenly found myself alone as the boy put his hand on Jonnifer’s waist, while she looked completely surprised. They started dancing.

A voice in my ear asked, “May I have this dance?”

I turned to see it was Tony! Surprised, I said, “Okay.”

As we started dancing, Tony nodded in the direction of Jonnifer. “Okay, what’s the deal?”

I frowned at Tony. “You rejected Jonnifer, so she asked me to the prom. Is that a problem?”

Tony shook his head. “I’m sorry. That was rude of me. As beautiful as you are, I can’t say I blame her for asking you to the prom. The thing is, I never dis-invited her. I just said I didn’t want to take someone wearing a tuxedo.”

In disbelief, I said, “Since she was going to wear the tux I designed, how else was she supposed to take that?”

Tony sighed heavily. “I made a huge mistake. I thought it would embarrass me. I was only thinking of me.”

I nodded in Jonnifer’s direction. “Look how happy she looks. Look how beautiful she is with that smile.” She was on her third dance partner.

Tony studied me for a few moments. “You’re right. I screwed up. She’ll probably never forgive me.”

I looked directly into Tony’s eyes. “Why should she? She was so happy when you asked her to the prom. She couldn’t wait to show you her new tux. And what did you do? You broke her heart.”

Tony blinked back a tear. “I know. I feel awful.”

“Does she know that?” I prompted.

He looked over at Jonnifer dancing with her sixth partner so far. “She probably won’t ever talk to me again.”

I said, “Go cut in. Dance with her and apologize. And mean it. Maybe she’ll forgive you.”

He bent down and kissed my cheek. “Thanks.” He let go of my hand and walked towards Jonnifer.

I stood alone on the dance floor and watched Tony walk slowly to Jonnifer, dancing with her back to him. A moment later Jonnifer turned, looked surprised, and then smiled as Tony took her into his arms and began dancing.

After a few moments, someone touched my arm. “May I have this dance?”

I turned and almost gulped. I’d never seen such a cute boy. I shouldn’t even notice such things, but there he was, wanting to dance with me.

I smiled. “I’d love to.” He smiled back and took my hand.

As we danced past Tony and Jonnifer, I saw she had her head lying against his shoulder and a dreamy look in her eyes. When she saw me, she mouthed the words “thank you.” She then noticed who I was dancing with and gave me a thumbs up.

The lights in the ballroom dimmed and the DJ announced, “We’re slowing things down a bit for all you romantics out there. I see quite a few.” He started playing a slower, more romantic song. I saw Tony pull Jonnifer closer to him.

A spotlight was hopping around the dancers, and when it hit Jonnifer and Tony, Tony leaned Jonnifer back and planted a huge, deep kiss on her, which caused a ripple of applause. I felt so happy to help bring Jonnifer and Tony back together.

And then I was shocked when the spotlight fell on me and the cute boy, who I remembered was in my Math class and was named Jamie. As soon as the light hit us, Jamie pulled a Tony and leaned me back and gave me a long, deep, toe-curling kiss that took my breath away. I hoped my makeup continued to be kiss proof.

#

The night was magical. My tux was definitely a success -- I’d never seen Jonnifer so happy. And I have to say, my gown was a success as well.

I never felt attracted to a boy before. But that won’t be going anywhere, because not only did I arrive home late, but Dad didn’t like me coming home with a different boy than who I left with.

Tony now wants a matching tux.

-The End of “Tuxedo”-

###


Just a Date

“Is this everyone?” I asked as Stacy climbed into my car’s back seat.

Hailey rolled her eyes at me. “Yes. It’s just the three of us. If my car wasn’t broken, I wouldn’t have even asked you.”

Allison laughed. “You’re the only boy I know who complains about a car full of girls.”

I shrugged as I backed out of the driveway at Stacy’s house. “I’m not complaining. I just wanted to make sure I had room for everyone.”

“Well, you won’t have to worry about taking me back home,” Hailey announced. “Doug is picking me up at the strip mall for lunch. He’ll take me home.” Most people at school only know Doug as Crusher. Of course he’s on the football team.

Stacy leaned forward and said, “You won’t have to worry about me either. Noah’s picking me up as well.” Noah is also a football player, better known as Wild Dog.

I laughed. “So Allison is the only one I’ll have to take back home? What’s wrong with Dooooo Waaaain that he can’t pick you up?” While on the short side, Duane is on the football team too.

Allison poked the back of my head. “You don’t have to say his name like that. It’s just Duane. He’s out of town with his parents until Sunday.”

It was a really nice Wednesday morning, and we were all enjoying our last summer before our senior year. Only one more year of school. I think all of us were ready for it to end.

Stacy asked, “You’re going to hang out with us, aren’t you Stevie?”

I frowned. “Well, I’m not going to just sit in the car until you guys are done. I do have to take Allison home. I was thinking of getting a haircut today.”

Allison exclaimed, “You are not! Your hair is gorgeous!”

Hailey nodded. “I wish I had your hair.”

With one hand I fluffed out my hair. “Look at this! I look like I’m one of you. It’s bad enough I’m skinny and short.”

“And what’s wrong with looking like you’re one of us?” asked Hailey.

I frowned. “You know! I get mistaken for a girl a lot. It’s embarrassing.”

Allison frowned as well. “So are girls inferior?”

As I drove my car into a parking space at the strip mall I exclaimed, “No! Of course not. That’s not what I mean.” I turned the ignition off.

Hailey folded her arms. “And what do you mean?”

I shook my head. “Nothing. I mean nothing.” This is an argument I can never seem to win. My three best friends are the three girls in my car. We hang out together a lot, especially in school. I admit I’m not the most masculine guy around, but it’s not like I wear girl clothes or makeup or anything like that.

Our little group of friends is always referred to at school as ‘Those four girls.’ Before school ended for the summer, the girls’ coach tried to encourage all four of us to try out for cheerleader, and Stacy actually put all four of us in for the tryouts later this summer. Makes sense for Stacy, and even Hailey, as their boyfriends are on the football team. But me?

Everyone started to split up after we got out of my car. I frowned. Not more than ten seconds ago I was asked to hang with them, and then they go separate ways. I picked one and followed Hailey into the earring store.

Hailey grinned at me. “You gonna get some earrings?”

Shrugging, I said, “I’m just following you.” She chuckled.

I just stood there while Hailey pulled some earrings off the rack, looked at them, and then returned them to the rack. One pair of earrings she held up to me and said, “You should get these. I think they’d look cute on you.”

I shook my head. “I don’t think so.’

Looking at me curiously, she asked, “Your ears are pierced, right?”

I sighed. “You forced me to, right in this very store, just a couple of months ago.”

Hailey giggled. “Oooh. I forced you to get your ears pierced! Don’t say that too loud.” The girl behind the counter grinned at me. She was the one that did the deed.

I opened the store’s door. “I think I’ll just wait out here.”

Hailey shook her head. “I’m just teasing!”

I stepped away as the door closed behind me. It was too nice of a day to spend it in a store. I looked around for the other girls, and had no idea where they went. Doesn’t matter. The only one I needed to worry about was Allison… unless she hitches a ride with someone else and doesn’t tell me. That’s happened twice before.

As I wandered, I started to walk past the Warhammer store. No point going in as I can’t afford anything in there. One of our school’s finest, a football player who I don’t know personally, was browsing. I had no idea he was into Warhammer stuff. I don’t know his name, and though he scares the hell out of everyone, he’s actually a decent sort.

And Zane’s in there too, along with one of his buddies. They’re such jerks. I think Zane has annoyed every girl at school. I hope they’re both gone by the time my friends get done with their shopping.

I had no idea where the girls were, but it was getting close to lunch time, so I walked over towards Taco Bueno to wait for them to show up.

I looked in the window of Taco Bueno to see if Hailey and any of the others were already inside. They weren’t, but smelling the delicate fragrances emanating from the restaurant was making me hungry.

I turned around, and almost bumped into Zane and his buddy, nicknamed Booger. I really don’t want to know why.

Zane grinned at me. “Are you lost, honey?”

Booger grinned as well. “She must be. You never see those four girls alone.”

I need new friends. Everyone just assumes I’m a girl because of who I hang out with. I should hang out with some manly men. Or, on second thought, that could be worse for me.

Pointing at his friend, Zane said, “Why don’t you join me and the Booger-man here for lunch? My treat.”

Booger laughed. He really shouldn’t do that. “Yeah, babe. Two for the price of one.”

I forced a smile and said, “Thank you for inviting me, but I’m waiting for someone.” And Allison is taking her sweet damn time in getting here.

Zane smiled a toothy grin. “Wait no more, babe. We’re here!”

Behind Zane the football player exited the Warhammer store and looked in our direction. I must have looked uncomfortable, because he frowned and walked towards us.

While still behind Zane, the football player -- I wished I could remember his name -- shouted, “Hey babe! Sorry I took so long.” He stepped up right beside me and wrapped his massive arm around my skinny waist. “Are you ready for lunch?”

I put my arm around him. Well, as much of it I could reach. I smiled and said, “I sure am!” It looks like he thinks I’m a girl too, but I wasn’t worried about him.

Giving a fierce look at Zane, the football player said, “Can I help you gentlemen with something?”

Blood draining from his face, Zane simply said, “Ah… uh, no sir. Let’s go, Boogs.”

As he started to follow Zane, Booger said, “Have a nice lunch, sir.”

I heaved a sigh of relief, and didn’t realize I was resting my head on his chest. “Thank you!”

He looked down at me and grinned. “My pleasure.” He kept his arm around me.

“Clarence!” I heard Allison shout as she rounded a corner. She hurried up to us. Ah, yes. Clarence, more famously known as “The Wall.”

Putting his other arm around Allison, she flashed me a goofy smile and said, “I see you’ve met Stevie.”

He kept his arm around me. Looking down at me and grinning, The Wall said, “Stevie is a cute name. Is that short for Stephanie?”

I tried to wriggle free, but he had quite a hold on me. I said, “Well actually….”

“Hey Wallster!” came a shout from the parking lot. I looked over, and it was Crusher from the football team, Hailey’s new squeeze.

Clarence let go of Allison to fist bump Crusher as he said, “Dude.”

After a quick stare at me with hungry eyes Crusher looked at Clarence and grinned. “How do you manage to always find the cutest girls?”

The Wall laughed. “Dude. They come to me!”

Allison giggled. “Better not let Hailey hear you!”

A worried look on his face, Crusher quickly surveyed the immediate area. “She’s not here, is she?” The only person who could put the fear of God into Crusher would be Hailey.

“Crushie!” squealed Hailey as she came around the corner and saw us all standing in front of Taco Bueno. She ran up to Crusher, throwing her arms around his neck and planting a big wet one on his face. Hailey is not shy.

She looked over at me with Wall’s arm around me and grinned.

Crusher looked around at the four of us and asked, “Anyone seen Wild Dog? I thought he was going to meet us here.” Wild Dog Johnson. Yet another football player. Aren’t any football players named Bob or Sam? Wild Dog is dating Stacy. On Wild Dog’s birth certificate it says his name is Noah, but no one except Stacy ever calls him that.

Hailey looked around. “Where’s Stacy? She’s supposed to join us.”

Allison folded her arms and frowned at Hailey. “Did you lose her again?”

A minute later we heard giggling coming around the corner, and eventually Stacy appeared, holding hands with a shorter than typical but still muscular boy who I had to assume was Wild Dog. She shouted, “Hey! Look what I found!” She giggled again.

Hailey looked around at the small crowd gathered in front of Taco Bueno and asked, “You guys want to join us for lunch?” She had a death grip on Crusher’s arm.

Allison said, “I was going to go home. I mean, I’d love to join you guys, but I don’t have anyone.” She pouted.

The Wall grinned while keeping his arm tight around my waist and said, “Come on. You can join us.” I looked up at Clarence. We’re an “us” now?

Allison asked, “You sure?”

Clarence grinned. “Sure! I’ll get you and Stevie.” Hailey and Stacy grinned at each other.

Hailey grinned. “Alright! It’s a party. Let’s go!” She and Crusher turned to enter Taco Bueno.

As we entered the restaurant, Wall turned to Allison and me, “What do you girls want?” Should I fight it? Not worth it.

I said, “A jumbo beef burrito and a coke.”

The Wall asked, “What kind of coke?”

Like, what else? I said, “Dr. Pepper.”

Allison said, “A soft chicken taco and a coke.”

The Wall asked her, “What kind of coke?”

Allison said, “A Sprite.” She looked thoughtful for a moment and then blurted, “No! Wait. I mean, a Dr. Pepper!”

Hailey looked over at us as the boys were placing the orders. “Let’s pull some tables together so we can all sit together.”

