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      “Hey, Tay?”

      I don’t respond. I’m too locked in.

      “Tay?”

      Again, I’m too locked in.

      “Taaaaaaaaay!”

      Finally, with an enormous sigh, I take my earbuds out. “What, Ella?”

      From the kitchen table, I look at my friend seated on the couch with a whole array of products in front of her. Makeup products. She’s busy as a bee, testing them out.

      “Is this one pretty?” She pushed her lips into a kissy face.

      “Uh…”

      She decidedly shook her head. “Eh. Your face says it all. I’ll try another one.”

      Of all five girls in my cohort, Ella Harris is undoubtedly my closest friend. And ever since meeting in our junior year of undergrad, we’ve only grown closer. Now, in our second semester of grad school, we’re attached at the hip. In fact, you could argue we've grown a little too dependent on each other.

      Ella wiped away her lipstick and promptly applied a new one. “How… about… this?”

      I’d already put my earbuds back in.

      “Tay?” she called out again. “Taylor Marie Holmes!!”

      “Ella, come on, I’m trying to focus,” I shot back. “And my middle name isn’t Marie, it’s Matthew.”

      She giggled. “Hah! I knew that’d get your attention.”

      As crazy as my first semester was – and “crazy” might be underselling it – my second semester is off to an even bigger bang. Just one week of class in, and I’m already hammered with responsibilities. I’ve got two papers due over the next ten days, I’m in the midst of a four-week research assignment for Professor Smith, and, the cherry on top, I signed up to be a Teaching Assistant for not one but two classes this semester. That’s right, double the TA duties of anyone else in my cohort.

      “Tay, if you’re not gonna be at my beck and call for makeup advice, then why did you move into my building?”

      Oh, right. One more update.

      As of last week, I’m officially the newest resident of Hampton Place: Ella’s bougie, luxury apartment building. It’s pretty unusual for students to change housing in the middle of a school year, but for a multitude of reasons such as hating my old apartment, being month-to-month on that sublet, and the deal of the century popping up for a 1-Bed, 1-Bath down the hall from Ella, I was able to land a sublease through the end of the year for half the market rate. The benefits of a friend on the inside, eh?

      “Kidding, kidding,” Ella said. “Sorry, if you gotta work, then work.”

      Her words were forgiving, but her tone had enough regret to make me feel just a bit guilty.

      Another big sigh. I looked at my computer screen and the document full of words. You know, I have made pretty good progress…

      I looked back at Ella. Then, after a baby smirk, said, “Fine. You win. As usual.”

      She clapped with glee as I closed my laptop and joined her on the couch, a wide array of makeup products spread onto the coffee table – a birthday gift from her parents.

      Ella, though technically not a roommate, is my de facto “living partner” considering she’s just a few steps down the hall. We spend a ton of time together, studying, chatting, and, I know this sounds cheesy, but encouraging each other to be the best versions of ourselves.

      It’s a pretty sweet arrangement: I get to keep my spastic, blonde-haired friend focused on schoolwork, and in exchange…

      “Try this one,” she pushed a tube of lipstick closer to my face and instructed me to stay still, which I did. Gently, she applied the lipstick to my lips. My impressively soft, pouty lips – considerably more feminine than you’d find with most men. And partly, that’s by design.

      In fact, there are a lot of things I do that no man would ever dream of doing. For starters, agreeing to a bet where I had to wear a dress for picture day at the start of the year. A bet that resulted in my once-rival, Nate Chen, leaving school. Still, I held up my end of the bargain like a trooper. But that’s only the tip of the iceberg.

      Ever since those first few weeks of the school year, I’ve instituted shaving my entire body (legs, arms, and, yes, my private area), keeping my past-shoulder-length hair soft and pretty, and even wearing women’s clothing and makeup. All in all, for a boy, I live a remarkably girly life. But – and this is important – I’m always the first to point out: I’m still VERY much a guy.

      Have I made my mistakes? Sure. Who hasn’t? In the midst of our sociology field project studying student-athletes on the football team, I may have fallen a little head-over-heels for the quarterback, Colston Webb. A brief saga that involved attending his games, going on a date, a ton of texting, and, in the midst of a bizarre patch… sexting. Yeah… Not my proudest moment.

      It all blew up in my face, of course. As things like that tend to do. The surprise of Colston’s secret girlfriend left me crippled – both mentally and physically, as I sprained my ankle running away from it all. Only to be ‘saved’ by the one guy who, infuriatingly, has been there through it all: Jack Ashbourne.

      A moment of weakness for both of us resulted in a steamy, late-night makeout session in the athletic training room. My first ever sober, intentional kiss with a man. That was almost two months ago now, and as much as I hate to admit it, I still think about it. It just makes my heart flutter. In a good way or a bad way, I’m not entirely sure.

      Now, you might be wondering: Who cares that I kissed a guy? It’s just one guy. The issue isn’t that it’s a guy – though that fact was difficult enough to wrestle with – it’s this guy. Kissing Jack, the son of our school’s Dean, jeopardizes literally everything I’ve been working for. Which is why it has been, and will continue to be, my ultimate secret.

      Ella leaned back for a better view of my made-up face. She primped my hair, tossing it onto my shoulders so it’d frame my face better. “Eee!” she squealed. “You’re so cute, Tay!!”

      I blushed, obviously. Who wouldn’t with a compliment like that?

      “Thanks,” I said. “But aren’t these yours?”

      “Yeah, but you’re welcome to borrow them any time,” Ella answered. “As you already do with my other makeup, my hair products, my wardrobe–”

      “I get it, I get it…” I stopped her. “Thank you. You’re the best.”

      I guess that brings me to my main point. New experiences and a new semester have called for a new approach – something Ella and I worked out together and, I believe, best addresses my complicated situation: Femme Time and Focus Time.

      Kinda catchy, right? It’s a balanced, best-of-both-worlds approach to living out the semester. When I’m performing academic, Elkhorn-related duties, I’m fully male – no makeup, no nails, no girly clothes, nothing. It’s to keep me focused on the real goal of graduating and, hopefully, landing that coveted position in Hawaii. ‘Focus Time’ is a safeguard to protect me from, well, myself. Since I’ve been known to push things a liiiittle too far.

      I’ve also accepted that living a life that’s entirely masculine isn’t desirable either. So, whenever I’m home or at Ella’s – or generally not in student mode – that’s Femme Time. I’ll switch out my boxers for knickers. I’ll paint my nails. I’ll even slip into the mindset of a girl, allowing myself to dream about cute outfits, girly spa treatments... and, yes… boys. But only in the generic sense.

      And it’s not just Ella who’s involved. The other four girls in my cohort offered their support, too. Meghan and Emily squealed with glee when they first heard. Julia, our hard-headed New Yorker, also loved the idea. Even calm, studious Maryam dug the plan, suggesting I join her at this Pakistani spa she’ll hit up from time to time. Though I’m not getting too carried away quite yet.

      “When’s your next office hours?” Ella asked.

      “Tuesday, I think,” I pulled out my phone to check my calendar. “Tomorrow’s a work-from-home day, actually."

      Ella’s face lit up. “Ooh! So, if you have tomorrow pretty much off…” She reached into her bag and slowly revealed a nail polish kit. A brand new one with fun little jewels and trinkets for cute designs. “Then maaaybe it makes sense to–”

      “I get it, I get it,” I laughed, shrugging along. “Then mark me down for some Femme Time.”
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      “Nobody knows? Really? Nobody?” Professor Kendall shook her head.

      Neither I nor the five other girls had any clue.

      Professor Lilith Kendall hung her head, her stick-straight, jet black hair falling in front of her face. She was clearly disappointed. Though, to be fair, she’s often disappointed.

      “If you apply Georg Simmel’s approach–” She repositioned her glasses and peered at the clock in the back of the room. Nearly the top of the hour. “Ugh… never mind. We’ll finish it next class.”

      A quiet but considerable sigh of relief from the collective.

      “You know, sometimes I think I’m way too easy on you kids,” Kendall added, packing her bag.

      The bubbly Emily Luna curtsied in response. “And we appreciate you for it!”

      Despite her tough exterior, Kendall’s a secret sweetie. She’s routinely had our back when it’s mattered most, even if, at times, her snark gets a little old. But above all, she’s a killer lecturer, a passionate educator, and the ideal person to have as a graduate advisor.

      Julia Morris nodded along. “And it’s not like you want us to forfeit, do you?”

      Kendall rolled her eyes. “Oh, right… No, I’d never want to interfere with your ‘big game’.”

      We lightly laughed along, but Kendall’s snark was, as usual, a bit misguided. The ‘big game’ she’s referring to is the opener to – wait for it – Intramural Indoor Soccer. Yes, you heard me right.

      Long story short, the girls insisted that we, as a cohort, join an intramural sports league for the spring semester. An idea I was wholeheartedly against, considering my sincere lack of interest and ability in anything sports-related. Granted, I had a short fling with Elkhorn football… but that’s a little different.

      Nevertheless, I’ve come around to the idea of weekly matches against other teams of students in a loose, semi-competitive atmosphere. The girls wanted sports, so we’re doing sports. I’ve made my peace. What I haven’t come around on yet is who we’re teaming up with.

      “Physical Therapy?” Kendall cackled. “That’s who you picked? They’ll eat you alive!”

      Maryam pouted. “We’re on the same team. We want them to play well.”

      Kendall couldn’t stop chuckling – rare behavior for someone with her dry humor. “Yeah, but their whole thing is athletics. No offense, but none of you exactly strike me as…”

      Ella raised her eyebrow. “Athletic?”

      “I was gonna say ‘coordinated’… But sure.”

      The problem isn’t really that we might get outperformed by PT – who am I kidding, we will be outperformed. The issue is that Jack Ashbourne is one of the people in that program. What I assumed would be a clear-cut semester of Femme Time and Focus Time suddenly had its first hiccup.

      No matter. Per my rules, IM soccer is a school activity, meaning it falls under Focus Time. AKA male time. AKA ‘Not letting my hungry, feminine side get the best of me’.

      After a few more jabs at our physical ineptitude, Kendall finally let us skedaddle. Six sociology students – five girls and a guy – trekking across the frigid, wintry, Elkhorn campus to undoubtedly embarrass ourselves.

      How fun.
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      There’s a handful of really unique buildings on campus, but none more physically imposing than the Elkhorn Field House. The one-stop shop for all things athletic in the winter months.

      In addition to being the site of a few dozen administrator offices, the north campus Field House facility houses an Olympic-size swimming pool, considerable court space for basketball, tennis, and racketball (or is it squash? I don’t know the difference), and, of course, its most formidable asset: the indoor track. But we’re not here for that. We’re here for the makeshift, astroturf soccer field that the track surrounds.

      “Ahh… I love it here,” Ella said, gazing at the gargantuan room before us and its 40-foot high domed ceiling. Her voice echoed as she spoke.

      “Helloooo!” Emily giggled as her words did the same.

      I huffed in response. “Not sure why anyone would come here willingly.” Across the track, a group of four or five people was organizing boxes. “Is that where we check in?”

      Maryam led the way for our group of six, where, sure enough, several employees from the Intramural office had set up camp for the first day of games. A woman in her mid-thirties, who looked to be the leader, welcomed us.

      “Here for soccer?” she asked.

      Ella nodded.

      “Team name?”

      “You, Me, and PT.”

      I nudged her. “That’s our name?”

      “You know, like that old movie. You, Me, and Dupree. But, like, with PT–”

      “Yeah, I get it. It ain’t funny… but I get it.”

      Ella carried on with the sign-up sheets as we stood around waiting. It felt weird knowing that in just a few minutes I’d be playing soccer with Jack Ashbourne. The first time seeing him in almost two months. I mean, the last time we were in the same room, my ankle was swollen like a balloon, I had on girls’ clothes, and we were kissing. Today, I’m healed up, presenting male, and very much not looking for anything with him. After all, it’s Focus Time.

      Meghan anxiously scooted closer to the table. “What’s the hold up? Don’t we play in 20 minutes?”

      Julia folded her arms. “Yeah, shouldn’t PT be here already?”

      “They’re running late,” Maryam added. “Dani texted me.”

      Julia huffed. “Well, tell Dani we’re not trying to forfeit our first game!”

      “We’ll be fine,” Ella tried to calm the girls.

      The organizer called us in for one last briefing. She handed us each a waiver to sign and explained the schedule and rules for play. Pretty simple stuff. And unlike real sports, very low-key and non-competitive. Thank God.

      “Well, that’s about it. Sounds like the rest of your team came to pre-registration, so they’ve already gotten my spiel. Looks like all you need is your uniforms. Who here is… Julia?”

      One by one, she tossed us our uniforms. “Elkhorn Blue” t-shirts, each with a number on the front, and black bottoms. From what I can tell, both the men and women have identical uniforms, with the only difference being that the boys have shorts and the girls have skirts.

      “Taylor?” the woman asked.

      I raised my hand. “Here!”

      “Great,” she said, digging through the box. “Medium for you.”

      She tossed me the plastic-wrapped uniform, but as soon as I caught it, I paused.

      “Oh? I should have a–”

      ‘Small’ was what I was about to say, as I’m certain that’s the size I gave Ella, but instead of correcting her, a new thought entered my mind. Something more concerning than a simple sizing error.

      Quietly, I stepped aside, away from the group, and ripped open my uniform baggie.

      Ella’s the one who registered us all. There’s no way she could have…

      Carefully, I removed the t-shirt from the baggie and slung it over my shoulder. Standard jersey with #10 on the back. But buried deeper in the bag was precisely what I feared. The one thing I told myself couldn’t happen to honor my new mantra.

      Slowly, with a deep breath, I removed the black bottoms from the bag. Sure enough, it wasn’t a pair of men’s shorts. Instead, I found myself holding a cutesy, polyester skirt.

      You know, like for girls.
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      After all we discussed – all of our planning and boundary-setting for the new semester – Ella could not have made a mistake like this.

      And yet, the proof was in the bag: a black polyester skirt – flowy, sporty, and girly, with a women’s size ‘medium’ right there on the tag.

      “Ella!!” I whisper-screamed, pulling her aside and out of earshot of anyone. I held the skirt right in her face to ensure she saw her mistake. “Did you seriously–”

      “Oh, good!” she said cheerily, much to my surprise. “I guessed medium since you and I wear the same size. Think it’ll fit?”

      “No! I mean, yes. That’s not the point!” I shouted back. Then, lowering my voice again, “What the hell happened to Femme Time and Focus Time?”

      Her eyes thinned. “Yeah, I know. This is Femme Time–” She cut herself off as the blood drained from her face. “…unless it’s not supposed to be?”

      Jesus Christ. Jesus fucking Christ! Is this really happening?

      Don’t get me wrong: In a vacuum, I’m happy to wear a skirt. But after working so hard to establish boundaries and to clarify when it’s okay to dress female versus male, you can imagine how frustrating a misunderstanding like this might be. And it was only getting worse.

      “Oh my god…” I muttered. “Does that mean… You registered me as a girl??”

      Ella, deep-red in the face, shrugged. “I guess I did.”

      “This is a co-ed league!!” I snapped. “They can’t have a guy on the field who’s pretending to be a girl! They might accuse us of cheating! And what about how I look today? I’ve got no makeup on, no perfume…”

      Ella, though apologetic for her error, picked apart each of my concerns.

      “Okay, first of all, it’s intramural sports. It’s competitive in the same way a game of darts at a bar is competitive – it isn’t. Nobody’s gonna care. And Tay, if you’re seriously concerned you don’t pass…”

      Ella reached toward my face, brushing a few strands of my soft brunette hair out of my eyes. Hair that, I should point out, has grown at an astounding clip. Four inches longer than in the summer. Enough that it now hangs well below my shoulders. Not to mention how immaculately maintained it is.

      “I mean…”

      I sighed. She’s probably right. Long hair, shaved legs, sweet-smelling shampoo, and, not to be sexist, but my lack of coordination and strength is hardly reflective of a tough, burly man. Maybe a skirt actually is all it takes.

      Still, that didn’t mean I wasn’t pissed beyond belief. Intramurals and anything school-related – that’s Focus Time. Not to mention the other harrowing detail I didn’t share with her…

      “Sorry, sorry, sorry!”

      The girls and I turned our heads to the Field House entrance. Scampering across the track, tardy and flustered, was the second half of our team in their matching blue soccer fits.

      “Dani!!” Maryam shouted from afar, waving excitedly in the air. “Hiii!!”

      I heard Julia whisper to Meghan, “They’re late… But at least they’re in uniform.”

      Meghan whispered back. “I’m not sure I’ve ever seen Maryam this ecstatic.”

      My honest first thought was, ‘Wow, only four?’ Their cohort is even smaller than ours. Though I suppose Physical Therapy is similarly niche. I also noted their gender breakdown was basically the opposite of ours: one girl, and the rest guys.

      But of course, what was truly front of mind wasn’t how many, but who. Jack Ashbourne, the man I kissed and kissed me back, and his three fellow PT’ers.

      Dani and Maryam hugged each other as the rest of us circled them awkwardly.

      “I’m so sorry we’re late,” Dani was quick to apologize. “I told the boys to wait for me while I looked for my cleats.”

      Maryam giggled with Dani – an objectively odd behavior for her. But Dani had that quality to her. Though physically she reminded me of Julia – a similar chopped bob, tattoos, and alt-style clothing – behavior-wise, she seemed peppy, engaging, and a natural leader.

      Though our start time was fast approaching, Dani insisted we make our introductions first, as it’d be nice to know the names of who we’re playing with these next couple of months.

      The first to go was Freddie. Short, stocky, with a shaved head and a toothy smile, he appeared much older than he was. His stockiness, however, was more like a wrestler than someone out of shape. And with calf muscles the size of freaking melons, I had no doubt this guy hits the gym often.

      “Nice to meet you all!” Freddie said, equally as chipper as Dani.

      The other guy, Harrison, was the total opposite. The Waluigi to Freddie’s Wario. Beanpole thin with mid-length dreadlocks in a high-top style, he dwarfed his teammates, standing around 6’4” – 6’9”, maybe if you include his hair. Damn, if I knew we’d had Harrison, I’d have fought harder for volleyball or basketball.

      “And last but not least,” Dani gestured behind her. “Jack.”

      Just uttering his name aloud made my heart flutter. Not in an interested way, I assure you. Just in a ‘I-can’t-believe-we’re-in-the-same-room-again’ way.

      “Hey y’all,” Jack said with a soft grin. “Those I haven’t met already, well… great to meet ya.”

      He shot a  brief, but definitely intended, glance my way. With his short brown hair, broad shoulders, and athletic frame, I’d become quite familiar with the man. As always, it’s his eyes that stood out most to me – deep-set and chocolate brown in color, tucked behind his round, thin-framed glasses. It’s the first time our eyes have met since that fateful night in the training room.

      Maryam had us do the same, going around the circle for quick intros. Each girl put their best foot forward in a chill, friendly manner. You know, like how a normal person might do.

      And then there’s me.

      “I uh… I’m Taylor,” I squeaked, doing my best to sound casual. Though, as we all know, the more you try to seem casual, the less you actually are.

      Jack, however, wasn’t my main concern. Instead, it was the plain fact that I, a man, was holding a skirt. Was it possible no one noticed? Maybe. Still, I wanted to get ahead of it.

      “Oh… And I’m a guy, by the way,” I added. “A man.”

      A few strange looks from the newbies. Harrison’s eyes thinned. Freddie tilted his head. Had they thought I was a girl, and I threw them off? Or was my comment so strange that they couldn’t help but react? God, I suck at being social.

      Thankfully, Ella noticed my stammering and stepped in.

      “He’s referring to the skirt… Look, it’s my fault. I mistakenly registered Taylor as a girl, so they gave him a girl’s uniform.” She beckoned everyone closer. “Right before you got here, we were discussing what to do about it.”

      “You mean, like, tell the organizers?” Meghan asked.

      I snapped my fingers. “Yes. That. We should tell–”

      Dani started giggling. “No way!! That is TOO funny!!”

      This girl – someone I’d never seen before, much less was friends with – was laughing away at my expense. What a nerve, huh? Not that felt mean-spirited. In fact, it felt oddly… encouraging?

      “So, what are you gonna do about it?” Harrison asked.

      “YOU, ME, AND PT: PLEASE REPORT TO THE FIELD FOR YOUR GAME.”

      It was a booming voice over the field house PA speaker, originating from the sign-up area. An area that, since we’d arrived, was crawling with new teams trying to register last-second or pick up uniforms – probably for IM basketball, tennis, and the million other sports they offer.

      “Shit,” Julia muttered. “We’d need to bust through that line.”

      “It might be too late,” Maryam said. Then, with her eyebrow raised, “Unless you’re okay to play as a girl? Just this once?”

      How I keep finding myself in these situations is beyond me. Though, to be honest, it’s not like I felt particularly judged. My girls, I know, are always supportive. And so far, Harrison, Freddie, and Dani seem nice enough.

      “I say she does it,” Jack added. “I’ve seen her pull off crazier things.”

      “She?” My face went beet red. “Her?”

      Then, with a little smirk, he continued. “I mean, we have to sell it, don’t we?”

      Meghan anxiously eyed our green-uniformed opponents on the field. “Whatever we’re doing, do it quick. We’re getting some glares.”

      Everyone – all nine of ‘em – stared at me, awaiting my decision. Has it really come down to this? Publicly dressing as a girl… again?

      “Ugh…” I huffed. “I suppose… I can re-register later.”

      A collective nod from the group.

      “Then it’s settled!” Dani clapped her hands decisively and pointed to the restrooms. “Girlies, go change! Go go go!! We’ll hold off the other team.”

      Nothing more had to be said. Ella, eager to get in the game, grabbed my hand and tugged me along with the rest of the girls to change into our uniforms. Our ladies' uniforms. Femme Time had come early.

      The energy was high, and my heart was still beating faster than a machine gun. But right before I split off, I had just enough time to shoot Jack a snarky little look. No words, but enough attitude in my eyes to evoke a sense of annoyance and inundation.

      His returning look, however, wasn’t nearly as grave. Just a light shrug back, followed by playful sticking out of his tongue. A response so silly, I couldn’t help but break into laughter. He was teasing me, yes, but also trying to cheer me up.

      Whether or not I should feel this way, in that instant, I was kinda glad our months-long time apart had ended.

      For better or for worse.
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      “That’s right!” I pointed my pencil at the student’s textbook. “You got it!”

      The freshman boy, seated across from me, held still. Confusion swirled in his mind.

      “I do? Wait… I still don’t get it.”

      Office hours often go this way. A student comes in for help, we work through a problem set or textbook chapter, and just as I think they’ve figured it out… I lose ‘em.

      The boy dug his nails into his scalp. “Uhh… I’ll read it again.”

      It’s a frustrating job at times. And since I’m on TA double-duty this semester, it’s twice the pain for essentially no more benefit. I kick myself daily for choosing to be a try-hard.

      But hey, life has its ups and downs. Grueling research responsibilities, classwork, painstaking office hours – those are the downs. But who could’ve guessed one of my honest, genuine ups this week was my first IM soccer game?

      The game went according to plan. Mostly. I put on my skirt – “like a good girl,” as Julia teased – and after a quick restyling of my hair into pigtails for that extra boost of femininity, we joined our team on the field. I may have gotten a few curious looks from the PT crew at first, but they not only got used to the sight of me with a skirt and “piggies” (Meghan’s term), but switched to she/her pronouns with an eerie ease.

      Dani treated me like any other girl – just as my cohort had done with me in the past. The PT boys, rather than being ‘broey’ – not that any of them are all that broey – spoke to me as if I were female. Polite, chivalrous, and everything a young lady might expect from a young gentleman.

      And guess what? We pulled it off! No one was the wiser, and for that, I credit my teammates. Also, we won the game!! A win which, I promise, was zero thanks to me.

      In fact, pretty much none of the Sociology Six contributed much. It was the PT Four who truly carried the team. Harrison was quick and nimble and an excellent all-around player. Freddie played lights-out defense, and Dani was an absolute rockstar goalie.

      However, it was Jack whose star shined brightest, scoring four of our team’s five goals and being the unquestioned MVP of Game #1. Not quite Colston-level talent… but maybe that’s a good thing.

      I honestly can’t believe how well it went. My ankle felt strong; I touched the ball about five or six times and didn’t stumble like an idiot; and best of all, I had fun. Obviously, my cohort is always a delight, but the PT gang was equally wonderful. They’re people who love to laugh, don’t take themselves too seriously, and yearn to compete in a fun, carefree way.

