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      It took a lot of convincing to get me to come back to Elkhorn. Seriously. A lot of convincing. From every conceivable angle.

      For one, I had to convince my father that pursuing a graduate degree of any kind was worth the time and money. As a blue-collar man himself, he’s never been entirely supportive of higher education. Though to his credit, he’s been pretty consistent: Why pay tens of thousands of dollars for a piece of paper that most employers will shrug at and say, “Sure, but what have you actually done?”

      He’s not entirely wrong. Sadly, dealing with confusion and doubt from relatives is a rite of passage that every Sociology student like myself must go through. After all, where’s the money in studying society, social relationships, and human behavior? Regardless of how fascinating the field is. However, the biggest hurdle for those in academia isn’t the doubt from our peers and parents: it’s the doubt within ourselves.

      *DING*

      A text popped up on my phone, springing me back to reality. There’s not much to look at in my tiny studio apartment, yet I kept finding myself perpetually lost in a mirror, a plant, or the old, wooden ceiling fan spin-spin-spinning above my bed. Or maybe it’s just nerves.

      ‘I think I’m here?’ Ella’s text read.

      I checked the time. 9 A.M. on the dot.

      ‘One sec,’ I typed back. ‘Look at you, being on time!’

      Ella’s a lot of things, but punctual isn’t one of them.

      Hopping off my bed and onto the cold linoleum floor, I’m startled again by a different noise. Three loud KNOCKS at the door. I scampered over to answer. Ella was already here.

      “Taylor!” she said, surprisingly cheery for so early in the morning.

      My eyes thinned. “You… got into the building?”

      She shrugged. “Eh, the front door’s busted.”

      ‘It’s busted, or you busted it?’ I wanted to ask, but figured it wasn’t worth the hassle. Honestly, it was just good to see her face. A whole summer without her friendly energy and bubbly persona. I leaned in for a hug.

      Ella Harris is one of just a few legitimate friends I made during my undergraduate years at Elkhorn. Having transferred in as a junior after two years at a community college, I found it extremely difficult to make connections. At most schools, friendships are formed and cemented by the end of your first semester. So showing up a year and a half later made it impossible to find a real ‘group’. And once I finally did meet some cool people, they jetted off for jobs in the real world, leaving me and this small, rural Illinois university in their past.

      So, Ella, while not a close friend, is my closest remaining.

      After a few moments, she released her hug and slipped past me to get a look at the ‘new’ apartment.

      “It’s not fully together yet–” I tried to explain. But Ella, I’ve come to learn, plays by her own rules.

      “Not terrible for a sublease, I suppose.”

      I’d bet my spunky blonde friend meant it as a compliment, even if her expression said otherwise.

      “It’s a little grimy,” I admitted. “But hey, tough to beat $500 a month.”

      “True,” Ella nodded. After a deep breath, she looked back at me with a smirk. “Well? You ready for the big, scaaaary department announcement or what? Kendall’s been teasing it for weeks, and I’m dying to know.”

      I smiled back at her, appreciating her attempt to lighten the mood.

      “Yeah,” I said, my voice wavering a tad. “I think I am.”
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      In many ways, returning to Elkhorn for a fifth-year graduate program felt just like my undergrad years. The classes, projects, meetings, and assignments were pretty much identical. As was the classic, limestone campus architecture and the familiar lush greenery that always felt so out of place in rural Illinois. Students buzzed about the quad as always, hustling between dorms, lecture halls, and student centers – not to mention the few-but-mighty fraternity and sorority houses.

      Today was the start of orientation week for all students, and the energy on campus reflected that. Every undergrad, grad student, and faculty member was as overwhelmed as they were excited. Orientation week always has a unique magic to it, and this year is no exception.

      As Ella and I journeyed across campus, a flurry of emotions filled my body – Most of them good, like the eagerness to learn new things and take another step forward in my life. But… Remember how I said every grad student tends to be their own harshest critic? Well, I’ve felt that harsh criticism in full force these past few months, rethinking and toiling over every single life choice I’ve made up to this point.

      One thing I know about myself is that, at least intellect-wise, I’m a solid student. On top of genuinely loving the field of Sociology, I can memorize terms, I’m a critical thinker, and when push comes to shove, I’m pretty damn good at coming up with creative solutions to complex problems. All traits of an A+ student.

      But I’d be lying if I said I’ve been fully applying myself. In fact, it’s because I’m a naturally capable person that I’ve allowed myself to slack. Instead of getting straight A’s, I’ve settled for B’s and C’s. Rather than seek out an elite university, I settled for the mid-tier Elkhorn. And most of all, instead of taking my Bachelor’s degree and finding a real-life job, I took the ‘linear path’ of graduate school – with embarrassingly little to show for it.

      Having this epiphany over summer break was both unsettling and motivating. The prospect of putting my head down to really work hard is terrifying. But for the first time in my life, I have a degree of clarity: This is the year I take things seriously.

      Not that I planned to share that goal with anyone. At least not yet.

      Despite a looming bombshell announcement in our department, Ella and I kept our conversation light, gossiping about former classmates, school news, and sharing moments from our summers. Ella, I discovered, worked at an ice cream shop in her home state of Minnesota. I too stayed locally, working lifeguard shifts at my community pool – a job I've had every summer since high school and have (mostly) enjoyed.

      “You get more and more lifeguard-y each year, Taylor,” she kidded, looking me up and down.

      “Oh yeah? Why is that?”

      Ella reached over and gently pinched my forearm. “For one, you’ve got a few too many sunburns.”

      I winced a little. “I wear sunscreen… It just barely works.”

      She giggled. “Well, that, and…” she reached up toward my head – my hair, specifically – and with her index and middle finger, mimicked a cutting motion, “the fact that your hair gets longer and longer every year.”

      Oh, right. My hair.

      I shrugged off her tease, but she wasn’t wrong. Junior year was when I first grew it out – starting with the shaggy-haired ‘Bieber cut’ and evolving into a ‘bro flow’ kind of thing. But in this past year, I’ve completely foregone all trimming to the point where it’s become a shoulder-length, surfer guy look. Long enough that, yes, with my shirt off, my hair tickles my shoulders.

      “Maybe it’s a little long,” I said, tucking away a loose strand. “But who cares?”

      She turned to me earnestly. “I love it. Just, you know, how many long-hair surfer dudes do you see in bumfuck nowhere, Illinois?”

      I laughed back. “Fair point.”

      This wasn’t the first time I’d been teased for my hair, either. My fellow lifeguards certainly had their fair share of verbal jabs. But with Ella, I knew it was in good fun. Her occasional chaos aside, at the end of the day, the girl just doesn’t have a mean bone in her body. That’s what made her such a fortunate friend to have. And someone who, in what will be my final year before real adulthood kicks in, will be nice to have in my corner.

      Ella stopped short and grabbed my hand, pointing with faux dramaticism at the building ahead of us: Marcus Hall. The main Arts & Sciences building at Elkhorn and home to the ‘almighty’ Sociology Department.

      “Our home,” Ella uttered with playful seriousness. “One last time.”

      I rolled my eyes as she giggled.

      Overly dramatic? Perhaps. But Ella’s point stands true. One last orientation week. One last year of school. And one last chance to step up and actually take a school year seriously.

      Better late than never.
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        * * *

      

      The hallways of Marcus Hall were bland, boring, and practical – much like the majority of Elkhorn. But while the furnishings may be uninteresting, the people are anything but.

      Last year, by my count, there was a total of forty-five seniors who collected diplomas for a Bachelor’s degree in Sociology. A pretty sizable cohort. This year, however, planned to be far more intimate.

      “Hey! This way, klutz!” Ella called out after watching me drift the opposite direction. Either my head wasn’t entirely in it today, or the identical, stark white, Severance-like hallways were finally getting to me.

      I jogged alongside Ella who correctly pointed out that despite her punctual arrival at my apartment, we were running seven minutes behind. With my friend in tow, I busted my ass around the hallway corner, found the door for Room B-37, and burst through inside.

      “Sorry, sorry!” I announced.

      “We’re here!” Ella added.

      Ella and I, each sweaty, out-of-breath messes, stood vulnerably in front of a room of six people: five younger folks in desk chairs, and one very familiar, but always a teensy bit intimidating graduate advisor, Professor Lilith Kendall.

      “Nice of you to join us,” Kendall said with a healthy bit of snark. “Ella, Taylor. Maybe we should pause to hear about your summer breaks?”

      Ella’s face lit up with relief. “Oh, mine was–”

      I elbowed her, whispering, “She’s fucking with us.” I grabbed her hand and led Ella toward the remaining empty desks.

      The eagle-eyed professor gazed at us as we slinked into the room and quietly sat amongst the others.

      It may not seem like it, but students adore Professor Kendall. She’s stern and sarcastic, yes, but in an admirable way where you know she does it because she cares. Plus, as one of my classmates once noted, the tall, thin, dark-haired woman in her early forties is ‘easier on the eyes than most Elkhorn professors.’ And I wholeheartedly agree.

      “Leave it to Ella and Taylor to be behind before the year even starts,” Kendall said as she paced. “It’s a wonder you made it into this program.”

      “Sorry,” Ella squeaked.

      “Won’t happen again,” I added.

      A wry smile formed on Kendall’s face as she decided to move on.

      “Maybe that’s the perfect introduction to you two,” she continued, gesturing to the rest of the class. “As you can see, there are plenty of new faces. And punctuality aside… We have an extremely strong graduate cohort.”

      Having caught my breath and escaped too much ridicule, I finally got a chance to look at the cohort around me: the six other Master's in Sociology students I’d be learning with, working alongside, and spending God knows how much time on projects over the next two semesters.

      “Hmm…” Kendall mulled. “You know, maybe a round of introductions would be appropriate. Just say your name, where you’re from, and a fun fact about yourself.”

      The first thing I noticed was, of the five others, four were entirely new faces.

      Kendall gestured to a glasses-wearing, red-headed girl who promptly rose.

      “My name’s Emily Luna,” she began. “I’m Milwaukee born-and-raised, and a fun fact about me is I can do… this!”

      Suddenly, Emily grabbed her foot and, in one swift motion, hoisted it above her head. The entire room was stunned. A couple of us politely applauded.

      “I’m a former gymnast.” She smiled, shrugged, and returned to her seat.

      Kendall’s eyes were wide. “Alright then… Impressive.” She pointed to another person I didn’t know. “Let’s see who can top that.”

      Student by student, we went around the room introducing ourselves. Beyond even the peppy, flexible Emily, our cohort was quite eclectic. The next one up was Julia Morris from Queens, New York City, unsurprisingly sporting a strong New York accent and a trendy, chopped brunette bob. Her fun fact was that she makes homemade pasta at least once a week.

      “To hell with that store-bought crap,” Julia insisted. “None of that’s going into my temple.”

      Following Julia was Meghan Fly, a strawberry-blonde, self-proclaimed cinephile from Kansas who proceeded to rattle off what she believed to be the ‘five best films ever made, bar none’. Professor Kendall seemed to find her the most entertaining.

      After Ella took her turn, the next introduction came from a girl named Maryam Agrawal who hailed all the way from Pakistan. Well, initially. Apparently, after receiving her bachelor’s from the University of Chicago – an extremely prestigious school – she found she ‘despised American city culture’ so much that she sprang for the complete opposite. Her fun fact was that she can ride a unicycle.

      “Quite a circus we’re building!” Kendall exclaimed. Her eyes bounced between me and the last remaining person. The only other man in the room and the person whose mere presence pissed me off beyond belief.

      “Nate, how about you go?” Kendall said.

      Nate Chen is possibly the most smug person on the planet. Besides Ella and me, he’s the only other Elkhorn undergrad to stay on for his master's. Granted, I had the pleasure of not seeing or thinking about him all summer, but from the moment he opened his mouth, I remembered every little reason why this guy straight-up sucks.

      “What’s up, I’m Nate,” he said, getting a good view of each girl in the class – arguably spending a little too much time looking their way. “I’m from Ann Arbor, Michigan, and my fun fact is that I was valedictorian at graduation last year.”

      Ugh.

      His bragging and smugness were, yes, horrible, but hardly the worst thing about him. He’s a narcissist, a misogynist, and, while I’m not a psychologist, I think it’s safe to diagnose him as a, well… a dick.

      Seriously, nobody likes this guy. Even Professor Kendall. But the problem with Nate is that, objectively, he is the smartest guy in class. And it’s not like he does anything illegal that warrants kicking him out. And so he stays. Much to everyone’s chagrin.

      “Thank you, Nate…” Kendall said before turning to me with a soft smile. “And that leaves you, Taylor.”

      I stood up nervously and took in what would be my cohort for the rest of the year. A good group, by all measures. Well, other than Nate.

      From my vantage point, with all eyes on me, I felt a curious degree of comfort and optimism. Seven students in total, eager to work and to learn. Could I channel this optimism into career focus? To, for once, earn my master's and walk away from this year with some semblance of direction in my life?

      “Hey guys, I’m Taylor. Er, uh, Taylor Holmes. I’m from Peoria, Illinois – just a few hours southeast of here.”

      Kendall leaned forward and filled the silence. “And your fun fact?”

      Right! Somehow, in listening to everyone else’s, I’d completely forgotten to think of one myself.

      “Oh, uh… My fun fact…”

      From a few seats away, I heard Nate start to chuckle. At first quietly, then as he stole the attention, a bit louder.

      “Something funny, Nate?” Our professor asked.

      He snickered some more. “I think I can answer for Taylor.”

      I shot a glare his way, practically daring him to say something self-serving like he always does.

      Nate’s gaze bounced between our classmates as a conceited smirk materialized on his face.

      “It’s obvious, isn’t it?” he asked, holding out his arm. “I mean, look at his hair! His fun fact is that he’s turning into a girl!”
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      What. The. Hell?

      As if he’d just uttered the funniest joke on the planet, Nate cackled away, nearly falling out of his seat from laughter.

      None of this was new. Beyond being a smug, know-it-all asshole, Nate Chen is a mean-spirited person. The kind of person to knock others down to make himself look taller. But even for a guy as unpredictable as Nate, a comment like that felt out of left field.

      As Nate laughed away, the entire class stayed silent. Even Professor Kendall wasn’t sure how to react. There he was, a Grade-A jerk, laughing his ass off in front of my cohort at my expense. All because I’d let my hair grow down to my shoulders.

      The whole thing came about so quickly that I could just as easily have moved on and let it go. That’d be the smart thing, right? The mature thing? It’s a meaningless comment after all. But something inside me wouldn’t let it go.

      Maybe it was Nate acting extra douchey, my desire to make a good first impression… or God knows what else, but I chose the opposite. I chose war.

      “Hey,” I said sternly, piercing the awkwardness and rapidly raising the tension. “What the hell’s your problem?”

      “Oh chill out, Taylor,” Nate dismissed. “It’s just a joke.”

      “A mean joke,” I said. “Don’t say that shit about me.”

      While it felt good to stand up for myself, the clap-back barely fazed Nate.

      “What? Your hair’s long, dude. Nobody told you?”

      Finally, our professor felt the need to step in.

      “Nate. Taylor. Enough,” Kendall snapped. She hung her head and shook it in disappointment. “It’s the first day back. Can we please just play nice?”

      Nate shrugged as he slouched in his seat. There wasn't much more for him to say. He got the reaction he wanted. He won.

      I, however, felt robbed of a chance to properly show him what’s up. But Kendall wanted peace. And so, peace is what we got. For now.

      With the round of introductions complete, Kendall continued with our meeting, ensuring the topics remained informative and focused on anything but the scuffle.

      Orientation week, whether you’re an undergrad or a grad student, is full of lengthy, explanatory speeches and readings of syllabi covering expectations for the upcoming year. Kendall’s spiel was like every other as she addressed week-by-week and semester-by-semester the goals and expectations for our yearlong program. Coursework with a few different professors, independent study, projects, exams, and so on. But of course, as anyone who has attended college knows, being a graduate student has its additional working responsibilities.

      “Teaching Assistants,” Kendall uttered and marked in big capital letters on the whiteboard behind her. “Or ‘TA’s’ as you’ll mostly be referred to.”

      This news was hardly a surprise to any of us. It’s a little bullshit, but graduate students, despite paying out the nose for the education itself, are put to work to help grade papers, facilitate small group discussions, and assist with whatever their professor or graduate advisor needs in their undergraduate courses.

      “In other words, you’ll all be my little minions,” Kendall explained with a playful devilishness.

      She’s mostly kidding – unless you also think that receiving minimum wage for the work of a top-tier academic is a bit devilish.

      Our professor stood quietly at the front of our classroom for a moment, considering something.

      “In fact…” Kendall continued, “Let’s take a little field trip. I’ll show you how the other half lives.”

      Ella and I shared a curious look as the seven cohort members rose from their seats and followed Kendall out the door.

      As a group, we were ushered past dozens of doors and classrooms of Marcus Hall, deathly curious what we’d be shown. Ella, finally having a free moment, held me back.

      “Hey… Are you good?” she asked cautiously.

      “What?” I answered somewhat curtly. “Yeah. I’m fine.”

      Uncertainty filled her face. “It’s just that… It got kinda heated there for a sec–”

      “I’m fine,” I repeated before softening my tone. “Thank you.”

      Ella looked as if she didn’t entirely believe me, but she wasn’t looking for a battle either.

      What I said was the truth: I wasn’t ready to admit that Nate’s little dig – at this point over an hour ago – was still sitting wrong with me. I mean, what was it about his saying my hair was girly that riled me up so much? I mean, it’s not like what he said has any truth to it.

      Our group descended a few sets of stairs and another long hallway before ultimately arriving in a nook of cramped offices.

      “Where the real magic happens!”

      Kendall gestured to the quaint office setup that lay before us. Three offices to be exact: one large one straight ahead, and smaller, twin offices to its left and right. In the center of the room lay an unused reception desk with some cabinets, a printer, and standard office supplies.

      “Nice!” Meghan exclaimed, beaming with genuine, midwestern delight.

      Julia, likely comparing the space to her upscale East Coast upbringing, grimaced but held her tongue. No one else said too much.

      “The large office is mine, and the other two you’ll share for your office hours.”

      “Office hours?” Emily asked. “As TAs?”

      Kendall chuckled as she fiddled with some knobs on the printer. “You think the undergrads can handle an entire course load on their own? It’s important we set aside one-on-one time for questions. And I’m sure as hell not doing that all by myself.”

      Maryam politely raised her hand. “How many students are there?”

      Our professor, about to answer, instead signaled for us to follow her once more. Out of the ‘Department Nook’ as she called it, and back down the hall to a massive set of wooden doors we passed by earlier.

      With all her might, Kendall pried open the 10-foot-tall behemoths, revealing a massive – and I do mean massive – lecture hall. The eponymous ‘Marcus Hall’.

      Granted, Ella, Nate, and I had spent abundant time in this hall, but the four newbies looked on with wide eyes. Complete with an elevated wooden stage, high ceilings, and even a balcony, Marcus Hall felt more like a theater than a proper lecture hall. Even Julia, accustomed to the grandeur of New York City, was impressed.

      We followed our professor down the long center aisle and took seats in the front row of the dual-leveled behemoth of a classroom.

      “This is where I teach Sociology 101: the most popular course for Elkhorn Freshmen and Sophomores.” Kendall leaned against the shoulder-high stage floor as if it were a prized sports car. “This puppy fits 300 butts, and every spot’s gonna be filled.”

      Kendall took a moment to delight in the dropped jaws of her new students. “And you wonder why I need TA help?”

      She took the next several minutes fielding questions, mostly from the newbies, about teaching logistics, grading papers, meeting with undergrads, and everything she hadn’t already covered in the syllabus.

      It was quite overwhelming, all of it. But that didn’t mean I was afraid. In fact, the opposite was true. All of this new responsibility – a fresh opportunity to be a leader – was precisely the challenge I needed. As I sat in that lecture hall with Kendall’s words echoing off the plaster walls and wooden stage, I felt more energized than ever.

      Nate, hungry for attention, shot up from his seat and interrupted the professor.

      “Uh, excuse me, but that’s just the undergrad part. What about, you know, our degree?” Nate checked the expressions of his peers, then looked back at Kendall. “And what about that ‘big announcement’ you've been teasing, huh?”

      She didn’t love being interrupted, but Nate had a point. Kendall had been teasing some sort of big surprise all summer. Memos, emails, all sorts of communication about ‘an exciting development in the department.’ So what the hell was it?

      “Hmm…” she muttered. A smile grew on her face. “Well, I was getting there. But correct, there’s something I need to share with you.”

      With surprising athleticism, she hoisted herself up onto the stage and started pacing the wood-planked floor.

      “At the end of the year – well, starting next summer – Elkhorn will enter into a joint effort with a partner University for a three-year, full-time faculty exchange program. This is exclusively for the Sociology department. One senior faculty member and two junior faculty. In other words… two outgoing graduate students.”

      All of our ears perked up. That sure as hell sounded like a job opportunity.

      “An exchange?” Emily asked. “What kind of exchange?”

      “And to where?” Julia added.