After we all sat down, Allison poked my arm. “When did you start dating Clarence?”

I shrugged. “I… I’m not!”

Hailey giggled. “He definitely likes you!”

I grinned nervously. “I’m sure he’s joking.”

Hailey laughed. “I don’t know. He looked pretty serious to me.”

Stacy said, “I think you’d be good for him. His last girlfriend, Natasha something? She was a backstabbing little bitch.”

I looked at the table. “I think we have a problem though.”

Allison laughed. “Yeah. He usually likes blondes.”

A few minutes later the boys returned with trays and sat down next to their girl. The Wall sat between Allison and me, and set my wrapped burrito on the table in front of me along with my drink.

I smiled and said, “Thank you.” I looked him up and down. If he discovers I’m not a girl, he could crush my skull in one hand.

He smiled at me and said, “You’re very welcome beautiful.” I am so dead.

Crusher shouted across the tables, “Hey Wallster! Did you get that job at Dave’s?” I’m sure he meant Dave’s Auto Repair. Catty-corner from the school.

Grinning, Wall said, “Sure did, Dude! Bring that rust bucket of yours in for a tune-up!”

Frowning, Crusher said, “I might have to.”

I looked over at Wall and asked, “You work at Dave’s? Do they have any more openings?” Dad had been grumbling that I should look for a job this summer. Dad’s a fleet mechanic for the oil company he works for. He doesn’t want me working there after he was almost killed when they dropped a torque convertor on him. Okay, maybe not actually on him, since he would have been squished. He broke a leg instead.

Anyway, I do know my way around tools. Dad always keeps his favorite 10mm wrench in his back pocket. Yes, he has a favorite.

The Wallster shook his head at me. “They have an opening for another mechanic, but you don’t want to do that. Trust me.”

I frowned at him and mimicked holding a wrench. I said, “Hey, I know how to twist a wrench. Rightie-tightie lefty-loosie. All that.”

Clarence just smiled patiently at me. He said, “Place your hand flat on the table.”

I did so, spreading my fingers a bit. Seemed like an odd request.

He then placed his hand flat on the table. Holy crap! His hand dwarfed mine with his thick, calloused fingers. He chuckled as he picked up my hand.

“So soft and smooth,” he said as he rubbed the back of my hand. “Trust me, Stevie. For someone as pretty as you, you don’t want hands like mine.”

Hailey looked at me with a broad grin. He continued to hold my hand.

I gave him a nervous smile as I tried to tug my hand away. “This burrito needs both hands.” He chuckled and let go.

Wild Dog, who up to this point had been too busy eating to say anything, looked around the table and asked, “Have any of y’all seen that new movie The Pirates of Venus? Is it any good?”

Crusher shrugged. “Hailey and I saw it last Saturday. It stars Nathan Adams. It’s pretty good. Good special effects, but it’s kinda campy. The hard part is looking past there being people living on Venus. Not sure if Stacy would like it.”

Wild Dog laughed. “I don’t care if Stacy likes it. It looked like a fun movie.” Stacy whacked his shoulder with her purse.

I noticed Hailey whisper something to Crusher. He frowned slightly, but then looked over at Clarence and me.

“Hey Wallster, have you been to any good movies lately?” asked Crusher.

The Wall looked down at his hands and said, “Naw. Not lately. I really don’t like going to movies by myself.”

Hailey said, “Stevie is a big Nathan Adams fan.”

Clarence glanced over at me. “Maybe she can go with Dog if Stacy doesn’t want to go.”

Hailey rolled her eyes. “I meant, why don’t you ask Stevie to go with you to that movie?”

In shock, I turned to Hailey and started mouthing the word “No” several times.

The Wall looked over at me with a grin. “That’s not a bad idea. Stevie, would you like to go see that movie with me?”

This is madness! What the hell is Hailey doing? I can’t go on a date with a boy! Especially one that can crush my skull with one hand.

“Well, I….” I started to say.

Hailey interrupted and exclaimed, “Of course she would!”

I looked over at Hailey and mouthed the words, “Are you crazy?!”

Grinning a mile wide, Wallster said, “Great! I’ll pick you up at six-thirty this Friday.”

Dog said, “After the movie, Stacy and I are going to have dinner at that twenty-four hour breakfast place Son of a Biscuit.”

Wall smirked. “I always treat my ladies to the fine dining of Perky’s.” He then laughed. “I hope they enjoy it, because after that I’m broke!”

Looking down at my hands, I said, “Clarence, you really don’t have to spend your money on me. I mean, really.”

He shook his head. “Baby, don’t worry about it. It’s my pleasure!”

He put his arm around my shoulders. How can I tell him I don’t want to go without hurting his feelings? He looks really happy right now. But I don’t want to date a boy!

#

“It’s just a date.”

“A date with a boy!” I growled at Hailey over the phone. “What the hell, girl. I thought we were friends!”

Sounding annoyed, Hailey said, “That annoys me. We are friends. I just got you a date! You told me you were tired of always hanging around the house.”

“A date with a boy wasn’t what I had in mind!” I exclaimed.

I could see the pout over the phone. Hailey pouted, “You told me once you liked Clarence.”

I frowned uselessly at the phone. “I said I thought he was a good football player. There’s a difference.”

“Don’t you think it’s cool that now all four of us have football players for boyfriends?” chirped Hailey. “And we’re not even cheerleaders!”

“Actually, no. It’s not cool.”

Hailey sniffed. “You certainly didn’t mind him putting his arm around you. I watched your face when he held your hand. Admit it. You like him.”

“I would like him as a friend. I mean, we both like Warhammer!” I exclaimed. “Doesn’t mean I want to date him!”

Irritatingly, Hailey said, “Pfft. It’s just a date, Stevie. The girls and I will help you get ready. You can borrow one of my skirts. Remember the one you wore to get into that girls only concert with us last April?”

“Yeah, yeah. But sneaking into a concert isn’t the same as going out with a boy!” I said, getting frustrated.

Hailey sighed. “If you really can’t bring yourself to go on one little, tiny date with one of the school’s top rated athletes, then call him and tell him no, and break his heart and ruin his performance in the fall, and we won’t make state our senior year. I mean, it’s all about you, right?”

“Will you stop?” I growled into the phone. “Breaking his heart won’t be the issue. It’ll be breaking my skull and going to jail that will be the issue.”

“He likes you,” purred Hailey. “He won’t hurt you.”

I frowned. “He won’t like me long after he figures out whose hand he was fondling.”

“Are you going to tell him?” asked Hailey coyly.

“No way in hell!” I shouted.

“What do people call us when they see us roaming the halls at school?”

“Those four girls,” I grumbled.

Hailey laughed. “I rest my case.”

“I have to tell my Mom about this,” I said seriously.

“Even your own mother thinks you’re a girl!” squealed Hailey.

“She didn’t have her glasses on!” I protested.

“I gotta run, girlfriend. I’ll bring your top and skirt – oh, and shoes! -- over Friday morning,” said Hailey. “And since you won’t, I’ll call in your appointment at the salon to get your hair fixed. See ya.” She disconnected.

“Hey!” I shouted at my disconnected phone.

#

“Mom?”

Mom looked up from her bill paying activity to look at me over her glasses. “What do you need, honey?”

I pulled up a chair next to Mom and scooted up close. “Mom. I have a problem.”

Mom leaned back in her chair. “What do you have going on, Steve?”

“I have a date.”

Mom smiled. “Sounds like a good problem.”

“I have a date with a boy.”

Mom raised her eyebrows. “Oh! I see. That could be a big problem. How did you manage that? You hang out with those girls all the time.”

“That’s part of the problem,” I said, looking down at my hands. “You know Hailey, right?”

Mom nodded. “Oh yes. The ringleader of your little band of trollops. Honestly, I think you’re actually prettier than she is.”

I frowned at Mom. “We’re not trollops, Mom. That’s not the problem. The problem is that Hailey got me a date with someone on the football team. Isn’t that nuts?”

Mom looked at one of her bills. “Is he a good player?”

“Actually yes. One of the best,” I said, feeling confused. “But that’s not the problem. The problem is he’s a boy!”

Mom looked over at me. “I didn’t think your school had any female players.”

“Mom!” I almost shouted. “I have a date with a boy!”

Mom just stared at me. “Is he nice? Do you like him?”

I shook my head. “It doesn’t matter.”

Mom grinned at me. “I ask because of all those times you and your girlfriends have been over here looking at pictures on your phones and rating the hotness of the boys at school.”

“Focus, Mom!”

“What is this boy’s name? Does he go to our church?” asked Mom. “Many of the team’s families attend our church.”

“He has a stupid nickname… uh, the Wall. Or wait. His name is Clarence of all things.”

Mom tapped her lips with her pen. “Hmmm. Clarence. Clarence Goodbody?”

I nodded. “That’s him.”

“That poor boy,” said Mom, shaking her head. “His family has had a lot of problems lately. A few months back his father ran off to Mexico with some floozy from Vegas, leaving his wife to care for their three kids. Clarence is the oldest. He’s had to take on jobs to help his mother. She told me last Sunday how sad and depressed he was.”

“I’m sorry to hear that, Mom,” I said sincerely.

“What was his reaction to getting a date with you?” asked Mom, looking down her nose at me.

“He seemed happy.”

Mom smiled. “Landing a date with someone as nice and pretty as you should make him happy.”

“Mom. You seem to be missing the point.”

Mom shook her head. “Go on the date. Get out of the house for a bit and have some fun. Lift Clarence’s spirits.”

“Mom.”

Mom ruffled my hair. “You’ve been out with other boys in the past. Be sure to dress nice for him.”

“Those times didn’t count!” I objected. “The girls and I were just goofing around.”

Mom turned away from me. “Now run along. I have to finish these bills.”

#

“Good afternoon, Mrs. Allen!” called Hailey to my Mom, who was doing something in the kitchen. Mom just waved. She was probably making something for Dad who, typically for a Friday, will be coming in late and then head right back out on another compressor delivery. I think he said tonight he’d be going up somewhere near Carlsbad New Mexico. Dirt roads are so much fun at night.

As we entered my room Hailey smiled at me. “Girl! Your hair looks great! You need to keep this style.”

I shrugged. “That’s what the stylist said, too.” I sat down at the table I had put in my room.

Hailey looked over the products on the table. “Great. You got exactly what I asked for. So, your mom doesn’t mind you going on a date tonight?”

I grunted a humorless laugh. “She practically begged me to go out with him. Says he needs cheering up.”

Looking thoughtful for a moment, Hailey said, “I’ve noticed that lately. An evening with you is sure to cheer him up.”

I frowned. “What about me?”

Hailey dismissed my comment with a wave of her hand. “I brought two outfits for you to try.” She held up a tank top. “I think this will look really cute on you even though you don’t have tits yet. I think your bra will help fill you out.” She then held up a pleated, black miniskirt. “And you’ll look adorable in this skirt. If you can sneak out past your mom, that is.” She giggled.

She glanced over at my desk. “Oh good. You did get those earrings we looked at. Those will look really cute on you. You shaved, right?”

I nodded. I shaved everywhere.

Grinning wide, she said, “All right. Let’s get started!”

Hailey was mainly just there to give me advice, as I had a fair amount of experience wearing makeup. I would even occasionally wear it to school. It actually kinda bothered me that no one cared.

I had to agree with Hailey that her first choice in clothes was the best idea. The miniskirt was short! When I stood up the bottom of my panties were exposed. Not a lot, but you could definitely tell what color my panties were. Her high heel strappy sandals fit nice. I need a pair for myself. She did my nails in a bright pink, and gave me a little spritz of perfume.

Hailey shook her head and grinned at me. “Babe, you are super hot! Clarence might not be able to hold himself back!”

I stood up and posed. “Do you really think so?”

Hailey stood up. “Oh yeah. I need to go. He’ll be here soon. Don’t worry about anything, you are gorgeous! I’ll call you tomorrow. Cya!”

I walked her to the door and waved as she got into her car, then went back and sat on the arm of the couch. I was scared out of my mind.

I’m going on a date. A real date, with a real boy. I ran back to my room to check my makeup. I checked my purse to make sure I had money, my phone, makeup, and… and….

How the hell did condoms get in there? Hailey!

The doorbell rang. Oh my God! I froze. Maybe I should run and hide. And then I heard the front door open. I forgot about Mom! She just answered the door. Can I squeeze out my bathroom window?

I heard The Wall’s voice as he said, “Good evening Mrs. Allen. I’m here to pick up Stevie. Is she ready?”

Mom said, “I think so. Let me check. Have a seat!”

I heard Mom coming down the hall. I had nowhere to hide. As she got to the door, she said, “Honey. There’s a young man here to see you.”