      But what of the ‘girl’ situation? Well… that’s just about to be resolved.

      I checked my phone for the time. With faux sincerity, I broke to the freshman boy that my office hours have ended.

      “Keep at it. You’ll figure it out,” I told him, though with only half my attention. The other half was thinking how I’d reach the Intramural office in time to re-register as the actual sex I am. And, you know, get some men’s shorts for next time.

      With how busy my life’s been, I’ve barely had time to reflect on the skirt mishap, much less resolve it. But in the free moments I’ve had, I came to the conclusion that, yes, though the game went swimmingly, it’s best I stick to my original Focus Time plan and play as a boy. Plus, it’s always best to be honest.

      All my stuff was packed and ready to split. So as soon as the boy was out of sight, I turned off the sterile, fluorescent lights of the Department Nook and shut the door behind me. I locked the knob, then the deadbolt, and–

      “Taylor Holmes?”

      The voice from behind startled me to the point where I actually flung the office keys into the door, ricocheting behind me into the hallway.

      “That’s okay, I’ve got it,” the voice said – a voice that belonged to the last person I expected to see.

      “Dean Ashbourne,” I uttered quietly, my breath still gone from the scare. “How… How are you?”

      The department head smiled, though he failed to evoke any warm, fuzzy feelings. Not that that’s surprising. Dean Ashbourne has never been a ‘warm’ guy.

      Five foot ten, balding, and sporting thick-rimmed spectacles, I wouldn’t call him physically intimidating. Rather, it’s his unnerving manner and professional authority that make him daunting. He’s stern and imposing like a bodyguard. Professor Kendall once put it best: ‘Dean Ashbourne is not the kind of guy you mess with.’

      “I’m fine, thank you,” the man answered calmly. He bent down to fetch my keys and handed them to me.

      “If you’re looking for Kendall, I don’t think she’s back until later this afternoon. Though I’m happy to text her.”

      “No need,” Ashbourne said quickly. “Actually, I’m here for somebody else.”

      “Oh,” I squeaked. “And who is that?”

      “You.”

      I turned red immediately. Though I’m not sure why. It’s not like I did anything wrong… that he knows of.

      “Me?” I said softly. I wanted to curl up in a ball, but my professionalism won out. “What can I do for you?”

      A big, vulnerable sigh followed – a sound I didn’t expect from a man like that. “My son, Jack. You know him?”

      Jack? He’s asking about Jack? I had no idea what to say.

      “Um… We’ve met a few times.”

      “Ah, of course. Kendall mentioned your cohorts have teamed up for… what is it? Soccer?”

      I nodded calmly with an internal sigh of relief. “Yes. That’s where I know him from.”

      The Dean folded his arms. “Hmm… So maybe you wouldn’t know.”

      “Know what?”

      He turned his head, looking around for potential eavesdroppers. “Listen, I try to let him be. He’s his own man and a man of pride. But so am I. You understand, right?”

      I blinked a few times, then nodded.

      “I’m wondering if you’ve noticed anything off about him. Lately, I mean. You see, Physical Therapy is a three-year program, and in the first two years, his grades were stellar. Perfect, even. But this year…? Something’s slipped.”

      Another gulp. “Oh, has it?”

      “Yes, and I can’t put my finger on it. He’s brilliant. He’s proud. I don’t understand.”

      As sad as it was to hear about Jack’s struggles, I had no clue why he was mentioning any of this to me. My first assumption was that he knew about our “meetings” in the past. Then again, if he had heard we kissed, I’d probably be kicked out of school by now.

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” I answered plainly, mustering as much empathy as I could without seeming suspicious. “I hope Intramurals aren’t serving as a distraction.”

      He hung his head. “I hope not… I just… You see, the Ashbourne name means a lot to me. And to him. To see him go from A’s to D’s…”

      “D’s?” I spat back, a little too emotional.

      The Dean gritted his teeth. “Maybe I’ve said too much.”

      Jeez! I had no idea things were so rough! The pit in my stomach I’d get so much throughout the first semester returned in full force. Naturally, I wondered if it was my kiss and my behavior during the football season that caused his slippage. True or not, I couldn’t help but feel a little responsible.

      “Dean Ashbourne, I’m just curious… Why come to me?”

      At first, he just shrugged, though he ultimately added, “Kendall thinks highly of you, you know. She’s always said you’re extremely perceptive and thoughtful.”

      Perceptive and thoughtful. That’s a nice way of calling me neurotic.

      Look. I know it couldn’t have been easy for the Dean to go snooping. And since I do respect Jack, I’d love to help his father. But beyond telling him, “Hey, your son’s been letting this neurotic, girly boy mess up his life”, there’s not much I can do. Jack’s gotta focus up all on his own.

      Unless...

      A series of memories crept into my mind. Memories that morphed into ideas. Ways to help and ways to make things right, all while furthering my own goals, too.

      What did Kendall and the Dean say at the beginning of the year about choosing who goes to Hawaii? It’s a combination of coursework, effectiveness as a TA, our exams… and my growth as a person.

      Going out of my way to help the Dean’s son – that certainly counts as personal growth. My grades are up. My project was killer. I’m doing twice the TAing of anyone else. This could be that fourth and final box to check.

      “You know,” I began. “I’m more than happy to offer my help. If Jack needs someone to study with, I can totally invite him to join me at the library.”

      The Dean looked surprised. He’d come for information, not an offer. Nevertheless, a kind smile formed on his face. “You’d do that?”

      “Happy to. I know Jack, uh… a little. He seems great. I’d love to get to know him more as a friend.”

      Dean Ashbourne looked like a thousand-pound weight had been lifted off his back. “My God, Taylor, thank you! That’d be a huge help. You can be my little window into his life.”

      “Well… Sure…” I nodded back, a little icked out by the choice of words. But his phrasing hardly mattered. I made the man happy. And in return, both Jack and I get something out of it.

      So, after showering me with praise a little while longer, the Dean explained he had a meeting to get to, shook my hand one last time, and disappeared up the stairs, leaving me alone in the Marcus Hall basement. But now, feeling much, much better.

      After all, I’ve got the best of both worlds. I’m doing a good deed, I’m improving my standing, and, importantly, with a mandate to keep Jack on track, it’s the perfect excuse to throw myself into Focus Time.

      *BZZZ-BZZZ*

      A very faint buzzing from my pocket. Somebody was texting me. I pulled out my phone and opened my messages… Woah!

      I had 117 missed texts! Jesus! I mute my phone while I’m at office hours – a standard practice. But I never thought I’d be this in-demand.

      Turns out, the messages came from only one source. Not one person, but a group chat. A group chat for our Intramural Team, aptly named You, Me, and PT.

      I scrolled for a long while, catching up on the messages, responses, and reactions. Most of it lacked substance: random chatter about the team name, reliving moments from our first win, and a little bit of logistics discussion for the upcoming weeks. The thought of holding weekly team practices was even proposed by Harrison, but it was quickly shot down.

      Regardless, it was nice to be included in a lively group chat, even if the buzzing and dinging might later become insufferable. It’s light, fun, lively chatter about–

      Wait. What?

      About halfway into the chain, a message caught my eye. One from Dani. She’d made a trip over to the Intramural office herself, looking to get a new uniform as the one she’d ordered was a bit too small.

      ‘So yeah, while I was there, I thought I’d ask about Taylor’s situation. Hope that’s okay, Taylor!’ Dani explained. Though I wasn’t present to reply.

      ‘Shit, are we kicked out?’ Freddie joked.

      Harrison chimed in, too. ‘1-0 to DQ’d :(‘

      Meghan too. ’Booooooo!’

      Dani continued. ‘No! They were actually cool about it. The lady in charge said the uniforms are just a reflection of your gender, there to help with the rules requiring both boys AND girls be on the field at all times. But HOW you identify is totally up to the player. We’re in the clear!!’

      “Like” and “Love” reactions flooded the chat. Everyone was thrilled we’d avoided trouble. Frankly, so was I. But another concern was fast materializing. One that had nothing to do with our eligibility.

      ‘So what about the unis?’ Julia asked. ‘Taylor can just show up and re-register?’

      ‘Or… maybe he shouldn’t?’ Emily added. ‘Girl Taylor’s our good luck charm!’

      ‘Girl Tay for the win!’ Maryam chipped in.

      Hearing jokes like that from my friends was fine, I guess. They have their own biases toward ‘Tay’. But the PT’ers?

      Freddie ‘loved’ Maryam’s message. So did Dani and Harrison. But Jack’s response was the nail in the coffin. The one that made my heart sink.

      ‘Maybe the skirt’s gotta stay.’ Jack said. ‘As long as Taylor’s a girl, we can’t lose!’
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      Every college student – undergrad or graduate, it doesn’t matter – receives the same advice when they arrive on campus: Classes are important, but joining a club or activity is how you grow your social circle and become well-rounded. And whatever you choose, make sure it’s something you can do to blow off some steam and destress after a long day of studying.

      Well, mission not accomplished.

      Maybe I’m overreacting a bit. Things have been mostly fine in the wake of the ‘movement’ to keep Tay on the roster. I played nice and laughed along at everyone’s suggestions, ultimately saying, “I’ll think about it.” But, deep down, I knew that my conversation with Dean Ashbourne the other day had all but sealed it.

      One thing I know to be true: The more I lean into my femininity, the more likely it is I’ll fall into the “Jack Trap” again. Something about me presenting as a girl gets certain thoughts in my mind. It happened with Jack the night of our first kiss, it sure as hell happened with Colston, and it happened again with the second Jack kiss. And now that I know the truth about Jack’s struggles – and how it’s undoubtedly me who caused them – I can’t in good faith lean in further. For my sake and his.

      Still, that doesn’t mean I’m at peace with my decision. It’s been a couple of days since the group chat fiasco, and I still haven’t made a formal decision on how I plan to present. Nor have I made my way to the Intramural office to pick up a proper men’s uniform. Each time I think about it, I create a whole new reason to push it later.

      So much for Intramurals being a fun, easy way to blow off steam.

      *KNOCK KNOCK*

      I rose to my feet for the door, but by the time I got there, Ella had already made her way into my apartment. No, we don’t live together, but with how often she pops by unannounced, you’d think both of our names are on the lease.

      “Hey, nerd,” she said, munching on an apple. She looked disconcertingly at all of my study materials scattered on the kitchen table. “A little behind, eh?”

      I shook my head. “You have no idea…”

      Part of me was still pretty mad at Ella. After all, it was she who made the mistake registering me as female, kickstarting this whole saga. But credit where credit is due, she’s owned up to it, even going so far as defending me in the group chat, insisting it’s my decision alone whether or not to continue as Tay.

      “Look, I commend you for doing double the TA work. I really do,” she said. She took another bite of her apple and looked menacingly at my laptop before unapologetically shutting it. “But you gotta know when to take a break!”

      “I do take breaks!” I pointed to the living room where, on the coffee table, lived a partly-finished jigsaw puzzle. “See? I’m almost done.”

      She chuckled. “Halfway isn’t ‘almost done’. Also, a puzzle is hardly a ‘break’. You need to get outside, get some fresh air! Enjoy the Earth before it probably ceases to exist in 20 years.”

      Again, I grunted and looked out my window at the snow-covered trees. “It’s below freezing. I’ll take a rain check on the Earth.”

      My friend pouted, realizing I wasn’t gonna budge. Then, gesturing to her outfit, Ella asked, “Wanna guess what I’m doing as a distraction?”

      Only now did I finally notice Ella wasn’t in her usual sweats and t-shirt – her ‘lounging uniform’, as she calls it. Instead, she had on a baby blue gym set. Leggings and a matching sports bra with her blonde hair pulled back into a slick, tight ponytail.

      “I’m guessing you’re off to the gym?”

      “Yes, but not the school gym. A new gym! The one on Main Street.”

      I paused for a second, trying to place it.

      “Wait… the place that’s been under construction for like, ever?”

      Ella nodded and smiled softly. “And now it’s a gym.” She paused. “A, uh… A women’s gym.”

      I stared at her blankly for a moment. “Huh. Really.”

      “Err, uh, yeah,” she uttered back clumsily.

      She didn’t need to spell it out. I knew what she was thinking. Had things been normal – well, normal for me – this’d be the exact kind of place Ella would want to take me. An all-girls gym with big group classes, an opportunity to dress up in public but not on school grounds – perfect for Femme Time. But I could tell that her recent overstep was holding her back.

      Quietly, Ella took a seat on my couch and opened her phone – either killing time or just trying not to draw attention to herself. Almost like she regretted bringing up the gym at all.

      Look, I know she didn’t invite me. But the idea of hitting the town for a morning workout,  checking out a brand new, hip spot while expressing my femininity – something I haven’t really had a chance to do since the end of last year – was undeniably appealing.

      Silently to myself, I weighed the pros and cons of even bringing it up to Ella.

      Pro: Dressing up again sounds like fun!

      Con: I’m flooded with work for the foreseeable future.

      Pro: I could use a break…

      Con: What about this whole Tay Intramural fiasco?

      Pro: But it isn’t Intramurals. It’s an entirely separate, non-Elkhorn activity.

      Con: What if someone clocks me as male?

      Pro: Pfft! Look at me! That’ll never happen.

      Con: But what if someone does…

      “Hey, Taylor?” Ella called out, rescuing me from my trance. “You… You wouldn’t want to join me at the gym, would you?”

      Ah. shit.

      I took one more look at the mountain of responsibilities on my desk. A seemingly infinite behemoth of schoolwork. And then – though it might not be wise – with a deep, solid breath, I physically and mentally pushed it all to the side.

      “You know what? Yes,” I answered. “I’d love that.”

      Ella’s eyes lit up with joy. She couldn’t believe I was in. I couldn’t believe I was in. Yet here we are. For the first time all year, I’m dressing up and hitting the town. This time for a fun, healthy day as a couple of gym girlies.

      She shot up from her seat and ran for the door. “Eee! I’ll be right back with an outfit! Class starts in less than an hour! Start with your makeup! Go go go go GO!!!”
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      “Ugh! I hate winter,” Ella groaned. “The cold I get. I understand it. But why does the wind have to hurt your face??”

      I shook my head, chuckling. “And this from a Minnesota girl.”

      To be fair, I agree with Ella. Anyone from Illinois, the Midwest, or someplace North enough gets used to the cold – but that doesn’t mean they like it. Snow has its pluses visually, but it’s cold, wet, and a pain in the ass to clear from your driveway. Thanks, Dad, for making me wake up at 6 A.M. all those mornings to clear the way. But I digress.

      Ella smirked back at me. “I’m surprised you’re not colder, little miss first-time gym girlie.”

      I blushed, of course. Hopefully that’d warm me up a little.

      Ella and I had a hectic hour to say the least, but a lovely time. Though I’d hung out with Ella in semi-girl mode a couple times already this year, today was the first time getting into full glam. Or as glammed as possible in just 60 minutes.

      She kindly lent me a black gym set similar to her baby blue one, consisting of leggings and a sports bra. And it fit my body like a glove. Plus, thanks to my regular body hair maintenance and consistent shaving, I had no restrictions on skin coverage. Smooth underarms, legs, and everywhere else but my head.

      Speaking of my head, she suggested a matching black elastic hair band to go with my slicked-back pony. A darling, if not slightly edgy, sports-girl look. And since black is trimming, I added a pair of Ella’s black trainers to the mix to finish the fit.

      Miraculously, we even had time for makeup! Doing my own makeup has been a bit of a struggle lately, usually resorting to having some other girl (Ella) do it for me. But with the onset of Femme Time, I’ve taken it upon myself to learn and improve. And better time than my first public appearance of the year?

      Because it’s “only” the gym, I didn’t go overboard on makeup. But on the flipside, since I need to pass as a woman, I used more than I otherwise would – including my latest addition to the arsenal: False Eyelashes.

      Yeah, I know. They’re basically prosthetics!

      I’m kidding, mostly, though it did feel like an especially big step. I mean, had you told me a year ago I’d be wearing false eyelashes to the gym – a traditionally male space – I’d have laughed in your face. Then again, there’s a lot I’ve done this year that I never thought possible.

      Beyond my eyes, the foundation, cheeks, and lips were pretty simple. Just enough to make me look like a clear-cut gym girlie out for her morning calorie burn.

      Ella stopped just before entering, placing her hands on her hips and gazing at the sign above us.

      I rudely pushed her along. “Come onnnn, it’s cold!” Ugh, now I’m being the prissy one.

      “I’m sorry, I just wanna remember this moment. Ella and Tay, out on the town,” she then turned to me. “The first of many, I hope.”

      Setting my impatience aside, I smiled sweetly. “Thank you,” I said back. “But can we please go inside? I’m so cold I actually want to feel the burn.”

      We hustled into the sleek, swanky workout studio – notably not a gym – where we were greeted by a young, energetic woman manning the front desk.

      “Morning, ladies! Here for class?”

      Ella shot me a look of ‘I told you you’d pass’. Hey, you never know.

      The woman had us sign a few forms and waivers, much like with Intramurals. Though this time around, I’m deliberately joining as a woman. Not that I needed to sign under a different name. Gotta love the androgyny of a name like “Taylor.”

      We hung our coats on the rack and were escorted to the studio space, where 15 or so other women were already chatting, stretching, and eager to start. The hardwood-floored studio space was solidly-sized, complete with mats, dumbbells, and other miscellaneous exercise materials lining the perimeter. The front wall was just one giant mirror, while the other three were filled with large, motivational phrases painted on in a chic, cursive font.

      Standing in a room like this, as the only male, was objectively nerve-wracking. It’s not that I felt unsafe, but with more than a dozen “real” women – or however you want to put it – I couldn’t help but suddenly overanalyze every aspect of my body that might appear foreign. Yes, I’d shaved, but what if I missed a spot? Did my makeup give me enough coverage? And what about my package? Yes, it’s small, and yes, it’s tucked into a flatter position, but what if it, you know… pops loose?

      God, now I’m sweating, and class hasn’t even started!

      Ella looked at me, clocking my anxiety, and brushed my cheek with her finger.

      “It’s gonna be fine, Tay. We’re here to have fun, remember?”

      “Fun,” I repeated breathlessly. “Okay… Yes. We’re here for fun.”

      Breaking up the tension, thankfully, was a chipper, muscular woman in her 40s who hopped onto the small elevated surface at the front of class. Honestly, she looked a bit like Professor Kendall had she ever gone through a jock phase. Seriously, my jaw nearly dropped at the size of this woman’s muscles. It’s clear she does this for a living.

      She typed something into her phone, which triggered the dimming of lights and the blaring of music. Quick tempo, upbeat, instrumental pop music. Her voice, helped by a headset mic, was amplified throughout the club-like studio.

      “Grab your things, girls! A mat and a set of light and heavy dumbbells.” She stepped to the music, rhythmically side-to-side as she ran through the instructions. “I see some new faces here! Be sure to welcome your new sisters to Iron Athena!”

      Ella and I fetched our mats and weights and returned to our spots in the back. Along the way, we received friendly waves and welcoming wishes from the other girls. Though it didn’t solve my anxiety, it helped put me at ease. Yes, it’s a gym for women. But more than that, it’s a gym where women can feel comfortable – away from a traditionally testosterone-filled gym environment. And, well, look at me. Is my sports bra, makeup, and ponytail giving any of that?

      “Two steps left, bicep curl, and two steps right. Repeat!” The instructor called out. “Move to the music, ladies! Put in the work! Be excited you’re here!”

      She probably didn’t mean it in that way, but it’s a good point. I should remind myself where I am. Because I’m not on campus. No, I’m in a safe space. A Femme Time space. It’s a gym full of women, and today, I’m one of them.

      Maybe it’s best to chill out and stop to smell the roses. Even if once I’m done here, I’m sure I’ll smell like anything but that.
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      For someone who used to sit outside in the sun all day, every day as a lifeguard, I’m no stranger to getting sweaty. But today’s class? Good lord, this might be a new record.

      Ella, too, had sweated through her set, complaining how much ‘less cute’ she felt in a sweat-soaked bra and leggings. At least with my all-black set, it’s harder to tell.

      “Great job today, ladies!” our instructor, Anne-Marie, said as she clapped for the class. “Way to earn your weekend!”

      Ella nudged me, “Hear that? You earned a weekend!”

      I rolled my eyes and let my body go limp. “But at what cost?” I said jokingly.

      My friend laughed. “Hey, I never said it’d be easy, did I?”

      ‘Easy’ it was not. Every muscle in my body felt sore. And knowing how soreness works, it’ll only get worse in the first 48 hours.

      Still, I felt mostly okay in class. Mentally, that is. Though the first 15 minutes were spent eyeing other women, wondering if they feared my presence, I later accepted the reality that not a single one of them gave a damn. Even if they knew I was male, I was welcomed in the club with open, sweaty arms.

      With class officially done, we snagged sanitary wipes for our mats and returned our materials to the perimeter.

      “Fives and two-and-a-halfs work for you?” Ella asked. “Not too heavy?”

      Again, I groaned. This was a deliberate tease of my weak arm strength as Ella promptly placed her five and eight-pound dumbbells back on the rack. To state the obvious: No, as a guy, it doesn’t feel good to be outlifted by your female friend.

      “I’m only kidding,” Ella giggled. “Seriously. What did you say earlier to me? You’re just hoping to keep up?”

      “Yeah,” I answered, still catching the last of my breath. “Mission accomplished.”

      “I’d say so! Plus, you were on rhythm with– WOAH!”

      Ella stopped in her tracks. Clearly, something had caught her eye.

      “Tay… look at you!!”

      She gestured not at me, but at my reflection in the mirror. The way I was standing, for whatever reason, my butt looked enormous. And no, not in an ugly way. In a womanly way.

      The second I realized this is what she meant, my jaw nearly dropped, and my skin went red. Seriously, from the waist down, my butt and hips couldn’t have looked more like a woman.

      “Holy shit, you’re popping off, girlie! Looks like the class is already working wonders.”

      ‘Wonders’ is right. Christ! I know I’m in leggings that are designed to accentuate my figure, but clothes can only do so much. Just one class and I’m already trending fully female in the booty department.

      “Heh, well, I went pretty deep on my squats…”

      “And it shows! Goddamn, Tay!!”

      Ella couldn’t believe it, and neither could I. But curiously, the feminine shape of my rear wasn’t what I had the most trouble coming to terms with. It was how I felt about it.

      Being in this space, around these women, and looking at my body in the mirror – it made me feel… euphoric. As if the way I looked right now felt right. Women’s leggings, hair in a ponytail, makeup with fluttery, false lashes, and now a juicy lil butt? Most men would scoff at this. Me, however…

      I let myself live for a moment in that vacation world – a beautiful, lovely moment that sadly had to end. Why? Because it’s exactly that. A vacation world. It’s not reflective of reality. At least not full-time.

      My sweaty, blonde friend was still pacing about the studio space, ogling my figure. “I mean, that settles it. If you’re able to turn into that, we gotta think about coming back.”

      “Right,” I said back to her quietly. “We should absolutely come back.”

      She paused briefly, dormant glee on her face. “Wait, you mean it? You wanna–”

      “For Femme Time, yes,” I continued, my eyes fixated on me in the mirror. “Remember, there’s Femme Time and Focus Time. Here, off campus, away from my academic responsibilities and administrators, is where I can do this. But on campus, it has to be different.”

      Ella looked back at me. Happy, yes, but if I’m not mistaken, a little dissatisfied.

      “Oh… So, IMs…”

      “That should be boy Taylor. I’ll play as a guy.”

      I don’t think she entirely knew how to feel. Nor did I, for that matter. But Ella moved on quick, forging her lips into a kind smile. “Totally. I trust your gut. Iron Athena can be our girl spot.”

      I nodded decidedly. Ella’s ability to support me through and through is unmatched. And for that, she deserved a hug.

      “Eughh…” I reacted the moment our sweaty bodies touched. We both recoiled.

      “Maybe after we shower?”

      With the next class starting soon, we were shepherded out to the lobby to grab our coats and head on home.

      “Fuuuck, Taylor,” Ella grimaced through the window at wintery weather. “Do we have to walk?”

      “Hey, if I can be brave enough to come here, you can be brave enough to walk home.”

      She shot me a sour look. “Ugh… Fine.”