      Kendall’s smile grew. “Well, that’s what the surprise was. At the end of the year, two of you will be joining me for a three-year, full-time position in beautiful Maui, Hawaii!!”

      Forget ears perking up; each student’s butt rocketed out of their seats with excitement. Maui?! Hawaii?! Are you kidding me!?!?

      Immediately, our professor got bombarded with questions from the cohort: “Who are you taking?” “How much is the pay?” “Will we be living on the beach?”. Pelted by a million inquiries, she struggled to fend off our enthusiasm before ultimately silencing the room with a swift, “Alright, enough!!”.

      The room fell silent – other than the seven panting graduate students.

      “I love how excited you are. Seriously. Yes, only two of you will join me, but we are a long, long way off from making a decision. I see extraordinary potential in each of you. But ultimately, it’s not my sole decision.”

      Again, Maryam politely raised her hand. “Then whose decision is it?”

      “It’s a discussion between me and Dean Ashbourne. He and I will convene toward the end of the year to examine each variable and determine who is the best fit for this opportunity.”

      “Can you at least tell us what the factors are?” Meghan asked.

      Kendall nodded. “It’s a combination of your coursework, effectiveness as a TA, and your final exam. Not to mention your growth as a person.”

      Holy shit… Was this actually real? I mean, the biggest fear of any grad student – particularly in this economy – is finding employment to justify your obscenely expensive degree. And yet, here we were, a guaranteed three years of work in one of the most beautiful places in the world. If there was ever a reason to humble myself and get my act together, it’s this.

      But right now, all I really want is for Kendall to know how grateful we are. And since nobody else was saying it, I figured that fell to me.

      “Uh, Professor?” I raised my hand politely, just as others had done. “Regardless of the outcome, I just want to say thank you for giving us this–”

      Before I could even finish my sentence, Nate again shot from his seat, blurting out nonsense.

      “Here’s a good question: How about if you give me the final exam right now and I ace it, I lock in one of those spots?”

      Kendall rolled her eyes at Nate’s request. But having been rudely interrupted – for, what, the millionth time? – She’s learned to ignore it.

      “No, Nate,” she said apathetically. “That’s not how this works.”

      Now, look, I normally wouldn’t insert myself here. But something about Nate’s arrogance pushed me one level too far.

      “Well, there’s that…” I stood up and turned to Nate. “And the fact that you’d flunk harder than everyone else here.”

      Suddenly, everyone’s heads whipped toward me. Ella looked at me with particular concern. This is not the Taylor she knows.

      But Nate? He looked at me as if I’d thrown gasoline on an already-raging fire.

      “Oh yeah, Taylor?” Nate snapped back. “What’d you average, B’s and C’s? You’re hardly one to talk.” He returned his attention to Professor Kendall. “Come on, quiz me now, Teach!”

      I shook my head. “It’s an end-of-graduate-year test, Nate. You wouldn’t even get a single question right.”

      Kendall looked eager for peace. “Exactly. Nate, please, let’s be patient.”

      But then an idea struck. Something a little bit brazen. Something that the old Taylor would’ve never been brave enough to try.

      “Unless… How about we up the stakes?” I proposed. “Professor, you choose one question from the test. And if Nate gets it wrong, he’s gotta keep his mouth shut in class for an entire month.”

      Low-toned ‘ooohs’ came from the cohort. The tension was high, and the room grew heated. Nate’s gaze narrowed as he stared me down.

      “Alright,” he said as a wicked smile slowly materialized. “I can live with that. But if I get her question right… Then you have to take your yearbook photo at the annual Graduate Brunch… in a dress!”

      Wait. Hold on. I’d have to– What?

      This time, even louder ‘ooohs’ came from the class. But now in response to Nate’s comeback.

      “In a… In a dress?” I squeaked, suddenly void of bravado.

      “Mmhmm…” he nodded devilishly. “And with that hair of yours, you’ll look like a natural!”

      All of a sudden, it felt as if all the confidence I’d mustered was sapped dry. Yeah, I wanted to take things seriously and stand up to Nate. But Jesus Christ, not like this!

      Then again, maybe there’s a silver lining. Standing up to Nate right here and right now is perhaps the perfect challenge for me. To put him in his place and show him who the real top dog is.

      Once again, Kendall was ready to insert herself.

      “Guys, enough. Alright? No bets, no dares.”

      “No,” I leapt in, turning my head to Nate. “It’s a deal.”

      There was a collective gasp from the room as Nate and I stared at each other from across the aisle, like two cowboys dueling in the Old West.

      In all the years I’ve known her, I’d never seen Kendall look the way she did. Her head swiveled between her dueling students, frazzled and overwhelmed rather than stoic and sly. It was clear she wanted to stop this and just move on with our day.

      But then, after one more glance at me, her expression changed. She took a deep breath as the stress melted from her face.

      “Very well,” Kendall said plainly. “We’ll settle it your way.”

      She hopped off the stage and scampered down the aisle.

      “Where are you going, Professor?” Maryam called out.

      She didn’t even turn around. “Back in a sec!”

      The large, wooden lecture hall door slammed behind her, leaving the room in silence. Ella, who was seated next to me, nudged my arm.

      “Are you sure about this?” she mouthed quietly.

      The honest answer was ‘No, I’m absolutely not sure about this.” But I couldn’t tell her that. At this point, I was running on gut instinct and nothing else.

      Kendall returned to the lecture hall almost immediately and, with a large textbook in hand, hopped back on stage.

      “Alright,” she said. “If you’re really doing this, it’s gonna be fair.”

      Kendall scanned the cohort members in front of her, likely just as overwhelmed and confused as I was. After a moment, she pointed toward Meghan.

      “Meghan,” she said. “Give me a number between one and ten.”

      “What?”

      Kendall rolled her eyes. “Just do it.”

      “Uh… seven.”

      Kendall nodded, then pointed to Julia. “Same to you.”

      “Four,” Julia answered promptly.

      Lastly, Kendall’s finger drifted to Maryam.

      “Oh, a number? Five.”

      “Seven… Four… Five…” Kendall repeated, then returned her gaze to Nate and me. “This is the official test prep book for the Master's in Sociology final exam. I’m going to flip to question number 755 in the book – thoroughly randomized by your classmates – and ask it to Nate. If Nate gets it correct, he wins. If not, then Taylor wins.”

      “What is this? A stupid magic trick?” Nate asked.

      Our professor huffed. “Those are the terms. We’re settling this now so we can move on with the semester.”

      Nate’s a smart guy, but he’s not a genius. Especially on coursework he hasn’t had the chance to study. I liked my odds.

      “Good by me,” I said confidently. Nate, however, seemed hesitant.

      “Uh… I mean…” he began. But one look at my confident grin sealed it for him. “Fine. Have at it.”

      Kendall flipped through the book to question #755. Kendall leaned off the stage and showed the book to Emily.

      “Emily, can you confirm this is question #755?”

      The girl nodded. “Sure is.”

      “Alright then. Nate, your question…”

      Kendall began reading the reasonably long, fairly complicated test question focused on the ‘criminology’ element of our field. It was a question that, with each word she read, put fear into the hearts of each and every student in the room.

      Honestly, had she asked me the question, I wouldn’t have known what to say. There were terms I didn’t recognize, theories I hadn’t heard of, and phraseology that made little sense. And by the looks of it, our entire cohort was thinking the same thing.

      Well, everyone except Nate.

      “Hmm… That’s a good question,” Nate muttered.

      At first, it sounded like he was stalling. But then, in a truly wondrous, jaw-dropping feat of competence, Nate began his answer.

      “So it all starts with Merton’s structural strain theory…”

      And just like that, Nate was off to the races. He masterfully rattled off advanced nomenclature in his reply, referencing obscure theories of niche sociologists, all while eloquently addressing the various nuances, counterpoints, and histories relevant to the question.

      In other words, he nailed it.

      The seven of us simply stood there, stunned. And I’m including Kendall in that group. Nate had thoroughly schooled us.

      “That’s… correct,” Kendall muttered.

      For just a moment, things were so silent in the hall that you could hear a pin drop. But then, with a piercing screech, Nate raised his fists in the air and celebrated.

      “WOOOOOOOO-YEAAAAH!” he celebrated, punching the air. “NUMBER ONE, BABYYY!”

      We all let Nate have his victory lap. Not that we really had a choice. He’d put a month of silence on the line, after all. I suppose he’s earned it.

      Eventually, an alarm on Kendall’s phone interrupted Nate’s celebration. It was the top of the hour, and she had somewhere to be.

      “Crap! I totally forgot about my meeting,” she said, shoving her phone in her pocket and shutting the textbook. “But hey, interesting first day, everyone… You’re nothing if not a lively group.”

      Kendall, Nate, and the remaining students rose from their seats and began to exit the theater, ready to move on with their days.

      Everyone but me, that is. For I found myself unable to move from shock. Ella, recognizing this, approached me gently.

      “Oof, sorry, Taylor…” she offered. “Hey, I’d walk back with ya, but I’m getting lunch with a friend. Catch you at the first lecture though?”

      “Sure…” I manage to squeak out. “See you then.”

      Barely a minute had passed till I was all alone in the lecture hall. Just me, the echoey plaster walls, and a brutal feeling of defeat.

      I’d lost bets before, but never anything like this. I mean, wearing a dress for photo day?

      Not to mention, what kind of man even puts that on the line?
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      Under typical circumstances at a typical school, orientation week is both a breeze and a delight. Loads of optimism combined with a laughable workload is what you’ll typically see. It’s the thrilling start to a new year where anything can happen. And yet, here I am. Classes haven’t even started and I’m already behind.

      The rest of my day wasn’t easy. Ella had her own stuff to do, which meant I tackled the long walk through campus and back to my apartment alone, as well as spent the rest of the evening by myself organizing my apartment and familiarizing myself with the new surroundings. Tedious as it was, the worst part, unsurprisingly, was the painful, festering regret from agreeing to that stupid bet.

      I couldn’t have played more into Nate’s hand if I tried. First teeing me up with his comment about my ‘girly’ hair, only to later smack a home run and force me to attend picture day dressed as such.

      All of the moments that should’ve been exciting, like the Hawaii reveal, the fresh responsibility and challenge of being a TA, and my newfound self-motivation, were spoiled by one reckless choice. And the worst part? There’s nothing I can do about it.

      Well, that’s not entirely true. From the syllabus schedule, I noticed that Kendall would be holding office hours first thing tomorrow morning. In some ways, she was an accomplice by facilitating the bet, but if anyone had the power to put a stop to this and reset my bad luck, it was her.

      I just had to hope she’s willing.
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        * * *

      

      If there’s one thing I probably should’ve taken better advantage of in my undergraduate years, it’s attending office hours.

      I know that’s a square take, but it’s just so true. Whereas lectures can be overly general, an in-person meeting with your professor feels like drinking straight from the tap. A private lesson from the person who knows it best.

      Today, however, I didn’t need a professor; I needed an ally. An ally who could help me finagle out of the trickiest of circumstances.

      Back in Marcus Hall, down the stairs and into the Department Nook, I found myself immediately striking out.

      “Shit…” I muttered.

      Kendall’s office – despite the schedule saying she’d be here – was completely empty. Neither a professor nor a lifeline was present.

      But maybe she was just running late. After all, classes don’t start till tomorrow. Maybe she’s doing her best ‘undergraduate Taylor’ impression and blowing off her responsibilities in favor of–

      The sound footsteps came from down the hall.

      Aha! Okay, so maybe I underestimated her.

      I took the seat in front of her desk and waited patiently, putting in effort to sit up straight. Hey, it could help her sympathize.

      “Uh… Hi?” a voice said behind me.

      I flinched. It wasn’t Kendall’s voice. It came from a guy.

      I whipped my head around and found a lone person standing in the doorway. Someone I didn’t recognize. A young man sporting a navy polo and round, thin-framed glasses. He looked a little old to be a freshman, but the satchel he had slung across his body definitely read ‘student’.

      “Oh, uh, hello,” I replied, trying to be as professional as possible. “Professor Kendall’s not in yet. Do you have questions about the 101 lecture?”

      The man stared blankly at me. “You think I’m a freshman?”

      “You’re… not?” A wave of embarrassment hit me. “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean–”

      The guy rolled his eyes, swiping his hand through his short-ish, sandy brown hair.

      “How great, I still look 18 at 24. You gonna card me too?”

      “I... Hey, I didn’t say–”

      The man held out his hand, as if to tell me to chill out. If it was a joke, it was so dry that I had no way of knowing.

      “You one of Kendall’s goons?”

      “Goons?” I repeated. His attempts to control the conversation put me on the defensive. “If by ‘goon’ you mean graduate student? Then yes.”

      The man – quite boldly – stepped further into the office and started fiddling with some of the knick-knacks on her shelves. “Tomay-to, Tomah-to.”

      Without a care in the world, he picked up one plant on Kendall’s shelf and brought it to his nose.

      He adjusted his glasses. “A lot of succulents, don’t you think?”

      I grunted, annoyed at both his presence and my inability to read him. “Is there anything I can help you with?”

      He shook his head calmly, then reached into his satchel and pulled out a few sealed letters, placing them on my professor’s desk. “Just a quick drop-off.”

      Oh. So I guess he works in the mailroom? Fair enough, but why such brazenness?

      He turned his head back to me and focused his dark brown eyes on mine. “Whatcha talking to Kendall about?”

      His question not only felt intrusive but put me even more on edge. I had no obligation to tell this man anything, much less this stupid ‘girl bet’ I’m involved in.

      “Nothing. No reason,” I snapped. “And I’ll have you know, messing around with Professor Kendall’s stuff is not only rude, but a bad example for any students who might actually need help. So, if you would, please just go.”

      He sensed he’d crossed a line. “Alright then…” he continued, softening his tone. “I guess I’ll leave you to your office guarding.”

      Without waiting for a response, he walked through the door, down the hall, and out of sight. As quickly as he came, the man was gone.

      “Huh…” I muttered quietly to myself after a minute. “Rude fucking guy…”

      “Taylor?”

      Again, my head whipped around at the call of my name. This time, it was the person I came to see.

      Dressed in athleisure and with a slightly confused look, Kendall walked around me and sat at her desk.

      “How’s it going? Sorry, I didn’t think anyone would actually need office hours before the year kicked off.”

      “Heh, yeah, well…” I chuckled awkwardly. Part of me already regretted coming.

      She looked at me earnestly. “What’s up? Everything okay?”

      “Uh…” I took a deep breath. “No. Not really. Remember the, uh… bet from yesterday?”

      Kendall’s mouth drew tight. “You mean the bet you roped me into settling?”

      I hung my head. “Yeah, that one.”

      She flashed a sly, half-smile. “You know, in all my years teaching, I’ve never done anything like that.”

      Frantically, I rose from my seat before, ultimately spitting out, “Exactly. Neither have I! And look, I think I made a huge mistake.”

      My words felt desperate, and my face must’ve looked even worse. I went on to explain how terrible I’d felt the last 24 hours for agreeing to the dress bet. How embarrassed I was to let Nate walk all over me, and how it was all in service of my personal goal for the year: To finally realize my full potential as a student and as a professional.

      Kendall watched her nervous and sweaty grad student sputter away while pouring out his heart. And to her credit, she listened calmly and attentively.

      “That’s all commendable, Taylor. Seriously,” Kendall said. “To be self-aware enough to recognize your weaknesses and want to get better? It shows a lot of growth.”

      Still huffing from my rant, I managed to eke out a “thanks”.

      “However,” she continued, “an even bigger part of growing up is following through. And Taylor, you lost.”

      My heart sank. “So I have to… You’re saying I gotta do it? I gotta wear a dress?”

      Kendall’s expression changed slightly. “Well, I didn’t say that. Knowing Nate, he’s more obsessed with winning than he is with others losing.” She stood up and began to pace. An idea had struck her. “Maybe there is a way out.”

      My face lit up at the prospect. “Really? You think so??”

      My professor, still considering, nodded cautiously.

      “Our first 101 lecture is tomorrow at 9. All seven TAs will be in attendance. Swing by my office an hour before that and I’ll pitch you my idea.”

      Honestly, any hope was better than no hope at this point. And whatever her ‘idea’ was would be infinitely better than posing for my yearly photograph in some stupid dress. I thanked her profusely and promised to be on time.

      “Wonderful,” Kendall said. “Now I know it’s technically my office hours, but I got a ton of shit to do, so… Off you go!”

      Fair enough. Kendall had all sorts of crap on her desk that needed to be sorted through. Including…

      “Oh! I almost forgot,” I pointed to a specific stack of letters. “Some guy came by and dropped those off.”

      Kendall picked up the letters, read the label, and nodded plainly. “Ah. Thanks.”

      Then, after a moment. “A mailroom guy, I guess.”

      She looked at me and nodded. But for some reason, I didn’t find her reaction satisfying.

      “Uh… Maybe it’s not my business, but the guy who dropped them off was a real piece of work. He fiddled with your stuff, acted like kind of a dick, and–”

      Without looking up, she added, “I’m surprised you’d say that. Jack is a good person to know.”

      Jack, huh? So that’s his name.

      “Oh yeah? And why’s that?”

      Finally, Kendall unburied her head from the paperwork. “That’s Jack Ashbourne. You know, Dean Ashbourne’s son?”

      Suddenly, all the color drained from my face.

      “He’s here for his Doctorate in Physical Therapy. But he helps his dad out from time to time. I assume for a few extra bucks on the side. I doubt he’s doing it through the goodness of his heart.”

      “Oh,” I uttered quietly. “That’s… That’s cool.”

      Kendall shot me another glare, hoping she wouldn’t have to ask twice for me to leave.

      “See you tomorrow, then,” I mumbled.

      Jesus Christ… If my first strike against an optimistic year was my bet with Nate, then acting snarky with the son of our Dean – the man who will literally decide whether or not to send me to Hawaii – was a clear strike two. Somehow, I’d managed to walk out of there feeling worse than when I arrived.

      Let’s just hope whatever Kendall’s got cooked up for tomorrow can prevent a devastating third and final strike.
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        * * *

      

      I woke up the following morning having slept as poorly as ever. But honestly, can you blame me?

      Every second of the night, troubling thoughts raced in my mind: How would Kendall get me out of this bet? What will Nate say? How will I handle my first professional Teaching Assistant assignment? And for the love of God and all that is holy… please tell me I didn’t just ruin my chance at Hawaii by acting snarky to the Dean’s son.

      But today, at the very least, I could hang my hat on a bit of hope. For all the trouble I’d already gotten into, today is a new day. And damn it, I’m due for some good luck.

      So dressed in a neat, blue checkered button-down and some nice brown slacks, I made my way across campus – bright and early on this crisp, dewy morning. The campus and quad were mostly void of undergrads, likely sleeping off their hangovers from the final night of partying before classes kicked off. But that wouldn’t last long. In just an hour, they’d be rising from their beds, groggy but ready to kick off a new year at Elkhorn.

      The refreshing air and relative tranquility had a calming effect on my mood. Enough that by the time I reached Kendall’s office, I actually felt quite good about myself.

      “Morning!” I called out cheerily.

      Kendall, at her desk as promised, already looked locked in. I imagine that even someone with her talent and tenure still overprepares for the first day of school.

      As I stepped into her office, Kendall held up her hand.

      “Door, please?” she requested succinctly. “I’ve got a lot going on.”

      Oh, she’s busy. Hmph. Nevertheless, I closed the door behind me and took a seat. You know, maybe I shouldn’t have expected her to prioritize me on such an important day.

      “If you’re too busy, Professor… I can always come back another time–”

      “I am busy,” she clarified, but then looked up at me. “Busy helping you out.”

      Uh… What?

      “Oh! Well, uh, great!” I replied. “You’re referring to the Nate thing, right?”

      Kendall nodded, a sly little smile on her face. “Very much so. Taylor, you remember our Criminal Justice course, right? 306? You took it Junior year.”

      My eyebrow raised. “I do…”

      “Then you’ll remember the concept of plea bargaining and its efficacy in maintaining the social order. There’s a ton of fascinating literature and research on the subject.”

      Professor Kendall spitting out criminal justice terms was the last thing I expected when walking over here today. But I followed along.

      “Well, in some ways, Nate ‘sentenced’ you to wear a dress for your yearbook photo, right? But then I thought, hey, maybe you can ‘plead out’ to less.”

      “Plead out? Professor, I’m not a criminal.”

      “And Nate’s not a judge. But I’m thinking, this morning, I’d help you with your ‘plea’. Something lesser, but proves you stick to your word.”

      I gulped. What on Earth has Kendall been cooking up for me?

      “Um… Okay, what do you have in mind?”

      Her sly grin only grew as Kendall retrieved a bag from the table, reached inside, and pulled out a long, metal device.

      “Woah!” I reacted viscerally. “What is that?”

      “This,” she explained, “is a flat iron. And for your first lecture, I think a head of cute, bouncy curls will be the perfect plea.”
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      “Curls?” I repeated. “Curls. Like, ‘in-my-hair’ curls?”

      My professor rolled her eyes. “Yes, Taylor. Hair curls.” Then, under her breath uttered, “Is there any other kind…?”