I slowly opened my bedroom door. “Thanks, Mom. I’m ready.”

As I stepped out of my room, Mom looked me up and down. “Are you planning on wearing that skirt?”

I nodded. “Well, it’s too late now.” I thought for sure she was about to order me to put on a different skirt.

She just tsk’d tsk’d at me and said, “Don’t let your father see you in that.”

I giggled and kissed Mom on her forehead. “That’s the plan.”

Scared out of my mind, I slowly walked down the hall to the living room.

I’d never seen such a wide smile as the one Clarence was giving me as I approached. “Stevie! You look amazing!”

“Thank you,” I said demurely. “You look nice!” I was impressed. He looked like he had showered, combed his hair, and put on a clean shirt. With buttons. I thought for sure he’d wear a t-shirt or one of his jerseys.

He said, “You look so pretty, I’m afraid to touch you. I might break you.”

I grinned at him. “That works.”

He just chuckled as he took my hand. It was like my hand disappeared into his grip.

Mom looked sternly at Clarence. “Young man. She needs to be home by eleven.”

I grinned. “In the morning?”

Mom folded her arms and scowled at me. “No. Tonight.” Getting a curfew is something new for me.

The Wallster said, “I’ll have her back on time, and hopefully in one piece.”

As we approached his car, I didn’t see Dog or Stacy inside. “Is Dog not coming?” I asked.

He shook his head. “We’re going to meet them there.”

Looking confused, I said, “I’m confused. I thought we were all riding together.” I’m going to be riding in a car, alone, with a boy who thinks I’m a girl?

Clarence just shrugged and said, “After the movie, they were talking about just getting a burger and going down to the lake and park. If you know what I mean.” He wiggled his eyebrows. “Would you rather do that too?”

Go parking? Oh Good God no. “I’ve never been to Perky’s. So I’m looking forward to that.”

Clarence started his car. “You’re in for a treat then. Best food in town, as far as I’m concerned anyway.”

I’ll admit I was a bit worried about what Clarence might do. I felt safe from being raped or attacked, he has a reputation of being a nice guy. But even nice guys try to get a kiss during delays at red lights, or feel up your leg.

But Clarence was quite the gentleman the whole drive.

The Wallster somehow managed to park right next to the Dog’s car. They’d just gotten out, and Stacy waved as they waited for us to join them.

As we walked up to them, Dog grinned and said, “Hey! I just had a great idea. Let’s swap dates. You take Stacy and I’ll take the hot babe.”

Stacy frowned. “You don’t want to have any children do you?”

The Wallster shook his head. “Bad idea Dog. Now if you’d brought Hailey instead, we might… ooowwww!” I’d kicked him in the shin.

“Do you want me to aim higher next time?” I scowled at Wall.

Stacy shook her head and, using her thumb, pointed back and forth between Wall and Dog. “How did we wind up with these two, Stevie?”

Wall put up his hands and said, “Girls, girls. Don’t get your panties in a wad. We’re just joking. Aren’t we Dog? Dog?”

Dog turned from looking at a girl wearing extremely short shorts said, “Uh yeah. Yeah. We’re just kidding around. Grow a sense of humor. Sheesh.”

Frowning, Stacy backhanded Dog across the chest. “Let’s go see the movie before I call my boyfriend to come pick me up.” She started walking towards the Cineplex’s entrance.

Dog started following close behind her. “Who? What? You’re joking, right?”

The Wall gently took my hand and asked, “Shall we go?”

I nodded. “Finally.”

Holding hands, we passed Stacy and Dog fussing with each other.

The Cineplex was jumping. I think every teen in town was there. Well, there’s not a whole lot to do in this town, and it has air conditioning. Clarence bought 4 tickets together at the kiosk. He was confident that Dog would pay him back, but we couldn’t wait for them before we bought tickets. There’s a certain spot that the Wallster likes to sit.

We found an empty table near some arcade machines. Using the kiosk on the table, Clarence ordered a pizza.

While we waited for both our friends and the pizza to arrive, I raised my voice above the cacophony and asked, “Do you think this movie is any good?”

Clarence shrugged. “The book was good.”

I raised my eyebrows. “Book?”

Clarence chuckled. “Are you surprised it’s from a book?”

I laughed and squeezed Clarence’s hand. “No. I’m surprised you can read!”

The Wallster shook his head and reached up to ruffle my hair. He said, “You can’t go wrong combining Nathan Adams and Edgar Rice Burroughs.”

I frowned. “I just wish he wasn’t dating that ten year old.”

Clarence wrinkled his brow. “Burroughs? I think he’s dead.”

Laughing, I punched Clarence in the shoulder. “No, goofus! I mean Nathan!”

The Wall said matter-of-factly, “She’s not. That was a nasty rumor started by Tommy Kincaid. That kinda backfired when Nathan tried to assert Tommy’s girlfriend was actually a guy.”

I shook my head. “They should make a movie together.”

Clarence said, “They did. A couple of years ago. A time travel movie called Take Me Back to Constantinople. What was cool about that--”

“Guys!” shouted Dog. “Have you guys started without us?”

The Wall and Dog knuckle bumped, and the Wall said, “Dude. You owe me for two tickets. And where is Stacy?”

Dog shook his head. “She’ll be along in a minute. She had female problems.” He rolled his eyes as he air quoted the word female.

I frowned at Dog as my cell phone buzzed at that moment. The caller ID told me it was Stacy calling. It was really hard to hear over all the noise in the Cineplex.

I answered my phone and got a question I never before got in my entire life.

“Hey, girl,” Stacy asked, “Do you have an extra tampon?”

I have no personal need for such things, but Hailey had often encouraged me to carry a tampon or two when I carried a purse so I could help out in an emergency. I said, “Yes. I’ll be there in a second.” To Clarence, I said, “I’ll be right back.”

I hurried to the restroom and identified Stacy’s feet in the stall. There were several other girls in the restroom, talking, checking their makeup, and brushing their hair. Fortunately, the stall next to Stacy was empty. I tapped the wall of the stall and whispered, “Stacy, I’m here.”

Stacy said, “Can you pass it to me?”

I nodded uselessly and passed the tampon I extracted from my purse under the stall partition.

Stacy said, “Thank you so much!”

When I’d entered the restroom, I didn’t need to relieve myself, but learning an important life lesson from my dad about never passing up an opportunity to pee, I went ahead and took care of business early.

Stacy and I exited our stalls together. Stacy hugged me, then we both checked our makeup before returning to the boys.

When we arrived at the table, we saw that the pizza had come in our absence and half of it was already eaten.

I asked, “Are we not going to Pervy’s after the movie?”

Clarence laughed, “That’s Perky’s, but I like your name better. I’ll be hungry again after the movie.”

Stacy and I looked at each other and shook our heads.

After finishing off the pizza, playing a round of the boys’ favorite arcade game, winding our way through the snack line, and then getting our empty cups filled, we were finally walking towards the auditorium. And yes, I realize that’s a long sentence.

Our seats shared a table between us. We put our enormous tubs of popcorn and nachos on the table. Stacy and Dog were a row in front of us. Clarence wasted no time in throwing his arm behind me, but I actually didn’t mind.

The auditorium was a bit noisy and rowdy during the previews. There was a cheer when the lights were dimmed, and then the audience quieted down during the ten minutes of logos before the actual movie started.

When it was finally dark in the theater, Wall pulled me closer to him. Instead of fighting it, I just nuzzled into his shoulder. He’s a big, imposing guy, and I felt safe and secure in his embrace. For a while anyway.

Naturally, I don’t have breasts, but like everyone in the human species, I do have nipples. I don’t know how Clarence was able to get his fingers past my top and my bra to put his fingers on my actual nipple and start playing with it. I picked up his hand and moved it from my nipple. I held his hand so he couldn’t move it back.

Wallster shrugged and asked, “What?”

I whispered, “Don’t touch the merchandise.”

He whispered back, “Give me a break. I had a hard time finding it!”

Stacy turned around and shushed us.

Discounting being felt up, I was enjoying the movie. It was funny and had good special effects. I could believe there were people living on Venus, and when Nathan Adams gave a deep, smoldering kiss to the Venutian (however you spell it) queen, you could hear every girl, including me, sigh and squeal. I know I shouldn’t care, but holy crap, Nathan Adams is just so gorgeous. I hate his girlfriend.

Clarence must have been waiting for that exact moment as, when the screen kiss finished, he bent his head down towards me. Before I knew it, his warm, soft lips were pressing against mine.

I didn’t pull away. I closed my eyes instead, and tilted my head to get a better angle on his kiss. If I didn’t need to breathe, I could have stayed in his kiss all night.

He pulled away and smiled at me. I just closed my eyes and buried my face into his shoulder as he wrapped his arm around me tighter. The Wall might not be Nathan Adams, but can he kiss!

We cuddled and kissed throughout the rest of the movie. I’m not even sure how it ended. I guess there’ll be a sequel as Carson Napier, the hero, was still stuck on Venus, even though he meant to go to Mars.

As we stood up, The Wall asked, “Well, how did you like the movie? I didn’t think until later you girls might have enjoyed seeing The Covered Bridges of Heartland County more.”

“Naw,” I shook my head. “You don’t see many swashbuckling movies anymore.”

Wallster chuckled. “That’s true. Ready to go eat?”

I looked around and saw no sign of Dog or Stacy. Didn’t even say good-bye! With a huff, I said, “I’m ready.”

Clarence took my hand. “Let’s go.”

#

I had no idea where this restaurant was that we were headed for. When we arrived, the exterior looked a bit wild. It was shaped like a giant purple trapezoid, with two windows facing the front in two different sizes, with red trim. The sign blazed in bright green and red neon the word “Perky’s.” There were external speakers around the building playing weird and loud avant garde rock music.

When we entered we were accosted by the same music playing outside. Okay, maybe “accosted” is too strong a word. There was a sign that said “Please wait to be seated.”

A waitress with long, slightly unkempt red hair came be-bobbin’ around the counter, obviously grooving to whatever was blasting over her earbuds. As she started to lead us to a table, she looked up at the Wallster and grinned brightly.

“Dude!” she exclaimed while chewing gum. “I know you! I’ll give you the best table for you and your honey!” She danced over to a table by a window and slid two menus across the table as we sat down. She winked at me and said, “Here you go, sugar. I’ll be back in a minute for your order.” She turned and bounced away.

Stunned, I watched the waitress dance away from us and to another table. I chuckled, “This is different. Old girlfriend?”

Clarence shrugged as he embarrassingly grinned, “She was a cheerleader last year. She was a bit more effervescent than most.”

I laughed. “No kidding!” I glanced down at the menu. “Wow. The prices here are just as happy as the waitress.”

The Wallster chuckled. “Order whatever you want. The food here really is very good.”

“Hmmm,” I said as I looked over the menu. “Maybe I’ll try the chicken fried steak.”

Clarence frowned at me. “Stevie, Stevie. Be bold! Go for the gusto!”

I looked at the menu again. “I don’t see gusto on here.”

The Wall frowned again. “I’ll just order for you.”

I looked over the menu. “Give me a second.” I studied the menu for another minute. “I have no idea what this is, but I’ve certainly never had it. I’ll get the Turkish Doner Kebab. I just hope that Doner isn’t a reference to the Donner party.”

Clarence chuckled. “I’ve never had that. Good job at being bold.”

I was pleasantly surprised. I was kinda expecting everything to come on a flaming sword or something, but it looked more like a wrap or a burrito. Clarence got a chicken fried steak.

As we ate, Clarence wiped his mouth and asked, “So, Stevie. Why aren’t you a cheerleader? You’re certainly cute enough. You seem athletic in a feminine way. I know the girls’ coach is interested in all four of you guys.”

I just shrugged. “I can’t really see myself shaking pom poms and yelling rah rah in front of thousands… or, well, hundreds of people.” I didn’t want to explain how I’m not a girl and shaking my ass in a tiny skirt offends my sense of masculinity.

Looking thoughtful for a moment, The Wall said, “You know, I used to think I’d be embarrassed to be down on the field with all those fans looking down at me, yelling and farting. But once you get down there, all those people in the stands are just blobs. You can’t really see their faces, and it’s not that big of a deal.”

I looked down at my hands and smirked. “I know. Maybe if I was a jock….” my voice trailed away.

Clarence gently picked up my hand and kissed my fingers. “I thank God you’re not a jock.”

I looked away, embarrassed.

He clasped both his hands around mine. “I’m serious.”

I looked up at the clock on the wall… the building’s wall, not The Wallster. I said, “We should probably leave now to get home in time.”

He nodded. “Yeah. I was kinda hoping we’d have time to head to the park and sit by the lake under the stars.”