      It took a few more minutes to hyper her up, but I eventually got Ella to put on her big girl pants and brave the chilly weather for a ten-minute trek home.

      “Gah!” Ella winced as she got a face full of frigid air. She tucked her head down and started walking. “Come on, let’s move it!”

      An equal hater of the wind, I did the same face-burying maneuver in my winter coat. But as we stepped away, I found myself mimicking Ella in another way. Something she did when we arrived. I stopped, looked up, and smiled at the sign above the gym. Just to take in and appreciate the moment.

      I did a brave thing today. I leaned into Femme Time while also setting boundaries. Yes, I can girl out from time to time, but never at the expense of my academics. I’ll stay true to the Femme Time, Focus Time goal that I know will serve me well. Two Taylors: equally important, but unique, separate entities who will never meet–

      “Oh my God… Ella??”

      A voice called out from ahead of us on the sidewalk. My chilly, hunched friend picked up her head and turned. Suddenly, she cared way less about the cold.

      “Oh, Dani, hey!”

      Wait… Dani? She shouldn’t be seeing me. Not like this.

      “What’re you doing out on such a cold day?”

      Ella’s voice went high. She sounded a little nervous. “Oh, you know, just hitting up the gym.”

      Maybe it’s possible she didn’t see my face. I could turn around and walk the other direction, as if I were some other girl. I’ll find my way home–

      “Is that… Taylor?” she asked.

      Shit!!

      I stopped dead in my tracks. Ugh… I guess, if the jig is up, I might as well swallow my pride and–

      But picking up my head and turning around, I noticed it wasn’t just Dani ahead on the sidewalk. Because standing right beside her was, sure enough, Jack Ashbourne.

      And Jack – the man whose year from hell was borne of my own feminine urges – could see me, plain as day, looking like a sweaty, girly mess.
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      “Well, hello there,” Dani uttered, a little in disbelief. Her eyes were as wide as the moon.

      There was no time to run and nowhere to hide. I was caught, plain and simple.

      And of course I got caught. Why should the universe hand me a break? Not a nanosecond after finally striking a perfect balance between Femme and Focus, my two worlds collide in the most unfortunate way.

      “Hi…” I began, narrowly avoiding a slip into my girly voice. “Dani… Jack…”

      Jack waved awkwardly. Ella shot me a look, unsure how to feel about running into our two new friends, similarly bundled up in winter gear.

      “This is crazy, we were just talking about you,” Dani continued. “I was telling Jack how curious I was about whether you re-registered. You know, now that it’s totally optional?” Her gaze zeroed in on my long, brunette ponytail and longer-than-usual lashes. “But it seems you’ve made your decision!”

      “Oh! Uh, yeah, about that,” I began. “I appreciate you clarifying the rules, but I don’t think I’ll…”

      Dani, for whatever reason, wasn’t totally locked in on my answer. Instead, her attention pivoted to the pink metallic sign we were standing beneath. “Oh, no way!! This place is finally open?” Dani nudged Jack. “I told you there was a women’s gym opening up. Thank God, now I don’t have to be surrounded by men!”

      Ella must’ve viewed this as a chance to change the subject – something I desperately wanted. “Woof! Well, if you’re looking to get your ass kicked, it’s here.”

      Dani, still admiring the sign, nodded. “I mean… Kinda, yeah!” She reached and grabbed Ella’s hand. “Give me the tour?”

      Ella turned white. “Oh, uh, we were actually on our–”

      But Dani insisted. “Just a quick tour! Jack, Taylor, we’ll just be a minute.”

      I watched as my friend was clumsily guided down the sidewalk and back into the Iron Athena vestibule. The two girls disappeared, leaving me out in the cold, all alone. Well, with one other person.

      Jack, also speedily ditched by his friend, remained still. Winter beanie on, hands in the pockets of his puffy winter jacket, his nose red from the cold, and his round glasses foggy from the heat on his face.

      “To quote a good friend of mine…” he began, “‘Well, hello there’.”

      I chuckled quietly. Though admittedly, I wasn’t in the friendliest mood. “Hi, Jack.”

      Jack stepped closer so we weren’t chatting twenty feet apart.

      “Brr, brr, BRR! Fuck, I’m so DONE with the cold. How is it not even February yet?”

      “Hah! Ella said the same thing.”

      He smiled. “And I’m a local! Isn’t that pathetic? I don’t even have the excuse of being from Florida or someplace warm. I’m just not built for winter.”

      I smiled but kept my head down. Understandably, I was still dealing with the residual discomfort of this whole encounter – the sheer surprise of which made it nearly impossible to act ’normal’. Not that our run-in was Jack’s doing. He didn’t know we’d be coming from the gym.

      And yet, he managed to avoid any commentary on my strikingly feminine outfit. No mention of the hair, the lashes, the makeup – was it really so immaterial?

      “It can’t just be us,” he added.

      “Huh?”

      “Me and Ella? People who hate the cold. I mean, you’re shivering, and you’re basically a local.”

      “That’s not fair,” I quickly corrected. “I just finished a workout. Wind and sweat are a nasty combo.”

      “Fair enough,” Jack continued. “Hard to give you trouble when I rolled out of bed like a half hour ago.”

      I’ll say this about Jack. Though we’ve had our moments of tension – some caused by me, others by him – I’ve always respected his ability to keep things light. He’s easy to talk to and, when he’s not being too much of a teasing scoundrel, he’s quite pleasant to be around.

      We chatted for a little while longer while Ella gave Dani “the tour” – something I can only imagine turned into a membership pitch from the lady at the front desk.

      Laughing, Jack held up his hands, conceding my point about becoming a gym-goer. “Okay then! I see it, I see it! I really do! I’m just saying… maybe someone as clumsy as you should be careful around the weights.”

      I sneered, though playfully. He meant well.

      Jack craned his neck to get a look at the gym. “Tour’s taking a while.”

      I rolled my eyes, letting my cynicism bleed through. “Sales pitch, I’m sure of it.”

      “Heh, you think?”

      Then, our first truly awkward silence.

      Jack kicked at a tiny pile of old snow on the sidewalk. “Hey, uh, listen. I feel bad I never asked about your ankle.”

      “What? Oh, you’re fine. Why would you?”

      The man shrugged. “I dunno. Like, for a minute there, you were kind of my patient. A good PT would’ve made sure you’re okay.”

      “Jack, are you kidding me? You are a good PT. A great one! You helped me when nobody else could.” A vision of cowardly Colston walking away entered my mind. “And when some people straight up wouldn’t.”

      Another thing about Jack: He’s not one to show vulnerability. Not that I claim to know him deeply, but in our up and down moments together, he’s led with humor and sarcasm rather than showing vulnerability. Something I’m sensing here as well. I wonder if Dean Ashbourne had never approached me, would I have ever realized something was wrong?

      “Seriously, don’t worry about not following up. Clearly, it’s strong enough to play soccer on and do these silly classes.” I remembered another interesting fact. “And how could you have? You didn’t even have my number.”

      Jack chuckled softly, pulling out his phone. “Thanks to the chattiest group chat in the world, I do now.”

      “Ugh! Don’t remind me! They never shut up in that thing!”

      Another brief silence fell upon us – one I filled with a quick comment about the absurd duration of this Iron Athena “tour.”

      I glanced up at Jack, whose expression, oddly, still looked off. Like, the tiniest bit pained. As if there was something he needed to get off his chest.

      “You good?” I asked.

      “Me? Oh, yeah,” he uttered. “Damn cold’s just getting to me.”

      “Totally.”

      Again, Jack gently kicked at the snow pile in front of him. “Can I ask you something? Like, something kinda awkward.”

      Ever so slightly, my heartbeat increased. For good and for bad, Jack had a way of doing this to me.

      “Oh, uh. I guess so.”

      Jack took a big, deep breath, apparently to steady himself. The cold winter air filled his lungs.

      “It has to do with the other night. Well, a couple months ago…”

      No. He’s not bringing this up, is he? He can’t.

      “I feel like we didn’t really talk about the night in the training room.”

      Fuck! He’s bringing it up! Why is he bringing it up? Seeing Jack dressed the way I am already felt like a departure from Focus Time. Now he’s trying to relitigate the actions of fall semester Taylor? Nuh uh. NOT after what I know this female side of me did to him.

      He’s looking at me funny. Not the way a guy would look at another guy. The lashes, hair, and leggings – they’re having an effect on him. He probably thinks because I’m dressed this way, it means the old Taylor – the Taylor who made the huge mistake of kissing him – is still around. Well, she isn’t. Err, rather, he isn’t.

      Instead of letting him continue, I held up my hand, square in his face. “Actually, I have a question for you.”

      Understandably, my rude interruption threw him off.

      “Uh, sure? You go first.”

      “Well, I was gonna say… I think we should study more together.”

      Whatever he was expecting, it wasn’t that.

      “Study. Like, for classes?”

      “For classes. Yeah,” I answered. “Library, coffee shops… wherever.”

      Jack thought about it for a second and looked me in the eye.

      “But do you mean… In a way, like–”

      “Oh, no. Not like… that. As friends! Totally just as friends. We’re playing IMs together, I’m seeing you more. I thought this would be a good time to, you know… be friends.”

      “Friends,” Jack repeated with a painfully neutral tone. So neutral that I earnestly have no idea how he felt. “Friends,” he said again.

      Now I felt like I had to keep things going.

      “Friends, because… Look. I’m kinda going through a change of heart this semester. Focus Time and Femme Time is what I’m calling it…”

      I went on explaining my plan for the semester. My intent to separate campus life from personal life, and how I desperately don’t want to mix academics – or any people in that space – with whatever ‘gender exploration’ I’ve got going on. All of this, of course, in pursuit of having the best of both worlds.

      Of course, what I didn’t share with him was the conversation I had with his father. I figured that information was on a need-to-know basis. If I were Jack, I’d hate the fact that my dad was snooping around, even if he meant well. Fortunately, growing closer to Jack was something I kind of already wanted. And if our conversation is any indication, he wanted the same.

      Except for the catch.

      “So… Focus Time,” he reiterated. “That’s all the time.”

      “All the time with you,” I reminded him. “And the IM team, of course. And classes, and TAing, and any campus activities.”

      Jack nodded, even if his expression still read ‘confused’.

      “But… this,” he gestured to my outfit. “This is…”

      “Femme Time,” I answered. “I know it’s weird. I know it’s confusing. But trust me, I just think it’s for the best. If all goes to plan, you won't see this side of me, like, at all.”

      Jack, after showing little to no positive emotion during my lengthy explanation, finally smiled. Sweetly, softly.

      “I think that’s great. I get it, totally. Seems like you found a balance that works for you.”

      The fact that he was able to support my personal solution, no matter how unorthodox, meant a lot.

      “Thanks, Jack. Really.”

      “To be honest, I could use some focusing time as well. Get my ass into shape, you know? But this’ll be great. We can encourage each other as study buddies. And, you know, intramural buddies.”

      I nodded and grinned. “Buddies all around.”

      I took a big sigh of relief, thrilled that I somehow pulled off this tricky explanation without falling flat on my face – literally or physically. Hey, it’s icy out.

      Speaking of ice, with how freezing it was, Jack and I made one last turn toward Iron Athena, about to comment on how brutally long the tour was, until, at last, Dani and Ella emerged. The second they spotted us, both of their eyes popped.

      “You two waited outside?” Dani exclaimed. “It’s freezing!”

      My new study buddy and I shot each other a funny look. Dani and her ditziness, at it again.

      Jack wagged his finger at his classmate. “You'd better have signed a five-year membership for how long that took.”

      Dani shrugged. “Eh, I decided it’s not for me. But Ella bought a 25-class pack!”

      “Okay, big spender!” Jack jabbed, though retracted just a bit. “I mean, prioritize your health however you can.”

      My now much-warmer friend stepped beside me and whispered, “Classes are transferable to guests, by the way.” With delight, I turned my head to her as she winked. “Join me as much as you’d like!”

      “Fuck, man! It’s so fucking cold!” Dani shivered. “We should get going. We have brunch to get to.”

      Ella slung her arm over my shoulder. “And us, a shower! Err, separate showers… Not together.”

      We bid farewell to our friends with some very quick hugs – partly to get a move on, partly to transfer as little sweat as possible. Though I think most of mine had frozen over by now.

      “See you tomorrow for games?” Dani asked.

      Ella nodded. “See you there!”

      Dani and I finished our hug, as Jack waited by to do the same.

      “And see you soon for some studying?”

      “Sounds like a da–”

      Wow. I almost said ‘date’. The one thing our new relationship specifically wouldn’t allow. Thankfully, I avoided that.

      “Plan,” I finished correctly. “Sounds like a plan.”
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      At the start of each term, each class observes this thing called “Syllabus Week”. Essentially, it’s an orientation week to gather materials, set expectations, and create goals (and, of course, go over the syllabus). Though it’s a necessary step, syllabus week is widely considered a blow-off week. Students love a light workload.

      We implemented such a week for both classes I’m TAing this semester. Shortened lectures and low expectations to ease our students into what is likely a whole new subject or topic for them. I’ve always been a fan of syllabus week. Which is why I, in a roundabout way, created my own personal syllabus week for Femme Time and Focus Time.

      Two defining events went down that cold Saturday morning. One, I experienced the joy of putting on a girls’ workout set, hanging out in a women-only space, and leaning unapologetically into my own femininity. It wasn’t like before when I’d gone out in a feminine-but-still-androgynous outfit, leaving it up to the imagination of others which gender I was. Nuh-uh. That morning, I was unapologetically presenting as “Tay, the Girl.”

      But just as crucially, I had a realization on the flip side: As long as I scratch that itch of femininity every once in a while in a non-campus space, I’m totally set! I can continue to learn and grow as a full-fledged guy. One who TA’s like a boss, works his ass off, and hopefully, impresses all of his superiors to the point where they have to give me that Hawaii job.

      Having this plan fully cooked and test-driven was deliciously exciting. So much so that, yes, I literally wrote my own syllabus. All of the rules, expectations, goals, and standards to keep me on track for the entire semester. Such as…

      
        
          	
        When living at home and not studying, wear women’s loungewear. (After all, girls' clothes are sooo much more relaxing).
      

      	
        Attend workout class on Saturdays at Iron Athena and present female.
      

      	
        Schedule dependent, one evening per week, either Ella or I must host the Sociology cohort for a girls' night. No men allowed – including and especially boy Taylor. Full female dress, voice, and pronouns.
      

      	
        Practice a two-pronged body maintenance plan: private femininity, outward masculinity. That means at all times, maintain a smooth, shaved body with feminine bathing products. But also, no grooming choices that could inhibit male presentation.
      

      	
        ALL time spent on campus must be in guy mode. Girl Tay, though we love her, is an off-campus being only.
      

      

      

      I created several other nitpicky rules as well, but that’s the main concept. It’s a set of rules I know I can follow.

      As soon as I finished drafting it, I ran it over to Ella’s for her opinion and approval. As always, she was supportive and reiterated that she trusts my gut. But she did have one small addition.

      “I love this. I really do,” she said, thumbing through the pages. “But are you taking suggestions?”

      I raised an eyebrow. “What kind of suggestions?”

      She giggled. “Selfish ones…? Just a tiny tweak! Strike it if you want.”

      Ella grabbed a pen from her kitchen counter and began marking up my neatly printed syllabus sheet. I stood beside her, impatiently trying to get a view of her writings.

      “Aaaaaand… Done!” Ella announced as she handed the syllabus back to me.

      I peered closely at her fresh scratchings in blue ink. Ella’s penmanship has never been great.

      “Each weekend… we will… implement… Ella’s Choice.” I looked up from the sheet. “What’s ‘Ella’s Choice?’”

      My friend shrugged coyly. “Who’s to say?? Week to week, you never know! But, if you agree to the amendment, I promise to be fair, reasonable, and responsible with my choice–”

      She already had me laughing. “Fine, fine, you win! Amendment signed!”

      Ella smiled again. “Lovely!” Now, with this officially ratified and being that we are off campus…” She gave me an up-and-down gaze, noting my men’s blue jeans and long-sleeve Henley shirt. “…I believe someone needs to change.”
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        * * *

      

      Not once have I ever claimed to be a genius – or honestly, really even that smart. All year, I’ve strived to do my absolute best with the hand I’ve been dealt. It’s the best you can ask for.

      But let’s be real: I’ve been killing it lately. Personally, professionally, academically – everywhere.

      I’m four weeks into following my syllabus, and the balance couldn’t be more perfect. I’m like a gymnast up on a beam, performing impossible flips and tricks, never once slipping. That’s been me this past month.

      Compared to my first semester, it seems like I’ve been flooded with girl time – which is kinda odd, because I have a lot of restrictions. But the difference is I’m being intentional with my choices. When I’m “girling out”, I’m all in.

      For example, the other day, the sociology girls came over for a wine and games night. I had a new outfit on. Ella had lent me some loungewear for the occasion, but in the interest of really embracing my feminine side for the evening, I insisted she run back to her apartment to fetch a dress. Why a dress? Because I can, that’s why!

      Of all the girly and girly-adjacent things I’ve worn, I have remarkably little experience with dresses. Ella, the doll she is, picked out the cutest sunflower-speckled sundress, in the middle of February, for her male – err, presently-female – friend to wear for the evening.  I practiced sitting like a lady, conversing in my feminine pitch, and tried out a few new makeup products Emily brought over.

      And, unsurprisingly, I looked bomb. By now, the women’s grooming products I’ve implemented into my daily life are as much a part of me as anything else. My hair is long, soft, and always smells like strawberries. My skin is smooth as silk with not a speck of body hair to be found. And my toes – being regularly covered by shoes in the winter days – aren’t just painted, but maintained. Clippers, files, Epsom salts, a pumice stone – I put a ton of effort into making my feet and toes appear as lovely as possible.

      I must admit that night with the girls, dressed and feminine to the max, was among my favorite ever. Bar none. But remember, the success of these past four weeks isn’t all from Femme Time. Focus Time has had more than its moment in the sun.

      Simply put, my grades are sky high, I’m locked in on my research gigs, I’m TAing my little heart away… People are really starting to notice.

      Kendall complimented me on my improved output and temperament. Other professors have said similarly. The undergrads I work with seem to be absorbing material better when I explain it. Everything’s so much clearer than before. And, you know, a lot of that credit goes to an unlikely hero.

      Jack and I have been spending a ton of time together. And I mean a ton. At least twice a week, we meet up at the library, dining halls, or various random study rooms throughout campus to hang out and work, work, work!

      That totally random run-in we had back on that chilly Saturday ended up setting the tone for a hugely successful start to the semester. I, as I’ve explained, have been highly motivated in my studies. And by inviting Jack to join me whenever I’m working, I seem to have started turning him around as well. His clinical hours, I obviously can’t help him with, but being with him as a study buddy and motivational partner has been a productivity boon.

      And no, we don’t just study. We’ve actually grown to become really good friends. Genuinely! Jack and I’s relationship has had its ups and downs. I’ve hated him, he’s hated me, high highs and low lows, and even a moment where our better judgments lapsed. But all of that’s in the past. We’re totally good now.

      Much of this I credit to my zero-tolerance policy on feminine presentation around him. Sure, my hair is still long, and beneath my clothes there are some undoubtedly girly attributes lurking, but on the surface I’m alllll business, baby!

      In between our study sessions, we chat about school, life, goals, friends, family – anything and everything, really. I feel like I’m finally getting to know him. The real Jack Ashbourne.

      This friendship translates beautifully to the Intramural soccer field, where, thanks to a simple re-registration, I’ve played all games as a guy. Have my skills improved? Not really – even if I’m in better physical shape from the gym. Nevertheless, the PT folks carry the team as usual. And after five weeks, we’re a clean 5-0! An even better record than the Elkhorn football team had, funny enough.

      Somehow, beyond all the present good, it’s my future that looks brightest.

      Ever since my chat with Dean Ashbourne about Jack, he’s followed up with me several times – usually swinging by the Department Nook at the tail end of my office hours for the latest news, just as he did that first time. He doesn’t ask for much beyond general updates, but I’m always happy to report that Jack is studying his butt off.

      What does this mean for Hawaii? Who knows. But what I can say is it certainly doesn’t hurt having the Dean profusely thanking you every week or so for ‘getting his family on the right track’.

      All of it – every little bit – feels damn good. Or more specifically, I feel like for the first time in my life, I’m finally living up to my potential.
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        * * *

      

      Dressed in a black button-down and black pants, Professor Lilith Kendall paced up and down the center aisle of the Marcus lecture hall. Forty-one juniors and seniors, all present for the Sociology 310 midterm review lecture, had blank stares on their faces.

      “So who knows? Anyone?”

      From the front row, I craned my neck behind me for a peek. One kid looked like he wanted to raise his hand, but reconsidered. Wise move.

      “None of you,” Kendall finished her own thought. “And that’s why y’all went 0 for 41 on this question. The only question on the test you all missed.”

      Looks of shame from the students quickly followed as Kendall jumped into an explanation of how to properly answer the completely whiffed question.

      “Come on, guys. You’re smart kids! I know that. Our fantastic TA Taylor knows that. Why are we all missing questions and…”

      Kendall clicked to the next slide, projected onto the onstage screen.

      “73% average? Really?”

      She shook her head and walked over to me, seated alone in the front row, away from the students. You know, I never cared for that. It always felt like a weird superiority thing to have to sit at the front of the class as a TA. Sure, I’m a graduate student, but it’s not like I’m that much smarter or older than these kids. In fact, some of ‘em here are only a year younger than me!

      “The good news,” Kendall continued, “is that I’m offering you a chance for extra credit. An essay prompt on the weaker areas we discussed today. Check your emails tonight, Taylor and I will give you a choice of three prompts, and I’ll need a thousand words. No, NOT counting citations or footnotes.”

      A few kids groaned quietly, but loud enough for me to clock it. I recognized them as the ones who tried to pull that shit last time.

      Kendall checked her wristwatch and noticed we’d reached the top of the hour. “Alright, we’re all clear? Then… dismissed!”

      The moment the students rose from their seats, I noticed the door all the way in the back creak open. Slipping inside and running down the center aisle to beat the traffic was Ella.

      “Hey, you!” she called out, sliding into the chair beside me with a big ‘ol smile.

      “Well, this is a surprise,” I flashed her a smirk as I packed up my laptop and notes. “Can I assume you’re looking to be recruited as the 2nd TA for a class that desperately needs one?”

      Ella rolled her eyes. “Yeah, like I’d sign up to be shot in the foot. No, just here to say hey! As they say, ‘in the neighborhood’.”

      From behind her, Kendall walked up. “Ella, I don’t suppose you’re–“

      “I already asked,” I cut her off. “She’s not interested.”

      You see, at the beginning of the semester, Kendall only slotted for one TA in Sociology 310, anticipating low attendance. However, thanks to randomness and the powers that be, enrollment was double our expectations, making this class an absolute pain in the ass to TA. Infuriatingly, none of the other TAs volunteered to serve.

      She gritted her teeth and wavered. “It’s just, you know… I’m busy with my own stuff…”

      Ella, as wonderful a friend as she is, didn’t have my back here. Not that I can entirely blame her. With the workload, it’d be signing her own death warrant.

      “Look, I’m not here for that,” she continued. Then, in a hushed whisper, “I’m here to discuss EC-9.”

      My eyes widened, and my attention snapped over to Kendall, who, thankfully, didn’t hear.

      “Ella,” I said sternly with my jaw clenched, “Maybe not here…”

      Some more context. “EC-9” was Ella’s clever way of putting “Ella’s Choice #9” in code. Yes, that’s right, we’re now nine weeks post-syllabus – nine weeks of a perfectly executed Femme Time, Focus Time split. And look, I’ll admit when I ratified my syllabus, I was hesitant to give Ella a blank check each week. But, to her credit, the ECs have supplied some of the year’s best moments.

      There’s been a wide variety of activities, but highlights include: going to a hair salon for a fresh cut that looks masculine day-to-day, but opens the door to loads of girly styles; a trip to the mall for some ‘Tay basics’, so I don’t have to keep borrowing her clothes; we even had a one-on-one girls’ night out at this fancy little cocktail bar a few towns over.

      For that one, Ella gave me full hair and makeup glam. I used curlers in my hair for the first time ever. I donned a long, black cocktail dress, black pumps, and several pieces of silver jewelry that looked absolutely regal. I’ve gotta say it: That night, Ella made me feel like a straight-up princess.