      Watching my professor stand at her desk, staring at me while holding that… device… felt beyond weird. I mean, aren’t we professionals? We’re here to teach sociology, not cosmetology.

      “I’m sorry,” I said as I felt my face redden. “I just don’t get the logic.”

      “Well, think about it,” Kendall explained as she twirled the tool in her fingers. “You show up to class with curled hair. Nate sees you, gets the laugh he wanted and feels on top of the world. He’s a smug person, but he’s not illogical. Hell, he might even appreciate your gesture!”

      “I mean... I don’t know…”

      Kendall’s twirling tool had inadvertently mesmerized me, but that still didn’t distract from the greater point. What I’d be doing here is willingly getting my hair styled for the first day of class. In front of Nate. In front of all the TAs. In front of every single student. What on Earth would that say about me as a person? That I’m some weak, effeminate man, okay with letting his professor girlify his hair?

      But then Kendall’s earlier point leapt into my mind: part of growing up is following through. Could this plan actually help my standing? I’d be showing everyone that, win or lose, I’m someone who finishes the job. Plus, the added bonus of not having to get photographed in a dress at the Graduate Brunch in a few weeks.

      Slowly but surely, as Kendall continued reframing her idea and assuring me it wouldn’t be that bad, I started coming around. In a vacuum, this is an utterly insane thing to try. But as the field of sociology teaches us, life isn’t in a vacuum. We analyze variables, patterns, and circumstances to get a broader picture.

      Another long, deep sigh preceded what might be the biggest mistake of my life, but one I felt oddly at peace with.

      “Fine,” I said. “Do it. You can curl my hair.”

      Professor Lilith Kendall has never been one to ‘girl out’ or express too much glee, but in all the years I’d known her, I don’t think I’ve ever seen her smile quite like this. Turns out, even sarcastic-but-serious academics can’t help but lighten up at the objective silliness of curling her male TA’s long hair.

      Right away, Kendall leapt into ‘instructor mode’ – a behavior I’d seen often but never in this context. After all, we only had about 45 minutes until we had to be in lecture.

      “Clock’s running!” she exclaimed. Kendall had me sit in a different chair and, to start things off, gave my hair a healthy brushing with a wide, thick-bristle brush she had in her bag.

      “The teacher in me’s gonna walk you through all the steps. I hope you don’t mind.”

      “Sure, go for it,” I said, still struggling to mentally adjust to what was happening. I mean, here I am, seated in what is essentially my boss’s office, letting her transform my shaggy mop into something presumably prettier.

      Because I’d showered last night, my hair was already dry and prepped for the curling process. After several minutes of progressively smoother brush strokes, I now had an appropriate ‘canvas’ for Kendall to begin her work.

      “Not to nudge you too much, but you do have lovely hair, Taylor.”

      “Oh, uh… It is what it is,” I replied awkwardly. I’m never sure how to take a compliment – especially one like being called ‘lovely’. “But thanks.”

      With my hair as straight and smooth as it’ll get, it was time for sectioning.

      ‘Sectioning’, as I now just learned, is an absolutely necessary step to ensure an even look. Grab too little, and the hair might burn. Grab too much, and the heat won’t stick. With the flat iron properly heated, Kendall began the process of sectioning off a part of my smooth, brunette locks. Then, starting with a tight, diagonal pinch toward the top of my head, she slowly twisted and slid the iron down the entire section of hair. This resulted in a tight, wavy curl.

      “They’re called ribbon curls,” Kendall explained. “I used to do these for my niece all the time.”

      Great… so she’s only done this for girls before. Not that that’s terribly surprising. But seriously, did it have to have such a girly name as ‘ribbon curls’? Regardless, I forced out a smile and told her it looked good.

      Kendall and I chatted mindlessly as she worked her way through each section of my hair, progressively transforming my mop into a curlier, girlier style.

      I thought for a moment how, usually, when someone’s touching my hair, it’s to cut it. You know, like at a barber? Scissors, clippers, and other tools combine to remove my hair and ultimately make it look, I dunno… more masculine? And yet here we are doing the complete opposite. Not removing hair, but improving hair. Giving it volume and shape, all in an attempt to make it look better than before. It’s an odd sensation to say the least. Not bad per se, but different.

      About 25 minutes into the session, Kendall took the flat iron and twisted it for the last time, letting the final curl bounce onto my shoulder.

      “And… done! I know you’ve got the small mirror there, but if you want a fuller look, come over here.”

      Kendall helped me out of the chair and walked me over to the larger mirror in her office. Sure enough, the sight of me with a head of bouncy, girly curls nearly made me collapse.

      “Woah…” I said, exasperated. “Jesus… Christ…”

      Naturally, Kendall couldn’t keep from chuckling. “Pretty, aren’t they?”

      “I mean… Yeah,” I muttered. “It’s beautiful.”

      “Beautiful!” she repeated. “How bout it! I’ll take it!”

      For a second, I regretted my word choice, but it was admittedly true. My hair did look beautiful. A little out of place on my head, but objectively speaking, Kendall had done a marvelous job. The goal was girly hair, and damn was it met.

      With the curling complete – as well as the awkward reveal – I noticed Kendall check her phone and widen her eyes.

      “Ten minutes! I should get to Marcus. I’m sure it’s filling up.”

      “Good call,” I said, taking one last deep breath. As much as I knew I should be freaking out, I felt confident about my decision. Both the process and the result were better than expected. Dare I say they were… fun? Eh, no. Probably not that far. But the tiniest part of me was actually excited for the reveal.

      Most of all, I figured, so that Nate could take one look at my hair and accept it as a plea deal. A gesture of goodwill. He gets his laugh and his victory, and we can all move on for good.

      A head full of curls to start the year right.
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        * * *

      

      Approaching Marcus Hall on the first day of the semester felt in many ways like arriving at a sporting event. It’s the biggest lecture hall on campus, usually hosting big Gen-Ed courses like Sociology 101, and the room is always packed.

      Kendall and I navigated the hallway together, side-by-side through the stream of freshmen hustling to their first-ever college class. A freshman boy kindly held the door open for Kendall and me, and we began our long walk down the center aisle and toward the stage.

      Hundreds of chatty freshmen filled the hall to our left, right, and in the balcony above, armed with pencils, paper, laptops, and backpacks. Stadium vibes, just like I said. Of course, front of mind was whether or not people noticed my hair. But thankfully – at least so far – I avoided any verbal jabs from freshmen mocking me without the proper context. However, it wasn’t their reactions I was worried about. Because standing alongside the other TAs on stage, watching us strut down the aisle, was Nate Chen.

      I followed Kendall up the stairs onto the stage where a lectern was already set up, along with an HDMI cord and a giant screen behind her, ready to project today’s lesson.

      “Morning, guys,” she said with a slight smile. “Thank you for being on time.”

      Emily, the bubbliest of the bunch, greeted her warmly. “Good morning, Professor!” Then, turning to me, “Hey Taylor, happy first day–”

      Suddenly, she cut herself off. Her peppy facial expression vanished and twisted. The girl was staring at me like I had a big ‘ol zit. But as we all know, it wasn’t a zit. Far from it.

      In fact, it didn’t take long for the six other TAs to do the same thing. No attention was paid to Kendall. Or the fact that it was their first day TA-ing. Or to the hundreds of students in the giant hall in front of them. Nope, just on me and my head full of curls.

      At first, nobody said much. They just kind of stared, causing a small degree of self-doubt. Was this the wrong move? Did I just dig myself into an even deeper hole? But instead, I chose to channel that fear and uncertainty into confidence.

      “Like my new look?” I asked, giving my hair a cutesy, playful toss. Something I hadn’t yet practiced but nevertheless nailed.

      A few more seconds of silence followed before, ultimately, Maryam of all people was the first to speak.

      “Taylor, you look great!” she complimented.

      With the ice broken, Emily finished her thought. “Yes! Oh my goodness, such a cute look!”

      Ella in particular caught my eye. A smirk and a little shake of the head. Not to disapprove, but to say ‘I can’t believe you’re actually doing this.’

      I smiled back and thanked them, even letting Meghan and Julia touch my new curls and admire them up close.

      “Beautiful work!” Meghan said. “I had no idea this was your style.”

      “Oh, it’s not my style,” I quickly reminded them.

      Kendall, who was still fiddling with her computer, turned to the group. “It was actually my handiwork, thank you very much. But of course, it’s the model himself who really makes it shine.”

      Her comment made me blush as the group looked collectively surprised. Not only had their fellow TA gotten his hair curled, but done so at the hands of their professor and academic advisor?

      “Yep! Her handiwork on my head,” I continued. “Pretty good, right?”

      Then, for the first time since I stepped on stage, I turned my attention to Nate. He had yet to utter a peep. A stunning fact for someone as blabbermouthy as him.

      He didn’t show much emotion. At least not at first. But then he took a step closer, making things suddenly tense. Julia and Meghan stepped aside to give us space. I assumed nothing bad would happen given we were about to start a lecture in front of 300 students, but still, I held my breath.

      “Hmm…” he muttered quietly. Then, after a moment of contemplation, he started to chuckle. “You see? I was right. You do have girly hair.”

      “I, uh… Yeah. I guess you were right, Nate.”

      His temperament wasn’t as mean-spirited as it was celebratory. It was then that I started to realize Kendall might have been right. Nate, for all his shittiness, isn’t exactly looking for others to fail. He just wants to win.

      Kendall, checking her watch and noticing it was nine on the dot, gestured for us to take our seats in the front row so she could begin her lecture.

      “Right as usual,” Nate added as we walked down the steps. “And to think you doubted me.”

      “Yeah, I know…” I added, a little more peeved than before, but trying hard to keep my cool.

      With the TAs seated, Kendall called to attention all students and began her welcoming spiel. Three hundred eager listeners about to embark on their college journey. A real moment for the mental photo album.

      It was time to shut up and listen. Time to move on with the lecture. But just as I was about to, Nate turned to me and said one last thing.

      “And you know what? Maybe the dress thing isn’t so necessary after all,” he quietly added.

      My head whipped to him, curls bouncing into my face. “Wait, you think–”

      “Shh!” he spat back. “Professor’s talking.”

      Nobody likes being shushed. Particularly by your enemy. But after hearing my plan might’ve just worked? The man could’ve punched me for all I care.
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        * * *

      

      Over the course of the summer, I’d somehow forgotten what a skillful lecturer Professor Kendall is. Not only is she knowledgeable – that’s a given – but she’s a wonderful ambassador for the entire field of Sociology. She’s passionate, engaging, and honestly quite funny. Even if it is her signature, painfully sarcastic manner.

      It’s not easy to keep 300 freshmen engaged for an entire hour at 9 in the morning, but Kendall accomplishes that with ease.

      “Look to your left, look to your right,” Kendall projected to the class. “Both of those people are future sociologists… and so are you, just by sitting here! Whether you like it or not!”

      Laughter filled the lecture hall and even some applause. I checked the time on my phone. Almost the entire hour had flown by, and I hardly noticed.

      As TAs, our job during the lecture is to do pretty much exactly as the students do: take notes, listen intently, and prepare for upcoming quizzes and exams. Except in our case, we won’t be taking the tests but helping administer them. Though that’s in the weeks to come.

      Because of our in-lecture responsibilities, I found it easy to forget that, yes, I’d made the insane choice to show up to class with a head full of ribbon curls. The start may have been rocky, but I found I was rewarded twofold. For one, because it seemed my ‘plea deal’ gesture had satisfied Nate, and two, I kind of liked the way this style felt on me. I mean, for a one-day experiment? It’s not bad at all.

      Several students behind us started shifting in their seats, sensing the lecture was over. Kendall, however, wasn’t there yet.

      “Woah, woah, woah. Hooooold on,” she called out. “We still have a couple things to do. Starting first and foremost with the reason I’m able to have so many of you in this class.”

      For the first time all lecture, Kendall looked down at us and waved her hand toward the stage.

      “Come on up,” she whispered to the side of her mic.

      Myself and the six other TAs promptly stood up from the front-right row, and climbed the steps to join our professor on stage.

      “Please give a warm welcome to my lovely seven Teaching Assistants this semester!”

      The seven of us lined up awkwardly as we received lukewarm applause from the undergrads. Fair, since we hadn’t done anything to earn it yet. Kendall went down the row, saying each of our names.

      “These graduate students will help with facilitating your exams – yes, there will be exams – grading, and will be available for office hours during set times. They’re all smart as a whip, hard workers, and we’re extremely lucky to have ‘em.”

      I could tell that every one of us was blushing either on the outside or on the inside. It’s always good to have a professor in your corner.

      “And so,” Kendall said with a single clap of her hands. “We have a few minutes left. Any questions?”

      Polling a room of 300 is always awkward. We’ve all been there. Nobody wants to be the one person who doesn't understand a concept. Or God forbid, keeps everyone a second longer after class. But in the 9th or 10th row, a girl raised her hand.

      “Yes?” Kendall pointed at her.

      The girl looked to be egged on by her friends to stand up.

      “Uh, I have kind of an off-topic question, if that’s alright,” she stated. Her voice was a little shaky. Almost certainly a freshman.

      Kendall shrugged. “Go for it.”

      “Oh, uh…” she stammered. “Taylor, is it? My friends and I were just wondering… How’d you get those super cute curls?”

      Wait… What did she just ask?

      Kendall paused, a little confused. “Oh, well, off-topic is certainly right…”

      The girl, even more nervous, began to backtrack. “Oh, sorry, never mind then. She doesn’t need to answer–”

      She? Did that girl just call me a ‘she’?

      One by one, I felt every pair of eyes migrate from the young student and Kendall and right over to me. Well, to my hair. The hair that everyone now presumed belonged to a girl.

      I wanted to say something back. To put her in her place and tell her ‘Uh… No. I’m a man! Can’t you tell?!’ But this hardly felt like the time or place. After all, she’s ten rows back and probably made an innocent mistake. A mistake that anyone could have made. My clothing might be male, but the curly, feminine locks atop my head suggested the opposite.

      “If you must know, it’s a flat iron technique,” Kendall said confidently into the microphone. “I’m sure there are tutorials for it on YouTube.”

      The girl nodded politely. “Got it. Thank you!”

      “Oh! And I almost forgot,” Kendall added. “Taylor is a boy. He’s just trying something new today. Anyway, next question!”

      Jesus. I wanted nothing more than to bury my hands in my face and run off the stage. Yet my need for professionalism won out. At this point, everyone was staring at me. The freshman girl, the other 299 or so students, and worst of all, my fellow TAs. Ella and the girls at least had sympathetic looks on their faces. But Nate? His expression was quite the opposite. He found it hilarious.

      As I stood on stage, praying this lecture would just end, Kendall continued fielding questions from students. Thankfully, ones actually related to the course. But every additional question only meant I’d be spending more time in the public eye. More time for nosy students to stare at the boy with girly hair, forming judgmental opinions.

      “You, in the front,” our professor pointed at another student in the third or fourth row. It was another freshman-aged girl.

      “I just have to say,” she quickly stood up, “Taylor, is your hair naturally curly? Or is it straight? Mine’s stick-straight, and I can never get a curl to hold. What products do you use?”

      In response to her question, a few other girls snapped their fingers and nodded in agreement.

      “Oh, and the brand of flat iron?” another girl shouted out.

      What had been a mostly mundane end-of-lecture Q&A had turned into a cosmetology press conference. I was pelted with questions and requests left and right about what I did to my hair, styling tips, and even suggestions for future styles. It was a complete and utter mess.

      Beet red in the face and helpless, I glared at Kendall, hoping she’d save me.

      “Alright, alright!” she shouted sternly. “We’re calling it for the day. If you have any course-relevant questions, check the office hours schedule and bring them to me or any of the TAs.” Then, with one last look at me. “And any more hair questions, Taylor’s office hours are posted too. Kidding! Kidding! And… Dismissed!”

      The suddenly energized freshmen didn’t need to be told twice to leave. And frankly, neither did I. As I stood on stage beside my fellow TAs, I found myself unable to move, frozen with embarrassment.

      Ella, being especially kind today, tried to pull me aside to talk things over. But I hardly had any interest. With all of this sudden, unwanted attention, the last thing I wanted was to stay in this headspace any longer.

      My brusque dismissal of her gave everyone else the hint to leave me be. Even Kendall, who was probably most to blame, decided to split as soon as the lecture was done. Right now the thing I wanted most was to rush home, wash out my hair, and just pray these curls could vanish as fast as they were created.

      After waiting for the majority of students to leave, I decided it was safe to return to the front row for my belongings. But as the saying goes, ‘When it Rains, it Pours’. Nate was waiting right there.

      “Quite the beating there, Taylor,” he said.

      “Nate, I really don’t want to–”

      “You know…” he continued, not caring to listen. “Some of those girls had good ideas. New hairstyles? Might look good for your yearbook photo.”

      My heart skipped another beat. “The bet? You’re not letting me out of it?”

      “Yeah… I changed my mind,” he said decidedly. “But thanks for showing us all why you should follow through on it. Hah!”

      Sniggering quietly to himself, Nate walked down the center aisle and away from me.

      I guess I forgot one crucial thing from our criminology unit. Plea deals? Yeah, they have to be accepted to work.
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      “So… Uh…” The freshman girl seated across from me twiddled her thumbs, analyzing the textbook in front of her. Her finger floated between two diagrams in the textbook. “Which one describes Structural Functionalism again?”

      It’s been like this all week. Students – usually ones who fail to grasp a lecture – find themselves coming to me or the six other TAs for extra help. Of course, I have no issues with this in theory. Struggling is part of learning. But admittedly, it does get a little boring repeating the same information over and over and over and over…

      I pointed to the one on the left. “That one. And see how it relates to manifest and latent functions…” I pointed to the other examples written below. “…right there?”

      The girl looked at me with a blank stare. “Oh. Okay. I think I get it.”

      She didn’t get it. At least not completely. But that’s acceptable for now, considering we’re only in the second week of classes.

      “Good then, Marie,” I said with a smile. “And remember, you can always come back for more questions.”

      The girl, Marie, paused for a second. “Actually… I do have another question.”

      Usually, this is a good thing to hear. It means more learning. But with the way she asked it, I knew it wasn’t what I wanted.

      “Yes?”

      “That flat iron you used on your hair the other day – what’s the model again? Some of the girls haven’t been able to find it.”

      I took a long, deep sigh. Honestly, I’d be more pissed about this question if it weren’t the fifth time this week a student had brought up my hair at office hours.

      “I don’t remember, sorry,” I said bluntly, then checked my phone. “That’s my hour. Look, I’m sorry, but I have another class to get to.”

      Ugh. At least this time, I had the excuse of time to get out of it.

      We’re just over a week into the school year, and though I haven’t done a single ‘girly’ thing to my hair since that lecture, the attention around it has inarguably grown. Female students keep bringing it up, asking questions or offering suggestions, and Nate continues to tease me about the fast-approaching Graduate Brunch where I agreed to pose in a dress. A rumor that, somehow, has spread amongst the undergrad students themselves. Hell, only 30 minutes ago, a girl asked me if I’d picked an outfit yet!

      It’s genuinely the worst case start to my ‘serious year’. A complete and utter backfire that’s done nothing but tank me. I have trouble sleeping, focusing, and presenting myself with confidence. Not a moment goes by that I look in the mirror and wonder if I should just shave away every last bit of this long, brunette mane. And yet, for a reason I can’t put my finger on, I never do.

      *KNOCK KNOCK*

      “I’m sorry, office hours are done for the day,” I uttered automatically as I packed up my things. But when I lifted my head, I found it wasn’t another student. Well, not another undergrad.

      “Hey!” Ella said cheerily. Though after spotting my sullen expression, her face turned sympathetic. “How’s it going?”

      “Eh, you know…” I said all whilst sighing. “Heavy day of questions.”

      “At least you’re making a difference,” she added. “I’ve had maybe three people come for help all week.”

      I rolled my eyes, holding up a lock of my hair. “Yeah, but half of it’s just questions and suggestions about this shit.”

      Frustrated, I laid my head down on the desk and let out a long groan. When I finally looked up, Ella had taken the seat in front of me.

      “Look, I’m sorry how all this played out. I wondered if maybe I’d joined you in the Nate stuff–”

      I fervently shook my head. “No, it’s not your fault. At all. I dug my own grave.” Another long sigh. “It’s just… Is this really the prize I get for trying to be better?”

      Ella stared at me with a healthy amount of sympathy. Hell, maybe even pity.

      “Listen,” she said. “I know I’ve been super busy with other friends and stuff this first week, but how about you and I hang out tonight? Come to mine, relax, drink some wine, watch a movie, play a game… You know, chill.”

      Wait, really? Hearing Ella’s suggestion gave me a genuine mood boost. Ella, though I’d call her my friend, has never actually invited me over to her place. Much less for a one-on-one movie and wine night. The proposal took me back to junior year and the brutal memories of making the jump from ‘class friends’ to ‘real friends’ that’s oh-so-difficult for a transfer student. Yet here she was, metaphorically extending her hand.

      “Oh, uh… Yeah! I’d love that!”