I grunted a laugh. “I think that’s why Mom wanted me back kinda early.”

Clarence laughed. “Ya think?”

The waitress be-bopped to our table and asked, “Ready for your check?”

Clarence said, “Yes. Oh, forgot to mention earlier. We need separate checks.”

My eyes widened as I exclaimed, “What?”

Clarence raised his hand and chuckled. “I’m kidding. I’m kidding.”

He paid the bill and led me by my hand back to his car. On the drive back to my house he placed his hand on my knee and gave it a squeeze. I didn’t mind. I just smiled at him.

He drove his car up to my curb, parked, and shut the engine off. He looked at me and said “I’ll walk you to your door. I’d hate for you to get lost.”

We were a few minutes late for my curfew, but I was I sure my Mom wouldn’t mind. Clarence led me by my hand to the door, then bent down and kissed my cheek. He said, “You really are beautiful. I had a great time tonight. Would you like to go out again sometime?”

I grinned up at him and said, “I’d really like that.”

He took a step off the porch and said, “Well, I guess I should go. I’ll give you a call.” He took another step, then turned to me and said, “You know, I’m serious that you should try out for cheerleader. I bet you’d have a lot of fun.”

I smiled weakly at the Wallster and shook my head, “Thanks for saying that. Honestly, I really don’t think the coach would want me.”

Clarence cocked his head to one side. “Why not? I’ve talked to her. She doesn’t care that you’re a boy.”

I froze. “What did you say?”

Clarence chuckled. “She doesn’t care that you’re a boy.”

I felt numb. “You know?”

Clarence chuckled. “I’ve known since before I rescued you from Zane.”

I took a couple of steps towards him. “And you don’t care?”

He laughed. “Of course not.”

I walked up to The Wallster, slowly slid my arms around his neck, stood on my tip toes, and kissed him.

I kissed him for a long time.

And it turns out he was right. Being a cheerleader is a lot of fun.

-The End of “Just a Date”-

###


Marooned

I averted my eyes as Tamara Greenwood, the very cute girl sitting in the aisle opposite me, turned to look in my direction.

I’m sure she thought I was just another jerk, staring at her because she’s pretty. That was true enough, that I looked at her because she was pretty, but I had another, and rather unusual, reason to stare at her. I would have given almost anything to be her. Or at least look like her.

It would probably surprise everyone on the plane who was from my high school if they found out that, for as far back as I can remember, I’ve wanted to be a girl.

All the pretty girls at school have caught me staring at them, but don’t know the real reason. That reason usually being that I’d love to be wearing their dress or skirt and annoyed that my makeup, when I get to wear some, never looked as wonderful as theirs. I keep my hair on the longish side. It helps hide my pierced ears, although these days, nobody really cares if a boy has his ears pierced.

The plane bumped again, jolting me from my thoughts. The turbulence was getting worse. I looked past Clay on my right to look out the window. It was growing dark outside. Lightning flashed crazily in the storm below us.

I looked back over at Tamara, happily chatting with Zachary Carlisle and completely oblivious to the increasing roughness of the flight. They were the perfect couple. In fact, they had both been voted the “Best Couple” of our school, Timothy Leary High, two years in a row. I had to admit, the girl in me thought Zach was totally hot. Neither one would ever give me the time of day, but hey, I could still look at them.

The plane suddenly lurched violently. A few kids who had ignored the announcement from the flight deck to remain seated with the belt on were tossed to the floor. A flight attendant was knocked against a wall.

The weather had finally gotten Tamara’s attention. With a look of concern, she looked out the window as a bright flash of lightning arced through the sky. “Oh my God!” she squealed. She glanced quickly around the cabin, then asked in a frightened voice, “Did you guys see that?” She looked out the window for a few more moments before turning back to Zach.

The speaker overhead crackled briefly before the pilot’s voice said, “Ladies and gentlemen, I apologize for the turbulence we have been experiencing. We thought we were going to be able to fly above the storm below us, but it has been growing. We are going to divert our course to fly around it instead. This will delay our landing in Manila by about an hour. Please remain in your seats with the seat belts fastened. Thank you.”

The plane bounced again, pushing me against the seat belt. I was starting to wish I had stayed at home.

Our high school band had been invited as part of an international cultural exchange to the Music Festival they were having during the first week of June in Manila, the Philippines. It was all part of an overall band trip to Japan that we had all worried would be canceled at the last minute due to a lack of funds. Thankfully a local business had donated the remaining funds. Well, now I’m not so thankful.

Back home, or at least somewhere back in the States, Dad was at his annual summer camping spot where he and his buddies fish and hunt. The last few years I'd gone with him, which was a big deal for me as this was always his “getaway”.

There are other times when we have gone on family outings, and Mom taught me how to scale and clean the fish Dad and I would catch, and cook it. Since Dad’s carpel tunnel surgeries he lacked a lot of strength in his hands to do some tasks, and his buddies usually had one too many beers to be useful, so he started asking me to join him and his friends for a few days in the great outdoors with just “us guys.” Little did Dad know….

There was a sudden and exceptionally brilliant flash of lightning, and a peal of thunder exploded throughout the cabin of the plane. The interior lights blinked a couple of times, and then went dark.

I could hear the turbines of the jet engines whining down, then there was the unmistakable sensation of the plane starting to lose altitude. A sense of panic started to spread throughout the cabin. The flight attendant punctuated the growing fear in the cabin by announcing that we should all remain calm.

A few seconds later, there was a noticeable sense of relief when the cabin lights blinked a couple of times before finally staying on. The steady, ascending whine of the turbines told us the plane was back on power.

The overhead speaker crackled again, and the voice of the pilot said, “Ah, ladies and gentlemen, it seems the aircraft has been struck across the nose and starboard wing by lightning. There is no need to be alarmed, but we are trying to locate a place to land in order--”

Before the pilot could finish speaking, the right engine suddenly began to belch black smoke and flame.

The pilot must have cut the engine off, because I could hear it start to whine down. However, it began to shudder and continued to belch smoke. Then, with a quick rip of metal and a lurch, the engine was gone. Some of the hydraulic system for the control surfaces went down with the engine.

The seat belt dug into my gut as the plane made a sudden drop.

The left engine’s whine rose to a crescendo as it struggled to compensate for the missing engine, and we began to lose altitude as the plane rocked and yawed. I could hear some of my fellow students, boy and girl alike, begin to cry. Most sat in their seats, wide-eyed, frozen with fear.

The view outside the windows of the plane disappeared in a dark swirl of clouds punctuated by flashes of lightning. The pilot was obviously having trouble controlling the plane as we continued to lose altitude and flew directly into the storm.

The airliner bounced more violently, and the pitch of the left engine’s whine rose and fell erratically as rain and hail brutally pelted the aircraft. There was still enough light to tell when the aircraft broke through the bottom of the clouds and into a very heavy rain.

Everyone was slammed into their seatbelts as the plane just fell, as if the wings were no longer providing lift. One of the flight attendants was slammed into the ceiling of the aircraft.

The whine of the remaining engine began to drop and even out as the nose of the aircraft noticeably dropped. The overhead speakers crackled again, and the pilot made a terse announcement. “Flight crew, prepare for emergency water landing.”

I heard one of the flight attendants say, “Oh… my… God!”

Another flight attendant tried to stand as she announced over the speaker system, “We are going to make an emergency landing on the ocean. Please remain calm. Your seat cushion can be used as a flotation device. Those of you sitting next to the emergency exit doors – please open those doors the moment the aircraft stops moving. Everyone, please take your seat cushion and exit the emergency doors as quickly and orderly as you can.”

Christ! We’re heading down in the absolute middle of nowhere! There was no telling how far the plane had been blow off-course.

A sense of complete powerlessness overwhelmed me. On an impulse, I grabbed the phone in the headrest in front of me. I wanted to call home, so my parents would know, but the phone was dead.

A flight attendant called out, “Heads down! Brace!”

The plane continued to bounce around a lot and then, quite ominously, the nose of the plane lifted slightly and the left engine began to roar. We could feel the plane start to slow down, and then the nose of the plane suddenly dropped, and we were all slammed forward against our seatbelts as the aircraft impacted the water.

I whacked my head against the seat in front of me.

Pandemonium broke out as the interior of the plane went dark. There were shouts from the flight crew advising everyone not to panic. Emergency lighting, both along the floor and ceiling, came on.

Three of the folks sitting next to the emergency exits managed to pop the latches and push the doors away. The girl next to the forth exit just sat there and cried, but the girl in the seat next to her reached over and managed to get the door open. Someone picked up the terrified girl and tossed her through the exit.

The aircraft pitched and rolled on the rough sea, which made moving even more difficult. Water splashed through the open emergency doors. The flight crew was amazingly professional as they opened the main doors as well and quickly started herding passengers through the exits.

For a few moments I was stuck in my seat, as the aisle was blocked by bodies trying to exit the plane. I looked in horror towards the front of the plane. The door to the cockpit was open and water was pouring through the broken windscreen. The plane began to roll on its left side as the remaining engine weighed it down, which caused everyone still in the plane to stumble to the left side, falling into the water.

Oddly, the sounds of screams, splashing, and creaking of metal seemed to fade as my focus changed to just getting to the nearest emergency exit.

The interior began to darken, water starting pouring through the left side emergency exits. I saw arms reaching through those exit openings, grabbing people and pulling them through. Clutching my seat cushion with one arm and pulling myself towards the exit hatch, I slowly made my way. The way the plane was taking on water, every desperate second counted.

Only a few of us were left inside the pitching aircraft as I climbed over the seats and reached up to the exit hatch.

An arm reached through and I heard a voice shout, “Alex! Alex take my hand! Hurry!” I grabbed the hand, and was jerked out onto the right wing, which was almost at a forty-five degree angle as the plane continued to roll onto its left side. The hand belonged to Zach. Without really looking at me, he let go, reached back through the hatchway, and shouted to someone else.

The wing was slippery and at an odd angle, and with the wind blowing I fell off the wing and into the dark water, where dozens of other kids were clinging to seat cushions and other floating debris, or thrashing in the water trying to find something to cling to.

It was a total nightmare. The sky was black, and the wind and rain relentless, drowning out the yells and cries of kids in the water. I held onto my seat cushion for dear life as I bobbed in the water, waves crashing over my head, choking me on sea water.

I suddenly heard the rending of sheet metal as the plane made a final pitch to its left side, the right wing almost straight up as the nose of the plane pitched forward and started to rapidly slide into the sea, tail section sticking out of the water.

I saw Zach tossed like a doll onto the fuselage of the sinking plane. A lightning flash lit him up, lying on the side of the plane, helping a flight attendant to escape. Zach slid off the plane, and I saw no one else come out. The next instant, along with a loud burbling sound as the air rushed out, the plane slid under the surface of the sea.

In the growing darkness I was panicked to see that I was drifting away from the others, who were starting to group as best they could. I tried desperately to push myself over to them, but it seemed impossible.

The waves kept trying to force me off the cushion, but I somehow managed to hold on. The lightning flashes showed that I was getting further and further away from the group. I tried yelling, but no one could hear me. I cried, prayed, and wished that I was back home.

#

I woke with a sudden start as sea water filled my mouth. I panicked, sputtered water, and tried to force my head above the water as I thrashed about wildly. I had slid off the cushion I had been clinging to.

I tried to mentally tell myself to calm down… that panicking would only get me drowned. Gulping air, I managed to get to a less panicked state, and treaded water while I looked around.

It was still overcast, but the storm was gone and it was obviously day time. I was alone in the middle of an ocean. The seat cushion floated a few feet away from me, and was drifting off. I swam over to it and grabbed it, pulling it close to me.

The gray water and gray sky mingled and disoriented me. I terrified myself with thoughts of how if I didn’t die of exposure, or lack of water, then the sharks would have a snack with me. I cried at the utter hopelessness of my situation.

#

Again I awoke sputtering water from my mouth.

I lifted my head, and noticed something was different. I felt something gritty under me, the sun on my back. I could hear the sound of waves rushing in and then enveloping me, then rushing away from me. I raised myself on my arms and was shocked beyond belief that I was lying on a beach!

Water splashed around my arms as I looked around with a stupid grin on my face. A beach! I was saved! I started taking in my surroundings, and saw the seat cushion lying a few yards from me on the beach.

As I sat up weakly and looked around, I saw just how lucky I was. The stretch of beach was rather narrow, about one to two hundred feet across, sandwiched in between sharp rocks that jutted out into the sea.

I unsteadily stood up and got a better look at where I had washed ashore. There was a rocky hill in front of me, plants, and palm trees. Then I saw them. Going from the beach towards the interior were footprints! I walked over to them and saw a small depression in the sand being washed away. Someone else had washed up on this beach!