      Last week, for EC-8, she may have truly outdone herself. We took a dolled-up trip to the mall on a weeknight evening – not to buy clothes, but to get my nails professionally manicured.

      That’s right! Cleaned, trimmed, cut, filed, and shaped into long, beautifully manicured nails. You can imagine my hesitation at the suggestion. It’s a legitimate body alteration – and a very public-facing one at that – but after some elucidating from Ella and the nail tech, my concerns softened.

      For one, a manicure doesn’t necessarily mean nail polish. Secondly, nail care isn’t an inherently female thing – plenty of men take care of their nails too. And third and most important, nothing about a manicure is permanent. Should I ever wish to return to stubby, dirty nails, I just clip ‘em back to normal.

      It was enough for me to give in. I entered the nail salon with overgrown, messy digits and left satisfied with long, natural, almond-shaped nails.

      Still, despite how lovely the “Ella’s Choice” activities have been, I had zero interest in discussing them on campus. Especially in front of Kendall.

      “Let’s, uh… Let’s talk about it… elsewhere, okay?”

      Ella thought for a second, then winked. She knew the deal as well as anyone.

      “Not that I’m not dying to know…” I added.

      My bubbly, blonde friend smiled back. “Oh, I bet you are. Come on. I brought my car to campus today, so I’ll drive us–”

      “Actually, Ella,” Kendall, who had been packing up her own things, inserted herself back into our conversation. “I’ll need another minute with Taylor.”

      “Oh! I’m sorry,” Ella quickly apologized. “Didn’t realize you were still on the clock.”

      Kendall concealed her frustration in a smile and not-so-politely shooed my bubbly blonde friend out of the lecture hall.

      “I’ll, uh… I’ll be there in a minute, ‘kay?” I called out.

      As Ella made her way back down the aisle, Kendall quietly took the seat beside me, letting out a loud, long sigh.

      “Ughhh… Taylor, am I getting too old for this?” she asked.

      “I don’t… I don’t think I should answer that.”

      A tiny chuckle. “Good instinct.” As she tends to do, Kendall then kicked her feet up on the edge of the stage in front of her and sank even further into the seat.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t give you a heads up on the extra credit. I should’ve said something.”

      “No, don’t apologize. It’s the professor’s prerogative to assign whatever he or she feels–”

      She wagged her head back and forth, mocking my formality. “Taylor, I know that. I’m not sorry for assigning it. It’s just that it’s a lot of extra grading. On top of your already crazy workload.”

      I smiled on the inside but kept a straight face. One of my other goals is to never appear too proud. At least outwardly.

      “You’re really kicking ass this semester. Your grades are up, you’re focused, clear-headed… It’s extremely impressive.”

      Well, now I couldn’t help but smile. “Thanks, Professor. That means a lot.”

      Kendall folded her hands and pressed under her chin. “I mean, you’re kinda doing it all.” Then, slowly but surely, her head swiveled to me. “What’s your secret?”

      Wait, what?

      My face immediately turned red with embarrassment.

      “Secret?” I laughed nervously. “W-what are you talking about?”

      She tilted her head as if to say, ‘Come on. Just spill it!’

      I had no idea what she meant, but I naturally feared the worst. Was she trying to get something out of me? If so, there’s a whole bunch of things she could be targeting: attending a women’s gym; messing around with makeup and dresses; goofing off at Intramurals; or… Jack! God, all that time I spent with Jack.

      Or maybe… talking to Dean Ashbourne?

      Is that what she’s harping at? Talking to her boss behind her back? Well, it’s not really behind her back. He approaches me. Then again, maybe she knows about my little favor for him. Sharing updates on his unfocused son. I mean, that’s hardly against the rules, right? Even so, is doing so maybe just a little shady?

      Kendall’s gaze stayed squarely on me. Again, I gulped.

      She hadn’t accused me of anything, right? So there’s nothing to lie about. At least not until she says–

      But then, Kendall nudged my arm and smirked. “Taylor, I’m kidding.”

      “You– Oh… You are!”

      A few quiet chuckles.

      “You’ve always been just a liiiiittle gullible, haven’t you? Guess that’s part of your charm.”

      Kendall never has been – and never will be – an easy person to read. Her sense of humor is as dry as the desert, and with over a decade of experience sniffing out students’ bullshit excuses, she’s not an easy person to slip one by. Still, to the best of my knowledge, she actually was kidding. My personal details remain safe.

      “Thanks again for the hard work, Taylor. If it’ll help, I’ll take a chunk of those extra credit papers to grade.”

      Well, that’s cause for celebration, even if my heart rate had yet to return to normal.

      “I’ll take you up on that.”

      “It’s only fair,” she said. “Now, go on. Ella might burst if you make her wait too long.”

      “Heh, sure. I’ll keep her in line.”

      I got halfway down the aisle before Kendall added one last thing.

      “Oh, and word to the wise…” Kendall held up her hands, wiggling her fingers. “Cuticle oil works wonders. Keeps ‘em hydrated and healthy. If, you know, that’s something you’re going for.”

      My face went red. Does she know? At this point, I didn’t even care. Kendall’s gonna Kendall.

      “Thanks,” I squeaked. “See you later!” And I left the room to find Ella.
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      “C’mon, c’mon! Moooooove it!”

      My personal history may not warrant it, but somehow I’ve become the responsible, punctual one between Ella and me. I know. Shocking.

      Ella poked her head out from her bedroom. “I would, but I can’t find my shoes!”

      Impatiently, I checked my phone and grimaced. “Just grab normal gym shoes then!”

      Again, Ella’s head peeked out. “Taylor. It’s the finals. I’m not wearing normal gym shoes!”

      “There won’t be a finals if we don’t leave, like…” Another time check. “Five minutes ago!”

      Of all the unexpected happenings this semester, my cohort’s sudden obsession with Intramural soccer might top the list. The girls have gone all in on this damn thing. Hell, so have I! Do our phenomenal four PT friends deserve most of the credit? Absolutely. We’d be helpless without them. But soccer is a team sport, and there are more than four people to a team. Somehow, the Sociology Six have managed to be just helpful enough that we reached the freakin’ championship game.

      “It’s amazing how much perspective you lose when you’re not in girl mode, Tay. Sorry, girls take longer to get ready!”

      I held up my hands, conceding the point. Even if I badly wanted to bum rush her room and drag my friend out so we wouldn’t be even more tardy.

      After what felt like another hour, Ella made her reveal. T-shirt, skirt, and soccer shoes for the complete outfit. Though, notably, she had one extra addition: pigtails tied back with Elkhorn Blue-colored ribbons.

      “Whatcha think?” she asked.

      I sighed, frustrated by her lateness, but I had to be honest. “Obviously, you look amazing.”

      Any time Ella asks me how she looks, the answer is always ‘Amazing’. I mean, Ella’s one of the prettiest girls I’ve ever met. Be it gym clothes, formal wear, sweatpants and a hoodie, she’s perpetually stunning. In fact, it’s her beauty that made me want to be her friend in the first place. What guy wouldn’t shoot his shot?

      Today, for the intramural game, I’m back in boy mode. No makeup, no cute hairstyle, and most importantly, no skirt. Shorts, a t-shirt, and men’s shoes have been my IM uniform all season long. I’m 100%, full-on male. Though it’s possible a few things slipped through.

      It’s now the second week of April, meaning I’ve been successfully balancing Femme Time and Focus Time for just over three whole months. Crazy, when I think about it. Over twelve whole weeks of boyish days and girly evenings. Plenty of off-campus Femme Time, but ready to lock back into my male self at a moment’s notice. Still, when I look at myself in the mirror, there are some residual feminine attributes I’ve polished or picked up.

      My hair, with all the care and treatments I do, looks magnificent. Long, flowing, soft, healthy – it’s come a long way from the sloppy mess of a mane I sported first semester.

      The same goes for my nails. In the weeks after my first professional manicure, I now work diligently to keep my nails shaped, my cuticles neat, and my hands soft to the touch. Not visibly girly, but let’s just say if you closed your eyes and grabbed my hand, there’s no way you'd think it belongs to a man.

      Lastly – and perhaps most prominently – is my body. I’ve been open about regular shaving – legs, underarms, even my private region. But a few weeks ago, the “Ella’s Choice” activity was visiting a local spa. No, not to relax; to wax.

      Ho. Ly. Shit. That was a weird fucking experience! But an altogether amazing one. Every speck of body hair that wasn’t on my head was waxed and stripped away into the ether. Poof! Gone! Just like that!

      I’ll tell you, there might not sound like a difference between shaving and waxing, but there is. Considerably. And ever since my spa trip, I’ve been at the tip-top of my self-care game with constant moisturizing. Shea butter lotion rubbed daily on my public and private parts. Plus, with how trim and fit I’ve become from the gym, my arms, legs, and particularly my butt are perky, tight, slick, and smooth!

      I. Feel. Wonderful.

      So yeah, not exactly ‘all guy’ like I may have aimed for. But the intent is there. Still, whenever I’m on campus, I’m all business and all male. Through and through.

      Regardless of what residual femininity lurks beneath my clothes.
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        * * *

      

      Having never actually been an athlete, I’m hardly an expert on playing in big games. But even unathletic, little ‘ol Taylor can appreciate the anticipation and stakes of the moment.

      “I see ‘em!” Harrison yelled out from the field, pointing excitedly. Being by far the tallest of the bunch, it’s no surprise he spotted us first. The rest of our team, dressed, warmed up, and in the huddle, turned their heads to Ella and me, the two stragglers.

      “So sorry!” Ella explained, out of breath as we entered the huddle. “It’s my fault, not Taylor’s.”

      Julia rolled her eyes. “We assumed.”

      Despite the chaos, Dani, our fearless team captain, refused to let us start on the wrong foot. She beckoned the entire team to come closer. All ten of us: four from PT and six from Sociology. But today, we aren’t students; we're athletes.

      “Fuck I’m so proud of this team! I know it hasn’t always been easy. We’ve overcome deficits, injuries… and people who needed to skip to study.”

      Jack, to my left, nudged me and winked. I held back a laugh. Dani was definitely talking about us.

      “But here we are! The freakin’ finals!!!”

      The ten, blue-shirted team members hooted and hollered, only hyping up Dani more.

      “ARE WE GONNA WIN THIS THING!?”

      “YEAH!” We shouted in unison.

      “THEN ON THREE. ONE, TWO, THREE…”

      Everyone put their hands in the center and screamed loudly. So loud, our voices echoed throughout the field house. Undoubtedly scaring the other team.

      “YOU, ME, AND PT!!!”

      The game would start momentarily. All that was left was for Dani to submit our starting lineup to the refs. To no one’s surprise, I failed to make the starting roster. Trust me, I’m not offended. I’m more than happy to be moral support and an occasional body on the field if one of our boys needs a rest.

      Intramural Soccer plays like this: five-on-five, including the goalies, and two halves at twenty minutes per half. Since it’s co-ed, at all times, two of the five players on the field must be girls. And of course, it’s a strictly non-contact sport.

      All season long, our starting lineup has been the four PTers and an even rotation of the five other Sociology girls. Today, with the stakes the highest, we’re starting Ella: the best of our bunch.

      Only once did I actually make the starting lineup. Funny enough, it was the very first game of the season. To date, it’s the sole game I played as a girl. God, that feels like forever ago! Dolling up my hair and putting on a skirt… It was nerve-wracking but a lot of fun. Still, I haven’t once regretted my decision to continue as a guy.

      “Whaddup, whaddup!” Freddie and Harrison approached me from behind, the former grabbing me by the shoulders and the latter pretending to punch me in the abs. “What’s good, man? Feeling fresh?”

      “You know it!” I replied. I bent down for some quick, additional hamstring stretches. “Can’t believe it’s over after this.”

      “Dude, I know,” Harrison shook his head. “Crazy how fast this year flew by.”

      It’s not just Jack and Dani that I got to know over these months, but these two guys as well. While we don’t really hang out outside of IMs, we’ve grown closer from our weekly games, and I’ve really come to jibe with their personalities. I’m a big fan of Freddie and Harrison.

      “Ayo!”

      Jack jogged up beside me, extending his hand. We smacked hands twice on the palm, once on the backhand, then ended with a fist bump. It’s a fun little handshake we’ve developed this semester, and we do it not just on the field, but off of it. By now, it’s second nature.

      “Feeling good?” I asked.

      “Better than ever,” he answered, swinging his leg to keep it loose. “Oh! I gotta show you something.”

      The game was about to start, but Jack insisted on pulling out his phone really quick. On the screen was a white sheet and a bunch of numbers. Then with his fingers, he zoomed in tighter to show a crystal clear “94”.

      “Ninety-four?!?” I shrieked. “No way!!! Dude!!!”

      Jack’s smile lit up the room – and it’s a big room. It may not sound like a huge deal, but a 94 out of 100 is the best grade Jack’s received on an exam all year. And it’s for one of the most important exams for his degree.

      “Just dropped this morning. I still can’t fucking believe it’s real!”

      “Well, you earned it. All that time in the library ain’t for nothing.”

      Jack nodded along. “And cafés, and the atrium, and the empty lecture halls…”

      I giggled, though masculinely. “Those too!”

      “You know, none of it’s possible without you,” Jack added.

      I shrugged off his compliment. Even if I knew he was kinda right. Jack and I’s collaboration has been nothing but fruitful. Not only have our study sessions returned his grades to normal, they’ve also provided me a platform for Focus Time. Well, that, and a much-needed close male friendship.

      I tried to get more details out of Jack, but the referee blew his whistle and called in the captains to start the match.

      “Time to snatch this crown,” Jack said.

      “Good luck out there,” I told him. “I’ll be cheering from the bench as usual!”

      Jack winked. “Hey, you never know.”
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        * * *

      

      You, Me, and PT have, without a doubt, been the strongest team all season. Offensively, defensively, and even style-wise, we dominate. The beginning of today’s match was no different.

      Our championship opponents are a fraternity-sorority pairing – i.e., undergrads. Now, we’ve faced some solid undergrad teams before – teams whose guys and girls clearly played some kind of soccer in high school. And yet, none of those players has been able to hold a candle to the PT Four. What they have on us athletically, our team makes up for in technique and experience.

      Well… until today.

      Things started off fine with an early goal from Jack, assisted by Harrison, to put us up 1-0. But some of these boys on the opposing team…? Damn! It’s like they’ve got rockets attached to their feet. And they’re not just fast; they’re aggressive. Way more than is appropriate for a non-contact league.

      The frat team answered with four successive goals, all within a span of five minutes. And that’s against the sure-handed Dani. I can’t imagine the damage if it were one of us mortals out there.

      Seriously, I can’t overstate how gritty and aggressive this game’s been. Tons of bumping shoulders, flailing elbows, and lunges that result in “inadvertent” trips – or so the other team claims. And yet the refs do nothing! Though maybe that’s by design. Ella explained to me on the sideline that championship games in any sport are usually the most physical. No one wants a single referee’s whistle to determine the outcome.

      Our team did our best to claw our way back, but by halftime, we were down an extremely daunting 4-1.

      Back in the huddle, Jack, Harrison, Freddie, and poor Dani looked completely gassed. They didn’t take a single break the entire half, whereas the fifth spot was split 5 ways between the other girls. I didn’t see the field once – which, again, is preferable.

      Not only was our team exhausted, but they were flustered. By the lack of goals, sure, but more so from the over-aggression from the frat team.

      “They’re literally letting ‘em hit us!” Freddie jawed. “Fucking assholes.”

      “I hate those guys,” Harrison uttered between heavy breaths. “The refs are even worse.”

      Jack huffed along, just as frustrated by the lack of foul calls.

      I could tell Dani was trying to come up with something to keep her team engaged. The sour mood of our stars was only getting worse.

      “Okay, listen up,” Dani began, calling for us to huddle closer. “We’ve never been down this much at halftime, so I’m not really sure what kind of speech to give. You guys all rock, and the answer, I think, is to just keep playing hard.”

      A few of the girls nodded. But so far, I’m not sure Dani got the unquestioned inspiration she was looking for.

      “Heh, you know, next weekend’s my birthday, so I’d say do it for me, eh? Kidding, kidding…”

      Dani was flying by the seat of her pants. But then, she got a certain look in her eye.

      “Actually… Yes. Do it for me. I wasn’t planning anything, but, hey… If we pull this off? I’ll make it worth all your while. Trust me.”

      Me and the eight other faces traded curious glances. What did Dani mean by this? Something fun? Something crazy? Nobody knew. And yet, we were all weirdly dying to know what her surprise could be. As Jack once told me, Dani’s known for her extravagance.

      “Good enough for me,” Jack said, placing his hand in the middle.

      Freddie did the same. “Fuck it. Let’s ride!”

      Soon enough, everyone’s hands had joined in a pile, along with a rejuvenated hope that we could walk out of here champions.

      “ON THREE!” Dani shouted. “ONE, TWO, THREE…”

      “YOU, ME, AND PT!!!”
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        * * *

      

      The second half of our championship match felt like an entirely different game from the get-go. Whether it was our desire to avoid embarrassment, the promise of Dani’s birthday surprise, or a straight-up lust for the crown, You, Me, and PT came to fucking play.

      Barely a minute into the second half, Harrison laid a beautiful lob shot out to Jack, who one-timed it past the goalie. Then, a couple of minutes later, Jack did the same to Harrison. Masterful chemistry on display.

      Our opponents later answered with another goal of their own to make it an unfortunate 5-3. But then, with just eight minutes left in the half, it was Freddie who went on a tear, scoring twice in two minutes. No assists, no mistakes from the other team, just pure grit and athleticism to tie up the game. 5-5.

      “LET’S GOOOOO!” I screamed from the sideline.

      I’ve gotten really good at being the sideline hype-man – a role more important than ever, considering the stakes have never been higher. And, you know, it’s not like there are fans at these games.

      But you’d never know it was only an intramural match from how chippy things were getting. The closer it got to the end, the more physical our opponents’ play became. What started as light pushing had devolved into genuine shoving. Elbows and shoulders banged against each other between the tough, male players. Thankfully, the girls were kept out of it.

      Three minutes left on the clock, and the game was still tied. Both teams were utterly exhausted, but kept their heads up, hoping one more goal would be enough for the title. Who knew soccer had so much running?

      At the two-minute mark, Harrison found himself with the ball at midfield as defenders approached. Ella, who’d been on the field nearly ten whole minutes now, summoned enough energy to sprint past the defenders into open space, waving her arms for Harrison to kick it to her. Which he did! A beautiful pass that threaded the needle.

      Ninety seconds remain. It’s just Ella and the goalie. Not having the strongest leg, she took a few steps back, gained some momentum, and…

      *WHOOSH*

      One of our opponents rushed in, hard and fast up to Ella, and slidetackled her to the ground!

      “Agh!!” she yelped as the 6-foot, 250-pound frat guy trucked into her.

      I’m not a referee, but even if his move was technically legal – which it probably wasn’t – to do that to a girl half his size is just straight up horrifying.

      Finally, the ref blew his whistle, signaling a foul and stopping the play.

      “THANK you!” Ella shouted. She was slow to get up, but appeared uninjured.

      The frat guy who made the move even looked a little bewildered.

      “Oh, shit…” he muttered. “Here, lemme–”

      But then, out of nowhere came Harrison. Charging like a bull and shoving the frat guy to the ground.

      “THE FUCK WAS THAT, DUDE? SLIDETACKLING? THAT’S BULLSHIT!”

      Woah! Harrison, the gentle giant, looked madder than I’d ever seen him. All in defense of his teammate.

      The frat guy quickly hopped to his feet. “The fuck you say to me!?”

      Suddenly, this tense but friendly match had become something totally different. A full-on fight was about to break out. Say what you will about the refs, they had no interest in a brawl happening on their watch.

      Whistles blew wildly as they rushed to break up the almost-scruff. Harrison was incensed.

      “He can’t fucking do that!!” Harrison screamed at the ref. “Kick his ass out!!”

      Jack, Freddie, and a few of the opponents rushed in to hold back their respective teammates. With the swearing and anger, it looked straight-up ugly.

      Finally, the head referee (who’s a student, mind you. Students ref these games) waved his arms in the air and called everyone to attention.

      “Listen up!” The ref pointed to the player who slidetackled Ella. “I’m ejecting you for overly aggressive play.”

      Harrison cheered the decision as everyone stood by awkwardly. But the ref wasn’t done.

      “And you…” He gestured to Harrison. “You’re done too. No shoving people to the ground.”

      Harrison was beside himself. “WHAT!? BUT HE–”

      However, Ella stepped up behind him and placed her hand on his shoulder. “It’s fine, alright? I’m not hurt. I’ll be okay.”

      Harrison, now with a gentler tone, turned to her. “You sure? He didn’t–”

      “I’m good,” she insisted. “Just… Sit the rest of this one out. Thank you for sticking up for me. You’re incredibly sweet.”

      I could tell Harrison had more to say to the aggressive frat star, but it was no longer his battle. I think he knew shoving anyone to the ground, no matter the reason, should have no place in sports – particularly intramural sports.

      With true disaster avoided, the refs gave our teams a few minutes each to reset, cool down, and reset our lineups. The other team, I noticed, had no shortage of competent male players. A slew of quick, athletic, young fraternity guys eager to take the field. Us, however…

      “Taylor,” Dani said, “How are you feeling?”

      I paused. “Uh, me? Like, in what way?”

      She rolled her eyes. “To play. Are you ready to get in there and replace Harrison? We could use another guy.”

      The rest of the girls around me appeared frozen. Clearly, none of them wanted to take the field  knowing they might get trucked the way Ella did. Neither do I, for that matter!

      But what choice did I have? Less than two minutes left in the game, and we need another body. A male body. And looking around, I’m the only one left.

      I guess it really is Focus Time.

      “Yeah, I’m game,” I answered, though my voice wavered halfway into speaking. Is it possible I spoke too soon?

      There wasn’t much time to be nervous. Jack, Dani, Freddie, Ella, and I took the field for the final moment.

      God, it felt weird being out here… Not that anyone beside the teams themselves was watching, but the pressure of having to perform – and, like, as a guy – was something I hadn’t experienced all that much this semester. While I’d experienced my fair share of buckle-down, focus-up moments academically, all of the high-pressure moments I had were girl moments. Specifically, girl firsts. My first time at a women’s gym. My first time doing full glam at a cocktail bar. My first time getting my nails professionally done.

      And yet those moments, while scary initially, ended up fine. In fact, I walked away from them feeling better than ever. Why shouldn’t this be the same?

      Right before the whistle blew, Jack came up next to me and put his arm around me – in a friendly way, of course.

      “You ready?” he asked. “You got this.”

      “Thanks,” I said softly. “I just… I don’t know what to do.”

      Jack thought for a moment. “Here…”

      He held out his left palm, flat in front of me, to represent the soccer field. Then, with his right index finger, he drew a route he wanted me to run.

      “Just run that play. If I get the ball, I’ll find you,” he said confidently. “Taylor. You got this.”

      I’m the absolute last person you should be asking to “run a play”. But somehow, with Jack directing me, I feel like I can do it.

      “On it,” I answered.

      The referee rolled the ball to Ella, blew the whistle, and started the clock. Game on!

      Freddie, still wired from the near-scrum, made an immediate, aggressive go at the goal… which was sadly squandered and stolen away, causing us to drop back on defense.

      “Shit, shit, shit…” I said to myself as I backpedaled away. Thankfully, the ball was nowhere near me. Just the way I like it.

      Jack, Ella, and a couple others dueled with two opponents on our half of the field for possession, one player even managing to take a shot at Dani! Thankfully, she blocked it and recovered.

      I looked at the clock. Thirty seconds left. For whatever reason, I felt that if things went to overtime, we’d almost assuredly lose with how tired everyone is – not to mention missing Harrison out there. It’s now or never.

      Directing traffic and shouting commands, Dani passed the ball to our star striker, Jack, and he started his way up the field.

      Wait, does that mean…?

      Our eyes met from afar. Jack nodded and slyly signaled for me to run the route we discussed.

      I won’t lie, my body was telling me to just stay out of the way – or maybe sit down on the grass and watch the rest of the game.

      No! Focus Time means Focus Time.

      Mentally strapping in, I tucked my head and ran toward the goal, following the zigzag route Jack had mapped out. And I did so with relative ease. How the hell was that?