      Ella smiled. “Good! Can’t wait. I’ll text you my address.” She stood up from the seat. “Now move, you! Unlike your lucky ass, I’ve got a whole two hours of answering non-hair questions.”

      I laughed at her joke, even if it made me cringe. But hey, that’s the kind of barb only a real friend would make.

      Perhaps a blossoming friendship with Ella won’t entirely make up for the dress bet drama, but it’s a lovely consolation prize.
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        * * *

      

      Unlike myself, who has lived on three different sides of campus over three years, Ella’s housing has been relatively steady. Five years at Elkhorn, all on the west side.

      To be fair, her sophomore and junior years she spent in the sorority house, Mu Mu Pi – one of the highest ‘tiered’ sororities on campus, if people even care about such a thing. Though I’ve never actually visited her, I’m abundantly aware that the buildings she’s lived in are… quite nice.

      I’m not sure if she’s living above her means or if she’s just got rich parents, but Ella’s always lived a life of luxury. I mean, a two-bedroom joint for one person? Pretty damn sweet.

      But for now, I’m setting all that aside. What I like about Ella isn’t her money or her living space; it’s her character. In three years of knowing her, she’s always gone out of her way to be kind to me and to others, to be a reliable study buddy in the library, and now a real-life friend. And while I’d never say this aloud, a non-zero part of me wondered (and hoped?) that her inviting me over had the tiniest chance of romance. I mean, we’re one-on-one after all.

      After buzzing up and riding the elevator to the fifth floor, I strode down the hallway in search of apartment 5E.

      ‘E’ for Ella? Eh, probably not.

      With a bottle of wine in hand (one I insisted on bringing), I confidently knocked on her door and waited happily for her smiling face.

      Look, I know it’s such a small gesture from her, but at this moment I actually felt like I’d taken a step in the right direction. I’m at a girl’s apartment, invited over for a friendly, Friday night hang in a beautiful building with the whole night ahead of us.

      Good, I thought to myself. This is good for me.

      But as quickly as my peace and joy came, they dissipated as Ella opened the door. Not because she had a sour look or anything. Not at all. In fact, she looked more chipper than ever.

      “Taylor! You made it!” she squealed.

      Behind Ella, seated on the floor with wine already poured and the TV already on, were four others: Meghan, Julia, Emily, and Maryam.

      “Oh–uh–you…” I sputtered.

      Clearly I was unable to hide my surprise. Something Ella clocked immediately, though she didn’t exactly apologize for.

      “Come in, come in,” she said, grabbing the bottle from my limp hands. “Ooh! Merlot! Love it!”

      “Hey Taylor!” Emily said with her signature bubbly smile. Maryam nodded while Julia and Meghan waved.

      “Uh… Hey guys,” I mumbled.

      The girls looked at each other and giggled. Why, I’m not entirely sure. Did they find my confusion funny?

      “Take a seat, Taylor,” Ella instructed. She scampered over to her glitzy kitchen, where a bottle of white wine was already open, poured me a glass, and handed it to me.

      “It’s from a Brooklyn joint near my house,” Julia explained. “The best cab sauv you’ve ever had.”

      The hospitality, while appreciated, still didn’t make sense.

      “Thanks, but… Wait, Ella? Sorry if I misunderstood, but I thought we were having a hang night. Not like, you know… a study group?”

      The girls paused for a moment. Then, as if it were planned, they giggled in sync.

      “Oh, we are not studying,” Meghan chuckled.

      Julia smirked at Ella. “Ella, what’d you tell Taylor?”

      Ella, blushing a bit from guilt, quickly corrected her.

      “I didn’t lie to him,” she said. “I told him the truth.”

      Ugh. These girls…

      I placed the wine glass back on the coffee table and stood up confidently. “Then what are we doing?”

      The other girls quieted down to let Ella explain.

      “Okay, don’t be mad,” she began.

      I gulped. “Never a good start…”

      “No, no! It’s nothing bad!” she corrected. “I just thought, you know, I’d invite all the girls over.”

      “Okay…” I raised an eyebrow. “But… why?”

      “Listen, Taylor… All of this hair and dress bet stuff? It’s been stressing you the fuck out. I mean, did you see yourself today? You’re a complete mess.”

      Ella, ever-so-gently, took a few steps toward me and tucked a bit of hair behind my ear. Tenderly, sweetly.

      “So I thought… maybe I’d organize a little night in to show you that all this girl stuff getting thrown your way… well, that it’s not so scary.”

      Another gulp. “A… A girls’ night?”

      “Mmhmm,” Ella nodded. “A girls’ night where you’re one of the girls!”
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      “I promise, it’s not as crazy as it sounds!” Ella started to explain. But before she could even begin to argue her case, I’d folded my arms on the couch in protest.

      “Ella… what are you talking about?” I complained. My face, rapidly reddening from both anger and embarrassment, was still partially frozen in disbelief. “That has to be the craziest, dumbest idea I’ve ever–”

      My vexation was mostly directed at Ella, but it was Meghan who was first to come to her defense.

      “Actually, Taylor, it was all of our idea. It’s something we kind of each independently thought might be helpful.”

      I slapped my own forehead. “How? I mean, how would this be helpful? And to whom?”

      “To you,” Julia added. “All week, you’ve been scared and stressed and honestly kinda pissy.”

      Maryam nodded. “Yeah. You never stick around after class, and you actively avoid Nate like the plague – not that I blame you for that.”

      Ella seemed to agree with everything our cohort said. “This isn’t sustainable, Taylor. Nor is it healthy. So we thought we could all get together in a safe environment to… try some exposure therapy.”

      “Exposure therapy?” I asked. “Isn’t that what psych patients do to get over fears?”

      The girls collectively shrugged.

      “And?” Ella said back. “Maybe it’ll help.”

      Jesus. Christ. I genuinely couldn’t believe what was unfolding here. And the fact that all four girls were on the same page was remarkable. If anything, it made me question my own sanity. Like, were they actually on to something?

      No. They can’t be. I mean, it’s not that I’m afraid of girly stuff – I willingly let my professor do my hair and attended a lecture. Sure, it backfired, but I still did it. So fear might not be the best term for this.

      Needing something to calm my nerves, I took a big swig from my wine glass.

      Okay, maybe I need to set aside emotions and think rationally here. What’s my goal for the year? To take things more seriously and improve myself, right? So far, I’ve utterly, humiliatingly failed at that. But what exactly have I done to try that?

      Confrontation. That’s been my strategy. Picking fights with Nate, while smart in theory, has only backfired in practice. That’s how I ended up in this situation in the first place. And it’s only made me miserable. So maybe in this scenario, is it smart to do the opposite and be more open-minded?

      Okay then. What else have I tried?

      Isolation. Every time I’ve been in trouble or grown stressed, I’ve isolated myself. I haven’t leaned on friends or colleagues. I’ve simply wallowed and hoped my pain would go away. And look how that’s worked out so far…

      When I actually think about it, the moments I’ve felt best were when I’ve surrounded myself with people. Non-toxic people. People who are on my side with my best interest at heart.

      People like Ella. And the other girls.

      For almost an entire minute, the girls sat quietly, watching me work through this conundrum in my head. I think they came to realize what a big ask this was and that I might need some time to consider.

      Is it crazy to think that these girls are actually looking out for me? I mean, not one of them has acted in bad faith even once. Asking me to join their girls’ night as a girl is certainly outside of the box, but there’s nothing cruel about it.

      Gradually, as I worked through the problem in my head, I started softening on the idea. Not because I desired it, but because I respected and valued the people making the suggestion. It’s an oft-forgotten component of science that experiments and discoveries are one-man shows, whereas it’s almost always a team. And sometimes the best results are achieved through the least expected means.

      All that to say… maybe it’s best I defer to the experts.

      I’d been quiet and motionless long enough that the girls were starting to get worried.

      “Hey… Taylor?” Emily gently poked me in the arm. “You good?”

      “Yeah…” I said, finally emerging from my contemplative state. “I think I am.”

      Ella promptly took the other seat beside me on the couch. “Look, I’m sorry if that was a wild ask. I shouldn’t have surprised you–”

      “I’ll try it,” I said, almost in a trance. “Girls’ night as a girl? Maybe it’s worth a shot.”

      My sudden acceptance stunned the room. Megahn nearly dropped her wine glass.

      “You–You will?” Ella asked again.

      “Sure,” I said hazily. “Take me through a girls’ night. We’ll see if it helps.”

      It took a few seconds for everyone to recalibrate, but once the girls had mentally recognized the monumental decision I’d made, an aura of joy and excitement began to fill the apartment. Smiles emerged on each of the girls’ faces as wild and wondrous ideas raced through their heads. Ideas on how to best showcase to their male friend a safe, loving night of femininity.

      “I promise, it’ll be fun,” Ella said, whispering in my ear. Then, in what I believe was a gesture of friendship, she slid aside my brunette hair and planted a sweet kiss on my cheek. “And with me, a promise is a promise.”
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        * * *

      

      The next hour of my life consisted of, undoubtedly, the strangest and most eye-opening set of experiences I’ve ever had. Frankly, it’s not even close.

      Think of it like this. You know when you’re dreaming and you get swept up in the story, going along with every bit, even if it makes absolutely no sense? That’s how I felt with Ella and the girls.

      The first thing Ella had me do was shower. To me, that didn’t make much sense. I didn’t smell any stink. But Ella explained it well.

      “It’s not that you smell bad, you just smell like a boy.”

      And so I was whisked away to Ella’s bathroom where, assisted by her instructions shouted through the door, I took a full shower, head-to-toe. Ella’s way.

      “Use the dark purple bottle for shampoo, the light purple one for conditioner, and the green one for body wash!”

      Dark purple, light purple, green, I repeated quietly. “Got it!”

      The soaps that Ella had for me smelled way girlier than anything I’d ever put on my body – I I can’t ever remember washing myself with ‘Pineapple Sunrise’ before. But washing my body and hair isn’t an inherently girly task. It’s something I do (almost) every day. The next part, however…

      “Now that you’re clean, do you see a white bottle?”

      I picked up the bottle and read the label as water cascaded over my head. “Uh… Yeah? But this says ‘Shaving Cream’–”

      “Exactly!” she shouted. “See that pink razor on the shelf? I want you to tackle your pits and your legs.”

      “What! My pits and my–” I started to protest before remembering the whole purpose of tonight. This is an experiment. A team experiment. Everything isn’t – nor should it be – purely up to me.

      So, instead of asking ‘Why?’, I asked her ‘How?’.

      This is where Meghan stepped in, walking me through the body shaving process step-by-step through the door. Honestly, I was grateful this bathroom even had a door, lest I get treated to five women watching me struggle to get my naked body smooth. Though I had my fair share of nicks, before long, I was squeaky clean, smelling of fruit and flowers, and practically smooth and hairless from the neck down.

      But this was only the beginning.

      As I carefully exited the shower, Ella directed me to not one but two dry towels set aside for me in the cabinet.

      “One’s for your hair, and one’s for your body. Do you know the towel wrap thing?”

      Embarrassingly, yes, I did know the towel wrap thing: the official way to dry your hair ‘like a girl’.

      The towel wrap is the one feminine trick I’d picked up and stuck with since growing my hair out. Girly? Maybe. But hey, it’s practical.

      With ease, I nestled my damp hair inside one towel while wrapping the other around my waist.

      But wait… I could totally see the girls calling me out for having the towel around my waist. You know, like a guy? So instead, I slid it further up my body and began the wrap just above my chest. The girl way. And when I finally opened the door and revealed myself to the ladies, I received an approving nod.

      “You’re a natural!” Emily cheered.

      I couldn’t help but blush at the sight of these ogling girls. Five ladies – four of whom I’ve barely known a week – supporting me and applauding my emergence from the shower – a nothing task, really. And yet, they couldn’t get enough of me, oohing and aahing at my suddenly smooth legs, underarms, and impressive willingness to undertake such feminine measures.

      Meghan, gesturing gaudily like a royal aide, directed me to my next station.

      “Please, be seated!” she said, helping me into the cushy living room chair.

      “Seated for…?” I looked around curiously as Julia and Emily pulled up chairs to my left and right, while Maryam did so right in front.

      “A mani-pedi, of course! The staple of a girls’ night in.”

      Instinctually, I gulped at the thought of having not just my hands but my feet girlishly pampered.

      “I know I said I’m down for whatever…” I began, “But doesn’t this stuff, like, stay?”

      “Not if we take it off,” Julia explained, already taking the nail file to my left hand. “End of the night we’ll just remove it.”

      I guess that’s okay. I mean, none of this is permanent after all. Body hair grows back, nail polish can be removed, and curls gradually fade. Perhaps this is what they meant when they said I shouldn’t be afraid. Why get so stressed about something that’ll revert to normal in such a short time?

      With that brand new mindset, I let myself fully lean into the manicure and pedicure the girls were giving me. They even let me pick the color. Yellow was what I settled on. Why yellow? Well, to me, yellow feels like the color of spring. And spring is the season of new beginnings and trying new things. And damn if that doesn’t apply right here.

      I should note that as the ladies worked on my finger and toenails, we sipped wine, chatted, laughed, and did everything I imagined might happen at an actual girls’ night in, with real, actual girls. While I’m not typically a big drinker, I thought it might be rude not to do as the Romans did. Consequently, the ‘liquid confidence’ put me at ease as we moved to my next station.

      “Hair and makeup time!” Ella called out, swiftly ushering me toward the vanity in her bedroom. “Careful with those hands and toes. They’re still drying.”

      I admit the girls did a miraculous job transforming what I’d thought to be clearly male hands and feet into unrecognizably feminine appendages. All twenty nails were now neatly shaped and covered in a cutesy, yellow tint. Until now, I never appreciated the length and slenderness of my fingers and how petite my size-7 feet were. The vast majority of men would look utterly ridiculous with girly, painted nails. Yet somehow, for me, they were an upgrade.

      Hair and makeup could be a different story.

      “Uh… What exactly are you gonna do?” I asked suspiciously as three of the girls positioned themselves around me, unwrapped my damp hair, and readied a swath of hair and makeup tools and products.

      “Simple stuff,” Ella assured. “It’s a night in. Just trying to show you the basics.”

      ‘The basics’, however, turned out to be a whole production. At least in my eyes.

      It all happened so quickly, but to the best of my knowledge, I received a full blow-dry of my hair from Ella, assisted by her large, round brush to make my locks as voluminous as possible. At the same time, Meghan and Emily began my makeup.

      “A good base is important,” Meghan explained, working the concealer into my skin, followed by some liquid foundation to create a nice, even tone. Since Ella and I have essentially the same skin tone, there was no off-putting contrast between my face and neck.

      The only off-putting part (if you can call it that) was the application of the really girly makeup products: liner for my eyelids, mascara for my lashes, and of course, the sweet-tasting lip gloss that all five girls absolutely gushed over.

      “Eeee!” Emily squealed, stepping back and witnessing her (mostly) finished product. “Purse your lips, Taylor! Pretty please?”

      I did as requested, playfully making a kissy face, much to the ladies’ delight.

      Meghan stood back, shaking her head in disbelief. “How you have such naturally plump lips, I’ll never understand.”

      While that sounded like an overreaction, Meghan’s claim was scarily true. My lips were plump as all hell. Not Kylie Jenner-level, but more than any man had business having. But the most stunning part of it all was how cohesive everything was. The sweet scents of my shampoo and body wash, coupled with the soft femininity of my face, adorable yellow nails, and a freshly shaved body – none of it, at least to me, read ‘girly-looking boy’. Rather, I looked like an honest, genuine girl.

      And somehow, we still weren’t done.

      “Look behind you,” Ella whispered in my ear.

      I twisted my body in the vanity chair to reveal Maryam and Julia standing by the bed with an entirely women’s outfit ready for me.

      “Cute and simple,” Maryam noted. Though this time, she was actually kind of right. Soft, comfortable lounging shorts and a basic top. Nothing crazy.

      Well… except for two little bits that caught my eye.

      “Is that…?” I said, looking wide-eyed at the garments.

      “Bra and knickers? Of course,” Ella giggled, dangling them in the air. “What’d you expect? Boxers with that outfit?”

      Honestly, I didn’t know what to expect. Nothing about this night was within my wildest expectations or dreams.

      I stood up from the chair and walked to the bed, gently placing the white cotton knickers into my hands.

      “At least they’re not pink,” I muttered, as if pink knickers would make any of this girly transformation less embarrassing.

      Nevertheless, I’d come this far. Why let a minor issue ruin our flow?

      The girls all excused themselves from the bedroom for me to change. Something I did quickly and efficiently, hoping to avoid naked dilly-dallying in my colleague’s bedroom any longer than necessary. With my knickers slipped on, my bra securely fastened, and the top and shorts placed over them, I called the girls back into the room.

      Slow and curious, like a kid on Christmas morning, the girls returned to the room to witness the true final product. While I may regret it later, I decided to make a girly little pose against the bedframe to best show off my new outfit, hair, makeup, and new self.

      “Queeeeen!” Meghan cheered. Julia hooted along while Maryam and Emily stood in applause.

      Ella had the sweetest reaction, however. One of genuine admiration and wonder. The way one might watch a butterfly emerge from its cocoon. A beautiful, inspiring transformation. I might’ve even seen her tear up a little.

      My heart beat fast watching the girls fully grasp the sight of their male-turned-briefly-female friend. The shocking beauty, the unexpected grace and femininity. Who the hell could’ve seen that coming?

      My personal feelings were far from comfortable. None of this put me at ease, per se. But unlike earlier in the week, I felt no disdain or frustration. If anything, the sight of myself in the mirror was exciting. Because, in my 23 years on this Earth, I can’t remember myself ever looking better.

      Just a few hours ago, had you told me I’d be letting five of my fellow grad students transform me into a beautiful young lady, I’d have laughed in your face. No way would I have wanted that! And to be fair, I still don’t want it. But I think it’s safe to say that, looking in the mirror and seeing each of these feminine changes come together so seamlessly, I no longer find it scary. In the safety of Ella’s apartment, alongside girls I’m growing to trust, dressing as a girl is actually kind of… well… fun?

      Thoughts on my transformation aside, we still had business to get down to. A quality, bond-worthy girls’ night in. The wine had only begun to pour, and the games, movies, and gossip had barely even started. We had a whole night of wholesome fun ahead of us.

      “You know,” Ella said as we sat in a circle to begin our first game of the night, the board game ‘Sorry’. “Taylor is an androgynous name, but it feels kind of weird calling you the same thing we do as a boy.”

      Julia nodded. “Yeah, what should we call him instead?”

      “Her,” Meghan corrected. “What should we call her?”

      All five pairs of eyes fixated on me, eagerly awaiting my answer. The idea of going by she/her pronouns was jarring enough without the added stress of picking a new name. But Ella had a point. There should be some distinction for tonight’s special occasion of dressing this way.

      “How about… uh… Tay?”

      “Tay,” Ella repeated.

      I nodded. “Short for Taylor. Because, really, I’m the same person. Well, the same, but different. So... Call me Tay!”

      After a brief recalibration, Julia pounded her fist on the table in declaration. “Tay it is!”

      And thus it was decided. For the rest of the night, I’d go by ‘Tay’ – or ‘Tay-Tay’ as Emily suggested. Because apparently one new nickname isn’t enough.

      With a new look and a new name, Girls Night In could officially begin.
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      There were two major surprises in the next few hours. The first one being Maryam’s extreme skill in Cards Against Humanity – how she can be that consistently funny was beyond me. But the second and probably more stunning surprise was how easily I assimilated being ‘one of the girls.’

      I can point to several times in my life where I had to endure being the only man in a group of women. Work, school, family events, you name it. And each time presented its own challenges. Guys are just different from women. Simple as that. It’s no wonder we never truly connect.

      But tonight? Sporting a shaved body, sweet-scented hair, makeup, painted nails, a bra and knickers? Just a handful of changes, and it’s like a whole new version of myself got unlocked. Not just physically either. Emotionally and behaviorally too.

      Having accepted my fate of being a girl for the night, I decided to play around and lean in even further. I tried speaking in a higher pitch around them and mirroring their mannerisms. Girls sit and eat and drink a certain way. Gentler and softer, rather than the brutish way men act.

      I also found myself doing my absolute best to relate to them in conversation. They want to talk about certain TV shows? Great, I’m in! I’ve never watched Sex and the City, but I’ll pretend I have. Someone wants to bring up a cute outfit they’ve been meaning to buy? I’m more than happy to give my input.

      Of course, some of this willingness was probably assisted by the copious amounts of wine we were consuming. Drunk girls drinking wine and gabbing. A tale as old as time!

      There was one topic, however, that I found a little difficult to relate to: Boys. Soooo much talk of boys.

      Guys they liked but didn’t like them back. Men who showed interest but couldn’t care less. Ex-boyfriends, old hookups, dates from hell, and kisses from heaven. Everything boy-related under the sun was discussed as we drank and played.

      As much as I wanted to be included in every aspect of the night, curiously, it was this topic that took me out of ‘Tay-mode’ the most and reminded me of how much of a guy I really am. It even reminded me of the now-ridiculous notion that, upon arriving tonight, I actually thought that Ella and I might be looking to… you know?