Hurriedly, I followed the tracks that led to the interior of the island.

I wondered who made the tracks. They had to be someone from the plane, right? I hesitated for a moment when it occurred to me that it could be someone washed off a ship during the same storm. It could be a complete stranger.

The tracks stopped at a rocky hill. The hill was part of a stony peak that rose all of fifty feet from the beach. As I climbed over it, I hoped this island – I assumed it was an island -- wasn’t one of those that occasionally disappear. From the amount of vegetation, it looked like it had been here a while.

As I walked through an area of dense brush I could hear a sound coming from ahead of me. The closer I got to it, the more the sound seemed like someone crying. Finally, I cleared the brush and could see a ridge of rocks coming from the hill and a longer stretch of beach. Sitting on a rock was a person.

“Zach?” I asked quietly. Their features became clearer to me as I approached from behind him. A riot of emotions suddenly ran through my mind. It bothered me that I was elated to see that it was Zach who was stuck on this island with me. I keep denying the crush I have on him. “Zach… is that you?”

Zach stopped sniffling and wiped his nose on the back of his hand as he turned to face me. “Oh, it’s you. Hey Alex. I’m glad you’re okay.”

His eyes were red from crying. That surprised me as I, as well as just about everyone at school, thought of Zach as one of the stoic, macho guys.

He sat back down on the rocks and said with a humorless laugh, “I guess we won’t die here alone, huh.”

“I’m just glad someone else made it here! It’ll be easier with two of us,” I said, genuinely glad that I wasn’t alone.

Zach frowned at me. “Easier for what, squirt? In case you haven’t noticed, this fuckin’ island ain’t very big. There’s no McDonald’s here. And if we’re outside the normal shipping lanes, no one will ever notice us. We can’t drink ocean water and there’s no food here. We just extended our time, that’s all.”

“Dude, don’t talk like that! Look at those trees.” I pointed. “Those are coconuts. Inside is water we can drink. We can scrape the insides to get something to eat. We can catch fish and I’m sure there’s other plants here we can eat. We might be able to live here for months. Or longer!”

Zach jumped up, angry, his eyes flashing. “And so what? Do you want to live on this fucking shit hole island for the rest of your life?”

“No!” I yelled back at him. “But you know they’re looking for us. It’s probably just a matter of days before we’re picked up.”

Zach pointed towards the sea. “Look dumbass. Just look at that ocean out there. They don’t know where to look for us. We don’t know how far the plane was blown off course! We don’t know how far we drifted or even what direction. And… and… just over the horizon could be fucking Hawaii for all we know, and we’d never see it.”

“Just calm down. Let’s not write us off yet. We just have to make sure we live long enough to be found. We can do it.” I hoped I sounded like I had conviction.

Looking at the rocky hill, the most prominent feature of the island, I asked, “Have you been to the top yet? We might be able to see something.”

Zach shook his head, pointed to the northern section of the island and said, “No. I just managed to walk down there and back before you showed up.”

“Let’s climb it,” I suggested.

Zach just shrugged and followed me up the rough face of the hill.

I couldn’t see it from where we were, but as we stumbled our way up the steep rocky hill, I pointed and shouted, “Look! A cave! And there’s water trickling out down the cliff side to that small lagoon. Let’s take a look.”

It wasn’t easy making our way across to the cave. There was a rough path to it, but the side of the hill with the cave became a sheer drop to the ocean. After stepping into the cave, we at first couldn’t see anything. When our eyes adjusted, we were not prepared for what we saw.

Inside the small cave were the remains of a rotting cot, a rusty shelf with tins of rations, a desk with a radio, and what appeared to be a heap of old cloth near the desk, along with other odds and ends.

Zach’s eyes went wide as he scanned the objects in the cave. “Oh my God! Look at this stuff! This has to be World War Two shit. I bet this was an observation post.” He moved to the desk and said, “I wonder if this radio still works?”

The face of the radio was still readable, if you could read Japanese. We fiddled with the knobs and switches, clicking them back and forth, but nothing happened. Zach turned the radio around, and found the back was open. The insides, especially the batteries, were corroded.

“I didn’t think it would work. That’d be too easy,” Zach said sarcastically. He then bent down and picked up something that had fallen behind the shelves. “Cool! It’s an Arisaka Type 99 Rifle! Looks just like it does in the games. I bet this is worth something!”

While Zach looked over the rifle, I looked around for anything we could use. I was excited to find a cooking pot that was still usable, a few knives, and a couple of mess kits still in good condition. I also found water tricking through a crack in the cave floor. With spring water available to us, our survivability was looking up. Later we’d discover mangos, kiwi, and something I couldn’t identify growing on the island.

I turned around and saw Zach, wearing a Japanese helmet and holding the rifle making shooting sounds. I said, “Zach, can you help me find stuff we can use?” He nodded, made a couple more shooting sounds before setting the rifle down. He wandered back to the desk and then over to the pile of cloth.

Zach’s sudden yell made me hit my head against the cave wall as I jerked up to see what was going on. Pointing at the cloth, Zach said, “Holy shit! Look at that!”

When I looked closer at the pile of cloth, I found that it was more than that. It was a skeleton wearing a Japanese army uniform lying in a crumpled heap. The pistol lying under the desk told the rest of the story. “He must have committed suicide after hearing of the surrender.”

“Or when he realized nobody was going to find him.”

Laughing, I said, “Don’t be so melodramatic! Look what I just found!” I swung a case I had just opened to where Zach could see it. “A pair of binoculars! And a box that’s hermetically sealed. Look! A flare pistol and six flares.”

Zach grabbed the pistol and one of the flares. “Let’s see if they still work!” He quickly left the cave and began scrambling to the peak of the small hill.

It was a great view if you enjoyed looking at nothing but unbroken views of ocean. Nowhere was any other patch of land that could be seen.

“Shouldn’t we save those?” I asked.

“We need to know if they work. We still have five others.” Zach loaded the flare gun and lifted it over his head.

“What if it explodes?”

Zach moved his hand as far as he could from his face and aimed it slightly at an angle. He closed his eyes and grimaced as he pulled the trigger. There was a crack, followed by a fizzy sound as the flare skittered across the sky, and a pop as it exploded in a brilliant ball of light that slowly glided earthward.

“The fuckin’ thing works!” exclaimed Zach as he watched the flare float down to the sea. “We might get off this rock after all!”

#

We spent the rest of the day building our shelter. We set up our camp just around the corner from where the cave was, hoping the hill would give us protection against the wind and rains. We thought the floor of the cave would just be too hard and cold to try sleeping on.

There were a couple of blankets that were still usable in the cave. Using ropes we found, along with sticks and palm fronds, we constructed a lean-to. It wasn’t too bad, and we could always add to it later, once we made sure we weren’t going to be flooded during high tide.

We gathered rocks and made a fire pit. All we needed was some flint and dry wood. In the cave, we found that our Japanese friend left us flint and steel to start a fire. I joked with Zach that the only way it could get any easier for us would be for a cruise ship to arrive.

And speaking of Zach, seeing him walk around shirtless, his muscles gleaming from sweat, was almost too much for me to take. He’d glare at me if he caught me staring at him. For the millionth time I cursed the fates that made me male.

#

“That’s a gorgeous sunset,” I said from my seat of sand and palm leaves, as the sun sank below the horizon.

“After five or ten years you’ll be used to it,” said Zach, sitting next to me. “We should try to catch some fish tomorrow. If only I knew how to clean and gut them. That fruit will only go so far.”

“No problem there. I know how.” I said, smiling at Zach.

He got up and stepped into our lean-to and started to lie down. “I knew you were going to say that. I’m tired. ‘Night.” He was instantly asleep.

I stayed up for a while, watching the sky grow dark, then ablaze with stars. I watched Zach sleep.

#

A thunderstorm came up abruptly during the night, waking me with a jolt. The lightning was very bright and quite frightening. Rain pelted our lean-to, and the winds managed to whistle around us. The thunder pounded and crackled across the sky.

I wanted so bad for Zach to hold me… to comfort me during the storm.

He didn’t even wake up.

#

The next day there were more coconuts on the ground and palm leaves scattered about. When I started tidying up around our camp, Zach just laughed, picked up the binoculars, and said he was going to the top of the hill to watch for ships.

Other than watching Zach flounder around in the shallow lagoon trying to catch a fish trapped there, not much happened during the day. The following day was more of the same. It had only been a few days and already they were starting to blur together. We were existing and not much else. And Zach never caught that fish.

The morning of our fourth day I was making my normal walk around the island. I spotted some boxes of some sort had washed up on the beach where we had. Excitedly, I ran over to them.

I was surprised to see that it was luggage. Expensive luggage at that, and there was a soaked tag on the handle of one of the pieces. It was smeared, but I could make out the name “Tamara Greenwood”. It was Zach’s girlfriend’s luggage, and that could only mean one thing. They weren’t locked, and I popped them open.

My heart leaped when I saw bras, panties, dresses, skirts, and her makeup kit, all protected by the luggage’s tight seal. This was almost better than a yacht waiting to pick us up. Her clothes were always so nice.

I took a quick look over my shoulder. Zach was nowhere to be seen, as he usually spent the day at the top of the hill under a makeshift umbrella we made to protect him from the sun.

Quickly, I pulled off my t-shirt and jeans and found a sexy, lacy pair of red nylon panties. I slipped them on, and was instantly in heaven. I found the matching bra. Her clothes weren’t an exact fit, but it was close. There was a pretty, floral print sundress that I just had to try on. There were several pairs of shoes, and I put on a pair of high heeled sandals.

I rummaged through the makeup and found a nice rose pink lipstick that I put on immediately. I don’t know what I looked like, but I felt gorgeous! It was a little hard with the heels on, but I managed to start dancing with my eyes closed and shaking my butt.

“What the fuck are you doing??!” asked an incredulous Zach from somewhere behind me with his mouth hanging open.

Foolishly, I tried to hide the luggage with my skinny body. “What?” I said stupidly as I turned around.

Zach pointed at me angrily and shouted, “That! That girl shit! What the fuck are you doing?” He stepped up close to me and jabbed his finger at my face and growled, “I had you pegged for a twink from the start. I ought to… hey! That’s Tamara’s shit. Where did you get that? And why are you in it?”

Nervously I said, “It… it must have washed up on the beach last night.” Fingering the neckline of the sundress I continued, “And. And… and… y’know. I was bored.” I shrugged.

“Bored? What kind of stupid answer is that?” lashed out Zach. “Nobody puts on a dress because they’re bored! And get out of Tamara’s clothes before you ruin them!”

“I’m just having some fun. Not like there’s a lot to do here!” I said, trying to sound reasonable.

Zach suddenly scowled and shouted, “Look! I don’t want to share this island with some transceptual or whatever. Get off my island!”

“Your island?” I said incredulously. “And just where do you expect me to go?”

Zach frowned a bit harder and then said, “Ok. Well then, you stay on the east side of the island and I’ll stay on the west.”

“Fine!” I shouted. “I don’t want to share this island with a gender bigot!”

Zach jabbed a finger at me and shouted, “You better not come crawling back to me twink-boy, begging me to take you back in. Starving or not, I’ll kick your ass!”

As I closed up Tamara’s luggage and hefted it up to move it more into the east side of the island I shouted, “Fine! And I hope your side of the island sinks!” And with that, I stormed off, headed for the east side of the island.

#

Needless to say, I was furious with Zach. How could he banish me to one side of the island? He saw me as a girl and rejected me. Well, maybe he didn’t see me as a girl, with my longish hair greasy, matted, tangled and lying limp on my head, my face, legs and arms smeared with dirt, and I didn’t use a mirror to apply my lipstick so I’m sure I looked like a mess.

Still.

Calling me names and wanting to vote me off the island because I was wearing a dress was ridiculous. I had no idea Zach was such an asshole. Well, he can just rot on his side of the island for all I cared!

#

Zach graciously allowed me to get water from the cave spring, but only if I wore pants to do so.

First order of business was to wash that matted mop on my head and do a general clean up. I found a nice spot where I could set up a shelter and enough loose rocks to build a fire pit. For an afternoon’s work, I think I got a fairly comfortable camp set up.

He might have thought he was punishing me, but while I did miss seeing Zach for the next several days, I was in heaven, if you don’t count the rocks under the thin layer of sand where I made my bed, the bugs, the thunderstorms, being chased out of my camp by crabs, and having my camp flooded by high tide.

No, Zach wasn’t punishing me at all. I couldn’t wait to pull everything out of Tamara’s luggage.