      Maybe, because I was a non-factor all game long, nobody bothered to cover me. Or maybe, by the way I look… did they think I was just another one of the girls?

      Suddenly, I heard Jack yell from the backfield. “Taylor!”

      I glanced up and the ball was inches away. I took a quick step back and let it hit me in the chest, plopping onto the astroturf a foot in front of my body.

      Somehow, it was just me. No defenders around. I couldn’t believe it.

      “Shoot it!!” Jack yelled.

      It all felt like a fever dream. After a quick breath for concentration, I stepped back to build momentum and kicked, following through with surprising power. The ball soared through the air to the top left corner of the goal. Perfect placement, and… just past the diving goalie!

      “GOOOOOOALLLLLLL!” Freddie yelled from downfield, his voice overpowering the buzzer, signaling the end of the game. We did it! We won! We fucking won!!

      Naturally, the rest of our team sprinted onto the field in celebration, hugging, cheering, and screaming their lungs out in the mostly empty field house. Stakes-wise, it couldn’t be further from the Elkhorn Football win, but to us, in that moment, it strangely meant the world.

      Having never played a sport, I had no idea what to do in this situation. So I merely stood still and smiled. Beamed, really. This really has been the year of sports for me.

      I noticed my friends and teammates running my way, ready to mob me. All of whom I couldn’t wait to celebrate with. But there was one person who really deserved the praise. The genius who drew up the play: Jack. And he was the first to rush over.

      Over to me he charged, and I extended my hand out for a high-five, or maybe to do our handshake. But Jack was so amped, he went for neither. Instead, the man hoisted me up in the air! Hands on my hips, lifting me above his head!

      “Eeee-hee-hee!” I squealed, giggling. Far from my manliest moment.

      Jack looked at me from below as I (internally) marvelled at his strength. The way he was looking at me now… my god. Admiration is an understatement.

      “You sneaky genius!” I said to him.

      Jack just laughed, spinning me around once before setting me down. “Nah, that was alllll you, baby.”

      Wait… What? What did he call me?

      Jack, having realized what he just said, turned red as a tomato. “Buddy,” he said, coughing and correcting. “All you, buddy.”

      I left that odd moment live in the past as the rest of my team made their way to congratulate me.

      “M-V-P! M-V-P!” Emily and Meghan chanted together. Maryam joined in, leaping onto my back in celebration. Freddie – easily the sweatiest of the bunch – gave me a big ‘ol bear hug that, only because of circumstances, I welcomed with open arms.

      I felt genuinely on top of the world! Yes, I understand it’s an intramural soccer championship that ultimately means very little. But it’s something we, as a group of ten teammates – or rather, ten friends – accomplished together. Something we stuck with for three whole months and ultimately came out on top. There's a real reason to beam with pride.

      As our opponents walked off in defeat, the referees and the head of the Intramural department presented us with our medals. And not some crappy, plastic medals either. Real metal medals engraved with the generic phrase, “Intramural Champion”.

      “You guys…” Dani began, shaking her head but unable to stop smiling. “Y’all are freaking UNSTOPPABLE!”

      We all clapped and hooted, gathered around our team captain as she delivered our end-of-season speech. “You know, I might’ve seemed nervous… but deep down I knew we’d get there. Never a freaking doubt!!”

      Harrison laughed and made an awkward face. “Sorry, I almost fucked it up for us…”

      Ella, standing next to him, shook her head. “No. That was incredibly sweet,” she leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. Harrison blushed.

      “Alright, alright…” Freddie said, clocking that little ‘private’ moment. “So, coach, about this surprise…”

      Emily eagerly rocked back and forth. “Ooh, yeah! What is it?”

      Dani, curiously, looked at Maryam, who smirked and nodded. I guess whatever it was, she’d been in on it.

      “Well, y’all know I’m a proud, born and bred Hoosier… But my parents think of themselves a little less so. That’s why they’ve had this little lakehouse cabin...” Dani playfully cringed. “…in Wisconsin.”

      Maryam nodded along. “She’s shown me pictures. It’s gorgeous.”

      “And… What about it?” Julia asked.

      “‘What about it’ is that I was gonna go up there for a quiet little birthday weekend alone. You know, some fresh air, reading by the lake. But then I thought… Maybe birthdays are for friends? Friends who happen to be… CHAMPIONS!!”

      Ooh! So that’s the surprise? A lakehouse weekend trip to Dani’s? Well, shit, if only she’d told us that before, I might’ve tried harder in the game!

      Dani’s news evoked pure glee from the team. A prize that easily beat out our generic championship medals.

      “I’ll send all the details in the chat this week. But plan to leave Saturday morning, bright and early!”

      The ten of us traded glances, recognizing how strange that after what felt like the blink of an eye, our season was over. Twelve weeks, just like that! I can’t be certain, but there was a bubbling sadness among us all that our weekly bursts of competitive joy were coming to an end.

      But that’s why this trip is so wonderful! A chance to take things off-campus and maybe even grow as friends. For the rest of the year and, who knows… maybe beyond that?

      “I can’t wait!” Meghan exclaimed. “This sounds amazing, Dani. Thank you.”

      “Thank you all for coming!” Dani did a few little hops and squealed. “Gahh! I’m already getting excited.”

      With a plan in place, Dani called us in for one last team cheer. The last as a team, but certainly not as friends.

      Everyone returned to the sideline to gather their things and head out – some home, others (sweaty Freddie in particular) hitting the showers. Ella, having scraped her knee from the fall, opted to run to the restroom to clean out some of the scrapes.

      “Back in a minute!” she said as she ran off.

      What a badass fucking girl, I thought. Not only takes the hit, but stays in the game.

      “Hey, Taylor?”

      My head swiveled left to find Dani standing beside me.

      “Hell of a season game, coach,” I said, patting her on the shoulder.

      “Coming from the hero, that means a lot,” Dani looked at her shoes for a beat. “So yeah, I want to ask you something. I promise, it’s related to my birthday!”

      “Anything!” I chuckled. “Birthday girl and coach of the year.”

      “Heh, yeah! Well, listen, the other day I was thinking about how we managed to pull off such a killer season. Like, I know we got the talent and all… but there’s some element of luck, right? I mean, no losses? How does that even happen?” Dani pulled out her phone and, holding her finger up, scrolled for a minute. “But then… I remembered one of our early texts.”

      She held up the phone and showed me a message. One that made me nearly lose my breath.

      It was an old group chat message from Emily: ‘Girl Taylor’s our good luck charm!’

      All of a sudden, I felt my face rapidly redden. Uh… what is Dani doing? Is she bringing this up just to be nostalgic?

      “That, uh… Yeah,” I answered awkwardly. “That was some time ago!”

      “A fun time! Not to mention running into you outside your gym that one time. It’s just, you know, it got me thinking. The trip to my lakehouse will be fun and all, but you know what I really want for my birthday?”

      A deep, sharp gulp. She’s not gonna say it, is she?

      “What’s that?”

      “Taylor,” Dani smiled, big and proud. “I think it’d be a blast if you spent my birthday weekend full-time as a girl.”
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      “How about this one?” Ella asked, holding a dress against her body. “Or… this one?”

      Ella’s bedroom was an absolute mess – unusual for someone who tends to keep her personal space so neat. But today wasn’t a “usual” day.

      “Either’s fine,” was my answer. “I think.”

      “Really?” she asked, holding up the green dress again. “I just think… I dunno. Doesn’t this one make my eyes pop more?”

      I shrugged. “Then go for the green.”

      My friend smiled, satisfied. I guess confirmation was all she wanted. Ella set the dress aside in her already-stuffed overnight bag and let out a big sigh.

      “I’m impressed,” I noted, frankly. “You actually managed to fit an overnight trip’s clothes into an overnight bag.”

      “Hah-hah,” Ella replied, dripping in sarcasm. “At least I finished packing.”

      “I’ll do it, I’ll do it,” I said. “I’m just, still, you know…”

      Okay, here’s the thing. I left things kinda weird with Dani after she asked me to spend her trip as Tay.

      On paper, asking me to spend time as a girl isn’t so outrageous. I do it all the time with Ella and my cohort after all. But that’s off-campus, specifically sanctioned Femme Time. What Dani’s asking for is totally beyond that. I’ve spent literal months working to keep these sides of me separate. I wasn’t about to blow it up for one small birthday request.

      Maybe it was out of panic, but I gave her a half-assed punt of an answer: “How about just a taste of Tay?” That’s what I said. I know, extremely vague. But she seemed alright with it. “A Taste of Tay” for Dani’s birthday.

      “So what’d you decide on for your ‘taste’?” Ella asked.

      “I’m between that pink lip gloss and two hair ties for piggies. Err, uh, pigtails.”

      Ella giggled. “And why not both?”

      “Because I can’t take it that far, Ella,” I huffed, exasperated. “We’ve talked about this.”

      Ella, though she looked like she wanted to say more, held her tongue. “I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again…”

      “I trust your gut,” we repeated in sync. It’s become Ella’s motto that I’d now heard a million times.

      “Hmm…” I hung my head, thinking deeply. “Hair ties,” I said decisively. “If we’re hanging on the couch and Dani wants to play with my hair, I’ll let her. That’ll be her ‘taste’.”

      Of course, even thinking about acting feminine around the PT crew made my stomach churn. It’s a whole new crop of folks whom I promised myself would never know that side of me. Jack, I guess, was the brief exception. But our relationship has become so bro-ey and platonic, I feel like that’s all in the past. And for the best.

      “That’s a fair compromise,” Ella said. “A good plan – no, a great plan.”

      I smiled back at her, though it felt a little forced from discomfort. Part of this felt like standing at the edge of a diving board, ready to jump. Like any good diver, I’ve done this a million times. I know how to dive. The water’s just a touch chillier than usual.

      Still, I knew that with Ella by my side, nothing would go wrong.

      Here’s to a measured, safe, and a weekend that’s 99% Male, and a 1% Taste of Tay.
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        * * *

      

      I’m sure it’s a surprise to no one, but I didn’t exactly attend lots of ‘friend trips’ as a kid.

      That’s not to say I had no friends in my youth, but I’ve always been more in the ‘loner’ category than anywhere else. While other kids might’ve hung out on the weekends, grabbing a meal or attending a party, I’d be in my room, reading or playing video games. And hey, that’s okay. I’ve always thrived when alone. I have a social battery the size of a pea. It’s probably for the best.

      Things changed a bit in my undergrad years, and even more in grad school. These days, instead of spending all my time alone, I’m constantly around friends. Mornings, afternoons, evenings, I’m in the company of others. In a year with so many changes, my sudden extroversion genuinely might be the most surprising. Even if the constant presence of people can occasionally get on my nerves.

      “Ughhhhh! Are we there yet??” Emily groaned from the back seat, snapping me out of my stare.

      “Fourteen minutes,” Julia answered through gritted teeth. “Two minutes less than when you asked it last time…”

      Emily, God bless her, can be a tough person to spend too much time around. If she’s in a good mood, she’s a lot. And if she’s annoyed or irritated, she’s also a lot. At all times, Emily is a ball of energy and noise, be it positive or, very rarely, negative.

      Some of us were bound to get on each other’s nerves, given we not only woke up at 7:00 A.M. on a Saturday, but were subjected to several patches of bumper-to-bumper traffic on the ride up. Stupid Wisconsin highway construction.

      Julia, though she regrets it now, was kind enough to offer her car for the 4+ hour journey past the Illinois border and deep into Wisconsin territory. Tagging along for a ride were Emily, Ella, and me. Meghan and Maryam opted to drive separately as they wanted to leave even earlier.

      “You’re a saint for driving, Jules,” Ella said from the back seat, keeping the peace. “I get my extra hour of sleep...” she gazed out the window at the gorgeous nature, squealing, “…and all this?? I mean??”

      Ella wasn’t kidding about the scenery. Who knew Wisconsin could be so wooded and lush? I’ve spent my entire life in the boring, urban sprawl of central Illinois – I assumed our neighbor to the north would be just the same. Well, not around these parts.

      Each of us in the car had slowly come to the conclusion that the lake and the surrounding town weren't just in Wisconsin, but wealthy Wisconsin. The closer we got, the more Audis and BMWs we saw. The houses got bigger and fancier, and the passers-by donned luxurious athleisure clothing. Perhaps to someone as rich as Ella or Julia, this isn’t new. But Emily and I come from modest means, so… it’s pretty fucking cool.

      We trekked the tight, windy roads of Moose Lake (cute name, right?) for what felt like forever, until finally Julia’s navigation app announced our destination was just up on the left.

      The second we parked, Julia turned her head back to Emily. “NOW we’re here!” she spat.

      Emily could’ve made an issue of it, but she’d moved on to better things. Instead, she was wide-eyed, gawking at the adorable stone cottage before us.

      “Cute!!!” Emily shouted and promptly ditched the car. The rest of us did the same, basking in the beauty of Dani’s immaculate little cottage lake house.

      Her home was straight out of a storybook. Rugged, irregular brown and gray fieldstone covered the entire exterior, including the quaint chimney, smoking from an active fire. The brown-trim, circular windows, the cutesy cobblestone pathway, and the red wooden door with a decorative display of leaves and pinecones hanging on its face all added to the fairytale aesthetic.

      “Amazing,” I muttered quietly. “Good thing we won our game, huh?”

      A few moments later, the red door swung open and out ran Dani, with Maryam and Meghan close behind her.

      “Yay!! The last of our group! Come in, come in!”

      Our gracious host let us inside and welcomed us to her home. Right away, I knew I liked this place. The romantic, storybook vibe remained true indoors as well, with a warm, cozy energy of a secluded lakeside property. The house itself, though not overly spacious, felt otherwise with its open-concept first floor, complete with a rustic, farmhouse-style kitchen, a dining area with a long, handcrafted wooden table, and a sitting room with a cushy, deep seat sofa and some smaller bean bag chairs, all nestled around a large coffee table and in front of a blazing stone fireplace.

      “My parents don’t believe in TV, so we never got one,” Dani explained. “Hope that’s okay.”

      Emily’s jaw was practically on the floor. “You have literally NOTHING to apologize for. Dani, this place is AMAZING!!”

      Dani smiled and took the compliment. “It is pretty sweet.”

      “Well, well, well…”

      A man’s voice boomed from the upstairs loft overlooking the living room. It was Freddie, peering from the bannister. Beside him stood Harrison and Jack.

      “The stragglers have arrived!” Harrison added.

      “It’s not our fault y’all left so damn early,” Ella pouted, though teasingly.

      The boys rushed downstairs to greet us. Harrison went straight to Ella for a hug – interesting. Freddie had an old wooden trinket he’d found in one of the bedrooms that he felt he just had to show Julia and Meghan. Maybe there’s some inside joke I never caught on to. And Jack? Well, unsurprisingly, his face lit up at the sight of me – his newest dear friend, study buddy, and the reigning intramural hero.

      “What’s up, MVP? How are you? How was the drive?” Jack went in for our handshake. I didn’t miss a beat. I never do.

      “A little rocky for a minute, but I mean… shit! Look at this place!!”

      He smirked. “Pretty nice, yeah? Pays to have friends like Dani.”

      Jack glanced at the duffel bag in my hands. “Can I help you with that?”

      “Oh, uh… Sure?”

      It’s a one-night stay, so it’s not terribly heavy. But hey, he’s offering. I handed him my bag.

      “Dani!” Jack called out. “Where to?”

      “Boys are upstairs, girls downstairs,” Dani answered.

      I guess that makes sense.

      “Wait, Dani,” Jack said. “Freddie’s on the couch. Harrison and I already have our own beds.”

      She shrugged. “Then share.”

      Oh? Hold on. She can’t mean to share a bed, does she? Not with Jack.

      Jack paused for a second, a coat of discomfort coloring his face.

      “Huh,” he muttered. “Do you think, uh…”

      But just as he started sputtering, Ella stepped behind me, placing her hands on my shoulders and turning to Dani.

      “Or, how about Taylor shares with me?” she announced to Dani. “We’re basically roomies already anyway."

      A wave of relief rushed over me. Jack, too, looked at peace with this.

      “Totally,” he laughed awkwardly. “Works for me.”

      Dani, eager to get her celebrations started, called our entire group to attention around the wooden dining table.

      “First of all, thank you so much for making the long trip. If you’ll let me be vulnerable for a second… I’ve never been a big “birthday person”, and I hate inconveniencing friends. So the fact you all wanted to travel up here, to spend your entire morning driving… well, it just means a lot to me. I love you all so much!!”

      A warm applause from the group followed as a few of the girls rushed in for a group hug with Dani. You know, it’s true – Dani’s a natural leader, but she rarely makes things about herself. Struggling with social anxiety myself, constantly afraid to step out and actually do stuff, I totally get her hesitation to host a whole trip. But like Kendall once said, you give and take. She’s given us so much; now she needs to allow herself to be celebrated.

      Still, as a born-and-bred planner, Dani was never gonna go without a schedule for her birthday festivities.

      “The best part of Moose Lake is the nature. And it’s not close. Tons of trails, great elevation – there’s this one spot in particular that has an amaaaazing view of the lake!”

      “Then obviously we’re going there,” Meghan added.

      Emily jumped and cheered. “Group hike!”

      From the corner of my eye, I noticed Freddie’s posture sink. Harrison put his arm around him.

      “Eh… Slight problem with that,” Harrison added.

      “Oh, shit!” Dani slapped her forehead. “Guys, Freddie hurt his ankle.”

      Freddie shrugged. “It’s what I get for kicking too much ass in the championship. But seriously, you guys have fun. I’ll be here when you’re done.”

      Then Jack stepped in. “Actually, so Freddie’s not alone. We were thinking the girls could go on a hike, and the guys could hang back. I’m down, Harrison’s in…” his gaze turned to me. “And Taylor can hang back, too.”

      Huh! Some time with just the guys? You know that feeling of sudden, surprise inclusion? Like a comforting warmth all inside you? That’s what I felt when Jack asked me to stick around. Plus, it fits even better with my plan to–

      “Actually…” Dani interrupted. “Not to rag on your plan. But I kinda had a separate idea. Taylor, remember how you said you’d be down for a little Tay time here? ‘A Taste of Tay’, as you put it?”

      My face turned completely red. No… Is she having me do this in front of the guys? In front of Jack?

      “Err, uh…” I began, but had no clue how to respond. “I… I did say that,” I squeaked quietly, refusing to lie.

      Jack, standing beside me, looked at me blankly. I couldn’t really read him, but he definitely didn’t look pleased.

      “Yay!!” Dani clapped. “Then your ‘taste’ will be joining the girls on the hike! Sorry boys! You’ll have to see him later.”

      “Heh, uh… Yeah,” I muttered awkwardly, then, facing the boys, “Dani’s birthday wish, ya know? What can ya do?”

      “Oh,” Harrison said. “Sure. Y’all do y’all.” He then turned to his guys. “You guys wanna, I dunno, play Scrabble on the back deck or something?”

      “Down,” said Freddie.

      Jack, still with an uncomfortable stare, nodded quietly.

      “We’ll be back before you know it!! Just gotta change and we’ll be on our way.”

      As the boys shuffled away to the back porch, I started feeling heavy and constricted. Not from fear, but from guilt. Like I’d let down these blooming friendships in favor of a relatively empty promise I made to Dani.

      Nevertheless, the girls seemed ecstatic I’d be joining them as Tay, if only for a brief hike. Of course, that begs the question: What exactly makes me Tay?

      As I noted earlier, I failed to pack a single feminine item beyond a couple of hair ties. Would that be enough? If not, I’m sure Ella had something else I could borrow. But being a one-day trip, what are the odds she brought multiple pairs of leggings or sweats?

      “So, uh, I don’t really have much with me to ‘be’ Tay… But if you wanna do my hair or something, I brought some hair ties–”

      “Oh,” Dani interjected. “Taylor, you do know who you’re talking to, right? You think I’d come unprepared?”

      I stared at her suspiciously. The others, however, didn’t seem so out of the loop.

      “What’s going on?”

      “Trust me. I’d never ask for Girl Tay and then not help you lean in.”

      Dani shot me a sly little smile and scampered over to a duffel bag she’d stuffed into a corner. An enormous, pink duffel bag.

      My heart beat fast. Whatever she had in there felt like more than just a couple of hair ties.

      “What, uh… Whatcha got there?”

      “Ohh, just four little words that’ll make this hike a whole lot better.”

      I gulped. “And those would be…?”

      Another sly smile. “Hip pads and breast forms!”
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      I should’ve known. I should’ve freakin’ known the master chef would never settle for ‘just a taste’. Each and every time, they want the entire meal.

      My nervous thoughts were drowned out by the squeals and screams of the girls, mobbing the duffel bag and pulling out the wide array of feminine items Dani had packed. Like, seriously, a ton of stuff. Most of which were items even Ella hadn’t suggested for Ella’s Choice days.

      Things felt blurry, and the world spun fast – so fast that I needed to sit down. I’d been at this house for what, five or ten minutes? How am I already getting roped into this?

      I took a seat on the couch, away from the group, to catch my breath. For a minute there, everyone was so consumed with the bag of goodies, nobody even noticed I’d left. Eventually, though, the girl group reconvened with their overwhelmed male friend, where it became readily apparent they may have overstepped.

      Dani in particular had a sheepish look as she examined my puffy, bright-red face. “Did I…? Shit… This is too much, isn’t it?”

      I didn’t reply. I didn’t know how to reply.

      Ella, the only one who didn’t rush to the duffle bag, looked a little pissed at Dani for the surprise.

      “I know you mean well… But isn’t this a lot to spring on him?”

      Dani – and consequently, the rest of the girls – stared with sorrow. The cohort girls knew this feeling all too well – the feeling of pushing things a bit too far back in the Nate Chen Era when I so brazenly cursed them out for doing so.

      But things are different now, particularly on my end. Were this an idea Ella presented to me, I’d be thrilled. It’s just the time and place that’s wrong. Things aren’t where they should be. The separation of powers is entirely out of whack.

      Thankfully, the boys were already outside and witnessed none of this. As far as they knew, the girls were just gonna call me by a different name, throw a skirt on me, and call it a day. Had they been here for this? God, I might’ve faded into oblivion.

      But that’s the thing. They’re not here. Dani, though technically in my ‘Focus Time’ camp, is just another one of the girls. One more friend who wants to enjoy and appreciate my girl side. Is that really so bad?

      Empty gesture or not, I did promise Dani a taste of Tay. And while this is certainly more of a full dinner than a taste, she’d clearly gone through the trouble of compiling these goodies so Tay could join her for a small part of her birthday. Who am I to decline?

      “It is a lot…” I said quietly. “But it’s very sweet of you.”

      “Seriously, Tay– Err, Taylor. I overstepped. I’m happy to throw it all out. Please, join us as a boy on the hike–”

      “No,” I interjected. “That won’t be necessary.”

      Jeez, am I really letting this slide? I felt like my heart was talking rather than my brain. But maybe that’s for the best.

      Dani raised her eyebrow. “You… You mean it?”

      Ella did the same. “Are you sure, Taylor?”

      “Yeah,” I answered confidently. “You want a girls' hike? Then Tay’s coming along – however you want her.”
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      It’s truly amazing how one’s fortune can take a turn. Not that I’d call this poor fortune, but waking up this morning with plans to be a man through-and-through, only to arrive in Wisconsin and almost immediately get girlified? Well, it’s certainly a turn.

      Dani, rooming with Maryam, had claimed the master bedroom and bathroom for her night’s stay. But for now, it’ll serve as the domain for my magical transformation. And damn, is there a lot of magic that needs to be done! To get it done in a quick and efficient manner, it was all hands on deck.

      Ella worked with Dani as co-lead, delegating dressing procedures to certain girls based on their skill sets. Emily and Meghan handled makeup. Maryam and Julia tackled clothing. Both of those aspects, at the very least, were familiar ground.

      Since it’s just a hike, there’s no over-the-top outfit or makeup look we’re going for. More or less, I’m presenting as I would at Iron Athena any given weekend. But the new items Dani introduced threw a small wrench in the process.

      “Let’s start with the hip pads,” Dani began, holding up the inch-or-so-wide foam slivers. My instructions were, once the knickers were on, I’d slip into a beige, Spanx-type shorts set over my knickers – fitted but stretchy enough to slide in the foam slivers along the side of my hips, with the goal of creating a more feminine figure. I did as told and drew immediate shock from the girls, particularly Dani.