      Major airball.

      Despite my lack of participation, I tried my best not to freeze up during discussions of men and act in the way any normal girl should: supportive to a fault. And that type of support was most evident between Meghan and Emily all night as they bickered back and forth, seemingly unable to quit discussing this one guy in particular. Jeremy was his name.

      The basic situation is this. Emily matched with a guy on Hinge. He took her out on a first date that was absolutely incredible. He was romantic and attentive while being sweet, funny, and a little bit mysterious. But when the second date came along, she started losing interest. He wasn’t as charming, as funny, or as interesting. But she found him so goddamn attractive that she hated the idea of not seeing him again. Plus, they hadn’t even had sex yet.

      “You see my dilemma, Tay??” Emily repeated for like the fourth time. All I could do was agree and nod along. I mean, she showed me a picture of him. I’m not into guys, but like, if I were, I’d have to admit he’s attractive.

      The Jeremy discussions went back and forth for hours until, eventually, someone – I think Julia – suggested Emily just put herself on the line and text him.

      “Maybe it’ll get him off your mind,” she offered. Objectively bad advice, but hey, we were all pretty drunk.

      “Totally!!” Emily shouted back. She took to her phone and began typing out a text. I wasn’t sure what she texted him, but whatever it was, it prompted an almost immediate response. When she opened it, her eyes went wide.

      “What? What??” Meghan said, trying to get a look.

      Emily smirked. “He said I should meet up with him right now.”

      Ella and a couple others giggled.

      “Are you??” she asked.

      “Well, he’s not home… But he is at… Tommy’s? I don’t know who that is.”

      The other girls were equally confused, but Ella and I looked right at each other. Tommy’s was a bar not far off campus that’s pretty popular on weekends – especially for the older crowd. And by ‘older’, I mean graduate students and twenty-to-thirty somethings.

      “That’s not far,” Ella told her. “From here it’s like a ten-minute walk.”

      Julia nudged Emily. “You have to go!”

      Emily started blushing at the idea. “I don’t know… he said he’s with his friends…”

      That didn’t faze Julia. “Then we’ll come too. More for us.”

      Because I was drunk, my first instinct was to nod excitedly and support the idea. But just a moment later, I felt my heart sink.

      Wait… Does that mean?

      Ella, however, clocked this even before me. “Look, I’m game to hit the town… but we can’t just  leave Tay here alone. That’s not fair to her.”

      Julia shook her head. “Oh, well, we wouldn’t,” she explained as her eyes drifted toward me. “We’d just turn a Girls Night In into a Girls Night Out.”
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      In a night full of stomach gurgling decisions and scary but exhilarating firsts, the proposal to actually leave the apartment and go out in public was definitely my most harrowing.

      And yet, I’m doing it.

      “Shoes on, ladies! Move it, move it!” Julia commanded. “It’s already 11! Not getting any earlier!”

      Don’t get me wrong, it took a healthy amount of convincing to get me to say yes. Sure, I admit I physically pass quite well. But my voice isn’t exactly that of a girl, nor is the way I walk, act, or behave. I had a couple of hours of experimentation, but that’s literally it.

      Oh, and not to mention… I COULD GET RECOGNIZED!

      Every valid concern I threw at the girls, however, they were armed with an answer. What if one of our students is there? Well, it’s a strict 21+ bar that cards hard. Think my voice will give me away? Just don’t talk to anyone. What if I walk too much like a man? Wear these heels and it’ll force you to walk more delicately.

      Ah, that’s right, the heels… My ‘night in’ outfit, Ella decided, wouldn’t suffice for a night out. So I was brought back to her room to change into a fuller-coverage, flowery blouse and tan shorts, along with some white, low-heeled sandals. For safety, she also spritzed me with a perfume bottle labeled ‘Cynthia’ (who knows how they pick these names), just to mask any residual boy smell that might’ve snuck through

      The only slightly uncomfortable change we made was to do minimal stuffing of my bra in an attempt to give myself the appearance of small breasts. If real girls have boobs, and tonight I’m a ‘real’ girl, then it’s only logical. Socks, for the purpose of tonight, would work just fine.

      The new ensemble, I noticed, was almost aggressively basic. But in a way, that’s a genius idea. If I look like everyone else, then I’m practically stare-proof.

      Emily – our new focus of the night, since she’s the one with a man – demanded we each take a vodka shot for one last bit of liquid courage. I’m not sure it was the smartest idea considering how much wine we’ve already consumed, but we did it nonetheless. And Lord knows I could use a distraction.

      One by one, we filed out of Ella’s apartment and headed toward Tommy’s. Five amped-up veteran ladies and one very nervous rookie.
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      I don’t care if you’ve actually been to Tommy’s Pub in Elkhorn, Illinois, because whether or not you have, I promise it’s familiar. Why? It’s the stereotypical Irish pub in a small town. Loud music, old wooden decor, and lit more by the neon beer brand signs rather than the actual lights. Drinking, dancing, and daring you not to have a fun night.

      Being this late on a Friday night, I found it hardly surprising how bumping the place was. Twenty-somethings as far as the eye could see. Crowded around the bar, packed like sardines in the dance floor area, and anyone who was lucky enough to snag a table or booth was getting squished from both ends by their friends.

      Okay, maybe I’m exaggerating a little. But it honestly felt like the entire Elkhorn population was out tonight.

      “Oof!” Emily said, her eyes widening. “Is it always this crazy?”

      Ella smiled and placed her hand on Emily’s shoulder. “Sure is! Now let’s find your man.”

      The short walk to the bar was spent largely planning and scheming how Emily would handle her third interaction with Jeremy. The silly and overly bold suggestions we came up with were good for lightening the mood and provided plenty of laughs. But mostly, for me, it kept all the attention away from how genuinely risky a feat I was attempting. And also how, well, amazingly it was going so far.

      The time spent outside – very much in public, mind you – proved to be zero concern. Now, maybe it’s because I was in a pack of five other girls. But not a single person pointed or laughed or yelled ‘That’s a man!’. Nothing like that. In fact, the few comments we did receive were all from female passers-by, complimenting our outfits.

      The bar, too, proved to be barely an issue. Though thank GOD I’d recently renewed my ID and have long hair in my photo. Not to mention an androgynous name. Miraculously, the bouncer didn’t even take a second look at the little ‘M’ next to ‘Sex’, and sent us straight through. And of course, once inside, I was looked at the same as my five other friends. Meaning, like a girl.

      Emily read a text from her phone to us. “Jeremy said he’s more toward the back. I think I’ll go look for him. Anyone wanna come with me?”

      Ella and Meghan quickly volunteered – I think eager to get the first look and dibs on any of Jeremy’s cute friends. Meanwhile, Emily suggested me, Maryam, and Julia get the first round of drinks at the bar.

      “Split up. One of you should get through. We’ll meet you in the back!”

      At first, that sounded smart. The last thing I wanted to do was have to force small talk with some random dudes dressed like this. But then I realized I could probably just stay silent and shy around them. At the bar, however, I have to talk to place an order. A major red flag!

      But before I could object, the girls had all dispersed. Julia and Maryam to one end of the bar, hoping to slither in and order, and the other three off to find Jeremy.

      Just like that, I was all alone.

      Well, at least I had my confidence. For a few moments, I stood by the entrance, looking out into the crowd and even making accidental eye contact with passing women and men. Each glance at a new person felt like a game of Russian roulette. Not everyone will clock me… but someone’s gonna see through the facade – and quick.

      I must’ve looked at a dozen or so people until I started to really understand something. I’m actually pulling this off. At least physically, I’m passing as a girl out in public.

      The thought was as chilling as it was strangely exhilarating. I mean… I came out tonight to support my friends and be a team player. And here I am, nailing it.

      Maybe if the looks are A-Okay, perhaps the voice will follow.

      And so with a little renewed confidence, I snaked my way closer to the bar, waiting behind guys and girls alike, hoping to catch the eye of a bartender. A few minutes of waiting later, I got my chance.

      The bartender who noticed me was a heavily tattooed man in his mid-thirties – the exact kind of rough-n-tough looking person I was hoping to avoid tonight. But with how busy the bar is, he gratefully had no time for chit-chat.

      “Yep?” the man said, slinging a towel over his shoulder. He looked in the weeds.

      Until this point, I’d yet to utter a single word as a girl. The only thing to do was hope and pray it comes out okay.

      “Vodka soda?” I squeaked out. Then, remembering I’m ordering for several others. “Three of them.”

      The man held his gaze for a beat, making me suddenly terrified. However, after a few seconds, he nodded and summoned the glasses to mix the drinks.

      Phew! Guess I can add that to the list of ‘Tay’ wins for tonight.

      Peering down the length of the bar, I noticed that my friends were no longer among the crowd of anxious orderers, meaning they’d already scored some or were still stuck in the pack. That’s the thing about Tommy’s. The big crowds are a double-edged sword. With so many people around, it’s easy to meet new friends, but even easier to lose the ones you came with.

      “Where are these girls…” I muttered to myself, getting on my toes for a better view down the right side of the bar. Same for the left side.

      But suddenly, with just one turn of the head and one mistimed glance, my missing friends became the least of my worries. Directly beside me, towering high above me and with a beer in hand, was Jack Ashbourne.

      When I tell you I looked away faster than the speed of light, I’m not kidding. But still, it didn’t help.

      “Oh, hey…” I heard him mutter. “Have we met before?”

      “Nope!” I shouted back, keeping my head buried in my phone – now in my boy voice, as if that made any sense. “Sorry!”

      But Jack, for some infuriating reason, wouldn’t let go of our briefest of eye contact. He leaned forward on the bar to get a better look at my face. Now it was unavoidable.

      As he got a cleaner look at my face, his expression changed.

      “Wait. Hold up…”

      Shit shit shit shit SHIT!

      Of all the possible pitfalls – getting laughed out of the bar, running into a student, etc. – never once did I consider I’d run into the only other grad student I’ve met prior as a boy. And even worse, the one who’s the son of someone with so much power over my future.

      “I do know you…” He continued. “From Kendall’s office…”

      I had two options: run or power through. And goddamn it, if I hadn’t just ordered drinks, I would’ve certainly bolted. But I chose to face this head-on.

      “Yes. Hello,” I said firmly, whipping my head toward him and leaning in close. “Now if you’d politely leave me be, I’d like to–”

      Jack started to chuckle. “I’m sorry, I just had no idea you were–”

      “I’m not a girl,” I snapped. Then, gesturing to my outfit, “This is… This is just a big misunderstanding. “Look, I lost a bet, okay? So I let the girls… Well, then, Meghan had this guy–”

      I sputtered through my explanation. Poorly, I might add. Enough that Jack put an early stop to it.

      “Taylor, we’re good, okay?” he said. “No explanation needed.”

      “No, I want to explain,” I said in a huff before stopping to notice another thing. “Wait… Did I tell you my name?”

      Jack shook his head. “Uh… No. But there’s word about some bet between two sociology guys that involved wearing a dress for the Graduate Brunch? My buddy told–”

      Holy. Fucking. Shit. It’s spread past the undergrads??? So if Jack knows, does that mean Dean Ashbourne…

      Immediately, I turned even redder in the face. Redder than I ever thought possible.

      “Does the faculty know?? Does your dad know??”

      Jack forced out a sly smile. “I see you know who I am, too….”

      Completely out of character for me, I grabbed his shoulders and shook him. “Does he know!?”

      Jack flinched from the sudden contact. “No! Err, well, I don’t think so! Pretty sure he’s got more important shit to deal with than a dumb bet.”

      For whatever reason, knowing the Dean hadn’t learned about this yet lowered my stress level significantly. But still, I felt like not just a mess, but a humiliated mess. I mean, I’m out in public dressed as a girl in front of his son. I wouldn’t exactly call this ‘winning’.

      Finally, the bartender returned with the three drinks I’d ordered. And with perfect timing, I’d say.

      Jack looked at the drinks and smirked. “Big night?”

      I rolled my eyes and huffed again. “They’re for my friends. Speaking of which…”

      Shoving their way through the crowd came Julia and Maryam. Curiously, each with two cocktails in their hands already.

      “Tay! We’ve been texting you!” Julia said.

      I shot a glare at Jack before answering them. “I’ve been a little caught up. When did you get those drinks?”

      “These guys bought ‘em for us,” Maryam said. “Girl perks. As you know…”

      I looked down at the three drinks, then back at Jack.

      “Oh, he didn’t buy–”

      “Come on!” Julia tugged me along. Whether she sensed I wanted out of my conversation with him or not, she was right.

      “Uh… bye?” Jack called out as I got dragged off by my friends.

      I didn’t say anything back, but felt more than happy to get out of what I hope – if all goes right in the world – is my very last conversation with Jack Ashbourne.
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      After spending abundant time investigating the dance area – you know, the place we agreed to meet? – We eventually found Emily, Meghan, and Ella at the outdoor patio portion of Tommy’s. An equally fun but decidedly different part of the bar. Predictably, the girls had met up with Jeremy. Well, Jeremy and his gaggle of frat-boy energy guy friends.

      Emily, already hand-in-hand with Jeremy (guess things were going well), made quick introductions for the group. Wisely, she said our names for us, leaving out any opportunities for one of the boys to hear a tinge of maleness in my voice and throw off the entire night.

      “Having fun, Tay?” Emily asked, taking a quick moment to slip away from beneath Jeremy’s arm.

      I nodded and forced out a smile, even if it wasn’t the whole truth. I’m here as a team player, after all. Plus, I guess things could be going worse.

      Without even speaking one-on-one with anyone, it quickly became evident how drunk the group as a whole was becoming: the girls (I guess I’ll include myself in that) certainly were from all that wine and that brutal vodka shot before leaving, but the boys were really feeling it. In fact, the famous social lubricant was clearly working wonders as, soon enough, one of Jeremy’s friends suggested we move (or stumble) over to the outdoor dance area next to the DJ stand.

      Look, dancing has never been my thing – in guy mode or in girl mode – but I can appreciate a good DJ, and I’m always happy to sway back and forth on the outskirts while watching others enjoy themselves.

      And boy, were they ever! After maybe five minutes of dancing, Emily and Jeremy had leapt into a full-on public dance floor makeout session. Passionate, sloppy, and everything you’d expect. But God bless ‘em, they seemed to be having a good time.

      The bigger surprises, however, were Ella and Maryam! No, not with each other, but with Jeremy’s two other friends. Ella – now learning a little bit about her type – took the tall, dark-haired guy with a beard, kissing, dancing, and giggling like two school kids.

      Maryam, on the other hand, was going to town on Jeremy’s other friend – a ‘short king’ like me, but with about five times my muscle mass. Looks like I know Maryam’s type as well.

      The other girls had no issue dancing and sing-shouting the songs back at the DJ, floating among the crowd under the hung string lights of Tommy’s outdoor, wooden fenced-in, brickyard patio. Sloppy or not, it seemed that everyone was having a good time.

      You know, it got me thinking. Maybe this is what it’s all about. Clearly, I’ve been missing structure, discipline, and direction in my life. That I already know. But the actual slept-on aspect is a strong community. Being part of something bigger than yourself and actively participating in it.

      Emily wanted to meet up with a guy, so we, as her friends, supported her. We changed our plans for her, we took that extra shot for her – hell, I fucking dressed up for her. But that’s what friends do. They support each other and push each other to be the best they can be.

      As I stood there, mulling it all over in my head, I felt my heart grow warm. Yeah, I’m out of my comfort level dressed this way, wearing makeup and whatnot, but I’m finally fucking part of something. And damn does that feel good.

      You know what? Maybe I take this a step further.

      In what felt like an out-of-body experience, I rushed onto the dance floor and joined the other two girls in the little dance circle, matching their smiles, movements, and energy.

      “Tay’s dancing!!” Meghan squealed. “It’s a miracle!”

      The three of us laughed it up while Julia shuffled off to the bar for yet another round of shots to celebrate. A shot that I happily took, but one that pushed me into that next tier of drunkenness.

      But hey, who fucking cares? It’s a girls’ night out, baby! How often in my life can I say I’ve actually taken part in one of those? Maybe, like Julia put it, it’s worthy of its own celebration.

      Five, maybe six more songs were played, as our dancing  got sloppier and our singing got louder and objectively worse. I wasn’t sure of the exact time, but I chose to stop checking my watch and just go with the flow. Let the energy flooooow through me, you know?

      By now, Maryam had returned from her kissing venture with Jeremy’s buddy.

      “Party girrrrrrl!” Julia drunkenly shouted as she joined our circle.

      “Party girrrrrl!” I shouted as well. Not that I really knew what that meant.

      Two more songs played as we danced with Maryam. Clutching hands, twirling each other, shaking our hips – the whole shebang. If there’s a playbook for ‘drunk girl dancing’, it’s this.

      “Your man, he’s cuuuute!” Julia yelled at Maryam.

      Maryam, also having just consumed a shot, smirked coyly. “Good kisser, too.”

      “Looks like he’d be!” I added.

      Wait, why did I say that?

      Another song, another round of drinks, which Julia brought our way. God, it must’ve been 1 A.M. by now, but none of us cared.

      “Spin me, spin me!” I shouted back at her as I playfully tossed my hair and made an exaggerated kissy face. Why such girly maneuvers? Again, I couldn’t tell you.

      Happy to oblige, Maryam took my hand and spun me as I giggled. Round and round I twirled like a ballerina, trying to keep steady until, ultimately, I slipped just a bit and spun away from the circle.

      Nobody seemed to notice, however, as I stumbled away from the girls and off the dance floor, desperately trying to regain balance. But a loose brick caught my shoe, stopping me short and sending me falling to the ground.

      “Ach!” I screamed dizzily, bracing for the hard brick floor.

      Or so I thought. Because just before I hit the ground, somebody caught me.

      My vision was fuzzy, distorted equally by the twirling and the alcohol. But as I lifted my head, it was immediately clear who’d caught me: Jack Ashbourne.

      “Wooooah, careful there,” he said. “You can’t just go tackling people.”

      I was drunk, yes, but not so much that I failed to clock how embarrassing it was to be caught by the guy I wanted to avoid most.

      “Youuu!” I slurred out.

      Jack helped me onto my feet and steadied my wobbling. I must’ve looked like a complete and utter mess.

      “You, uh… Are you good, Taylor?”

      A very reasonable question. But for whatever reason, I found his tone to be judgmental, so I responded in kind.

      “I’m fiiiine,” I said back quickly. “I’m just– I’m looking for my friends. Not you. My friends.”

      He nodded calmly. “I can see that. I’ll find your friends, but first…” Jack reached into his pocket and presented me with a tiny piece of blue plastic.

      My eyes widened. “How’d you get my credit card?!”

      He rubbed the bridge of his nose. “You left it at the bar. You were in such a hurry to get away from me that you never heard the bartender tell you it got declined.”

      Well shit. Now I feel dumb and irresponsible.

      “Oh…” I muttered. “Sorry. And, uh, thanks.”

      “Yeah, well, the bartender came out into the bar and handed it to me. He said ‘Yo, someone’s gotta pay for your girl’s drinks!’”

      My hand shot up toward the round glasses on his face. Not a punch, more like a tipsy’ hold up there’ motion.

      “Woah! We are, *hiccup* we are not dating!’”

      “Yes,” he said bluntly. “I’m aware.”

      I noticed Jack was still staring at me, moving side to side awkwardly. Or wait, maybe it was my fuzzy vision. Regardless, I was of sound enough mind to know I still needed to pay. I fiddled with my wallet for my other card.

      “Better go pay my debt!”

      However, after just one step forward, I stumbled yet again, forcing Jack to lunge out and catch me again. Twice now, I've relied on the guy who can’t see me at my worst to pick up my drunk ass.

      Jack rolled his eyes. “Good lord… You need to go home. Can you point out your friends?”

      “My friends won’t be worth shit if I don’t pay my tab!”

      Did that make any sense? Who knows. I was on a mission. But Jack looked me square in the eyes.

      “Taylor, I covered your tab for you. You’re all set.”

      He… he did what?

      Jack continued. “Just, like, you know, be careful next time.”

      Wow. I mean… Wow.

      “That’s, like… so nice,” I said to him.

      He shrugged it off, helping me to my feet once again.

      “Yeah, well, it was easier than rounding you up in the moment.”

      Knowing I was in the clear and back on my feet, I paused for a moment to get my bearings again. Jack had his hand on my shoulder to keep me steady.

      It felt as if the effects of the wine from Ella’s, the drinks from the bar, and the slew of shots were hitting me all at once. Like a cement truck slamming into a wall. My wooziness doubled, and the room spun faster. But in the oddest way, the whole thing felt kind of magical.

      Never would I profess to know how drunken brains work, but something about the string lights above, the bumping music, and Jack’s hand on my shoulder instantly soothed me.

      “Taylor, your friends?” Jack asked again.

      I looked over to the dance floor where, unfortunately, they were nowhere to be seen. Probably deeper in the crowd. However, I did see one of them. Emily was off to the right with Jeremy. And sure enough, they were still kissing. Full-on making out, just like before.