I tried on everything in Tamara’s luggage I could squeeze myself into. I practiced with her makeup until I think I got it down pretty good. I painted my toenails and played with my hair, trying out different styles. I put on a bikini and went swimming in the ocean. And even though the hair was light, I shaved my legs and underarms. Thank God she packed a safety razor. Thankfully I don’t have much facial hair, but what I have, I got rid of daily.

When I wasn’t being girly I was gathering various fruits, and discovered an area of the beach where I dug up a clam or two. I went to a clam bake once on a California vacation. Hopefully I could remember how to cook them.

I also found a few spots where the sand on the beach had been recently disturbed. I dug through the sand and discovered a pile of sea turtle eggs. Just the thought of scrambled eggs made my mouth water. I shook my head and covered the eggs back up.

My life was hardly exciting. I played dress up, lay on my back eating fruit and looking at shapes in the clouds, and always kept an eye out on the ocean for a possible passing ship. To avoid Zach, I’d usually wait until dark to get spring water.

#

I was stretched out on the beach, wearing a tank top and a short denim skirt along with makeup, a bra, and panties of course, lying in the cool shade of a palm tree, when I saw Zach approach.

It’d been a week since I was banished from his side of the island, and almost that long since I’d seen him last. He was looking a little gaunt, a little sunburned, and even though he was starting to grow a beard, he was still gorgeous. Did I say that?

I stood up and stepped towards him as he got near. I shook my hair to get it to move out of my face as it cascaded about my shoulders. He looked at me with a funny look on his face. He was wearing the Japanese army helmet.

He stopped a few feet from me and after a moment said, “Wow. You look… um… you look, um… nice.” He swallowed, and then continued, “You look very nice.” He fell silent and just stared at me.

“Thank you, Zach.” I looked at him with a questioning expression, my head tilted to one side. “Did you come all the way over here just to say that?”

He paused for a moment, looked thoughtfully at the ground, and then back at me as he said, “No… no. I uh, I came to apologize to you Alex. I was wrong. I’m lonely, and I’m starving.” He spread his arms in a gesture of disbelief as he continued, “And look at you. You’re… you’re… really ho… um… really, um really nice.”

I smiled at him. I looked at Zach, asking me to return, standing there shirtless, hair unkempt, a stubbly face, and wearing a Japanese helmet. I never had a stronger desire for a camera in my life. I couldn’t help it. I laughed.

His expression dropped to one of disappointment and his shoulders slumped. I quickly said, “Sorry. I wasn’t laughing at your apology or offer to take me back. I really would like to come back and we can share all of the island. Just one condition though.”

He frowned and said, “What?”

“That I can keep dressing like this without any rude comments from you.” I stood there with my hands on my hips.

Zach smiled and said, “Oh, no problem there. In fact, I insist.”

#

I almost felt like I had returned home. It was great to be back in our camp again. Everything looked the same, which it should since I was only gone a week. Still, it did need some tidying up.

For my “homecoming”, I thought I’d make something special for dinner as now I knew where to find clams, and I desperately wanted to get revenge on some crabs. Even before the banishment, Zach had nominated me as chief cook and bottle washer. And now, I was officially the maid as well. As long as he doesn’t think of me as his Mom…

Zach was going to be on look-out duty most of the day. We took turns scanning the sea. Anyway, I had plenty of time on my hands, and I gathered up the necessary rocks, dug the pit to bake the clams in, and then lined the pit with the rocks and started the fire to heat the rocks. We were going to be missing a number of ingredients, but it’s a long walk to the store.

I had a terrible time chasing the crabs around the beach, and when I caught one I hated holding them. I don’t know how many times I slipped and fell on the beach chasing crabs and watching the crabs skitter away to freedom as I lifted myself up off the sand.

I had removed the fire and put the clams into the pit to start cooking, and the crabs were boiling in a pot left over from World War Two, when I noticed the position of the sun. I had to hurry, as Zach would be climbing down from his perch at the top of the hill before too much longer.

I hurried to Tamara’s luggage and dug out her slinky black dress. I know it sounds goofy, but I wanted to look special for Zach for this special meal. I felt like I was inviting my boyfriend over for dinner.

I laid the dress out on the floor of our lean to, along with black lacy panties and matching bra. I even slipped into a pair of pantyhose so my legs would look good. I didn’t bother with heels as it just made walking in the loose sand rather difficult. With the makeup, I went for my “evening” look, with smoky eye shadow and black eyeliner. Checking a compact’s mirror, I had to admit to myself that I looked like any typical teen-age girl.

I hurried back to the fire pits and laid out a blanket like a table cloth, complete with mess kits in place of the fine china. I was just checking on the crabs when Zach returned to the camp. He stopped a short distance away and just stared. I wasn’t sure if he was looking at me or the food.

He walked up to stand right next to me and said, “Holy shit, Alex! This is great! It must have taken you all day to prepare this.”

I dismissed his comment with a wave of my hand as I said, “It’s just something I tossed together. I hope you like it.”

In the slanting rays of the sinking sun, we sat next to each other on the blanket. We laughed and giggled as I hand fed Zach crab meat and fruit. Everything tasted great, considering what I had to work with and my limited domestic experience. I caught Zach studying me a few times. I’d smile and he’d smile back.

“That’s a beautiful sunset,” I said as the sun started to slide below the horizon. We were sitting by the campfire, feeling comfortable and dreamy from finally having our hunger satisfied.

Zach didn’t say anything for a moment. He just looked at me, our faces reddened by the fading rays of the setting sun. He reached up and touched my cheek, then slid a finger down the side of my face, brushing strands of hair out of the way. “You’re a beautiful girl, Alex. No, seriously.”

I smiled at him as he ran his fingers down through my hair. “Thank you, Zach,” I said as a chill ran down my spine. I found myself moving a bit closer to him.

Zach put one arm around my shoulders and leaned in a bit. “I was crazy not to see it before. I mean, just look at you! You’re gorgeous, you’re a great cook. You’re smart. You’re funny….” He paused a moment as he just smiled at me. He ran a finger down the bridge of my nose.

And then, before I could even react, his lips pressed into mine. He pulled me closer to him as his tongue slid into my mouth.

He kissed me with a pent up passion that almost overwhelmed me. I put my arms around his neck as we slid from a sitting position to lying in the sand. The desire for each other became insatiable. We kissed and writhed in the sand, and before I knew it, I was down to my bra and panties,  Zach pressing his raging hard-on against me.

He rolled me over and quickly removed my panties. And in one, unfortunately painful thrust, I gladly gave my virginity to Zach.

#

I saw Zach start to stir as I fought to keep breakfast from sliding off the makeshift grill I’d made from a sheet of scrap metal from the cave. My ass still hurt, but I didn’t mind. I smiled at the thought of last night.

“Wake up, sleepy head!” I called. “Time for breakfast!”

Zach snorted, looked up with one eye barely open and grunted out, “Huh?”

The sun was already climbing into the sky. I walked over to where he was sleeping and nudged him with my toe. “I said, time for breakfast.”

He raised his head and mumbled, “Breakfast?” He sniffed the air and then started to raise himself. “What is that?”

He stood up and walked over to where I was just about to finish cooking. “Are those eggs? Where? How?” He frowned and said, “Are those…?”

I started scraping off the largest portion into Zach’s mess kit. I said, “Yes, they’re sea turtle eggs.”

Zach shook his head and said, “Mr. Ramos is going to kill you when we get back.” Mr. Ramos was the environmental science teacher that Zach and I had had together this past semester.

I handed Zach his mess kit and said, “Mr. Ramos isn’t stranded on a speck in the middle of the Pacific Ocean. He can just go fuck himself.”

Zach wolfed down the eggs so quickly I wondered if he even tasted them. I said, “I only took a few, and I we can’t have these every day. I’m not sure when they start to turn into little turtles.”

Zach just shrugged and said, “Well, we have to live too. That was great Honey. Who knew you were such a great cook. Wonderful dinner last night, and breakfast this morning.”

I laughed and said, “Well, my Dad always kept trying to make me an outdoorsm… um… woman. He gets some credit.” Did Zach just call me “Honey”?

Zach stepped up to me, put his arms around my neck, and said, “Your Dad isn’t here, so you get all of it.” He bent his head and gave me a long, deep kiss. “I think we can make a go of it here,” he said after he pulled away. He then picked up his helmet, a couple of coconuts for something to drink, and started climbing back up to his perch on the hill top.

#

The next few days -- or was it years? Who knew for sure? -- were pure heaven. We had sex every day it seemed, and it no longer hurt. We ate well, but tried not to over indulge, as the island could only give us so much. The days blurred, and I felt my crush on Zach turning into love that only grew so much deeper every day.

I pampered Zach as much as I could, massaging his feet, giving him baths, bringing him fruit while he was on look-out duty on the hill top. And though we missed movies, TV, computer games, and hanging out at the mall, we didn’t crave them like I thought we would.

Sure, it got boring at times, but otherwise our lives seemed so perfect that sometimes I hoped we wouldn’t be rescued. In fact, one night on the beach, when I could tell Zach was almost about to release, I thought I saw a light on the horizon. It might have been a ship. But I didn’t want to spoil the moment, so I said nothing….

#

We laid on the beach, feeling satisfied and looking at the stars. I could never get over just how bright the night sky was on our little rock in the ocean. Zach had caught a fish in the shallow lagoon, and we had it for dinner.

Life had become routine for us on the island. And even though I’m sure it had only been at most two months, our old lives seemed as remote as if they had been on Mars.

“We’re incredibly lucky,” Zach said matter-of-factly. “You know that, don’t you?”

“Oh, most definitely,” I agreed. “Just landing on the island at all was luck. The island having enough dirt on it to support palm trees and other plants was luck. And the island being a Japanese outpost was luck.”

Zach laughed, “And you knowing how to cook is the biggest luck of all! If any of those pieces were missing, we’d be up shit creek. In a way, we’re lucky it’s you who are here and not Tamara. I don’t have to worry about you getting pregnant. I can fuck you all I want with no worries.” He chuckled.

I jumped up, suddenly incensed. “What did you say? Am I just a fuck toy? Are you only happy I’m here so your precious Tamara won’t get pregnant? I thought maybe we were having sex because you loved me!”

Zach sat up just as suddenly, a look of cluelessness stretched across his star-lit face. “Babe! Of course I love you! I enjoy sex with you. It isn’t exactly like we’re up to our armpits in real girls here, you know. You do have a great ass and all, and what’s wrong with pointing out that, as a bonus, you can’t get pregnant?”

In shock, I started screaming, “What are you talking about? No real girls? I make love to you almost every night. I give you my heart, and all I am to you is a convenient fuck?”

Zach laughed as he said, “You think you’re a real girl? Are you serious? You must be out in the sun too much. Do real girls have a pussy? Yes. Do you have a pussy? No. I think that ends the discussion!”

“Get out!” I screamed. “Get away from me. Just get out of here!”

“We’re on an island, twink-boy,” laughed Zach. “You’re about as dumb as a real girl!” He reached out towards me.

Tears streaming down my face, I took a step backwards and shouted, “Don’t touch me! Stay away from me! Just get away from me! I don’t care where you go, just go!” I stood there, pointing in some random direction. I was so upset I was shaking.

“Okay, bitch! But I should be kicking you out of my camp.” As Zach picked up his blanket and started to walk away in the darkness, he said, “I honest-to-God wish it had been Tamara, and not you that washed up on the beach that day!”

I just stood there crying, my whole body wracked with sobs.

#

The sun was already quite high in the sky when I woke. I was laying in an awkward position. I don’t even remember laying down. I finally rolled over, and saw Zach leaning against a palm tree and staring at me.

“I thought I told you to get lost,” I said, not having enough strength to yell.

“You can’t get lost on this island.” He took a step towards me and said, “Look. I want to apologize for last night. I said a lot of really stupid things and I’m terribly sorry.”

I stood up. Sounding really bitchy, I said, “You’re right. You did say a lot of stupid things. And you should be sorry. But this is now officially a no-fuck zone. So you need to go away.” I folded my arms.

Zach frowned and said, “I really am very sorry. I didn’t mean anything I said last night. It’s just the frustration of being stuck on this island. Yes, all our basic needs are met right now. But for how long? And don’t you ever yearn for something more? We might be on this island for the rest of our lives! That’s scary, even when you’re with someone love very deeply.”

“Nice speech. Now get lost.” I tapped my foot.

Zach gestured with his arm. “Come here, I want to show you something.”

“Can’t you bring it here?”

“No. Come with me, please.” Zach pleaded. “I just want you to see something.”

I shrugged, rolled my eyes and said, “Fine!”

He led me to a group of trees near the cave. In front of me was a large coconut, stuck on a stick, and the coconut was wearing the Japanese helmet. Another stick had been tied across the first one to resemble arms. Palm leaves had been wrapped around the sticks to seem as if there was someone wearing a leafy jacket. There were two short rows of coconuts on the ground.