      “Woah!” our host gasped. “They weren’t supposed to do that much! Your hips…”

      Ella chuckled. “That’s the gym for ya! Tay, we’ve gone, what, twelve weeks in a row now?”

      I blushed. “Thirteen, I think.”

      Whatever the number was, it was enough to make a real, noticeable impact on my body. Even without the hip pads, I had a tighter tummy and wider hips than 99% of boys. With them? I look like a freaking model. Even more so with the leggings on. Not only do I have a juicy gym girl butt; I now have the hips to complement it!

      Speaking of my figure, I had yet another body enhancement – this time for my upper half. Dani, in ceremonious fashion, dug into her pink duffle bag of goodies to summon her other girl gift: Breast Forms.

      Now, to me, these seemed extremely foreign. Sure, I’d worn tons of bras, but not a single one of them served a practical purpose. Being a guy, I have nothing to hold up. Well, this changed a lot.

      In short, the forms were individual silicone breasts with adhesive backing. Applying them to my chest was super simple: thanks to the tape on the back, I merely had to place the two forms on my chest where my breasts would go. Hold for a few minutes, test the adhesiveness and…

      “Double Woah!” Dani nearly choked as I revealed to the group my womanly additions. Whatever mental image she had of her male friend with boobs, it clearly wasn’t this.

      “Heh…” I blushed, playfully jumping up and down as my tiny tits jiggled. “They feel soooo weird…”

      “But they look amazing,” Maryam added, her eyes locked in on the shockingly lifelike pieces of silicone. Identical skin tone, realistic nipples, appropriately sized so they didn’t look ridiculous on my frame – I couldn’t believe what I was witnessing in the mirror. The hips, the breasts – they didn’t just look good; they looked like they belonged.

      Julia, in her typical fashion, but a brisk end to the lovefest. “Hey, I’m a ‘free the nipple’ girlie too, but at some point we gotta get those girls some support.”

      Her comment drew giggles from the group and cut through the air of bewilderment. A welcome change of tone. She’s totally right. Today is about Dani, her birthday, and this hike. Not how shockingly good her male friend looks with his new fake boobs.

      We wrapped up getting ready, settling on a cute, matching sports bra (with some considerable cleavage), a high pony, and some easy makeup to go along with a spritz of perfume. Plenty femme enough to present in public – be it for the actual people who lay eyes on me, or the animals in nature.
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      “Well?” Dani said to the silent car. “Thoughts?”

      She knew she wasn’t gonna get a wordy answer. We girls – and yes, I’m including myself in that – were exhausted with a capital E.

      “Beautiful,” I answered, still a little out of breath. “Didn’t think I’d get my ass kicked like that, but… Beautiful.”

      That was the general consensus. Dani’s hike, though a physical feat, proved to be all she promised and more. Over an hour of traversing rocky trails and hordes of unsteady roots, the exquisite view of Moose Lake from the peak point made the whole thing worth it. An immaculate spring day in the high 50s, not a cloud in the sky, and having rained last week, the surrounding nature was lush as ever. That, however, wasn’t even the biggest story.

      The big story, for me, was how seamless I slipped back into girl mode. I’ll admit, I had my reservations stepping outside of Focus Time, but damn was it worth it. Even the hip pads and breast forms didn’t hinder me. I looked great and felt great, even in such a physically challenging environment. It’s like these temporary prosthetics had minds of their own and thought, ‘let’s act as if we’ve always been here.’

      Dani, I think, appreciated my efforts as well. “What a wonderful birthday gift,” was what she told me at the peak, followed by a sweet kiss on the cheek. She thanked me for going along with her ‘craziness’, but really, that’s only part of the story. Sure, it may have started as a gift to her, but the end result was good vibes, good times, and a heap of gender euphoria. So much so that, as we approached the house, my mood sank just the tiniest bit, knowing I’d soon revert to boy mode. The clothes, the prosthetics, and the makeup would all be taken off, and I’d continue the rest of our evening as a guy. Which, you know, remains my plan.

      Included in my ‘de-girlifying’ was my desire to sneak in and out of sight of the guys. From their earlier reactions, I sensed they weren’t exactly pining for their male friend ‘femme it up’ with the ladies. They wanted me around for guy time. That’s all the motivation I need to get back to boy mode speedily and seamlessly.

      So, you’d imagine my surprise when, after having Ella check if the coast was clear to sneak me in, she found the house to be empty. The boys were gone! Nowhere to be seen.

      We were all confused at first – even Dani, our master of all weekend plans. But apparently, she’d missed an earlier text from Jack informing her they’d left for some quick errands.

      “They’re out picking up groceries for dinner… and offered to cook for us!!” Dani relayed.

      Meghan clasped her hands. “Do we have the sweetest friends or what!”

      Dani’s face then grimaced a bit as she read. “They also said they’re stopping by a bar to finish some big college basketball game...”

      “Ah,” Meghan finished her thought. “Less sweet.”

      Jack, Freddie, and Harrison’s absence meant a few things. One, we didn’t need to start thinking about cooking, which is wonderful. And two…

      “So, uh, Tay,” Dani came up beside me. “I know you said you’d join us for the hike and all, but… You know, maybe you’d be down–”

      “To stick around a little longer?”

      I looked around for Ella, who’d heard our conversation. She looked just as amped by the idea. Full transparency, it didn’t take much consideration. Something about today’s activities had me on Cloud Nine and eager to stay aboard.

      “Yeah!” I continued. “Let’s do it. I’m game for, uh… whatever!”

      Dani’s face lit up, as did all the other girls’. Damn, who knew Girl Tay would be such a hit?

      Though we had no concrete plans yet, the ladies came to a quick decision that, because we were all sweaty from the hike, we might as well shower and get ready for dinner. Yes, already. At like one-thirty. For the girls, their routines wouldn’t be too different than at home – other than dressing from a suitcase, I suppose. But for me, it was night and day.

      Back-to-back Tay activities meant there was no “de-feminizing” to be done. I’d shave, shower, and get ready as a girl. While that meant removing the hip pads, to my surprise, I was able to keep the breast forms on. Wow, was it ever strange showering with these on. Soft, realistic, perky mounds on my chest that felt and looked every bit a part of me.

      Clean, dry, and smelling like a princess thanks to Ella’s new shampoo, I was handed a fresh set of underwear to wear for Tay: Part 2. Simple, white cotton knickers and a white, strapless B-cup bra were the foundation for my outfit, which, admittedly, upon reveal, looked a little ridiculous.

      “Woah!” I gasped at the dress lying on the bed.

      It was among the most over-the-top dresses I’d ever seen or worn. First of all, it’s pink – surprise, surprise. But that’s the least of its feminine qualities. The dress looked like something a Hollywood starlet might wear. A high-low silhouette, clearly intending to show off as much front leg and quad as possible. Though high on the neckline, the frock was sleeveless to highlight the wearer’s smooth arms and underarms. A silky, tulle outer layer with a ruffled hem made it somehow even girlier, as did the silky, opaque inner slip.

      “Isn’t it a dream??” Ella squealed.

      Oh, it’s a dream, alright. A fever dream.

      “That’s, like… Wow.” I stood before the dress, dumbstruck and nearly naked in my bra and knickers. “And why on Earth that one?”

      “Oh, you didn’t hear?” Ella continued. “Dani wants to do afternoon ladies' tea! And since we all packed cute dresses, we figured you’d like one too.”

      Ella said Dani found it in her Mom’s closet, left over from a themed New Year’s Eve party they hosted years ago. By pure coincidence, it’s just my size.

      “So?” Ella asked. “What do you think?” She then bent down and, from beneath the bed, summoned an additional piece: a pair of silver, strappy high heels.

      “Uh…”

      I considered the obscenely feminine garment for a moment. It’s definitely over the top… But my answer was always there.

      “Eh, screw it. Sure!”

      Ella applauded my decision. Before I could slip on the outfit, however, I had to get my hair and makeup done to a level worthy of a dress like that. So that meant Ella called Julia and Meghan back for extra help blow-drying my locks and curling them into long, beautiful tresses. Ella helped apply my makeup, while Meghan – bless her soul – painted my toenails for me. That’s right! Shimmery pink piggies to stand out alongside the silver, sparkly heels. Not only do I look like a pretty princess, I’m being pampered like one!

      It wasn’t easy or simple, but 45 minutes of intense beautification later, I was ready for the tea party.

      Stepping out of the bedroom and making my reveal to Dani and the remaining girls felt like a debutante stepping out at her ball.

      “Tay!!!!” Dani squealed, almost dropping her teapot. “Look at you!!!”

      I was blushing like nobody’s business, obscured only by the considerable makeup on my face. I looked and felt as beautiful and feminine as I ever had in my life. And I did so with relative ease. I’m a “wonderful canvas”, as Ella once told me.

      As much as I adored my own look, the other girls had more than held their own. Each of them sported some variety of cutesy, feminine dress, perfect for a tea party. Many of them had their hair curled or styled in a fun but elegant manner as well. Even Julia, the most tomboyish of the group, donned an adorable pink number with puffy sleeves, a white, poofy petticoat, and a big ‘ol pink bow in her hair.

      “Emily’s choice. Not mine,” she was quick to remind everyone. But I could tell, deep down, even she appreciates a feminine splurge.

      Thankfully, Dani’s lake house was more than equipped to host an impromptu tea party. Teapots, cups, and saucers aplenty, and, perhaps in anticipation of this moment, Dani had packed a whole selection of pastries and finger foods to set out on the multi-tiered vintage cake stands.

      Six lovely ladies and I, all basking in elegance and opulence. And we did so for hours. Chatting about anything and everything – trading funny stories from school and from life, much of it with a focus on Dani, who, being the one non-Sociology student, played the role of new girl in town. Over the hours of chatting, snacking, and sipping, I learned a ton about her. All of us did. Well, except for Maryam, who’d already grown quite close to Dani throughout the year. To the point of even choosing to share a room on the trip.

      I just honestly can’t express how at ease I feel with these ladies. I feel looser, happier – like myself. No, I’m not as ‘focused’ as I maybe should be, but isn’t that okay? Maybe it’s okay to take little breaks from the Focus Time / Femme Time split every once in a while. For special occasions, of course.

      Everything had gone immaculately. I transitioned seamlessly into my girl self – posture, elevated pitch, delicate mannerisms, I was clicking on all cylinders. Girl Tay had reemerged with more confidence than ever.

      *CLICK-CLACK*

      The sound came from our left, past the kitchen.

      “Ah!” Dani was first to react. “The boys are home.”

      “The, uh–” I muttered. “The boys?”

      Holy shit. I completely forgot about the boys!
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      The door unlatched and swung open wide as our three male friends trudged inside.

      “Booo!” Emily shouted. “No boys allowed!”

      Harrison scoffed. “Oh, you’re gonna boo the people bringing food to your doorstep?”

      “Not to mention cooking it for your spoiled asses,” Freddie said.

      Jack laughed. “And traversing the rain! Weather’s looking rougher by the minute.”

      “Oh, jeez!” Dani’s and everyone else’s heads whipped to the living room window. The skies had grown dark, and rain had started to fall. “We didn’t even notice.”

      “Yeah, well, that’s what the men are for,” Harrison teased again. “Hunting in the rain and bringing home the bacon.”

      Jack and Freddie playfully hooted along. Julia groaned.

      “Our heroes…” Dani said. “So, whatcha get?”

      Jack smiled and placed his two bags of groceries on the counter. “Only the best for the birthday girl! Ribs, pasta salad, corn on the cob, and–”

      Suddenly, Jack stopped – not speaking or moving. Just caught in a stare at the table of girls before him, eyes as wide as the moon. Intrigue, confusion, and horror filled his face.

      “Oh, right,” Dani continued, like nothing was the matter. “We threw a little tea party while you were gone.”

      “I… I can see that,” Jack muttered.

      By now, Harrison and Freddie had also gotten a look at the group of beautifully dressed women before them. Well, six women and one very confusingly feminine, dress-wearing man.

      For a short while, no one said a thing. The men stared at us. At me. Their brains couldn’t fathom what they were seeing. Finally, Freddie broke the silence.

      “Uh, lookin’ good… man…” he said awkwardly.

      Harrison gave a wobbly thumbs-up and a forced, toothy smile. “Fits ya, uh… great.”

      No! No no no! Holy fuck did I want to bury my head in the sand and just disappear. How did I get so caught up in this stupid tea party that I’d forgotten the obvious? Eventually, the boys would come back and catch me red-handed. And not just in a silly skirt. No. Dolled to the absolute MAX.

      “This is, uh…” I sputtered back, trying to save face. “It’s a– It’s a game! Err, uh– Just a joke! Hah! Funny, right??”

      But no one laughed. Not the girls, and definitely not the guys. The girls, I sensed, were too thrown off by my sudden fear and reluctance. And the guys? Well, they had no fucking clue what to make of me. Jack in particular.

      Jack could’ve said something faux-complimentary. He could’ve said anything. Anything to break the awkward silence. But he didn’t. He merely turned his back and started unpacking the grocery bags in the kitchen. Silent and stoic. Freddie and Harrison stayed motionless.

      Finally, after what felt like hours, Dani stood up and clapped her hands. “Okay! Well, the boys are back, so I say that wraps our tea party. Such a lovely time! Girls, shall we change into something more comfortable, and the boys start cooking?”

      Everyone kinda nodded and agreed in silence, rising from our seats and returning to our bedrooms. If anything, just to escape the sudden, sour vibes.

      I can’t stress how much I’m not a sports person, but returning to the bedroom with Ella in tow, it felt like a team trudging to the locker room after a brutal loss. Except, in this case, I hadn’t just lost one game. I felt like I’d lost an entire season.
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      “Tay?”

      Ella was whispering. Almost too quiet to hear.

      “Taa-aay…”

      I tossed and turned in bed, clutching the covers like a teenager wanting five more minutes of sleep before catching the school bus.

      Ella’s patience ran dry. “Taylor!” she shouted, much louder as she grabbed my shoulder.

      “Ah! What? What!?” I catapulted upright – my face mere inches from Ella, who was already out of bed and apparently dressed for the day. “Ah, right… Sorry. Is it already time to go?”

      “Well, it would be…” she began. “But…”

      Ella directed my attention to the happenings outside our bedroom window. Dark storm clouds covered the sky. Heavy rain poured and swirled in the fierce wind as it violently clattered against the window. And, of course…

      “*RUMBLE* *BOOM* *CLAP*

      Thunder and lightning. Constant thunder and lightning.

      “Wow,” I rubbed my eyes, still waking up. “I know it was supposed to rain, but…”

      “Storm of the year, it seems,” Ella said, eyeing some downed branches. “Thankfully, no major damage. Yet. Good news is we have a warm, safe place to stay and ride this out.”

      “Oh,” I mulled. “That’s… That’s good.”

      See, under normal circumstances, I’d be thrilled to have an extra night of vacation. A bonus day with friends, cooped up and cozy, riding out a storm? How magical! But with how things went last night? Well…

      “Who’s up?” I asked.

      “Basically everyone. We’re all kinda hanging around, discussing what to do. Some people thought we should risk it and leave, but Dani insisted we stay another full day. Should clear up by tomorrow morning. We can leave at the crack of dawn and get back in time for lecture.”

      All of that sounded more than fair. Why risk travel in dangerous weather? The only problem is, this house – this lovely, warm, adorable cottage – is somehow a place I feel even less safe.

      Alright, maybe I’m overreacting. But still, things are not good.

      On the surface, last night went about as expected. The boys came home, cooked dinner for everyone, and we had a fun, light night of grilling, sipping drinks on the back porch, and of course, ringing in Dani’s birthday with cake, drinks, and plenty of laughter and cheer.

      But that’s on the surface.

      Beneath it all was the stone-cold, awkward encounter I had with the boys while dressed for our tea party. They saw me in all my humiliatingly girly glory. Clear as day. Hair and makeup done to the nines. A frilly pink dress. Silver high heels with painted nails. Fake boobs for Christ’s sake!

      And yet, we didn’t mention it once.

      Not once! It never came up again. All night long, this enormous elephant sat in the room unaddressed. Yes, I’d reverted back to boy mode, so there wasn’t more to comment on presently, but neither Harrison, nor Freddie, nor Jack thought to ask me any further questions. Honestly, I wish they had, because the alternative was far worse.

      Instead of the friendly, male-focused camaraderie I’d enjoyed all semester, I got the cold shoulder. I wasn’t outright ignored, but it felt as if all the progress we’d made as friends was wiped away.

      Even worse, because I was so quiet, the girls felt like they had to walk on eggshells around me. Practically no engagement from either gender.

      The whole night was extremely frustrating, but helping me through it was the promise that, once back on campus, I could work to reset these relationships and my priorities. You know, return home and finally get things back to normal.

      But no. Of course the weather had its own plans. What else could I do but go along with it?

      “So, yeah,” Ella continued. “Just another chill day. If you’re okay with that.”

      “I guess I have to be, don’t I?”

      The smile on Ella’s face faded a little, but she refused to say much.

      “Alright, good,” she squeaked. “That’s good.”

      She gave me a few minutes of privacy to fully wake up and put on a presentable outfit. When I stepped into the kitchen, I found I was indeed the final one to get up. Dani had already prepped an itinerary.

      “Games, games, and more games!” she announced, waving a list in her hand.

      Julia snatched the list and studied it. From the look of it, a long list of games written out in Sharpie. “Wow. That’s a lot.”

      “A gauntlet, one might call it,” Maryam nudged Dani. I guess those two were busy crafting the schedule. “By the end of the day, I wanna get through them all!”

      Dani nodded. “I just wanna keep everyone busy and active. I know, I know… It sucks that we can't hike or travel or whatever. But let’s make the most of it, yeah?”

      Everyone looked around at each other, mostly with positive energy. Hesitant to trade glances with Jack, I instead caught Freddie’s eye, who, to my surprise, appeared somewhat back to normal. He nodded affirmatively. If the image of me in a dress was still burned into his mind, it didn’t seem to affect him. I then did the same with Harrison, who seemed mostly normal, too.

      Could today be different? Was just one night to sleep it off all I needed?

      “Let’s do this!” I growled in my most masculine tone and conjured up as much excitement as possible. “Put me in, coach!!”
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      Had today been sunny – or even just a little rainy – we’d be well on our way home. Maybe even back in Elkhorn by now. Instead, we’ve been granted an entire extra day of vacation. Ten friends at the lake house, cooped up and hunkered down while Dani, our fearless leader, kept the party rolling.

      The first game we played was a doozy for the early morning: Settlers of Catan. If you’re not familiar, it’s a board game with hexagonal tiles where you roll dice, collect resource cards, and spend those cards to build settlements. It’s famously infuriating. We played two games of five players each. Thankfully, everyone’s tempers stayed in check. Well, Meghan got kinda pissy after she lost a tight game. But hey, no one’s perfect.

      After Catan, we split into several smaller groups for a rotation of older, classic board games. Specifically, Clue, Battleship, and The Game of Life. It really helped that Dani had multiple copies of these. The benefit of her parents hosting so many parties and weekend trips over the years.

      I’ll be honest, the mandated interaction from playing board games was a blessing. It’s kind of like everyone was forced to hang out with me and forced to move past my humiliating dress-up run-in. Being in full boy mode helped a ton, too. It felt like a return to comfort and normalcy. For me and for everyone else.

      That is, except for Jack.

      Jack’s attitude still didn’t sit right. He was cold and distant. When the group smiled, he didn't. If laughter broke out, he refused to join in. Sure, he participated in the games, but he never felt present. It’s like the Jack we all knew and loved had become broken.

      All of this behavior was eerily similar to what I’d seen earlier this year and what Dean Ashbourne had warned me about. Could it once again be due to me?

      Throughout the morning and leading up to lunch, I thought hard about how to best make Jack comfortable. Then, finally, it hit me: my appearance.

      Though I’m dressed fully as a boy today, I still have some lingering and unavoidable feminine attributes. My hair still had a soft, loose curl to it. My toenails, though covered by socks, still had some pink nail polish that peeked through. The shampoo, body wash, and conditioner I’d used yesterday after the hike smelled especially girly. Could any of that have an impact?

      I considered asking Ella for her opinion, but I feared my concern for Jack might open a whole Pandora’s box. Questions like “Why does it matter what Jack thinks?” could lead to “OMG, did something romantic happen between you two??”

      No bueno. So, instead of wallowing further, I decided to actually talk to him.

      There were plenty of leftovers from yesterday’s rib and corn feast, but Dani (still in birthday mode) requested a shake-up in cuisine and caloric load with… frozen pizzas. Okay, so maybe not a caloric shake-up.

      Because there’s not much prep with frozen pizzas beyond popping them in the oven and waiting, Jack offered to “cook” entirely on his own as the rest of us continued our game gauntlet. From the living room couch, I saw him standing alone in the kitchen, expression blank and staring at the oven. This felt like the time.

      “Excuse me a sec,” I said to Meghan. We’d just wrapped a game of Battleship (which I won, by the way).

      As I approached the kitchen, Jack turned his head and saw me coming. His first reaction wasn’t a smile or a greeting. Instead, he stepped out of my way, as if I was only there to grab something.

      “Heh, no, dude!” I said, all bro-ey. “I just wanted to see what’s good.”

      Jack looked at me, confused. “Yeah?”

      I kept up the nonchalant energy. “Yeah, man.” Then, I extended my hand for our handshake. But for the first time all semester – literally months – the handshake wasn’t reciprocated.

      Okay. That threw me off.

      “Everything alright?”

      His temperament didn’t change. Jack merely readjusted his glasses, fiddled with his sweater, and insisted, “I’m fine.”

      We stood there, wordless for a moment until eventually he added, “Actually–”

      “Yes??” I leapt in, probably too enthusiastic.

      “Can you watch the oven?” he asked plainly. “I need to run to the restroom. Just take the pizzas out when it beeps.”

      Then Jack walked away. I didn’t know what else to do but nod.

      Uh… What on Earth was that?
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      Lunch went about as expected. Normal conversation at the table, but radio silence from Jack. Fortunately, his sour energy didn’t bring down the rest of our moods. The group was totally jazzed to continue Dani’s surprisingly popular game gauntlet.

      While the morning games were classic, two-to-five-player board games, Dani wanted the afternoon rounds to include the whole group, which required a lot of wrangling. It also meant we were playing very different games. Looser, sillier ones.

      First was Twister. Yes, 10-person Twister. We had to move around furniture in the living room to pull it off. It didn’t take long for hands, legs, and bodies to become sprawled all over the floor, resulting in raucous laughter each time. Loud grunts and groans ensued as our aging, grad student bodies toppled to the ground and onto each other. It was a fun – albeit painful – bonding moment.

      Whether on purpose or not, I noticed Jack was always positioned on the opposite side of the Twister mat from me. Not once did we interlock limbs. I know it shouldn’t bother me – and I know he insisted everything’s fine – but I had the real sense he was actively avoiding me.

      As the storm raged outside, our group soldiered on with our game gauntlet, tackling Pictionary, followed by Charades. Normally, these games are a hoot. But with the looming, depressive Jack around, the energy felt tainted. Even worse, Dani asked for the teams to be broken up by… You guessed it: Boys vs Girls.

      All this did was put extra attention on the fact that I was presenting as male. Freddie and Harrison played it off cool enough, but every one of my actions – deliberate or not deliberate – was an indictment of my gender expression.

      Pictionary went alright – we lost, but whatever. Charades was harder. The girls had zero trouble clicking. But us as guys? We were all over the place. Like when I had to describe the movie Forrest Gump. I tried making a triangle symbol with my hands above my head – you know, like a tree in a forest? But all Freddie and Harrison could think of was “dancer” or “ballerina”. Then, after Freddie guessed “ballerina” and noticed the gender connotation, he apologized, stopping the game and making things even more awkward. Jack, the whole time, was either lethargic or outright silent. Oh, and we lost that game, too.

      Look, I know I should be able to loosen up and set all of this weirdness aside. It’s one awkward moment, and the attitude of one person. But really, it’s more than that. Jack and I, despite our rocky start, developed a beautiful friendship as two men. It’s a friendship we could only foster because of my insistence on keeping my two selves separate. He never had to see my girly side. And yet, here I go, opening the floodgates anyway.

      As the evening came and the sun set (not that we could see the sun all day), Dani called for a dinner break – this time settling for last night’s leftovers. The majority of us were starving after a full day of games. Jack, I noticed, didn’t eat. And because of all this mental strife, neither did I. At least we have one thing in common.