      The correct reaction would’ve been to say ‘Hey, Jack, there’s my friend Emily. She’ll call me an Uber home.’ But I said no such thing.

      Instead, from just looking at the couple, I got a feeling. Perhaps the weirdest fucking feeling of my life: Jealousy.

      Why jealousy? I had zero clue. But the warm, at-ease energy I had within me was morphing into something more visceral. Animalistic, almost. As if I wanted to be part of what I was witnessing before me.

      “Yo, Taylor,” Jack said, a bit more agitated now. “Do you see your friends?”

      Gently, Jack pivoted me to face him, assuring I’d get his message.

      “Did you not hear me?” he asked again.

      Though I was no longer looking, that bizarre feeling I had from watching Emily kiss that boy stuck around.

      “Taylor,” he said once more, clearly frustrated.

      But frustration wasn’t what I was feeling. If anything, my consumed state of mind was quite the opposite. Something from deep within had arisen, and it wasn’t going away till it got what it wanted.

      An unfocused, drunken smile formed on my face as I looked up into Jack’s eyes – his annoyed, frustrated eyes. In any other moment, something to retreat from. A clear and obvious sign of disgust.

      “How about I just…” I began, slowly pushing my face closer to his. “How about I…”

      Then, with my eyes closed, but with the room still spinning, I felt my girly, gloss-coated lips touch Jack’s.
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      How long did I actually kiss Jack? The honest answer is I have no fucking clue. Literally none. Because at that point, time didn’t feel real. All I knew was that the kiss definitely happened.

      Duration aside, as soon as it was done, I felt Jack speedily retract and stare at me like he’d seen a ghost. I mean, can you blame him? Any rational person would have had they been on the receiving end of a drunken, unwanted kiss from a boy dressed as a girl.

      “Uh…” he began to speak, but was at a complete loss for words. I’d given him enough shock for a lifetime.

      Then and only then did I finally snap back into reality. The briefest moment of genuine consciousness, but enough to come to the wicked realization of what I’d just done.

      Holy fucking shit. Did I just kiss a GUY???

      My skin reddened from embarrassment but also from fear. The terrifying fear that I’d just let myself get so out-of-body that I’d do something as stupid and humiliating as kissing a boy. A man. And of all men to kiss, Jack Fucking Ashbourne.

      “Jack… I…” I started to mutter, but couldn’t begin to decide what to say. Do I apologize? Do I blame my drunkenness?

      Strangely, I came up with a different strategy. Instead of what might be a reasonable approach, I poked my finger toward his face and spat out, “This NEVER happened!”

      Denial? I suppose that’s a strategy. I mean, I had no idea how he’d take it, but it’s worth a shot.

      His expression said it all. Jack could’ve retaliated in one of several ways, but instead, he appeared to roll with my plan.

      “Uh… Deal,” he muttered.

      Just as he said that, I felt myself slip back into the fuzzy, drunken state from earlier. The room spun, and I watched Jack back slowly into the crowd behind him, leaving me alone once again. No one to keep me from falling, but also no one to ridicule what just happened.

      “Tay!” I heard someone call out from behind me. “There you are!”

      It was Ella. She looked concerned. “I thought we’d lost you!”

      “I’m heeeere,” I replied. My drunken accent was back in full force.

      With Ella, conveniently, was the rest of our crew. All five of my friends in one neat bundle. No men in tow.

      “I’m exhausted,” Julia declared. “I called an Uber back to Ella’s.”

      “Gooood,” I replied.

      Ella, recognizing my severe inebriation but politely not calling it out, put her arm around me.

      “Looks like things got a little messy,” she offered gently. “Crash at mine tonight, okay?”

      Finally feeling secure and cared for, my brain must have decided it was time to call it a night. I think I remember getting into the Uber and walking up to her apartment and changing back into my t-shirt and boxers, but it was all one big, messy blur. The last words I remember hearing for sure were ‘Let’s just get you home, Tay.’
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        * * *

      

      “Hmm…” I hummed quietly to myself.

      Squeezed into an old wooden desk in a dusty classroom, I glared intently at the question prompt before me, begging I’d reach some kind of ‘Eureka!’ moment. To my left and right were six other students, praying for the same thing. Again, I hummed quietly.

      Anyone who tells you grad school is a challenge is correct, but 1000% underselling it. It’s not just challenging, it’s grueling.

      Working in academia will never not be tough because, at all times, you’re expected to keep up with the latest, freshest research and literature. And not only are you supposed to read it, you’ve got to have opinions on it too.

      But wait, there’s more! On top of having those opinions, you must be able to express them in detailed, intelligent-sounding essays and research papers where, if you’re lucky, you build on that opinion with your own research. Publish it, share it, and let others debate its merits. And the cycle continues...

      “Twenty minutes!” Professor Smith called out.

      I should note that, despite the never-ending presence of Professor Kendall, she doesn’t teach every class. And sometimes I thank my lucky stars for that. Sometimes the dull blandness of Professor Smith is a needed shakeup.

      However difficult the cycle of learning is, it’s made even harder when there are outside distractions. And boy, has the girls' night out at Tommy’s ever been a distraction. But not in the way you’d think.

      For one, my hangover from that night was the worst of my life. Hands down, no debate. The fact that I barely remembered getting back to Ella’s and passing out on her couch is brutal enough. But the piercing, shrieking headache that came the next morning was enough to convince me never to drink again. Well, maybe not never. But you get the picture. We’re six days removed from that night, and I still gag at the thought of tequila.

      Objectively, I acted like a complete buffoon. A reckless, careless buffoon. And there’s a lot of that night I wish I could forget. First and foremost, the awkward moment of all awkward moments: kissing Jack.

      I’m guessing my brain didn’t care for my actions that night because, quite honestly, I forget almost all of what happened. Yes, I remember him returning my credit card and explaining he covered my tab… But the kiss? I can’t imagine why on Earth I would’ve done that. It’s an embarrassing, humiliating moment that I’m happy to leave in my past. Chalk it up as a drunken out-of-body experience that will never be repeated. And I’m actually damn sure of that because the only other thing I remember about that moment is him wholeheartedly agreeing to treat it like it never happened.

      The luckiest break ever. Literally.

      Even better than Jack agreeing to forget, it turns out the girls didn’t see it either. I mean, if they had, they would have teased me to death. But nope, not a peep! Whatever god or gods Tay prays to must’ve been looking out for her that night, because it seems I’ve gotten off  scot free.

      Still, the night was an absolute whirlwind that’s been stuck in my mind all week. I mean, it’s hard to forget – particularly the first part. Showing up at Ella’s, unknowingly walking into a trap. But a trap I fully let myself get caught in. In the spirit of joining the group, I let them convince me to shave my body, dress me in a bra and knickers, and give me a fully transformative female makeover. Pretty hair, dainty nails, girly perfume, and a woman’s name that I picked out myself.

      A weeeeeeird fucking night to say the least.

      As distracting as it may be, it’s really brought me and the girls together as a unit. This whole week, I’ve had ten times the amount of outside-class conversation as before. The vibes just seem… better. Maybe Tay was the secret, one-time superhero I never knew I needed.

      The remaining twenty minutes of our exam paper flew by. While I never quite had my Eureka moment, I think I strung together enough intelligent-sounding words to earn a solid grade. I’ve been studying like hell, after all.

      Seated to my right, unfortunately, was Nate with his smug face looking over at me.

      “Think you nailed it, Taylor?” he prodded. “I know I did.”

      I sighed, attempting my best fake placation. “I bet you did, Nate. You’re a genius, that’s for sure!”

      His eyebrow raised, undoubtedly clocking some sarcasm. But he nodded at the ‘compliment’. Narcissists can’t help it, can they?

      The smug man rose from his seat and slung his backpack over his shoulder. “I’m just hoping Kendall gives me similar recognition at the brunch.” Then, after a moment, "You are going, aren’t you?”

      I nodded, still not looking at him.

      “And you’re… ready for your picture?”

      I sighed loudly. “Yeah, Nate. I’ll figure it out.”

      Unfortunately, the Tay era had one last little hurdle. The dress bet was sadly still on. The final frontier to put this girly shit behind me once and for all.

      “Good, I’m excited to see what you show up in.”

      “It’s just for the picture, Nate,” I reminded him. “It’s gonna be way less hilarious than you think. It’s not like I’m going to the brunch as a girl.”

      “I know, I know…” he conceded. “It’s just, you know, when I win a prize… I get my prize.”

      God, could this guy be any more annoying? At this point, it was just the two of us left in the room. And for the briefest moment, I thought about smacking him to shut him up for good… But I wisely held back. After all, by Saturday afternoon, this whole stressful saga will be over, and we can all move on.

      Once and for all.
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        * * *

      

      *CUH-CLANG CUH-CLANG CUH-CLANG*

      “Attennnnntion!”

      Kendall, I’ve come to learn, does this bizarre little thing involving a cowbell at her lectures. Err, let me explain.

      Because Marcus Hall is so ginormous and there are literally hundreds of students to call to attention, she’s put to use an old, rusty cowbell to ‘herd’ students’ attention. She holds it high above her head and swings it aggressively, creating clings and clangs that echo throughout the lecture hall. It’s really strange, but hey, it works every time.

      *CUH-CLANG CUH-CLANG CUH-CLANG*

      After just a few seconds, the entire class went quiet and was completely called to attention. Go figure.

      “Alrighty!” Kendall continued. “That concludes our lecture and discussion for the day, but I have a few announcements to get through, including a breakdown of your exams.”

      Taking her pointer and clicking it at the projector screen behind her, a whole bunch of data appeared. Colorful charts, graphs, and numbers filled the screen, and above it all was a header reading ‘CHAPTER EXAM RESULTS’.

      That’s another odd thing Kendall does. Not only do we grade the students’ exams, but we share the data with everyone. A bell curve, the most commonly missed questions, and other interesting data points meant to motivate the class. No individual names, of course. She’s not a monster.

      The professor spent a few minutes breaking down the data and (mostly) complimenting the students for their diligent studying and retention of her lectures. After all, they earned it, and I got to witness a lot of it firsthand at my surprisingly popular office hours.

      “Good work overall. You kids learn fast,” Kendall gave a polite golf to the seated students. “However, I’d be remiss not to mention a particularly valuable TA this week. Maryam Agarwal, would you please rise?”

      From the first row where we were seated, Maryam stood up.

      “With one of our TAs, Emily, out sick a few days, Maryam bravely stepped up to cover both Emily’s and her own workload. So if you would, please give her a nice round of applause.”

      Maryam smiled awkwardly as the students clapped. Emily, seated next to her, joined in the applause and gave her a pat on the arm.

      Yes, with Emily out sick for a few days, Maryam took on double the workload. Clearly, I wasn’t the only one decommissioned from our wild night out. Perhaps swapping all that spit with Jeremy had a downside.

      Kendall stepped away from the lectern and admired her row of TAs. “Thank you, take a seat. It’s important we recognize when others step up as team players. That’s what I try to instill in the department and in academia as a whole. My hope is that you, too, as undergrads, carry that forward.”

      I smiled at her sentiment. Professor Lilith Kendall may not be perfect, but I’m lucky to have someone like her in my corner for the whole year.

      Whether or not the students were listening, the TAs certainly appreciated the extra recognition. Well, everyone except Nate, who was incapable of letting anyone else receive their flowers. But at this point, Nate is so far down my list of concerns, I hardly care what he thinks.

      “Great. So with that, I have time for a few last questions before dismissing you. Aaaaand… go!”

      Several hands shot up, hoping to get their queries in now rather than making the trek to office hours. The first two were answered succinctly by the professor. But just as she was about to finish, Kendall called on one last student.

      “Hi…” the girl began. “I just, like, have a kind of off-topic question. Uh, Taylor?”

      I did not expect to hear my name. But nonetheless turned around and stood up.

      “Uh, yeah?” I said. I saw the girl standing alone. I think I recognized her from office hours, but I wasn’t entirely sure.

      “Some of us were just wondering… Uh, have you picked out a dress for picture day yet?”

      Quiet giggles and some groans filled the lecture hall. Jesus… It never ends, does it? Thankfully, I did have a cop-out answer ready.

      “Heh, well, we’re still working on it. But I promise you it will be way less interesting and funny than you’d imagine. Just checking a box.”

      “Oh, uh… okay!” The girl squeaked back. A few more chuckles from the crowd followed.

      Embarrassing as the attention may have been, I’d escaped it relatively clean. After all, it’s the last step in getting free and clear of Tay.

      But then, to my complete surprise, Nate stood up.

      “Actually… That’s not entirely true,” Nate said, motioning for the girl to stand back up.

      My head whipped toward him. As did the other TAs. Ella looked concerned. Kendall looked annoyed, but not wishing to reprimand her TA in front of the class, let it slide.

      “Huh?” The girl sounded confused. She’d assumed her part was done.

      Nate Chen almost always looked smug. But the look on his face at that moment was different. Not snarky or pissy, but vindictive. Like a desperate dog backed into the corner, ready to lash out to make himself look strong.

      “Yeah… Just that Taylor’s gotta get one extra opinion on his dress.”

      Kendall sighed. “Is that all, Nate?”

      But that wasn't all. Nate’s glare slowly panned toward me. Then, with all the gusto in his voice, he announced one more thing to the class. The entire 300+ student population of Marcus Hall.

      “Taylor probably wants the opinion of that mystery man he kissed at the bar last weekend!”
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      The hall went silent. The giggles that emanated after each of the girl’s responses weren’t present here. Everybody was stunned by what Nate had just said.

      At first, I thought I’d misheard him. I mean, a kiss? A mystery man? He couldn’t have just said those words. Nate wasn’t even at Tommy’s. My friends didn’t even see it happen. Nobody did. So how could Nate?

      “What… What are you talking about?” I said to him under my breath.

      Nate winked back at me, this time lowering his voice as he presented his phone to me. “A lovely little screenshot from a buddy’s Instagram story…”

      Already pulled up on his phone was an image. At first, it didn’t look like much – just a picture of a bunch of people at a crowded bar. But when I finally saw it, it felt like a wrecking ball to the face.

      It was a picture from Tommy’s on the night I went out. A picture of me – clear as day, donning girls’ clothes, makeup, painted nails, drunk out of my mind – kissing Jack Ashbourne.

      The angle didn’t give a clear angle of Jack, which is probably why he said ‘mystery man’. I, however, was in full view. Me, with my messy, made-up face, kissing another man. There was no denying it now. And Nate had all the proof.

      “Going out like that in public? Who could’ve guessed? I was really on to something with your hair…”

      Nate slowly started chuckling – the only sound in the lecture hall. Everyone else was either too stunned or scared to speak. But one thing I knew for sure was that everyone – every single fucking person in that lecture hall – had heard what Nate said.

      I couldn’t look at him. Not at Nate, nor at my friends, at Kendall, or the students. I just needed to disappear.

      And so without another word or clever comeback, I sprinted out of Marcus Hall and into the hallway, leaving everyone behind. My eyes, welling with tears of fear and frustration, felt like they were about to burst. And I could not let a room of over three hundred students see me that way. Not after everything I’d done to build up my reputation.

      The second I reached the hallway and slammed the door behind me, I felt safe enough to cry. And I did. A lot. Hyperventilating and wheezing as I felt my vision get hazier and hazier. It was as if I were blackout drunk, but far, far more humiliating.

      From the hallway, I could hear Kendall over the microphone dismissing the class and the subsequent shuffling of footsteps and shutting of books and laptops. Then, just a few seconds later, the doors swung open. Kendall had come out to me.

      “Taylor, my God!” she gasped, deathly concerned. “What the… What?”

      The last thing I wanted to do was look at her and attempt to explain myself. My foolish, idiotic decision to kiss Jack Ashbourne was about to ruin me. I turned my back to her, refusing to let her see my tears.

      Still, she ran up beside me and put her arm around me. “What Nate did was incredibly inappropriate and will not be condoned. Do you understand? I will sit him down and give him a firm–”

      “It doesn’t even matter,” I sobbed. “He said it. It’s all out there now.”

      The doors burst open again, and in came the rest of my cohort, excluding Nate. I’m sure he’s off laughing about me with the undergrads by now.

      “What the actual fuck!” Emily snapped.

      “I can’t believe that prick!” Meghan added, running to my side. Maryam did the same.

      “He’s reached a whole new level of asshole,” Ella shook her head. “Taylor, what do you need us to do?”

      I failed to answer her. All I could do was let the humiliation fester inside me.

      Julia stepped right up to me and grabbed my shoulders. “Listen, that fucking dickhead can’t just go around telling lies about another–”

      I finally looked back at her, still wordless. The tears continued to accumulate in my raw, red eyes. Something was off, and Julia noticed it. The others did too. And suddenly, I watched her face go from pissed to confused.

      “Wait, Taylor… Did you actually–”

      I hung my head and crumpled even further toward the wall. I didn’t even need to say it. Callousness aside, they now understood what Nate said was true. Their male friend had kissed another guy.

      All huddled around me, my fellow TAs and professor pelted me with inquiries and offers, attempting to understand what the hell happened and what we could do about it. It’s possible they meant well, but with each word they uttered, the gestures seemed emptier and emptier. Not a single one of them understood what this all actually meant.

      “Look, everyone has off nights…” Meghan explained. “People make, err… mistakes. We’ve all done that.”

      “Not like this. There is no going back,” I reminded them, sniffling through my response. “Everyone thinks I’m a… that I’m a joke!”

      Ella again shook her head. “Taylor, no. You’re our friend. We respect you. And Nate can fuck off. He could never get a girl as beautiful as you.”

      “A what?” I snapped at her. “A girl?”

      Ella stared back at me, stunned by a raging Taylor she didn’t know existed.

      “Do none of you get it? I’m NOT a girl! You just MADE me one!”

      My reaction was greeted by blank, stunned stares from the girls. Kendall looked particularly clueless.

      “Those stupid hair curls. Why would you think that’d help, huh? All it did was make me a target!”

      Kendall gulped. She failed to muster a reply.

      Then, redirecting my rage at the girls, “And your stupid night out? Look what that did to me! Look what you turned me into! Oh, it was ‘fun’? Your ‘fun’ fucking night cost me my future!!”

      Ella bravely tried to grab my hand to calm me down, but I viciously yanked it away. They had no choice but to be witnesses to my torrent.

      “I wanted to be better this year and YOU… ALL… RUINED ME!!”

      Anger, desperation, and fear flowed through my veins like a rapid, raging river. Dumbstruck and with dropped jaws, the ladies stood before me. I couldn’t tell if they were sympathetic or scared shitless.

      Right then and there was when I knew my goal had officially failed. Oh, I was gonna ‘take things more seriously?’ Maybe get a nice, cushy post-grad assignment in Hawaii? Well, fat fucking chance they’d give that to someone who’s gone through the amount of humiliation I had. As far as I’m concerned, I’m done here at Elkhorn. Finished. Cooked.

      And you know what? It’s probably for the best.
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      I should probably walk back the claim that my hangover was the worst feeling in the world. Because now I know the truth. It’s not the hangover. It’s this.

      Few things feel as horrific as getting publicly humiliated in front of hundreds of your peers. But beyond that, there’s nothing as deeply demoralizing and shameful as knowing you cursed out and cast off the people you value most. And man did I do that in spades.

      The rest of the day, I raged alone in my apartment. I replayed Nate’s brazen reveal over and over in my head. I let the image on his phone of my kiss with Jack burn into my brain right alongside the unforgettable, stunned stares of the undergrads.

      But as the day carried on, I began to calm down and return to zero. Rationality reentered my head, and common sense returned. Both of which forced me to wrestle with a key thought – something I hadn’t considered when screaming at my colleagues: How much of this was their fault, and how much was my own?

      First, there’s Professor Kendall. She’s certainly not blameless here. It was Kendall who first curled my hair and kick-started this whole ‘feminine look’ thing. She brought in the flat iron, sat me down in her office, and gave me those cutesy, girly ribbon curls as a means to appease Nate. A strategy that mostly worked… until it suddenly backfired.

      But on the other hand, I let her do that to me. She didn’t chain me to the desk or blackmail me; She was trying to help. And admittedly, I kind of enjoyed the pampering. Hell, as embarrassing as some of the responses from the students were, it felt kind of good to receive compliments on my physical attributes for the first time in my life. So maybe that one’s a wash.

      Then, of course, there’s Ella and the rest of my cohort. Arriving at Ella’s that fateful night, I genuinely wasn’t expecting to be ‘girlified’ the way I was. But everything those ladies said to me made sense. The fear and anxiety that the dress bet caused had reached a breaking point. I needed some exposure therapy to show me that femininity isn’t all bad. And for most of the night, it was actually quite wonderful.

      Presently, I look back on that night with regret due to how it unfolded. But at the time? I actually felt… happy? Shaving my legs and underarms in the shower was a little awkward but also exciting. Putting makeup on my face and having my hair straightened was even more soothing and enjoyable than when Kendall curled it. Watching my hands and feet transform into beautiful, feminine appendages with pretty yellow polish was a delight. And the clothing? As terrifying as it was to step into those clothes, I relished how seamlessly each article fit on my body. Hell, even the bra and knickers gave me an unexpected confidence boost.