I pointed at it and asked, “What the crap is this?”

“Now give me your hand.” I hesitated and he pleaded, “Please?”

Frowning, I let him take my hand. He then started speaking in a strange voice I guessed was supposed to be the coconut with the helmet talking. “My friends, we are gathered here today to join this man and this woman in holy matrimony….”

I pulled my hand away and said, “Are you nuts? What do you think you’re doing?”

“Just hear me out, okay?” He took my hand again.

In the strange voice he continued, “Zachary, do you promise to love and cherish Alex for as long as you both shall live on this island?”

“I do.”

In the strange voice he said, “Place the ring on her finger and repeat after me. With this ring I do wed.”

“With this ring, I do wed.” Zach slid an O-ring from some equipment in the cave onto my finger. He placed another O-ring into my hand.

Again using the weird voice he said, “And do you Alex, promise to love and cherish Zachary for as long as you both shall live on this island?”

I hesitated.

I looked into Zach’s eyes. He was looking at me so earnestly. He seemed to be taking this all very seriously. I smiled at him. He’d gone to a lot of trouble for this. I stood there in the dirty, wrinkled dress I was wearing last night, my hair disheveled. I said, “I do.”

“Place this ring on his finger and repeat after me. With this ring I do wed.”

“With this ring, I do wed.” I slid the O-ring onto Zach’s finger.

“By the Power of Gray Skull, I now pronounce you husband and wife. Um, you may kiss the bride. I love you, baby.” Zach put his hands on either side of my head, tilted his head towards me and gave me a long, deep, passionate kiss.

#

Things went back to normal after our “wedding,” with the exception that Zach said “I love you” more often, and meant it sincerely. He never mentioned Tamara again, and started treating me more like a woman.

Over the weeks our relationship grew deeper. We still had disagreements, but they were usually resolved quickly after I pointed out to Zach that he was wrong.

Even though our lives had fallen into a routine, we were doing more than just existing, and we were happy. The island had become a home. Our lean-to had grown to a somewhat more elaborate shelter. And, slowly but surely, we learned to manage the resources of our island. We could easily live here for the rest of our lives.

#

“Come here, you!” Zach laughed as he reached out to grab me while chasing me in the water at the northern beach. I let out a short scream as I lost my footing and fell onto the sand in the shallow water. Zach leaped on top of me and shouted, “Ah-ha! I got you!”

I pretended to fight him off as he pulled down my black bikini bottoms and tossed them onto the dry sand. “Get away from me, you beast!” I giggled as he tried to kiss me.

I finally surrendered to his desires as he slid his tongue deep into my mouth. We laid there, kissing and fondling each other, as the ocean waves rolled up the beach and slid back into the sea. It was mid-morning, and instead of going to his look out spot on top of the hill, he had been feeling a bit frisky.

A wave splashed over our heads, causing us to gasp and sputter, so we decided to move up under the palm trees. As we laid there in the shade, I massaged his hardness through his pants, soaked through from playing in the ocean. I pulled open his pants and grabbed his cock as I bent over and took him into my mouth….

#

“You are wonderful,” Zach said after I had retrieved my bikini bottoms and we started walking to the hill, hand in hand. “I love you so much.” He bent down slightly and gave me a quick kiss.

We walked silently to the hill, each deep in our own thoughts.

Zach started to climb up, and I watched him go about halfway when he suddenly stopped. He shouted, “Oh my God! Alex! Up here quick!” He stared out into the ocean for a few moments and then shouted as he scurried to the top, “Get the flare gun out of the cave!”

My heart stopped and I swallowed hard. What had he seen that I couldn’t from sea level? I hurried up to the cave, scraping my bare legs on the rocks. Once inside the cave, I panicked as I couldn’t remember where the flare gun case was. I found it under the desk, hurried back out, and started climbing up to the top.

Excitedly, Zach pointed off to the horizon. I shielded my eyes from the glare of the sun and looked out. Right on the horizon, about to disappear below it, were two ships. I couldn’t tell what they were. Zach was looking with the binoculars. He said, “They look like military. Hand me the flare gun!”

I fumbled with the case, too excited to function properly. I pulled out the flare gun and loaded a flare into it and handed the gun to Zach.

As he raised the gun high, he said, “Oh God, please see this! Please see this!” He pulled the trigger, and there was just a click. Nothing happened. The ships were sinking further down the horizon.

“It’s a dud! Fuck! Hand me another one!”

I pulled another flare from the case and handed it to Zach. He raised the gun again and pulled the trigger. Again, a click, but along with a fizzing sound. I yelled, “Unload that flare, quick!”

He pulled it out and tossed it over the side of the hill, where it burst into flames and then just popped.

A look of anguish flashed across Zach’s face. “Oh my God. Did we use the only good one for the test shot? Hand me another one.”

There were only two left in the box. I handed him the next one. Zach loaded it, raised the gun high, closed his eyes and said, “Oh God please work….”

He pulled the trigger.

There was a loud crack, and a fizzle sound as the flare shot high into the air. A bright dot suddenly appeared in the sky and then began to drift slowly down.

We both had stopped breathing as we watched the flare soar into the air. Now our attention was turned towards the ships as they were about to disappear.

Zach started muttering, “Please see it! Please see it! Please, please, please.”

I held onto Zach’s hand tightly. I was visibly shaking. This might be our only chance ever to get off our island. The whole gamut of emotions rushed through my body. I prayed that we were about to be rescued, and fearful that Zach wouldn’t be mine any more.

We kept staring at the ships. I’m not sure what we expected to see. But suddenly a flare shot up from the direction of the ships. Zach started jumping up and down and shouting, “They saw us!”

We grabbed each other and started jumping up and down on the top of the hill. Zach gave me a long passionate kiss. “Oh my God, Honey, we’re finally getting off this island!” I laughed and hugged him tightly.

Then suddenly Zach stiffened. He pushed me gently away. He said, “Go find the clothes you wore when you washed ashore that day. Get out of that bikini.” He pulled a bikini strap back and said, “Ah shit, you have tan lines and nail polish. Nothing we can do about that I guess. Go change, hurry.”

I just stood there a moment, dazed by Zach’s sudden change and anger when we should be celebrating by hugging and kissing. In fact, I tried to put my arms around his neck and kiss him. “Zach. This should be the happiest day of our lives if we’re actually rescued. My love for you doesn’t need an island to hold my heart. I’ll love you anywhere.” I brought my lips close to his.

Coldly, he pulled my arms away from him and he took a step back. He then pointed aggressively at me with his finger. “Listen, you ever breathe a word of what happened here between you and me, and you will be in a world of hurt. That’s a promise.”

Tears started flowing as I looked up at Zach. “Zach? I.. I love you…”

Angrily he shouted, “Go!” I started to protest, but he just pointed down towards the camp and said, “Go.”

I cried all the way down the hill towards the camp. Why was he treating me this way? Just minutes before I was making love to him, and now he completely rejects my love. I collapsed in our shelter and cried with heaving sobs.

I suddenly and irrationally hated those ships. We were happy! We could have been happy forever on our island! And now that happiness was being destroyed.

I pulled my jeans and t-shirt out of Tamara’s luggage where I had stored them. I just stood there in my bikini for a few minutes, looking around our camp… our home for the past few months. To think that at first we both wanted nothing more than to get off this rock in the middle of an ocean, and now I was sad looking around at it, probably for the very last time.

Halfway to the top of the hill, I could see a Navy helicopter heading towards us. Zach leaned over the cliff edge and called to me, “Are you coming? They’re sending a chopper for us!”

Zach glanced at me and winced. “Sheesh. You still look like a girl. People are going to talk.” He kept shifting nervously from one foot to the other.

I frowned as I said, “You’re secret is safe with me. I love you. I don’t want to see you hurt.”

He put his hands on his head in a frustrated gesture and said through clenched teeth, “Will you please stop saying that!?”

My nostrils flaring, I just said, “Fine!”

We both waved our arms in the air as the large gray helicopter approached. We could see from the marking that it was an American Navy helicopter. It turned out the two ships we saw were the tail end of a carrier group. As it got near, our hair and the grass on top of the hill started blowing around wildly. From a P.A. system on the helicopter a voice said, “There’s no place on the island for us to land. We’re sending someone down with a cable.”

A few minutes later someone hooked themselves to a cable and lowered down to us. The helicopter was very loud, and the prop-wash continued to blow dirt and other debris in our faces. A moment later a man was on the ground, and though he unhooked himself from the cable, he continued to hold the slack cable, which I could now see had a harness on the end. We ran up to him.

Zach cried out, “Thank God you’re here!”

The helmeted man still had his visor down, so it was hard to see his face. He shouted over the din of the helicopter, “I’m Petty Officer Owens. What is your situation?”

Zach shouted back, “We’re so glad to see you!” Then Zach tried to sound all official in saying, “I’m Zachary Carlisle and we’re American high school students. Our plane crashed in the ocean in June. We washed up on this island.” Petty Officer Owens nodded. Zach shouted a few more details to Owens.

Owens touched the side of his helmet for a moment then talked to someone apparently on the radio. “Yes sir. Two American teens.” He paused a moment to look at both of us and continued, “About seventeen or eighteen. One male, one female. Survivors of the Transworld crash last June. Both appear in good health. Yes sir.”

Zach made no attempt to correct Owens on my gender. Owens gestured to me to get into the harness. “We’re going to take you up one at a time using this harness. Ladies first.” I smiled at him as he helped me with the harness. Owens made a gesture at the helicopter, and with a sudden jerk in my underarms, I was lifted from the surface of the hill and started swaying back and forth as I was reeled up to the helicopter.

After I was free of the harness they started lowering it back down to get Zach. I was shaking. It was all just too much for me. I was totally dazed -- overjoyed at finally going home, and heartbroken at Zach’s sudden behavior.

One of the helicopter’ s crew held out a blanket towards me and said, “Would you like a blanket, miss?” I nodded and wrapped it around my shoulders. I hoped the crew of the ship that rescued us wouldn’t make a fuss when they discovered I wasn’t quite a real girl.

I decided I didn’t care. I was going home.

#

“I need you all to squeeze in just a little bit more.”

There was some giggling as we all pressed closer into each other. All the survivors of the crash, including the flight crew, were having our picture taken at the reunion party. One year ago, we all experienced unspeakable terror together.

In front of us, so it could be included in the picture, was a table with photographs of the five students who didn’t survive, two of which were never found. There were also pictures of the pilots, whose last act was to push a flight attendant out the emergency hatch just before the plane disappeared beneath the waves. They were never found either.

Also on the table was a surprise. A picture of the Japanese soldier we’d found, sent to us from a grateful family. Zach got to keep the helmet.

The Navy also recovered Tamara’s luggage. I was surprised when they sent it to me. What Tamara doesn’t know won’t hurt her.

Zach would barely look at me at the party. My hair was still long, but I was dressed like most of the other guys. It was a semi-formal party, with a big dinner and dance, and was held at the fanciest hotel in town.

I listened to Zach exaggerate and, well, outright lie about his exploits on the island. He made no mention of those nights when we made passionate love to one another under the blazing night sky. Or us getting married. But I doubt being married by a coconut would be recognized by most states.

I needed some air, so I quietly moved to one of the doors that opened onto the wide veranda overlooking the city below. No one was out there, and I walked over to the edge of the veranda and watched the city lights.

My reverie was broken by the sound of footsteps approaching. I turned to see Zach walking towards me.

He stepped next to be at the edge of the veranda and took in the view for a moment before saying, “I hoped I could talk to you alone sometime tonight.”

I shrugged and said, “I’m being good Zach. I’ve told no one about our relationship on the island.”

He smiled nervously and said, “Well, that’s what I want to talk about.” I looked at him curiously and he continued, “I never got to say good-bye and properly thank the one person who made those months on the island bearable.”

He stepped closer to me, plucked a flower from one of the planters lining the edge of the veranda, and placed it in my hair over my ear. He said, “Again, I was stupid, and didn’t take the opportunity to say a proper good-bye to my wife and lover.”

He shocked me by bending his head towards me, and parted his lips and closed his eyes. I put my arms around his neck, closed my eyes, and felt the breeze coming over the veranda blow playfully through my hair. Once again we stood on that island as his lips pressed into mine. Our tongues caressed each other as he kissed me deeply.

He slowly pulled away and looked intently into my eyes. “Thank you so much, for being my wife, and for being a real girl for me.”

I fought back tears as I said, “You’re welcome Zach. I would have been happy with you on that island forever.” I reached up and gave him another kiss.