      All day long, we’d been trapped indoors, away from the howling wind and pouring rain. For our own safety, we didn’t dare step outside. But as the evening turned to night, the weather let up the tiniest bit. Enough that, should we want to step outside, we’d at least not get soaked.

      “I’d suggest a fire, but the wood’s all waterlogged,” Dani explained. “Porch is open if you need some fresh air, though.”

      The group appreciated the thought, but was happy to keep rolling with games – particularly since nighttime means party time. And party time means drinking time.

      Last night, for whatever reason, there wasn’t much drinking. Maybe the group was just “high on life”, but beyond a few hard seltzers, no one really drank. Tonight, however, Emily and Meghan had something in store.

      “The Dani-rita!” Emily gestured to a gallon-sized glass beverage dispenser. “Margaritas, but Dani-style!”

      “What makes them ‘Dani-style’?” Julia asked.

      “Uh, well, nothing,” Meghan admitted. “Just have some whimsy, will ya?”

      Folks gladly dug into the Dani-ritas, each person wolfing down one… then another… then a third. All of it raised the level of silliness and inebriation – and that’s exactly what we needed for the next game.

      Dani called us back over to the living room and instructed the able-bodied men to move the coffee table out of the way once again for space on the floor.

      “Twister again?” Harrison asked. “I almost threw my back out!”

      “No, no, no…” Dani explained with a devilish smile. “It’s a little spicier than that.”

      Dani ran off to the kitchen real quick and returned with something hidden behind her back. Then, in the center of the circle where her friends sat, she placed a large, empty glass jug.

      “Ladies and gentlemen… It’s time to SPIN. THE. BOTTLE!!”

      There were a variety of reactions to Dani’s new game of choice. I mean, all day long, it’d been tame and generic board and card games. But serve us a few Dani-ritas, and all wholesomeness flies straight out the window.

      Some squeals, some groans, and a lot of playful protesting followed her announcement. All of it playful, though.

      Julia folded her arms. “Spin the Bottle? What is this, 1950?”

      Dani stood defiantly by her choice. “What’s the harm in a little throwback? Plus, it’s my birthday, so I choose the game.”

      “Yesterday was her birthday,” I heard Freddie whisper to Harrison. Not that he was fighting it.

      For anyone out of the know, Spin the Bottle is a game where a group of people sit in a circle with an empty bottle in the center. You spin it twice, and the two people the bottle points to have to kiss. It’s a silly, kinda spicy game that’s played best among a group who know each other well and don’t take themselves too seriously. I’m flattered Dani sees us that way.

      “So, are we game?” She polled the group.

      Everyone agreed. Except…

      “I’m, uh…” Jack began awkwardly, staring at his feet. “I’m feeling a little–”

      “Oh, come on, wimp!” Dani smacked his back. “What, you’re afraid to kiss me?”

      I clocked Jack’s hesitation, making me immediately self-conscious. No, Dani, it’s not that he doesn’t want to play. It’s that he didn’t want to play with me! Not that I can tell her that. I can’t tell anyone any of this.

      Nevertheless, her insistence kept Jack around, and the game got started. Right off the bat, I found myself sweating. What if it does land on me? Do I want it to land on me? And if it does, who do I hope to kiss – or hope not to kiss?

      We took turns spinning the bottle and targeting the ‘victims’. The first spin landed on Meghan, who, with her eyes closed, spun the bottle for her kissing partner. Round, and round, and round it went, slowing to a stop and landing on…

      “Hah!” Ella exclaimed as she looked at the bottle squarely pointed her way. “Alright, pucker up!”

      The two had no problems leaning in for a kiss. On the lips, but so quick and minimal that it was painless. We also added a rule that if the bottle lands on you, you’re required to take a big swig of Dani-rita. Keeps everyone loose, I guess.

      The next target was Freddie – the first guy for it to land on. Freddie, the drunkest of everyone at this point, spun the bottle wildly as it whipped around, wobbling in a circle. When it came to a stop, it was Meghan again left holding the bag.

      “Twice!! No fair!” she squealed, playfully reluctant. She held strong, leaned in, and pecked Freddie on the lips.

      The game went on for a while like this. Boys kissing girls, girls kissing boys – even Freddie and Harrison ended up kissing. They were both good sports about it.

      The longer the game lasted, however, the more attention it drew to the fact that neither Jack nor I had been picked. All eight friends had kissed at least one other person. And yet, despite 20 or so spins, none of them involved Jack or me. Until, finally, my number got called. The bottle stopped dead-center on me.

      “Oooh! There it is!” Emily teased. “Taylor in the hot seat!”

      I blushed, obviously. Who wouldn’t when you’re put on the spot to kiss a mystery friend? But I ain’t no chicken.

      “Yeah, yeah, alright…” I quieted the group’s hooting.

      “It’s not gonna spin itself,” Dani prodded. “Go for it, Tay.”

      I took a long, deep breath before reaching for the bottle. No time like the present, I guess.

      I clutched the large, glass bottle, twisted my wrist, and gave it a spin.

      Round, and round, and round. For some reason, the air in the room felt heavy. There was way more attention paid to this spin than to any other. Everyone wanted to see who Taylor – the boy who made last night so awkward – was gonna kiss.

      A soft scraping sound emanated from the spinning glass as it slowed to a stop. Slower, slower, and…

      Oh my god. It landed on Jack.

      “Ahh!” Dani squealed. “Hahaha! No way!”

      Even Julia was giggling. “Hey, odds were you’d both get it at some point.”

      Unlike the rest of the kisses, which were handled very unseriously – just quick and painless pecks – there seemed to be more weight on this one. Slowly, I looked over to Jack, sitting directly across the circle from me.

      I didn’t need to be reminded of our extensive, secret history. Yes, we’d kissed before. Twice. And twice that no other soul in this room knows about. But obviously, we’re way past that. Or… at least I thought we were?

      In my mind, the best thing to do would be to peck and just end it. You know, move on with our night? Nobody has to know. The weirder we make it, the weirder others will too. And the more they might fill their heads with theories.

      “Ah, shit!” I said, getting up from the couch with a grunt. “Guess the bottle’s the boss!”

      The whole group ooo’d as I made my way around the circle to Jack, stepping over our friends seated on the floor. But Jack didn’t move. He kept looking at the floor.

      God, why did he have to act so strange? Just play this off as normal and move on, right?

      “Alright, dude... Let’s give the people what they want.”

      Still, his eyes remained fixed on his shoes. Something’s not right.

      “Uh… Jack?” I asked.

      Now the group had caught on to the weirdness.

      Freddie placed his hand on Jack’s shoulder. “You good, man?”

      Thinking it would help, I did the same. I leaned over and gently touched his shoulder.

      “Yeah, dude. Are you okay–”

      “I CAN’T KISS YOU, TAYLOR!”

      Jack’s sudden explosion startled every single body in the room. Freddie sprang backward. So did I.

      His gaze remained fixed on the floor. Nobody knew what to do. Then, after a long, tense moment. He rose up and repeated his phrase, though softer this time. After which, he repeated the worst two words possible.

      “I can’t kiss you, Taylor. Not again.”
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      Not again… Not again… Not again…

      Those two words echoed in my mind, over and over, bouncing back and forth between the walls of my skull. Did Jack really just say that? Does he have any idea what saying the word “again” means?

      Regardless, Jack had no interest in sticking around. He whisked past me, abandoning the circle of friends and leaving me alone to deal with the bomb he’d just dropped. We all silently watched as he returned to his bedroom, shutting the door and locking it behind him.

      Slowly but surely, the group then peeled their attention off of Jack and onto me. Eight stunned faces, each hung up on a singular word.

      “Again?” Emily asked. “Why did he say ‘again’?”

      Julia was similarly thrown off. “Yeah, Tay. What’s he talking about?”

      Harrison and Freddie folded their arms, perplexed. Meghan gazed curiously.

      I’m not sure I’ve ever felt so embarrassed and targeted. Why would he say that!? I thought we decided to keep it a secret. He swore. HE SWORE!!

      “I… I…” I stuttered like a fool, unable to get a word out, much less a complete thought. Under the harsh gaze of my puzzled friends, I was letting the pressure get to me. Instead of being my usual, measured self – the calm, competent, professional I’d worked so hard to cultivate all year… I broke down.

      A tear fell down my cheek. Followed by another. My face was reddening. I felt the scalding heat of the proverbial spotlight. It was breaking me.

      “Tay,” Ella began softly. “Do you–”

      “DON’T LOOK AT ME!” I spat, sprinting to the back door and out to the porch. “I need some air!”

      I slid the door open as fresh, cold air filled my lungs. I’d made it to privacy just in time to burst into tears. Tears of frustration, sadness, and humiliation.

      An intense, all-encompassing dread had pinned me to the ground.
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      Another chilly gust of wind made me shiver. I rubbed my arms again to keep them warm. At least it’s dry. If there’s a silver lining, it’s that the back porch was covered and didn’t get too soaked, even from the sideways rain.

      I’d spent over half an hour outside in my lonesome, deep in thought. Eh, maybe ‘thought’ isn’t the right word. I was in ‘visual replay mode’. Replaying all of my mistakes that led to this horrible reveal. God, I can’t imagine what they’re saying about me inside. The theories they must be brewing up; the judgments and accusations getting flung around.

      To my left, I heard the door unlatch and creak open, startling me. Ella had poked her head out.

      “Knock knock?”

      “Who’s there?” I replied, dryly. Not that I was in the mood for jokes.

      Ella smiled. With her eyes alone, she requested to join me on the bench, and for a while, we just sat there, doing little more than acknowledging each other’s company. Finally, after a whole five minutes, she broke our silence.

      “Brr, brr, brr!” Ella shivered and rubbed her bare arms. “I don’t blame you for getting air, but not grabbing a jacket is unforgivable!”

      A tiny smirk. “Again, from a Minnesota girl.”

      She chuckled along quietly, then hung her head uncomfortably.

      “Just thought you’d want some company.”

      “Really?” I asked. “You sure you aren’t dying for answers? I can’t imagine what you guys–”

      “Nobody’s talking about you, Tay. We’re all cool. We get it.”

      I raised my eyebrow. “Get what?”

      Ella shrugged, exasperated. “That, I dunno– That it’s okay if we don’t always know everything about everyone. Even close friends.”

      I didn’t turn my head. I only listened and absorbed. My eyes were fixated 50 yards ahead on the surprisingly still lake. Impressively serene given the storm we’d just had.

      “Well… Some stuff you should know.”

      “Tay, you don’t have to–”

      This time, I looked at her squarely. “No, Ella. You should know.”

      Ever so gently, I grabbed her hand and pivoted to face her. Then, after one more full breath of the cold, spring air, I dug into my history. The history that nobody else knew.

      I spilled it all. Every deep, dark, humiliating secret. My run-in with Jack at Tommy’s and the embarrassing kiss that followed; our agreement to pretend that night never happened; my tense relationship with him throughout the entire football season as I courted Colston; my sexting with Colston; my misguided rage at Jack for banning me from the game, only to discover it was Colston keeping me out. And, of course, our fully sober but out-of-body make-out session in the training room.

      Beyond the occasional question or muted reaction, Ella merely listened. But I wasn’t even close to done.

      I told her how, earlier this semester, Dean Ashbourne approached me, concerned about his son, and how I promised to study with him. Something that, for literal months, had gone well. Jack and I overcame our awkward past and built a true, genuine, platonic relationship as men. Focus Time and Femme Time had worked! Until, of course, it blew up in my face.

      God, did I have a lot to tell Ella. I blabbered for nearly an hour. Eventually, I believe, I got it all out. A full cleanse. I know I felt better. The only question is, did she?

      “So, uh, yeah…” I muttered. “That’s it. That’s why Jack snapped, that’s why I ran out here and… That’s why I feel like dog shit.”

      Ella nodded quietly for a moment; her brain must be working at ten times capacity to absorb all this new information. All of her friend’s hidden details and dirty secrets.

      “Tay,” she began. “It’s okay.”

      Hold on. What?

      “It’s…” I began. “Wait, which part’s okay?”

      “All of it. It’s all okay.”

      Wait. Huh? She’s not mad?

      “You– You’re okay that I hid all of that?”

      She giggled softly. “I mean, I wish you had told me, yeah. But, like… I get it.”

      I couldn’t believe this was her reaction. Ella trusted me. And I still chose to keep my life private from her.

      “I’m sorry, but… How are you not furious?”

      A tough question, I thought. But Ella didn’t miss a beat.

      “Because we’re all growing. We’re all learning. Everyone goes through this. Our sneaking around phase, our rebellious phase… our ‘boy crazy’ phase!”

      I held up my hand. “Hey! No one said anything about boy–”

      “Tay,” she leaned in. “I’m kidding.”

      “Oh, heh… duh,” I muttered. Guess I’m still a little on edge.

      Ella went on to explain how, in her high school days and early college years, she, too, had a ‘sneaking around’ phase. Not sharing every detail with her friends gave her life drama and stakes. It gave her the freedom to try things she otherwise wouldn’t have done. She stressed that in doing so, it forced her to mature faster. To grow from a girl to a woman.

      “Uh-huh…” I nodded along.

      “It’s the honest truth,” she explained, followed by a sly smirk. “And it’s not like I haven’t kept some secrets from you.”

      “Secrets??” I snapped playfully. “What secrets??”

      “Well…” she started blushing. “I haven’t really told anyone this, but… I’ve kinda been crushing on Harrison for a while now.”

      My jaw dropped. “Harrison?? Girlie!!”

      I’m not sure why I squealed like that, but it felt appropriate.

      For once, Ella was on the one all red in the face. “I mean, we’ve been pretty flirty these past few months. And a ton more lately. I mean, seeing how upset he got after the other player hurt me…”

      “Your knight in shining armor,” I finished her thought. “Wow.”

      “He’s just so sweet, Tay! Plus, he's, like, so tall.”

      If there’s one thing girls universally love in a guy, it’s height. I think I even fell victim to that with Colston.

      As fun as it was to hear Ella’s tea, I couldn’t help but feel a little guilty that I hadn’t noticed it unfolding right in front of my eyes. The flirting, the excessive girlish giggling around him, longer-than-usual hugs. And, on this trip in particular, all the cuddling and arm-touching.

      She continued, “And I’m not the only one–”

      Just as she said it, I slapped my own forehead. “Oh my god… Maryam and Dani!”

      Ella giggled some more. “Yep! They haven’t defined anything, but they’ve been hooking up for, what, like a month now? I know Maryam’s pretty mum on it, especially since her family’s so strict on that stuff, but…”

      Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck! I felt like such a dense idiot. But not just an idiot – a bad friend. Had I been a good friend, I’d have asked Maryam about her crushes. Her hopes, her dreams, her interests. I’d have actually engaged with my friends. Instead, I’ve been so fucking inward-looking, I didn’t make time for my girls. The people who give so much time and attention to me. I just take and take and take. In return, I’d given them nothing. Somewhere out there, Kendall’s shaking her head.

      “Jesus…” I hung my head and folded my hands. “I don’t deserve you guys. I really fucking don’t.”

      “Tay, please don’t say that,” Ella said, putting her arm around me. “I promise, nobody’s mad at you.”

      Again, I couldn’t help but laugh. “Look, and now I’m making it about me again!”

      Ella chuckled. “Okay, maybe you do have a problem.” A beat. Then, “Kidding! Kidding! Hey, what have I said a million times and will continue to say?”

      We repeated in unison, “I trust your gut.”

      Ella nodded. “That’s right.”

      We each took deep breaths, gazing through the scattered trees at the gorgeous lake before us. The full, bright moon looked beautiful reflected on its still surface.

      “You should go to him,” I said. “To Harrison.”

      “Yeah?” Ella asked, unsure. “You don’t want company?”

      I looked her in the eyes, smiling softly. “You’ve given me a lot to think about. I think I just need some time to process. Alone.”

      Ella rubbed my back for a few seconds before accepting my request. “As you wish.”

      “Thanks, though,” I said to her in earnest. “Now get your bag, girl. Jump that boy’s bones.”

      Ella giggled. “Don’t tempt me with a good time!” She laughed and rose from the bench. Just as she reached for the door, she turned around one last time.

      “Oh, also… Since you’re all contemplative… Can I give you one more thing to think about?”

      “Uh-oh,” I gritted my teeth, jokingly. “That depends.”

      “Well, I’ve been thinking… Remember at the beginning of the year when you agreed to that bet with Nate? I know you didn’t plan to lose… But I wonder if a small part of you wanted it to happen.”

      “Heh,” I chuckled. “To lose to that asshole? Never!”

      “No,” Ella said. “To be a girl.”

      Her comment, notably, wasn’t tagged with a giggle or a cheeky grin. Just plain seriousness, followed by a prompt return indoors, the door shutting behind her.
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        * * *

      

      I get that the point of this trip was to hang out with friends and celebrate Dani on her birthday… but greater issues had presented themselves. Though I appreciated Ella joining me for as long as she did, listening as I spilled the secrets I’d kept from her all year – and learning about my own friends’ love interests in the meantime – I still wasn’t in the headspace to rejoin the group for games, much less face Jack again.

      And so, for the ensuing hours, I remained outside on the porch, calm and contemplative. The rain had ceased, and I’d adjusted to the cooler temperature. The lake, moon, stars, and serenity were all I needed.

      Ella had given me a lot to consider. About friendships, relationships, personal and professional goals, and identity – some of those being harder to wrestle with than others. But being out here alone, deep in my thoughts, was the only way through. A mental reset and a reckoning of priorities. Putting things in perspective and deciding what’s truly important.

      All semester long, I’d split myself clean down the middle: Femme Time and Focus Time. I thought it was the answer. Instead, all it did was prevent me from fully engaging with the people who mattered most. My friends.

      This mindset, while a boon for productivity, kept my ‘being’ in separate, segregated boxes, never letting the two parts interact. My ‘whole’ never became greater than the sum of its parts  because the parts never combined. Clearly, something was holding me back from doing so. But what?

      Ella shared a ton of wisdom, though perhaps nothing wiser than her final question. The one about Nate and the bet that started it all.

      It’s a good question: Why did I agree to it? I mean, most men would never risk something as crazy as getting photographed in a dress! And yet, I did that and more. It’s something I’ve considered before, but whenever it came to mind, I shoved it away, deep into my conscience.

      Why is that?

      Obviously, things ended up mostly okay. I honored the bet, and Nate went away. But the ripples of the bet remained. I continued acting girly. I went out in public as a girl. I kissed multiple boys. These days, I spend roughly half of my time dressed and presenting as one. And every time, it gives me the ultimate euphoria. Yet I continue to hold back.

      How come?

      It’d been hours since I’d heard any sound beyond the call of a whip-poor-will or the soft howl of the wind. But again, to my left, I heard the porch door unlatch and creak open.

      “Tay?” a person said softly, stepping outside. Rather, it was two people. Maryam, followed by Dani.

      “Oh, hi,” I said to them, smiling. I took a moment to notice that, indeed, they were holding hands.

      “We’re just checking in,” Dani said. “I know you wanted to be alone, but I hope you’re okay.”

      “I think so, yeah,” I answered. “Thanks.”

      Both of them nodded, not sure what else to say.

      “Well, I think we’re off to bed,” Maryam added. “Everyone else is in for the night.”

      “I’ll be in soon,” I told her. “Thanks for the heads up.”

      Dani nodded. A still beat, then. “Night, Tay.”

      “Night,” I added. “I’m happy for you two.”

      The two girls looked at each other and smiled, then back at me with gratitude.

      “Thanks, Tay,” Maryam said. “We love you and appreciate you.”

      “Love you too.”

      And, with that, the girls went back inside and off to their rooms. I checked the time on my phone. It was L-A-T-E. Best I get to bed, too. We’ll have an early drive tomorrow to get back in time for lecture.

      After hours spent outside, I finally stepped back in the house to find all but one light had been turned off – left on for me, presumably, so I wouldn’t trip. Things were quiet beyond a soft, snoring sound coming from the living room. Freddie had passed out on the couch. Whether he was drunk or just tired, the man was out cold.

      I grinned and carried on toward my bedroom quietly. Past the dining table and the kitchen, tiptoeing as I approached our door. As I closed in, however, I noticed our light was on, shining through the crack at the bottom. Ella was still awake.

      But then, a noise.

      A super soft, super quiet sound that, after pressing my ear to the door, I was able to identify.

      “Mm… Mm… Harrison…” Some heavy breathing and panting from both a man and a woman. As well as a dampened, rhythmic bumping.

      Oh my god… she’s actually doing it!

      I wanted so badly to laugh – or to cheer? I didn’t know what to say, but… Hey hey!! My girl’s getting laid!!

      As her best friend, I was obviously thrilled. And it sounds like things have been trending this way with Harrison for a while. The literal best possible outcome.

      However… That didn’t change the fact that I still needed somewhere to sleep.

      I yawned and took a seat in the hallway outside the door. No way was I gonna wait them out. As happy as I was for Ella (and for Harrison), I had zero interest in sticking around. Though a heads-up would’ve been nice, the two of ‘em deserved that room for the night.

      Tomorrow is a big day. An early start, a full day of class and lectures – I need a bed. And so, I ran through the checklist of available spots.

      Julia, Meghan, and Emily each have their own bed… but those are twin-size. No dice. Freddie’s sprawled out and snoring on the couch with no room to spare. Ella and Harrison are, shall we say, “occupato”. Dani and Maryam, I imagine, are the same. So that just leaves…

      I gasped quietly to myself.

      No way. You’re kidding me.

      It’s almost midnight. I need to sleep. And the only open bed left in the house is in Jack’s room.
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      Believe it or not, I’ve been in this situation before. Sort of.

      Junior year, after transferring to Elkhorn, I was paired with a random roommate. Evan was his name – nice enough guy. One night in the fall semester, I arrived home late from a Saturday study session only to find the door locked and sounds of sex coming from inside. Evan had gone to a bar (probably Tommy’s) and taken a girl back to his place. Well, our place. And unfortunately for me, we shared a bedroom. Rather than interrupt their good time, I found an empty couch in the dormitory common area and called it a night.

      While I don’t regret my decision to keep the peace and let Evan do his thing, the main thing I remember about that night is that I had one of the worst sleeps of my entire life. Whether or not it actually had to do with people fucking inches from my bed, I really can’t say. But I’m 0 for 1 on quality sleep when “sexiled” (exiled due to sex).

      I weighed all of this up against the idea of showing up to Jack’s room, sneaking inside, and taking Harrison’s empty bed. I can only imagine how jarring it’d be for him to wake up and find the person he’s most pissed off at sleeping in his roommate’s bed. But maybe, if I’m super quiet…?

      Slowly, I crept upstairs in search of Jack and Harrison’s room. It’s the only bedroom upstairs, so any noise I did make on the creaky hallway stairs shouldn’t disturb anyone else. Well, maybe Freddie on the living room couch, but that man is out COLD.

      I moved at a snail’s pace down the hallway to avoid a rogue creak or thump. When I finally reached his room, I noticed a similar light coming from beneath the door. Jack isn’t asleep yet.

      Crap! Well, there goes my stealthy Plan A. You know, for a moment, I considered just knocking on his door straight-up. There’s literally an unused bed in there. Wouldn’t it be a shame to waste–

      All of a sudden, light flooded into the previously dark hallway as the door swung open. Jack had stepped out, en route to the bathroom that was only a few steps to the right. I froze, unsure what to do. But that was the wrong call.

      “Gah!!” Jack screamed, though he muzzled himself quickly. Once he realized it was me, his expression went from fear to annoyance. “Jesus, Taylor!!” he whisper-yelled. “What are you doing!?”

      Well, shit. What else could I do but be honest?

      “I’m, uh… Hi! I lost my bed. Or, actually, it’s being used for–”

      “Ah, right,” Jack said, returning to his measured self. I watched him think for a moment before ultimately saying, “Uh… Come in.”

      Hmm! Alright then.

      I shuffled quickly into Jack’s room, where he promptly shut the door behind me.

      “Thanks,” I said, now feeling safe to speak at a normal volume. “Super clutch.”

      Jack shot me a kind glance – something he hadn’t really done all day – before looking back down. “Well, happy to have you.”