      So what was the end result? Every part of that night came together to create a new, vibrant being: Tay, my girl alter ego.

      I sulked around my apartment for hours on end, staring at the ceiling and contemplating these past several weeks. Deep into the wee hours of the morning, my mind raced, desperately searching for a satisfying conclusion. But maybe the answer had been here all along: I have no one to blame but myself.

      Of course, that came with the chilling secondary question of why I allowed this all to happen in the first place. But at this point, deeper soul-searching was the last thing I needed. If what happened to me was of my own doing, then I had no right to be mad at my friends or at the world. I have to live with the consequences, accept reality, and move on. That’s what becoming an adult is all about, isn’t it?

      I checked my phone to find it was 3:30 A.M. I hadn’t slept a lick so far and figured I might not the rest of the night either. My night’s sleep had been ruined and quite possibly my future here at Elkhorn – not to mention any remaining shot at one of the two spots in Hawaii after graduation. But that doesn’t mean my cohort needed to suffer with me. They’re good people who didn’t deserve to be screamed at. Tomorrow I will let them know that.

      In person. At the Graduate Brunch.
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      I woke up Saturday morning, a man on a mission. Just 24 short hours ago, I cursed out my colleagues and professor, accusing them of ruining my life. Today is the day I make things right.

      The Elkhorn University Graduate Brunch is a time-honored tradition where, roughly a month into the school year, students from all graduate programs come together for a grandiose, self-congratulatory meal. Why this happens at the beginning of the year as opposed to the end when we’ve actually accomplished something, I’ll never understand. But academia wouldn’t be academia without a lot of patting yourself on the back.

      Today’s schedule would be simple. The brunch kicks off at 10 A.M., where food is promptly served, socializing and schmoozing occur, and while our stomachs settle, we listen to a slew of speeches from administrators, select professors, and a few particularly prominent students. Again, it’s a total circle jerk… but at least we get free food.

      But as we all know, the pièce de résistance of the Graduate Brunch is the hallowed yearbook photo session. Throughout the function, you can excuse yourself to get your picture taken by the photographer (in your nicest brunch attire) for the Elkhorn yearbook and staff directory. And of course, the thing on everyone’s mind: Will I be showing up to this event in a dress?

      To that, the answer is no. Finishing off a bet – not to mention one to appease Nate – is not what I needed right now. Today I was doing damage control, and so I felt fully confident in my decision to arrive in a tasteful sweater vest, khaki pants, and brown loafers. The pristine image of a professional with his life together – but also one who is ready to admit he was wrong. To apologize the way a strong, confident man should, and move past this once and for all.
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      “Here for the brunch?”

      A cheery woman with a nametag greeted me at the entrance to the massive limestone building before me. She had a table with paper, pens, and a check-in sheet spread out on it. Clearly a staffer.

      I nodded back at her with a confident smile. “Sure am.”

      “Wonderful! Please make a nametag. The event is inside, down the main hall, and on your right.”

      Most events like the Graduate Brunch are held here in the Gotham Center – a giant building on campus that, in addition to housing the University’s theater department, has a selection of conference rooms and meeting spaces for fundraisers and other large group functions to call home.

      I grabbed one of the paper name tags and confidently penned ‘Taylor Holmes’ on it.

      Taylor, not Tay, I made sure to note.

      Though I felt confident in my decision to show face today, I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t terrified to see my cohort again. There's been radio silence from the group so far, and I felt sick to my stomach wondering about how they must think of me. And on top of that, there’s the fresh, swirling story going around that I’d gone to a bar dressed as a girl, acted like a drunk idiot, and kissed a – thankfully unknown – man. But at this point, there was nothing to do but plow forward.

      The brunch space was decorated nicely. Not that I’m surprised. Elkhorn usually does well with this stuff. Around thirty or so large, round tables were spread around the large room, each dressed with a linen tablecloth and set elegantly for dining. On the sides of the room were two rows of food stations, presented buffet-style and just about ready to serve.

      Already there were several hundred folks present, milling and chatting amongst themselves. In some ways, the vibe was reminiscent of a high school cafeteria where cliques had their own tables and expressed their homogeneity: the engineering folks looking geeky, the creative writing students dressing flowery, and so on.

      I also knew that, without a doubt, somewhere in this crowd of people was Jack Ashbourne and his father, Dean Ashbourne – the former probably mingling with his Physical Therapy cohort. Talk about two people I’d be thrilled not to run into today.

      My gut instinct told me to stand on the outskirts and watch the ceremony from afar, interacting with as few people as possible. But I didn’t come here to completely chicken out. I had to make things right with my friends. And so I beelined for the Sociology Department table, ready to beg that we could leave this all in the past.

      But something was off. Approaching the table, sandwiched between a handful of others in the dining space, I found it to be… empty?

      What? Nobody’s here? How could that be?

      I checked the time on my phone. 10 A.M. on the dot. Is everyone running late?

      Curious, I took a better look around the space to see if perhaps my cohort was out and about socializing with students in other programs. I saw hundreds of faces, but none of them belonged to Sociology students.

      So again I ask: What the hell?

      Weirdness aside, I needed to eat. So I shot over to the buffet, filled a plate, and took my seat in one of the Sociology Department’s eight empty chairs. Soon after, a man in a suit stepped up to the elevated stage centered along the far-end wall.

      “Students, faculty, and fellow Horned Elks…”

      Oh, I forgot to mention. We’re the Elkhorn University ‘Horned Elks’. An aggressively on-the-nose mascot choice.

      The man continued. “Welcome to the annual Graduate Brunch. I’m thrilled we’ve got such a phenomenal turnout!”

      The man speaking was the President of Elkhorn University, Dr. James Elmer, PhD. A portly man with glasses and a thick moustache, he looked more like a cop than an administrator. Behind him on stage sat eight or so men and women, each dressed in either suits or pantsuits. These were the department Deans. Among them, seated on the far left, was Dean Ashbourne.

      So that’s where he is... Putting eyes on the man whose son I so brazenly kissed – and held partial power to decide which student would earn that coveted Hawaii job – made me want to shrink into my seat.

      Dr. Elmer went on for several minutes, shouting out various department heads, bragging about goals the university achieved, teasing future events, and so on. Probably announcements I should be listening to if not for being so on alert for the arrival of my cohort.

      I obsessively scanned the room, hoping to spot Julia or Maryam – the tallest girls of the group – possibly seated at a different table by mistake. Or, thanks to my behavior, on purpose. Had they assumed I might show and, out of spite, collectively decided to sit elsewhere? If they did, it’s hard to blame them.

      Well, I didn’t have to wait long for an update, because hunched over and hurriedly shuffling toward the table was none other than Professor Kendall.

      My eyes lit up at the sight of her, though I grew immediately terrified. Kendall, just as much as the rest, was a victim of my misdirected rage. She had every reason to hate me and, quite honestly, expel me for unmitigated insubordination. Regardless, I had a scalding hot apology I needed to get off my chest.

      But wait. Kendall wasn’t heading toward my table. In fact, she didn’t even look at me. She went right toward… the stage?

      At first, that made me even more terrified. Was she waiting for Dr. Elmer to finish so she could pull him and Dean Ashbourne aside to inform them of my tantrum? How I cursed out my professor and fellow TAs all because of a stupid bet that I agreed to in the first place?

      White-knuckled, I watched her stand and wait patiently at the base of the stage. Dr. Elmer continued his speech, droning on and on about Elkhorn’s goals and goings-on. All I could do was wait and see if a reckoning was nigh.

      Another small thought crossed my mind. Was coming here today my biggest and final mistake?

      “Ahem,” Dr. Elmer coughed, shuffling through his notes again. “So, anyway, that’s about all I’ve got to cover.” He removed his glasses from the bridge of his nose and looked back up at the room. “With that, I’d like to introduce a very special speaker. She’s an esteemed professor, department leader, and academic advisor. And this year’s recipient of the Elkhorn Graduate Leadership Award: Professor Lilith Kendall!”

      Healthy applause came from the crowd. Her bosses, peers, and even students who didn’t know her appeared to welcome her warmly. My only response was confusion.

      Wait… Kendall’s winning an award?

      My professor took the stage confidently, shaking the President’s hand and smiling as she acknowledged the crowd. Then, like the speaker before her, she put on her reading glasses and summoned some notecards.

      What the hell is this woman about to say?

      “Thank you, thank you,” she said. “It’s always an honor to be recognized with an award by those whom you love and respect so dearly. Particularly when it comes with an omelette bar!”

      Laughter came from the crowd. I’d have laughed too, if I weren’t so painfully on edge.

      Kendall jumped into what was a largely boilerplate speech. She thanked her bosses, friends, and everyone around her, and talked about the importance of being a leader in the classroom. Not once did she look my way, however. It was as if I weren’t in the room.

      I couldn’t help but wonder if anyone else noticed that, despite winning an award for leadership, only 1/7th of her ‘followers’ bothered to show. Not even Nate, the biggest try-hard on the planet.

      Kendall, however, didn’t seem fazed. She carried on her speech as normal. Just like in lectures, she was charming, engaging, funny, and most of all, insightful.

      “The way we choose to mold our students and foster future leaders is, above all, the job of an instructor and an advisor…”

      Each sentence she uttered was a masterclass in public speaking. She had the room’s full attention and knew it, too. But then her expression started to change. And what she did next threw me for a total loop.

      Up until this point in her speech, Kendall hadn’t paid any mind to the empty sociology table in her eyeline – nor to the lone person occupying it. But after a moderate pause and a healthy look at her notes, her eyes drifted downward and straight to me. Directly at me, to the point where I had no doubt in my mind that whatever she said next was specifically for my ears.

      “I understand there are a lot of nerds in the crowd today. Nerds of all fields,” she began. “So you’ll have to excuse me if I include some terminology in the ‘advice’ portion of my speech. Are we all okay with that?”

      An array of ‘yes’s’ and ‘yeah’s’ came from the crowd. She had the entire room fully engaged.

      “There’s a concept in my field called Social Disorganization Theory. A pretty basic but foundational idea. I think it’s important that you all learn it today.”

      Kendall shuffled around her notes, adjusted her glasses, and continued.

      “Social Disorganization Theory’s typical application is crime – and that’s crime in a macrosociological sense. But in many ways, its effects are seen on a smaller scale. In essence, it’s the idea that crime and societal disorganization tend to rise when communities are sporadic and incohesive. In other words, there’s considerable, science-backed evidence in the value of a strong community.”

      I peered around, watching the other folks listen intently, just as the freshmen in her 101 lectures might. Though with decidedly less cowbell.

      “But most of you already know that. Community good, disorder bad! That’s caveman stuff! What you probably don’t know, however, is how to achieve it. And to be fully transparent, despite years and years of teaching this stuff, is something I’ve only recently learned myself.”

      Again, I could feel Kendall’s eyes lock onto mine from across the room. Hundreds of listeners, but an audience of one.

      “Those in the know may have heard whispers of some drama, and there’s truth to much of it. But I can tell you, departmental chaos is hardly unique. It’s everywhere, it’s unavoidable. What actually matters is how you choose to handle the strife. I’m learning – actively and in real time – how to overcome it.”

      Another pause from Kendall as she set aside her notes. She was now shooting from the hip.

      “What overcomes chaos is trust. Trusting that someone has your back, supporting each other through and through, and most of all, loving each other. Not in a gooey, gross way, but in an ‘overflowing of respect’ kind of manner.”

      I felt my heart beat faster and faster as I felt my wise, esteemed professor speak directly to me. Not that her message didn’t touch others, as I caught a few teary eyes in the crowd, sharing in the emotion.

      My professor held up her finger. “This attitude goes both ways, though! Give and take. When someone tells you who they are and what kind of person they want to be, you listen! But also don’t forget to heed the words of those who are only looking out for you. Sometimes they see things in you that you don’t quite yet see in yourself. Special things. Beautiful things.”

      That one hit hard. Like a piercing, loving stake through the center of my heart. But one I needed more than anything.

      I can’t express how moving Kendall’s words were. She’d had the entire audience in the palm of her hand – a masterful display of public speaking. And she landed the plane perfectly.

      “Be good to each other. Trust goes both ways.” She nearly stepped away from the podium, but returned for one final word.

      “And please, for the love of god, turn your assignments in on time. Thank you!”

      With that, Kendall smiled and nodded, concluding her speech and receiving an immediate and overwhelming applause from every single person in the room. A roar of appreciation hardly befitting a brunch speech. But one that’s as well-deserved as any.

      In the way a celebrity might navigate a crowd of paparazzi or a golfer high-fiving fans between holes, Kendall was showered with praise walking through the crowd and toward the sociology table. The still very empty sociology table where I sat alone to enjoy our professor’s speech.

      Dr. Elmer returned to the podium to continue the ceremony while Kendall nonchalantly returned to the table and took the seat directly beside me. Cool as a cucumber.

      I, however, was anything but chill.

      “Professor!” I whisper-shouted, not looking to talk over Dr. Elmer. “I need– You gotta– I have to ask–”

      Kendall coolly held out her hand and politely shushed me. “Taylor, shh…”

      For whatever reason, her hushing me worked like magic.

      “You’re right, I’m sorry. Listen, professor–”

      “Did you not just listen to my speech?” Kendall said, but with a hint of sarcasm. “Jeez, Taylor, I hope you got some of my subtleties.” Then, with a little smirk, “You know how much time I put into my lectures.”

      I think this was her way of saying whatever happened to us in the past was just that – in the past. Both an apology for her own ignorance and forgiveness for mine. Still, that didn’t answer all my questions.

      “The others… Are they not coming?”

      Kendall hung her head. “Ella shot me a text last night. The girls collectively chose to skip the brunch. Which is fine. It’s not like it’s mandatory.” She swiveled her head toward the full tables. “It’s not like everyone else’s students showed up in force…”

      A wave of disappointment hit me. “...so I scared them off.”

      “Not necessarily,” Kendall held up her finger. “Last I heard, they’re still coming for yearbook photos around 11.”

      My eyes grew wide. “Maybe it’s not too late…”

      My stomach grumbled as a sinking feeling entered my gut. The thought of confronting my friends, even after coming here specifically to do so, brought sudden terror. It was only yesterday that I literally screamed at them and told them they ruined me. Why on Earth would they want to hear from me now?

      Professor Kendall took a sip from her water bottle and swallowed. “Look, Taylor, I won’t speak for them because I’m not them… But I can’t help but wonder if they hold similar thoughts to me.”

      “Huh?” I shuffled in my seat. “And how is that?”

      “Because they’re good kids. I gotta imagine they believe in mutual trust.”

      I blinked at her.

      “Mutual trust,” she reminded me. “You know, from my speech literally a minute ago?”

      Mutual trust. Be patient with each other and lead with love. Give and take, just like Kendall said.

      Kendall looked eager to listen to the next speaker, so she was ready to wrap things up.

      “My two cents?” she added. “The friendships you have with those girls are worth saving. You just gotta step up and prove it.” She nudged me out of my seat. “Go see. Maybe they're with the photographer right now.”

      Kendall was right, and seeking them out to apologize – regardless of the result – was the honorable thing to do. But as I thought it all through, the tiniest smile began to grow on my face. A smile borne of a plan that might just fix this all.

      “Thanks, Professor,” I said, rising from my seat and leaving the brunch in my wake. Just one last stop to make.

      In the hallway outside, I found another nametagged staffer working the event whom I promptly flagged down.

      “Can I help you?” the man asked cheerily.

      “Gotham Center… I’m correct that this also houses the Theater Department, right?”

      The man looked a little confused, but nodded. “Sure does.”

      “Got it…” I replied. “And there’s a… There’s a costume cage in said department? For plays and such?”

      Now he looked very confused, but still eager to help, answered, “Uh, yeah. There is.” He pointed in the opposite direction down the hall.

      “Wonderful,” I answered. “Thank you.”

      The staffer didn’t ask any follow-up questions. However, if he had, I would’ve proudly given him my answer. An answer that might not have made sense to him, but would to anyone who had any familiarity with this year’s Sociology Department shenanigans.

      For the good of my friends, I’m holding up my end of the bet.
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      Fortunately for me, the staffer didn’t follow me further. In fact, he hardly seemed to care. And why would he? It’s the middle of the Graduate Brunch, and I asked an innocuous question about the location of a costume cage. Why is that worth a second thought?

      Despite its name, the costume ‘cage’ is more like a giant storage closet than an actual cage. Not that I’ve ever been in Elkhorn’s, but my one year doing community theater in elementary school taught me just enough: where there’s a stage, there’s a cage.

      Sure enough, I was right. Down a set of stairs and past the Elkhorn theater’s green room was a fully functional, fully stocked costume cage. There were rows and rows of costumes ranging from completely normal-looking clothing to the weirdest, most outrageous, neon-orange monster costumes. All were hung on what seemed like hundreds of racks in the (surprisingly unlocked) cage. But there was one thing alone I needed: a dress.

      Now, did I have any experience wearing dresses, much less picking them out? Not at all. In fact, if things weren’t so heated between Ella and the girls and I, they’d be the exact folks I’d go to for help. But alas, the whole point of this was to do it on my own.

      Scouring the racks for an outfit was extremely overwhelming. Considering the sheer volume of shows through the decades, I kind of understood it – but damn did this place feel like a hoarder’s house. Still, I had to start somewhere. And ‘somewhere’ was a red, velvety piece hung directly on my right.

      I snagged it off the hanger and took it to the small, carved-out changing area with a tri-fold mirror. With the dress held up, my first impression was that this was far too much to wear in public, much less navigate the halls. The high thigh slit, sweetheart neckline, and strapless nature of it all gave total Jessica Rabbit vibes. I didn’t even need to try it on. It wasn’t for me. Back to the rack!

      I fingered through the clothes for a while before eventually finding something with much more coverage. A dress that looked straight out of a play about people living on the prairie.

      Taking it to the mirror, I held it up against my body and found it to be pretty damn close to my exact size. Hey, a dress is a dress… and all I need is one to hit my goal.

      I did a quick look around to make sure no one else was present and proceeded to strip off my clothes. Sweater? Gone. Khakis? Off. Shoes. Sayonara. There I stood in nothing but my boxers, ready to step into this brown gingham prairie dress.

      Putting it on wasn’t difficult. It was a lot like a long t-shirt but with heavier fabric. The long, ruched sleeves and high neckline provided plenty of coverage. And the skirt of the dress fell almost to the floor, dangling an inch above my toes. The material was scratchy, but that’s to be expected with a 19th-century dress like this. All in all, it got the job done.

      Wearing my hair down and standing in a dress, I, admittedly, looked quite feminine. But not overly feminine. Which got me thinking…

      At this point, I’d accomplished all I came for. I found a dress – any dress – and put it on. Box checked! But staring at my reflection, I somehow felt… incomplete.

      I mean, what did I really come down here to do? See through my bet, yes… but for Nate? No, I came here today to make up with my friends. To prove I’m willing to participate in the ‘give and take’ needed for a healthy cohort. To show that I value what they’ve given me, regardless of my own interest.

      Sure, I could’ve shaken those thoughts away, returned to the halls of Gotham Center, and waltzed over to the Photographer in my ugly, scratchy prairie dress to wait for the girls. Hell, it might’ve even gotten a few laughs. But I’m not here for laughs; I’m here for friends. And I knew that if I had any chance of redeeming myself to my friends, it would be with a gesture that couldn’t go unnoticed.

      And just like that, I knew what needed to be done.

      I speedily stripped off the ugly dress and searched for a better one. A prettier one. One that those girls couldn’t help but gush over.

      I must’ve spent another ten minutes perusing dresses, pulling them off the rack, and holding them against my body before finally I found the winner: a simple but gorgeous yellow cotton midi flare dress. And with these lovely, thick shoulder straps and a cute square neckline, it was coincidentally the perfect brunch dress as well.

      Wasting no more time, I squirmed my way into the dress, awkwardly zipped up the back, and got the first look at myself in what was undeniably the girliest thing I’d worn to date. But wow, was I pulling it off. And thanks to my legs and underarms still basically hairless from last week, my body hardly even looked male. Damn, Tay didn’t miss a beat.

      Yes, the dress was pretty and it was bound to impress, but as I studied my arms, neckline, and hair, I knew there was still more to do.

      On some nearby metal shelves lived a dozen boxes and baskets holding an array of accessories. And knowing I planned to be photographed, I needed to look my best. So I dug through the boxes and scrounged together some accessories that – from what I learned from my sole evening as Tay – would go with my outfit. I snagged this fun beaded bracelet, a couple of silver necklaces to layer, but the real kicker? This matching yellow ribbon, tied into a bow to hold back my ponytail. Listen, I know I’m a guy… but it was objectively adorable.

      To best handle the walk, I settled on some plain brown ladies' flats for my feet and, for one final touch-up, found an unopened tube of mascara to bolden up my lashes. Yes, I willingly put on makeup for these girls. In fact, I remember Julia once telling me my eyes were my best feature. So hey, why not lean in?