He took a step back, and we just looked at each other for a few moments. Suddenly we heard the door to the veranda open and a feminine voice call out, “Oh, there you are!”

I quickly reached up and pulled the flower from my hair. Zach turned around and said, “Oh, hi Tamara.”

Smiling her clueless smile, Tamara asked, “What are you two doing out here?” She looked at Zach and said, “They’re about to start the dancing.”

Zach smiled broadly and slipped his arm around Tamara’s waist and said, “Oh, we were just talking about the island and how hellish it was there.” He turned and winked at me.

Tamara frowned at her hair being tossed around and said, “It’s too breezy out here. Let’s go back inside.”

Zach smiled and said, “Sure.”

Tamara took his arm and they walked back inside. I just stood there for several minutes after the door closed.

I picked the flower up from the veranda floor that Zach had put in my hair. I lifted it to my nose and deeply inhaled its delicate fragrance as I closed my eyes and felt the breeze stir my hair. I could almost see the sun setting on an endless ocean, and hear the waves lap against the beach, and feel the soft kiss of my lover as we lay in the sand.

I stood there on the veranda for a long time, and smiled.

-The End of “Marooned”-
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Chapter 1: Just Say No

“You can’t be serious,” I said, glaring at my best friend.

Sandy gave me her best puppy dog eyes, but I was having none of it: those had stopped working on me after I took the blame when she ran a pair of her underwear up the flagpole at church.

She never did tell me why she thought it would be funny in the first place.

“Come on, Donnie. It’ll be fun! And besides, it’s just junior Prom: you’ll have a chance to do the whole tux thing next year,’ she said, flopping next to me on the couch. Both of us were slouched low enough that more of our shoulders rested on the cushions than our butts, a position our moms had chewed us out for on a regular basis. “And it’ll be more fun with you there.”

“You know I was planning on going anyway, right?”

“You know what I mean,” Sandy said, reaching over and tweaking my nose like she used to do when we were little. “The two of us, all fancied up like we used to do.”

I snorted and batted her hand away. “Anyway, you don’t need me. You’ll have ‘Butch.’” Cassidy Delmonte – AKA “Butch” – had been Sandy’s beau for almost a year. They weren’t exactly the school’s it couple, what with Butch being captain of the basketball team in a football district and Sandy being all about Debate Club rather than cheerleading, but if you asked me, they were still pretty high up there on the list of perfect high school couples.

Butch was tall, handsome in that kind of awkward slightly-gangly way guys could be before filling out, and had a pair of honey-brown eyes and a million-what smile full of pearly whites he’d used to charm his way out of more trouble than I would have thought possible.

He was also smart, funny, and a total goob.

Sandy groaned and rolled her eyes. “This again? I’m sorry if things have been awkward hanging out, but you have to admit it’s really sweet of Butch to invite you along on our dates sometimes.”

“Yeah,” I mumbled, sinking down even lower.

“He knows we’ve been friends for forever, and he doesn’t want to get in the way of that.”

“Sigh, I know.”

“And it’s not like we make you come out with us….”

“I know!” I sat up and reached for my can of soda on the table, hoping the time sipping it would give me a moment to think. As the fake-sweet bite of the diet drink hit I gave my best friend in the whole world a hard look.

She gave me a cheerful grin from her place, still scrunched down on the cushions, a grin I knew well from years and years of the trouble it could cause.

She was right, of course. I’d had a ton of fun going bowling and out to movies with the two of them, and as hard a time as I gave him, Butch was always a really sweet guy, both to Sandy and to me, even if at times it seemed like he was treating me as much like his girlfriend as her.

That was why I called him a goob: just because he held the door open for Sandy didn’t mean he had to hold it for me too, and I worried sometimes if it hurt Sandy’s feelings when he would do things like that.

In truth, me and Sandy were closer than friends: we were family. Our moms had been friends before we were born, and our dads had been friends before they’d ever met our moms. In our whole lives, we had never lived more than a block apart, or spent more than a few days outside each other’s company. We had the same favorite movie, the same favorite color, the same favorite food and drink, and even our birthdays were only a few days apart, meaning years and years of shared parties together.

At one point, we had even been able to do the whole twin-speak thing where you finish each others’ sentences, though it felt like a lifetime since we had last tried to do anything nefarious with it.

I was pretty sure we could have fooled more people it if weren’t for our physical differences. While we were about the same size frame-wise, Sandy was a chocolate-haired, green-eyed girl next door, complete with one of those caramel mixed-heritage skin tones that always looked incredible. On the other hand, I was your typical blond-haired blue-eyed pasty nerd boy, with the kind of skin that even daily tanning bed treatments couldn’t hope to make anything other than peachy (not that I was silly enough to want to try.)

Of all our physical differences, the boy/girl part was, unsurprisingly, the one causing problems at the moment.

“You’d have fun, you know,” she said as she sat up and took a sip of her own drink. “You always do.”

“Did,” I countered. “And that was years ago. We’ve both changed a lot since then.”

“Pssht,” Sandy said, dismissing my words with a wave of her free hand. “Bitch, I know we’re still almost the same size. Or did you already forget about the pool party?”

“Ugh. How can I when you keep reminding me?” I whined as I sat my soda down and ran my hands through my hair, careful of any slouch-formed tangles. It wasn’t my fault the stairs were grimy and slippery from all the rain we’d gotten over the summer, or that the cake platter was heavy and awkward.

Nor was it my fault when I wound up under the chocolate lava cake that had once sat atop the platter when we both went tumbling down the slimy slick stairs, leaving me covered in chocolate goop and in need of clean clothes. “And they didn’t fit, they were too tight.”

“Nuh-uh!” Sandy said playfully, sticking her tongue out at me and nudging me with her shoulder. “They fit great. If you’d worn the bra like I asked and shaved your legs, you woulda looked perfect.”

“Except for the shoes,” I countered with a grin, getting a huffy grimace back in response. She’d been a little pissed when we found out my feet were actually a size smaller than hers.

“Not helping your case,” she said, knocking the smile off my face.

“I don’t wanna go to Prom with this guy,” I whined, going for my final argument. “Everyone will make fun of meOW!” I flinched, rubbing my arm where Sandy had punched me. “What was that for?!”

“Being an idiot,” she said, shaking her head and standing up. “Evelyn and Lilah are going together, and so are Kyle and Ross,” she said, naming the two most Prominent same-sex couples in our grade. “And the school made a point of calling this a safe event for everyone no matter what. Plus, we both know that if a boy had asked you, you’da said yes.”

I shook my head and blushed. “I mean, not just any boy,” I admitted quietly. I’d never come out and told Sandy I liked boys, but I’d never had to. “But that’s not the point. One didn’t, and one’s not asking me now. I don’t even know this ‘Ted’ you’re trying to set me up with.” In my head, I had an unflattering image of some ogre-looking lump who smelled like gym socks, even though I couldn’t think of any boys from our school who were that bad.

I could think of a few who were close, though.

Sandy grinned, clearly reading my mind. “Don’t worry, he’s a cutie. Tall, broad shoulders, curly black hair,” she said, her eyes going a little glazed as she described him. “And he always has a bit of stubble,” she added. “Remember that movie where Batman fought Superman? He looks a bit like the guy who played Superman.”

I thought about it and had to admit the image wasn’t unappealing, even the stubble bit. “Sports?”

“Basketball, same as Butch. Football, too, last year. Butch said he dropped it this year to focus on his classes more.”

Hmm. “Still,” I argued, “you’re not really asking me to go, are you? You’re asking Donna, and she’s gone.”

Sandy grinned at me.

“Dead as a doornail,” I emphasized, standing up and crossing my heart.

Sandy’s grin grew wider as she continued to look me dead in the eyes.

“Kablooie.” I made an explosion with my hands for demonstration.

She was still grinning.

“What?!”

Sandy rolled her eyes and laughed. “I’d ask you if you’ve seen yourself in a mirror lately, but we both know you never pass up a chance to check your face every time you pass one.”

“I do not!” I huffed, fighting the urge I was already feeling to look at the mirror across the room and do just that. I knew my hair was a mess, and I always hated my glasses sitting askew.

Maybe if they were messed up, it would help my case?

It didn’t.

“You totally do,” Sandy sniggered. “You spend longer on your hair most mornings than I do,” she said as she reached over and straightened my hair and glasses for me. “I don’t blame you, it’s gorgeous, and I’d kill for those waves, but for real. Blonde hair almost to your ass,” she gave it a gentle tug for emphasis, “long lashes, and that little cupid’s bow mouth of yours. If you’d drop the nerd specs and wear your contacts more often, the boys would be falling over themselves checking you out.”

I stepped back out of her reach, shaking my head even as I started stroking my own hair. “Yeah right. I don’t think so.”

“Oh, come on. I’ve seen the second-glances some of the guys give you,” she said, grinning again. “A little work on your brows and some mascara, and whabam! You could have half the boys at school eating out of the palm of your hand, including Butch.”

Now it was my turn to roll my eyes, blushing. “Oh yes, because the straight boys will love it so much when they learn the girl they’re hitting on has a bigger dick than they do.”

“Snerk. Maybe they would, who knows? Not like you could ever say that.”

“Hey,” I said, but really couldn’t raise the energy to be offended. It had been a few years since we’d seen each other naked, but truth be told, there wasn’t really anything more to see than there had been when we were twelve.

“Y’know, a lot of guys would take a girl saying that about their junk pretty hard,” she said, looking me up and down.

“Yeah, well.” I shrugged. “I’m not most guys.”

“And that,” she said, snapping her fingers, “is my point.” Sandy reached out and took my hands away from my hair, holding them between us. “Come on, Donnie! Please?”

“No!” I whined. I looked away from her, but didn’t pull my hands away.

“Can we at least see what Donna would look like now? Nobody else has to know.”

“Wasn’t the summer enough?”

“You know what I mean! Everything. Makeup, shave your legs….”

“No.” I did pull my hands away that time and crossed them under my chest, turning away from her.

After a moment’s pause, I felt one of her hands on my shoulder, but I still didn’t turn to face her again.

“How about a bet, then?” She asked in a soft, teasing voice.

I groaned, but still didn’t turn around.

“Here’s the terms,” she continued anyway. “I think… no. I know you’ll look gorgeous, and I think you know it too. So. We go up to my room. We find a cute outfit and get you all dolled up. I’ll even let you take the lead, pick the outfit, do your own makeup, totally hands-off for me. You still remember how, right?”

I nodded without meaning to.

“So long as you give it a legit try, I won’t give you a hard time about any of it. If, after you give it your best shot, you still feel like you can’t do it….” Sandy paused. “If you don’t think you can do it, or you think we can’t get you to a place where you could in the next two weeks, then I’ll tell Butch the deal is off, and he has to wear a dress and go with Ted himself.”

I couldn’t help but laugh, just a little, at the mental image of big, manly Butch, with his high schooler’s attempt at a goatee and buzz cut, decked out for Prom in the frilliest princess pink dress I could find.

“But,” Sandy continued, cutting my laughter short. “If this goes how I’m thinking it will? Then when we go shopping for my Prom dress tonight, we’re getting yours too.”

“I can’t afford that!” I complained, then winced. “Not that you’d win. If I do this.”

It was Sandy’s turn to laugh again as she finally pulled me around to stand face-to-face again. “Hey, I know you still have money left from our summer jobs, ‘cause Butch has paid for you as well as me every time we’ve gone out together.”

“I mean, yeah, but.” I shrugged. I didn’t really feel bad for Butch paying since he’d spent the summer working at his father’s golf course, making probably three times what we had mowing lawns.

“If it makes you feel better, we’ll look for something dressy but not really Prom-specific, and you can save up for the really fancy dress next year.”

“Next year?” I asked, giving her a Look.

She shrugged. “We’ll see.”

I looked into Sandy’s smiling eyes. She looked confident. Strong. Self-assured. All the things I’d always associated with her.

I finally let myself risk a glance at the mirror across the room and saw the fear in my own eyes. But fear of what?

I reached up and adjusted my glasses too.

All I had to do was say “No.”

That’s all I had to do. Sandy wanted this, but I didn’t think she’d kick me out of her house if I didn’t agree to it. I was there to go dress shopping with her anyway, and I didn’t think that would change.

I could say “No,” and it would be over and done with.

I looked back at Sandy, a twinkle in her eye I hadn’t seen in a long time.

Just say “No,” Donnie.

Just say “No.”

###
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Marianne Gregory takes us on a journey through a few familiar tales, with new twists all her own, whether it's exploring one's desire to return to nostalgic youth, struggles of family loyalty and betrayal, or wonders of ancient myth reborn in the modern era. Four tales steeped in fantastic literary tradition with a transgender spin.
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