      Clothes, makeup, hair, and accessories – I’d gone all out. Way further than I ever planned to. But I hardly had time to think about that since, checking the time on my phone, I noticed 11 was fast approaching.

      And so I stuffed my boy clothes to the side, slipped into my shoes, and hustled out of the theater department. Dressed to impress.
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      The next several minutes felt like a scene from a spy movie. You know the one. When they step out in public in disguise for the first time, praying it’ll hold? That.

      Granted, I already have some experience going out in public as a girl. But a dark bar at night around drunk people is a totally different game than a daytime academic brunch.

      Turning the corner to the main hall, I noticed a small stream of folks exiting the banquet. I knew for a fact that speeches must still be going on, so it’s probably just some early dippers looking to get in line.

      I bravely worked my way down the hallway and blended in with the crowd. Men and women alike, chatting away and making acquaintance. All in their nicest brunch attire.

      With so little makeup and my hair only half-decent, I held my gaze steadily forward, doing everything in my power to avoid eye contact with the folks beside me. But the temptation to look was strong. So many of the outfits were fun to admire after all.

      Moving only my eyes and not my head, I snuck a look at the gentleman to my right. A tasteful, dark brown sport coat and sharp white slacks. His light-blue button-down was a welcome pop of color.

      To my left was another wonderful outfit, but this time belonging to a woman. A wispy, lavender maxi dress paired with lovely 3-inch wedges. Her hair was styled in a cute but casual updo, and she had these large, silver hoop earrings that went perfectly with her dress.

      As I kept walking, I performed several of these quick outfit analyses. Noticing the men, then women, and noting my reactions to their styles. It’s undeniable that I better understood the men’s outfits. A crisp button-down and a snazzy sport coat? Hell, I’ve got a few of those in my closet. But that isn’t what I’m wearing right now. Right now, I feel in a completely different camp. Not with the gents, but with the ladies.

      Beyond just the material and fit, I really sensed the emotion behind what the women wore. How full of life the clothing seemed to make them feel. Sunny, summery dresses brought smiles to their faces and to everyone around them. Cutesy accessories evoked bursts of joy in onlookers. Girly, floral perfume lit a fire in the heart of anyone who got a whiff – myself included. Seeing these women in their dresses just felt right. And though unspoken, there was a silent camaraderie between us. I, like them, was a dress-wearer.

      But did I feel the same joy? Should I feel the same joy?

      Around the corner, a line had formed leading to where the photographer had set up his equipment. It was the standard setup: a camera on a tripod facing a stool and a large, blue-gray backdrop along with a few pieces of lighting equipment, including that umbrella-like attachment to even out the flash.

      The photographer was a gruff man in his late sixties. And from his tone, this gig was stressing him out – likely overwhelmed by the rapidly growing line. Because of that, the line, though long, moved with factory-level efficiency. You tell him your name, he snaps a couple different angles, three or four shots each, and it’s next man or woman up. Probably 30 or so people waited in front of me. But none of them, notably, were named Ella, Julia, Maryam, Emily, or Meghan.

      Shit. It’s already several minutes past 11. Where are these girls?

      At first, I didn’t freak out. I kept my cool as the line neatly crept along. I listened quietly to the  folks chatting behind me and in front of me, eager to get back to the brunch or move on with their days. But the longer I waited, the more self-conscious I got. Fifteen minutes later than the time Kendall told me. I mean, the girls are coming, aren’t they?

      Okay, okay… So I’m standing here alone in a dress. No friends or colleagues around, and I’m miraculously passing as female in front of all these people.

      But I’m doing this for a reason, aren’t I? It’s not for me, it’s for them. It’s to show my friends that I care about the effort they put into helping me.

      Twenty folks in front of me, I counted. Now 19.

      Maybe I should just go. Take this dress off, forget that this stupid venture ever happened. Unless, you know, making up with them isn’t what it’s all about.

      Back in the cage, I cast aside that stuffy brown dress for the yellow one. The girlier one. I put a bow in my hair. I put on freaking mascara. That can’t have just been for the girls.

      With no one else to talk to, those dreaded introspective thoughts entered my mind. The frightful question I refused to take seriously: Am I maybe enjoying this a little too much?

      No! I can’t be. This is the result of a bet and nothing else. An attempt to prove Nate wrong and to show how serious I am. But what, if anything, is ‘serious’ about this?

      The line had dwindled down to fifteen people in front of me. Then fourteen. And thirteen.

      My heart beat faster the closer I got. I’m doing this for the girls. Not for me.

      Twelve people. Eleven. Ten.

      Jesus… If I was going to get out of this line, it had to be now. No one was coming for me. No one to justify standing in this line for.

      Nine. Eight.

      I felt my skin get sweatier and sweatier. There I stood. All alone, in a dress. Hair dolled up with a pretty little bow. And I was about to be photographed – immortalized – just like this. And apparently, willingly!

      Holy shit. Is this really who I am now? The kind of guy who wears dresses not for others, but for himself?

      Seven people remained. Now six.

      I wanted to cry from the stress. I’d never felt more lost. Torn between knowing I should feel humiliated and the sincere frustration that I’m not.

      Five people ahead of me. Then four.

      Fuck it. It’s not worth it. None of this is worth it. I’m already a joke in everyone’s eyes – why pile it on further?

      But then… a glimmer.

      Out of the corner of my eye, down the opposite end of the hallway, I recognized someone. Not just someone, but five people. The five girls I’ve been waiting for, with Ella right in front.

      Initially, I just froze. I've seen Ella pretty much every day since the start of this year. I’d grown so accustomed to her smiling face, her bubbly affect, and her loving personality. But for the first time, I feared I wasn’t staring at the same Ella.

      She looked emotionally beat-up and broken. Like a piece of her had been ripped away and torn up right in front of her. It didn’t take a genius to know the culprit was me.

      So you can imagine the fear I felt when she turned her head and caught a glimpse of me staring at her from the line. It took her a second, but once she realized who was watching her, her body tightened.

      Following the way of their stunned friend, the other girls turned their heads too and similarly froze. Five girls, each staring at me like I was an alien.

      Only three people remained ahead of me now. The woman behind me even politely nudged me to move forward. Perhaps a little rude, but way less jarring than what Ella was about to do.

      Rather than standing and staring like me, she started walking. No words, no emotion, only movement. Slow at first, but she gradually picked up speed. Her totally blank expression made me terrified.

      It wasn’t long till she progressed from walking to jogging to now running full speed in my direction. Still emotionless. There’s no way I wasn’t about to get punched, tackled, or worse. And I’d have totally deserved it. I could’ve left the line and run from her, punting away my pain, but no. I made the brave decision to stand there, close my eyes, and take it.

      With my eyes shut tight, I braced for impact, waiting to be toppled, punched, or whatever I had coming. But that’s not what happened.

      Yes, I felt an impact, but not a painful one. At first, I thought I was getting grabbed and slung to the ground. But no. It was… a hug?

      Cautiously, I opened my eyes and got the first true idea of what was going on. Ella was hugging me – and she was the one crying.

      “Oh my God, Taylor…” Ella whimpered, holding me tight. “I’m… I’m sorry…”

      Dumbstruck. Simply dumbstruck.

      “E-Ella,” I stammered. “You’re sorry?”

      By now, the other girls had made their way over to the line. They too had sullen looks on their faces. I felt even more confused. I gestured to the woman behind me in line, silently requesting she hold my spot while we stepped to the side for some privacy.

      “Wait, no no no. You’ve got it backwards. I’m the one who’s here to apologize. I’m the one who yelled and screamed and–”

      “And for good reason,” she said succinctly. “We put you in a position no friends should ever put you in.”

      Julia, from behind her, nodded along. Meghan and Maryam too. Emily was already tearing up. What the hell was going on?

      I can’t imagine how we must’ve looked to the folks in line behind us. A couple of dozen people with confused faces, wondering what the hell this tear-fest was about.

      “Ella… I appreciate that, but what I did to you was not okay. I let my temper get out of control, all because I was confused and scared of who I thought I was becoming.” I hung my head, thinking of a wise woman’s recent words. “But life should be about giving and taking. I didn’t do nearly enough of the former.”

      The girl sniffled and held her eye contact. “Is that really how you see it?”

      I nodded earnestly. “Yeah, I do. It’s not just on you or on me. We’re a cohort. We’re friends. No me, no you, just ‘we’.”

      Ella mustered the smallest grin as she looked back at the other girls. I got the sense they felt the same way.

      “Maybe you’re right,” Ella replied, teary-eyed. “As usual.”

      My lips formed a tiny smirk.

      “And hey,” she added, giving my body an up-and-down glance. “You look great doing it.”

      “What do you–” I began before embarrassingly remembering the outfit I was wearing. “Oh… Yeah.”

      The whole group laughed. A sweet, sincere laugh.

      “Can’t say your gesture’s going unnoticed!” Meghan said. “I mean, damn, Taylor. You look, like, so pretty.”

      Again, I blushed redder than a beet. Any sudden influx of attention will do that.

      Ella stepped forward and placed her hand on my shoulder, brushing my dress strap. Then, with her other hand fingered my bouncy brunette ponytail held back with the pretty matching bow. “I can’t believe it… You really did all of this for us?”

      Hmm. Just for them? Is that the honest truth?

      “Mmhmm,” I answered with only a slight waver in my voice. “Anything to prove you guys matter to me.”

      Ella flashed the biggest, sweetest smile in the world and lunged in for another hug. Followed by the other five girls. A big, loving, sappy dogpile in the Gotham Center hallway. Without even listening to Kendall’s speech, the girls adhered to her message of give and take and being a supportive friend. Respecting boundaries, but never being afraid to guide someone who’s lost.

      This sweet, earnest moment wasn’t bound to last forever. And that was made sure of by the grouchy photographer, unapologetically breaking up our party.

      “Hey, lady,” his gruff voice pierced the air. “You doing this or not?”

      Lady? I nearly corrected him, but instead smiled at the girls. I was in a dress after all.

      Sure enough, I was the next one up in line, and from the look of it, several dozen irritable pairs of eyes were awaiting my answer.

      “You… You don’t have to do this,” Ella offered. “Not if you don’t want to.”

      “Yeah, feel free to change,” Maryam added. “Seriously. You’ve been through enough.”

      For a moment, I did consider it. The unique opportunity to put all of this to rest without any lasting photographic damage.

      But Tay deserved better.

      “No, no…” I said, stepping away from my friends and into the photographer’s space. “I want to be the writer of my own story. And this story – this weird, wild fucking story – needs a proper ending.”

      The five ladies basked in delight as their male friend unflappably strode forward in his pretty yellow dress. A dress he picked out himself and wore with pride.

      “Name?” the photographer asked.

      “Taylor Holmes,” I said with confidence, taking a seat on the stool. “Sociology department.”

      He wrote my name down and readied the camera. One last smile at the girls. Then, with my pearly whites on full display for the camera…

      *FLASH*
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      THREE WEEKS LATER

      “Ah! Here they come! Here they come!”

      I watched Ella gesture wildly at the horde of students exiting Lincoln Hall. Dozens and dozens spilling out from its grand wooden double doors.

      Lincoln Hall is inarguably the most beautiful on Elkhorn’s campus, and that’s not just my opinion. Why else would they feature it on literally every brochure and email newsletter header? Lately, however, Lincoln Hall has been the ‘arena’ for Ella’s and my new favorite game.

      “Alright, moment of truth…” I muttered quietly as my eyes darted from student to student. I frowned, recognizing that this first batch of students was all in depressingly normal outfits.

      “Come onnnnn red shorts! Show me red shorts!”

      Okay, maybe I should explain.

      Ella and I started this new tradition where every Wednesday, we each pack a meal and meet in the quad for a little picnic at lunch. Weather permitting, of course. We’ve found it to be a cathartic release from the craziness of schoolwork and TA responsibilities, and an opportunity to talk and chill as friends. Just keeping things light and fun.

      However, we also found that in the middle of our lunch, a whole bunch of undergraduate classes are released at the same time from Lincoln Hall, where, from afar, we’re treated to a view of the vast spectrum of students Elkhorn has to offer. And because Ella is such a gamer, we started betting on students like they were horses.

      The bets could really be anything. Will we see a girl or a boy first? How long until we see a student over 6’5”, if we see one at all? You know, dumb stuff like that. Today’s bet involves the number of students wearing red shorts, with the over/under set at 4.5. I took the over.

      “There’s one!” I shouted. “With the girl in the green dress. Ooh! Another right behind him!”

      “Shit!” Ella exclaimed, collapsing onto our picnic blanket.

      We giggled as the students continued to stream out. After another minute, I spotted another, putting the total to three. But the pace was slowing.

      Ella sat back up and folded her hands maniacally. “I’ve got this in the bag, baby!”

      “Nuh-uh,” I snapped back. “There’s still time– One more!!”

      Sure enough, a girl with red denim shorts and a big black backpack strolled down the Lincoln Hall steps.

      Ella shook her head. “Still need another…”

      Crap. She’s right. And it appears we’re pretty much out of students.

      I’ll remind you that these bets aren’t for nothing. The loser has to pick up and deliver coffee to the winner at the next lecture.

      “Come on…” I mumbled, focusing hard on the large wooden doors. “Just one more…”

      For the longest time, the doors didn’t move. It felt more and more like my chances were dead in the water. Ella was gonna win, and I’d have to get up even earlier tomorrow for a dumb little coffee run. Ugh!

      But then it creaked open. Three gleeful students swung the doors wide and waltzed through. Two of ‘em were tall, blonde, dress-wearing ladies – no help to me there. But the third was a young, freshman-aged man… in dark red shorts!

      “Yahooo!!” I yelped, leaping from my seat. “That’s five! Cover that spread, baby!”

      Ella, though a loser this time around, couldn’t help but laugh at my showboating.

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah…” she droned. “Alright, text me your damn coffee order so I’ve got it.”

      I looked at her squarely with a playful smugness. “I certainly will.”

      Back onto the blanket, we collapsed, basking in this glorious, sunny day as we let our stomachs settle. Tummies full and spirits high.

      I think it’s safe to say things have been quite spectacular the past few weeks despite the rockiest of starts. Classes are in full swing, TAing has returned to (mostly) normal, and I feel confident in my own skin. Though I can’t take all the credit for it.

      Ella sighed comfortably. “You know, as your friend, I should really be doing everything in my power to stop you from betting. Given your track record.”

      I shrugged my shoulders gently, keeping my eyes shut and relaxed. “Maybe… But hey, I’m not the one who had to leave Elkhorn.”

      Ella rolled her eyes. “Yeah, but it’s not like gambling’s the reason he’s gone.”

      Oh! I guess there’s a huge piece of news I still haven’t mentioned: Nate Chen is officially gone. Well, not ‘gone gone’, but making a change.

      It turns out that in the wake of Nate’s gabbing about my kiss to the entire 101 class, Kendall actually put her money where her mouth was in disciplining him. But not just by herself – with Dean Ashbourne.

      That’s right, she got her boss involved. Kendall explained how Nate had been a toxic presence in class, up to and including ‘spreading the private and personal details of other students without consent.’ Which, apparently, is against department rules.

      The result of this was a one-week suspension from all academic involvement: no attending classes, holding office hours, or anything related to the graduate program. Honestly, not that bad of a punishment. But Nate did not see it that way.

      Instead of taking his lumps, he lashed out. At Kendall and at the Dean. He called ‘em all sorts of names, made ridiculous demands, and put himself in a horrendous light. In the end, Nate Chen – one of the most promising students Elkhorn has seen (at least from an IQ perspective) decided to leave the school altogether.

      Setting my personal relationship with Nate aside for a moment, it’s a tragic end to what could’ve been a year full of success and career advancement. Instead, he’s out of the program in less than a month. But before you feel too bad, I understand he’s in the process of transferring his credits and working his way into a different school with almost no interruption. He’ll be getting his Master's Degree in Sociology after all – just not as a Horned Elk.

      “Yeah…” I shook my head. “Good riddance to him.”

      Ella nodded, agreeing. And though the rest of my cohort wasn’t present, I’m 100% certain they’d share our view. Nate’s absence is something everyone can equally appreciate. Well, maybe I enjoyed it just a bit more. But not for the reason you might think.

      Yes, our bet caused me a hellish amount of stress. Enough to make me literally lose my mind at times. But what sat worst with me wasn’t the dress bet or Nate’s constant behavioral issues. It was the fact that he had in his possession a picture of me kissing Jack.

      It was the only evidence as far as I could tell. Evidence that, had it ever made its way to Dean Ashbourne and he recognized both me and his son in the picture, could’ve secured me a similar fate to Nate. But with my rival now out of the picture, I could rest easy knowing that cursed image would never see the light of day. After all, even if everyone knows I kissed someone, nobody – except me and Jack – knows who that person is. As much as I love each of the girls in my cohort, as far as they know, it was some random guy from the town I’ll never see again, and not the son of the man who has the power over our enrollment and possible future in Hawaii.

      “So how do you feel?” Ella asked. “Now that you’re the only one?”

      I turned my head. “The only what?”

      “The only guy! Five girls, one guy? You’ve got your own little island of masculinity, don’t you?”

      Huh. I honestly hadn’t even considered that, but she’s right. With all the focus on gender those initial weeks, you’d think it’d be the first thing coming to mind. But ever since dressing up and deciding to pose for the yearbook photo in a dress, everything related to dresses, makeup, or anything girly has been dormant. Even from the nosiest of undergrad girls. My guess is that everyone quietly understood the ‘season of Tay’ had come and gone. A time that we’d look back on with fondness, sure, but one that’ll remain solidly in the rear-view mirror.

      “I guess it’s nice being the only guy,” I said, lazily kicking my feet in the air. “I mean, there are still male professors. But point taken.”

      Ella sat up and pulled me up with her. “Well, look, I’m never one to root for more men in my life… But I’m glad you’re the one who got to stick around.”

      I blushed and felt my heart warm. God is this girl sweet.

      With our sandwiches down to crumbs and our sodas emptied, we decided to tie a bow on this lovely, warm autumn mid-day picnic. But not before Ella surprised me with one last little comment.

      “Can I say something without you getting mad?”

      “Uh…” I rolled my eyes and braced for the worst. Rarely does Ella ask for permission to tease me, so it must be bad. “...sure?”

      “Just that your hair looks pretty today,” she added. “I like that you didn’t cut it. Feels like a keepsake from the good times. Plus, it’s more, I dunno… you.”

      “Oh, uh, well…” I tucked my hair awkwardly behind my ear. “Err.. Thanks– Thank you.” I sputtered clumsily.

      A small part of me did consider cutting it – either to a complete buzz cut or just a normal men’s length – but I just couldn’t bring myself to do it. Why? I’m not really sure. Maybe I also wanted that keepsake. But again, I hesitate to get too introspective.

      She raised her eyebrow and nudged my arm. “Let’s just call it a nod to the memory of Tay, shall we?”

      Well shit. Now I’m blushing even harder.

      Ella, as usual, giggled at my discomfort around feminine things. “Fine, fine… I’ll shut up. Wanna walk me to my next class?”

      I smiled and nodded, ready to move on to the next subject. But as we gathered our picnic supplies and packed up our things, Ella had one last thing to get off her chest.

      “I was thinking, though,” she continued, breaking our silence. “Something tells me we haven’t totally seen the last of her.”

      “Of, uh… of Tay?”

      “Yeah. You know how actors do cameos? Maybe we’ll–”

      All of a sudden, I began to lose focus on what Ella was saying. Her voice faded out, and that old, familiar, hazy vision returned. A little like at the bar, but fixated. Fixated on something across the quad. Weaving between students on a jog – shirtless and sweaty, his torso glistening in the sun – was Jack Ashbourne.

      It was the first time I’d seen him since that night, and with him here in the flesh, it reignited that bizarrely unique mix of feelings. Feelings I’d only ever felt when presenting as Tay. Yet here I was – very much as Taylor – experiencing them again.

      I figured I was far enough away that my staring wouldn’t be noticed. That I could get away with exploring that headspace just a few moments longer. The thought of wearing those clothes, wearing makeup, and smelling like a girl. And Jack, smelling his own unique way. That unique smell only boys – no, men have. Thinking these things again felt like reliving a weird, curious dream.

      But like an eagle hunting fish, his eyes turned and spotted me. No real reaction, just a look. Enough that I knew that he knew I was watching. Almost assuredly brief, but what felt like an hour, we locked eyes across the quad until–

      *SNAP*

      “Hey!” Ella said, snapping her fingers in front of my face.

      “Huh–What? What?” I said, scrambling to regain focus.

      She pinched the bridge of her nose. “I said… I promise, it’s my last question, and I’ll shut up.”

      “Sorry…” I mumbled. “What was your question?”

      “Do you think we’ll see a Tay ‘cameo’ this year?”

      I looked out again for Jack, but he was nowhere to be seen. Either blended into the crowd of students or had turned a corner.

      “I guess…” I offered slowly. “I guess you never know.”

      Ella very subtly smiled and nodded along.

      “Well, alright then. That’s good to know. Very good to know…”

      She placed her hand on my shoulder as we stepped across the grass. “Just saying it’s a looooong school year.”
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