      Though he wasn’t asleep, I could tell Jack was nearly ready for bed. He’d already put on pajamas – for him, a black t-shirt and green checkered pajama bottoms. I could also tell he’d begun his nighttime routine of reading. A behavior of his I’d learned about these past few months. Hell, I even knew which book he’s on: Project Hail Mary by Andy Weir. Jack’s a big sci-fi nerd – another somewhat surprising fact.

      Still, being in the room with him felt foreign. Prior to now, the last thing he’d said – or rather, yelled – was that he wouldn’t kiss me. So, yeah, things felt a little off.

      Neither of us mentioned it, though. Instead, Jack continued his nighttime ritual. He stepped out again, taking one last trip to the bathroom and leaving me briefly alone. His room was quaint, decorated similarly to Ella’s and mine. Instead of one Queen like mine, there were two full-size beds: Jack’s on the left and Harrison’s, untouched since this morning, on the right. I sat down on the edge of Harrison’s and took a moment to breathe.

      Not long after, Jack returned.

      “Bathroom’s yours if you want it,” he said.

      “I would,” I shrugged. “But my stuff–”

      “Oh, duh,” he realized the dilemma.

      “Crazy, though,” I said, with a short laugh. “Ella and Harrison?”

      Jack nodded, almost smiling. “Yeah. They’ve been pretty flirty. Just a matter of time.”

      “Totally, totally…”

      The air remained tense.

      “Dani and Maryam – how bout them?”

      Jack nodded. “Yeah. Them, too.”

      Again, things went quiet. Honestly, the fact that Jack hadn’t kicked me out yet or that we hadn’t started fighting should be taken as a win. I came here for sleep, and that’s exactly what I should–

      “Can we– Can we talk about earlier?” Jack turned to me, gripping the back of his head. His left eye was half-closed. He almost looked in pain.

      Oh. So we’re doing this now.

      “Earlier?” I repeated. “You mean–”

      “Me yelling at you,” Jack clarified. “It wasn’t right. But, listen. I feel like I should explain–”

      “You don’t have to explain,” I said right back, remembering Ella’s words to me. Perhaps I can provide Jack the same grace. “Spin the bottle sucks. It’s a weird, it’s awkward, it’s antiquated–”

      “I do want to kiss you,” he said.

      Wait… WHAT?

      His words literally took my breath away. “Jack… Stop. You don’t mean that.”

      “I do,” he insisted. “I mean it.”

      My heart rate must’ve doubled – no, tripled. As if I’d gotten sucked into the vacuum of space, I was struggling to breathe.

      “What… What’re you doing?”

      Earlier, for the life of me, I couldn’t get Jack to look me in the eye. Now, I felt the heat of his gaze more than ever.

      “It’s just the truth.”

      “But… This whole semester… I’ve been a guy. I thought when you saw me in the dress… It’s like I fucked up or something.”

      Jack sighed. Pacing the room, he looked uncomfortable. Irritated, almost.. I could tell that whatever he was going to say, he hadn’t planned it. He was flying by the seat of his pants.

      “No, you didn’t fuck up. You just… You reminded me how frustrating it all is.”

      “What is?”

      He whipped his head back to me. “That you never let anyone see the full you!”

      I genuinely couldn’t believe it was going down like this. Jack and I, alone in a bedroom in Wisconsin, of all places. At midnight. No one awake but us. Arguing about… me?

      “People see me, Jack…”

      “Do they?” he pestered. “Do they really? Because I feel like I never do.”

      “You’re kidding, right? We hang out, like, all the time.”

      “Yeah, Taylor, but not as you.”

      For some reason, when Jack uttered that, it hit me like a ton of bricks. It made the first real crack in my facade. My skin reddened. My jaw tightened. The beginnings of tears started to form.

      “It’s complicated, Jack. There’s… There’s a reason for that. You wouldn’t understand.”

      “Clearly! Because when I walked in that door yesterday, with Freddie and Harrison, and I saw the most beautiful girl in the world in a beautiful dress having the time of her life– only for that smile to get OBLITERATED the second I’m around…?” This time, a tear formed on his cheek. “Just make it make sense, Taylor.”

      Fuck. Fuck fuck FUCK! I should’ve never come here. A stupid fucking idea from the very beginning.

      “I need to go.”

      I stood up from the bed and promptly wiped a tear, doing everything in my power to maintain composure. Jack didn’t fight it, but he also wasn’t done.

      “You wanna know what the best part of my year’s been? You, Taylor. Every hour and day I spend with you. In the library or café or wherever we went. Yeah, it was to study… but being around you was all I really cared about.”

      I’d taken a few steps to the door, but I stopped short, listening.

      Jack hung his head. “But it’s also been the fucking worst. We laughed, we smiled... we’re friends. I get it. But was that even real if every time I’m with you, you’re never completely there? It just… it kills me, Tay. ‘Cause I know that every time you left, the second you got home, you’d forget all about me and become who you truly are. With Ella. With the girls.”

      Holy fucking shit. It’s like Jack had reached into my mind, scooped out with his bare hands my scariest thoughts and feelings, and thrown them to the ground in full view. Gesturing wildly at them, yelling, ‘Here, look!’

      But I didn’t want to look. I’m terrified to look. Focus Time and Femme Time. It was supposed to work. Two separate beings, tackling two separate lives.

      Never… combining…? Never… meeting…?

      Oh my God. He’s right. He’s absolutely fucking right.

      My eyes remained closed, listening to Jack’s pleas, and though I was physically present in the room, in my mind, I had entered a spiraling vortex, confronted with my memories of the past year. Moments in time to my left and to my right, in front and behind, below and above. Visions from my life swirled all around me in a black void.

      My body was suspended in space. From behind me came a coldness. I turned around and witnessed a dark, smoky vision playing out before me. It was me – younger me, but not by much – in my old apartment. The small, cramped apartment where I lived at the beginning of the school year. And there I was, lying on the bed, emotionless and staring at the ceiling.

      God, I look depressed. I floated closer to the vision, only for the apparition of Past Taylor to lock eyes with me, beckoning for me to join his world. A sad, lonely world.

      But then, from the other side of the void, I felt heat. Light. Another vision! I turned away from the solemn simulacrum and gazed upon the new vision snippet greeting from the opposite end. It, too, was me – but a different me. A happier, prettier, lovelier 100% girl version of me.

      The true me.

      A pretty, pink dress. Girly bows in my hair, painted nails, and painted lips. All smiles, surrounded by my best friends. The scene playing out, I quickly realized, was not a memory but a projection. Something and someone I could become, if only I had the courage to seek it out.

      The strange world I found myself floating in wasn’t real, but the heavy emotional impact certainly was. And to me, it exposed some key truths. Truths that literally took Jack begging me to see to finally understand and accept. An epiphany.

      “Shit, Taylor!” Jack yelped as he lunged forward, catching me before I collapsed to the ground. “Woah, are you okay?”

      My vision – though it felt like minutes – must’ve been instantaneous. I was still in Jack’s room, feet from the door, having almost collapsed into it.

      Gently, Jack led me to the closest seat – the edge of his bed – and helped me sit up straight. I felt woozy from the stress and from the vision, but I was healing up fast.

      “I’ll get you some water.” He hustled down to the kitchen and was back moments later with a refreshing glass.

      I sipped it as we sat in silence, Jack attentively at my side.

      “Shit…” he muttered. “I’m sorry. That was too much. I’m a dumbass. I shouldn’t have said anything. I–”

      But I promptly shushed him, pressing my index finger to his lips.

      “It’s fine, Jack. You’re all fine.”

      His eyes widened as I spoke. Probably because, noticeably, I was speaking in a light, airy, feminine tone. The tone I usually save for Femme Time. The tone I never use around him.

      But no longer.

      “...Tay?” he uttered softly. “You don’t… You don’t have to do this. Not if you don’t want to.”

      I’d already made up my mind. And the willing recognition of my true self and the release of these boundaries felt too euphoric to turn back on. At least right now. And so, in another out-of-body moment – for the third time this year – I leaned in and kissed Jack.

      I could feel his shock as our lips met. Similar to the first time we kissed. As if he’s thinking, ‘Holy shit, is Taylor really doing this?’ But this isn’t the same Jack Ashbourne.

      Jack swiftly brushed away his surprise and embraced me back. He gently clutched the back of my head as his fingers gripped my loose, residual curls. Jack then tilted my head till our noses touched, and pressed further in for a sweet, soft kiss.

      Shivers. I got shivers.

      “Jack,” I whispered. “I’m so sorry I never– I– I should’ve known you–”

      Now it was his turn to cut me off. “Hey, you’re here now, aren’t you?”

      I nodded sheepishly with a sweet smile.

      Jack smiled back, his eyes hungrier than ever. “Fuck, you have no idea how much I’ve dreamed about kissing you.”

      I mean… how do you not blush at that?

      With a gentle bite of my bottom lip, I playfully sneered, “Then do it.”

      It was all Jack needed to hear. He lay me back onto his bed and took full control – my body nestled on the comforter as he planted soft, tantalizing kisses on my neck, cheeks, and lips. My mind fluttered with each and every one. Of all the girls Jack could’ve taken to bed, he wanted me. And from the hungry, tempted look in his eye, I could tell I was more than a want. For him, I was a need.

      I gladly returned his advances, kissing Jack’s neck, arms, and, after removing his shirt, his chest. The intensity of our shared heat was intoxicating, and it quickly became clear we wanted a lot more than just kissing.

      With a playful grin, I puppeteered Jack into removing my own shirt – the sight of which lit a new fire in his eyes. With his lips and tongue, he attacked my smooth, tight torso, beginning at my neck and drifting down to my nipples. His strong hands clutched my petite, girly hips, and with gentle strokes of his tongue, Jack kissed and licked my soft, delicate nipples – evoking intense, audible moans.

      “Mmmm,” I moaned repeatedly as my smart, strong, confident man took greater and greater interest in my body. Then, being so deeply in heaven, I uttered without thought, “I love when you kiss my tits.”

      This made Jack look up and smile – a coy, ravenous smile, as his attention went right back to my body – but this time, trekking lower.

      I should note that, of my dozens and dozens of hours spent in girl mode, I’d from time to time daydream about being intimate with a man. The feeling of being physically overwhelmed and yearned for, treated like his perfect little princess. But until you’re actually in it? Well, there’s nothing like the real thing.

      My entire body quaked with anticipation as I lay flat on the bed, my skin tingling as Jack’s lips and tongue drifted closer and closer to my waist. He gently unbuttoned my pants and slid them down, where the prettiest, sweetest little pair of knickers was waiting for him. All day long, I’d cringed knowing the only pair of clean underwear was an extra pair from Ella. But now? I couldn’t be happier.

      Jack's eyes widened in a covetous gaze as he got his first look at my adorable little bulge, held neatly in a pink, lacy pouch. It was a look I’ll never forget. I wasted no time removing the rest of my clothes for him, desperately wanting to grant him an exclusive view of my perfectly soft, smooth, and hairless body, all his for the taking.

      And he took full advantage.

      “Fuck, you’re beautiful…” he whispered, his eyes locked on mine as his head drifted back down to my knickers. He planted a sweet kiss on the thin layer of lace covering my baby bulge. Then another. And another. The more he teased me with his mouth, the more feral I became. My body writhed with excitement, letting out soft, girly moans. Until, at last, another request jumped from my lips.

      “See what’s underneath.”

      Again, he smiled eagerly. But rather than sliding my knickers down right then and there, he took my hips in his strong hands and guided me into a flip, so I’d be face down on his bed. My juicy girl butt, the new main attraction.

      “Fucking Christ…” he said in awe of the ass I’d worked all year to curate. What a sweet, sweet payoff that was.

      Jack, however, didn’t have much time for voyeurism. He wanted to pleasure me.

      With the utmost care, Jack slid down my delicate, lacy knickers over my plump butt and past my legs, springing free my hardness and presenting my delectable, tight little hole on a silver platter.

      “Just a second,” he said, rising from the bed and slipping over to the bedside table. He pulled open the drawer and, to my surprise, retrieved a small bottle of personal lubricant.

      “Found this when I got to the room,” he said, blushing. “Left from someone else’s good time, I guess?”

      I giggled. Unorthodox, maybe, but I couldn’t care less. Jack sauntered back to bed, squirted the warm lubricant on his hands, and gently went to work on my most sensitive areas.

      Good. GOD. I don’t think I’d ever experienced pleasure like that. His gentle touching and rubbing of my most intimate parts introduced me to a whole new level of euphoria. The comforting, exhilarating warmth of his palm caressing my hardness, and the breathtaking sensation of his slick fingers, circling and teasing my… my…

      “I love your little pussy,” Jack whispered softly as he toyed with my smooth, tight hole.

      Hearing him call it that was… Wow. An affirming, blissful moment I didn’t expect. But one that felt so, so right. With my new frame of mind, it felt only right to be bold and ask – no, demand…

      “Taste my pussy, Jack.”

      The four words he was craving most.

      With my knees scooted forward and my ass perched a foot above the sheets, I closed my eyes and waited for the touch of Jack’s tongue on my pussy.

      “Fuuuuuck, Jack…” I whimpered girlishly as his soft but firm tongue brushed the surface of my pussy. Again and again, he kissed me in my most sensitive spot to the point where it was impossible not to squirm and squeal from the burning pleasure. I gripped the sheets beneath me and pressed my face to the mattress, muffling my unavoidable releases of girlish delight.

      Throughout it all, my cock, though small, became harder and harder, swelling and pulsating as I approached an inevitable burst: Jack was going to make me cum.

      “Baby… Baby…” I huffed, out of breath and barely audible. “You’re gonna make me…”

      He pulled back for a moment to appreciate my hardness.

      “Oh…” he said, playfully. “Is someone’s clit leaking?”

      Holy fuck, was it. Precum was oozing from the tip of my clit.

      “Let me help you,” Jack said, fetching the bottle and squirting more lube into his hand. But I stopped him.

      “No,” I said in a daze. “I want you to fuck me.”

      All of this I’d said with my ass in the air and my head pressed to the mattress, so I couldn’t see his reaction. But I didn’t need to. I knew that Jack wanted me as much as I wanted him.

      I turned onto my back, where I got a full view of Jack’s perfect, glistening body towering atop me. I felt so small, so dainty, so desired. Even more so when I got my first, full-on view of his beautifully thick, cut cock. Everything I’d dreamed of in a man and more. When I tell you I literally salivated at the sight of it, I’m not kidding.

      Of course, as badly as I wanted to be fucked by him, my feral instincts took back over. I simply had to kiss it… And lick it. And suck it. And, after using some of the lube myself to massage the entirety of his beautiful shaft and balls, I got the deeply naughty desire to challenge myself and slide as much of his massive hardness into my mouth and down my throat as possible. Gagged by a man’s cock – a new, delightful discovery.

      The longer I played with Jack’s manhood, the more my clit throbbed and leaked from the pleasure. Until, finally, Jack couldn’t stand it any longer.

      “Flip over, Tay,” he commanded. I happily obliged.

      With both of us back on the bed and my ass perched in the air, Jack re-lubed his cock and, with the utmost care and attention, inserted his precum-oozing cock into my itty bitty pussy.

      Holy fuck, did that feel strange. Though I’d played with the idea, I never got around to purchasing a dildo or any other sex toy to practice. It was my very first penetration – a pure, virgin girl. The sensation took me to heaven and the stars above.

      Any amount of pain – and there was a little – was more than offset by the mental and physical jubilation of being fucked by a man for the first time. A strong, handsome, caring man who wanted me for me.

      Slow and with care, Jack slid his cock deeper into my tight pussy. Being a virgin, I feared there was no chance I’d be able to take him all. But with over half the length of his cock inside me, he began to thrust. I squealed again with delight as Jack stabilized my hips, mounted me, and took full control.

      “Fuck, you’re beautiful, Tay… Fuuuck…”

      I smiled ravenously. “Fuck me harder, Jack. Fuck me deeper.”

      He did as told, sliding in deeper, an inch at a time, rhythmically fucking me like the horny little ragdoll I was. I wanted every last bit of him. I needed every last bit of him. And I took it all. As much of him as I could handle until, eventually, the mix of pain and pleasure from his girth became too much. “Mmmm baby… That’s it… That’s it…”

      “You gonna cum for me?” he whispered. One hand on my ass, the other with a fistful of my soft, loose curls.

      “Yes… Yes…” I whispered back.

      Hearing me say that must’ve transported Jack to another level, because immediately he uttered back, “Tay… I think I’m gonna cum.”

      “Please…” I began, my eyes shut tight and pressed to the mattress, but a smile plastered on my face nonetheless. “...cum inside me.”

      From there, it was only a few more thrusts before Jack couldn’t take it anymore. His beautiful, throbbing cock exploded inside me. At least a dozen pumps of hot, syrupy cum seeping deep into my tight, virgin pussy – each release better than the last.

      I squealed with pleasure into the mattress, which mostly muffled the sound. But the indescribable elation from getting bred by a man was too much for my poor little brain to handle. The steady leaking from my clit I’d experienced all night finally gave way. I quaked, quivered, and emptied myself onto the bedspread below me.

      And then… Peace.

      Our moans and whimpers slowly faded. Jack pulled out and nestled beside me in bed, spooning my body and shutting his eyes. We were drained – both physically and mentally. Neither of us, I think, knew where this night was headed. What we both thought would be an uncomfortable, tense night sleeping in separate beds, instead became a reckoning for our identities and our relationship.

      So, no. Not what we planned. Not even close. But I can safely speak for both of us and say we wouldn’t have had it any other way.
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      Simultaneous orgasms. They say it never happens, but I’m telling you, there was something magical about that night. A daring, spectacular magic trick that no one – including us – thought could ever be pulled off.

      Jack and I slept in late that morning – well, late compared to the rest of the group who’d risen at the crack of dawn in order to get back to Elkhorn in time for their various Monday duties. It was entirely possible that the moment Jack and I woke up, we’d be stricken with guilt and regret. I mean, we did a lot last night – a lot we can never take back.

      And yet, each of us awoke with a smile and a kiss. I’d somehow slept the entirety of the night in his embrace. Whether I was that tired or just that desperate for his touch, it’s impossible to say.

      There’s a term I’ve heard before called a ‘walk of shame’, referring to someone who had a one-night stand (usually after meeting someone at a bar or party) and goes home that morning dressed in the clothes they’d gone out in the night before. It’s embarrassing, and usually involves a ton of blushing and teasing from said person’s friends or roommates. Not that Jack or I were at all ashamed, we nevertheless had our own little walk of shame moment downstairs to the living room where eight pairs of curious eyes awaited our arrival.

      It was obvious they’d been talking about us, theorizing what – if anything – happened between us. Everything from an all-out brawl to hooking up was on the table. By the sheepish looks on our beet-red faces, I think they may have gotten the idea.

      “What?” I said, giggling, trying to play it cool. Notably, I’d spoken in my lighter, airier, girl voice. But just as I was about to correct to a more masculine tone, I stopped short.

      No. I’m not doing that anymore.

      Ella shot me a look that suggested she knew exactly what went on last night. A sly smirk as if to say ‘you sneaky dog’. However, it was Emily who finally broke the silence.

      “You guys, uh… Have a good night?”

      Jack, not me, answered. Confident, with his chest. “Yeah, we did.” He then looked at me and smiled. In front of all of our friends, hiding nothing.

      I, however, preferred to move on. Personal lives should be personal! I’ll fill in my girls in good time. Right now, we need to get back to Elkhorn. I dodged further questioning and scampered off to Ella’s room, where my suitcase had remained, untouched.

      “So… You had fun?” Ella asked from the doorway, startling me. That dumb little smile remained plastered on her face. I blushed even harder.

      “It was fine!” I insisted, attempting to shoo her off. “I can’t imagine what you’re implying.”

      My friend couldn’t stop giggling. “Alright, alright… fine! I won’t pester. I’ll see you in the car, okay?”

      “Yes, fine,” I said gruffly. Admittedly, I was still distracted from last night – Jack’s perfect body and delicious cock a beautiful stain in my mind. Ella, however, had one last tease.

      “Oh, and just so you know… Next time you wanna be subtle about a hook-up… You should probably take off the shirt you borrowed from him before you leave the bedroom.

      “Wait– My…?”

      I glanced down at my shirt and promptly smacked my forehead. Sure enough, I was still in Jack’s t-shirt. The big, cozy sleepshirt sporting his alluring, sexy smell. Ella knew. They all knew.

      “Ah. Shit…”
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      Fortunately, things weren’t awkward around my friends forever. And thank God for that because, honestly, I don’t think I can stomach another ‘Whoops! I forgot I was still wearing Jack’s t-shirt’ moment.

      Within just a few days, I’d managed to sit down one-on-one with each of my girls – Dani included – to explain my actions and to clear the air. I was a totally open book. Pretty much everything I told Ella, I told the rest of them: the drunken night at Tommy’s; how head-over-heels I’d fallen for Colston during the football season; my feisty-turned-flirty relationship with Jack. And, of course, the failed experiment that was Focus Time and Femme Time, all resulting in an epiphany where I finally accepted that, perhaps, I’ve actually been a girl pretending to be a boy all along – not the other way around.

      Believe me, these aren’t easy things to admit. And it took a ton of soul-searching to even begin to accept that perhaps Tay, not Taylor, is who I deserve to be. In fact, we’re now two weeks removed from the lake house trip, and I still go back and forth on whether or not this is truly me, or if I’m just playing into a fantasy. Regardless, I’ve made some pretty significant changes in my life.

      For one, I’ve thrown Femme Time and Focus Time out the window. I’ve officially rendered it ineffective and a relic of the past. The day I returned from the lake house was the day I decided I would no longer box in my femininity. Instead, I now publicly live and dress ‘andro-feminine’. Now, am I wearing dresses everywhere? No. But I also won’t hold myself back from a sensible girl's sweater when walking around campus. I’ll straighten or curl my hair in the morning, put on a touch of makeup, and show up to lecture or office hours. So what if I look a little girly? I am girly.

      Pronoun-wise, I’m making no declarations one way or the other. If someone calls me ‘he’ because they know me as a guy, that’s fine. But if someone calls me ‘she’ and tells me I look pretty… Well, who am I to correct them?

      Sure, it’s a bit of a half-measure, but I feel it’s a necessary step in my evolution. Meanwhile, I’ve taken a very serious step in my girlhood exploration: Dating Jack.

      Okay, okay, so maybe we’re not dating. I hesitate to use that word just because I’ve never actually ‘dated’ anyone before as a boy or as a girl. Instead, let’s just say we’re ‘seeing each other’. Regardless, the experience has been exhilarating.

      Jack treats me like a queen. In the two short weeks of our newfound relationship, he’s taken me out to two nice dinners, a fun little mini-golf date, and plenty of chill time hanging at either his or my apartment. Oh, and to answer the question on everyone’s mind: yes, we’ve continued the physical parts of a relationship too.

      Holy fuck does Jack know his way around my body. And I, his. Each night – whether I’m with him or not – I literally find myself drifting off to sleep to visions of his perfect cock. Either the sweet taste of him on my tongue, or the enrapturing sensation of fucking me in my tight–

      You know what? I should probably quit while I’m ahead.

      On a more serious note, having Jack around so much has been absolutely pivotal at this particular point in my life. For both Sociology and Physical Therapy students, mid-April is make-or-break. The last remaining clinicals, exams, and projects are all happening, so now more than ever, it’s crucial that I lock into school. Still, I refuse to let my identity and well-being take a complete backseat. Jack’s presence has been a real present.

      With the excitement of a budding relationship and the pressure of final exams, it’s been easy to forget about a singular, momentous event right on the horizon. The announcement of all announcements: The Hawaii Decision.

      That’s right, in just a few short days, my cohort will attend a department-wide meeting to decide which two grad students will be given the coveted Hawaii job. Look, I don’t want to jinx myself, but I’m feeling pretty damn good about my chances.

      The prospect of picking up my life and moving to Hawaii is a daunting one – I mean, I’ve never travelled outside of the Midwest, much less across the Pacific Ocean. It’d be a total life reset and a fresh start. But considering all the physical and mental changes I’ve undergone this year, what better place to grow this exciting new life of mine?

      Nor is it just me. The other day, Jack shared that he, too, was applying to jobs in Hawaii! It’s safe to say he also has been through quite the mental transition and is in search of a new place to grow. Granted, nothing’s set in stone… but the prospect is thrilling!

      I know I said that each night I fall asleep dreaming of Jack’s body, and, while that’s true, it’s not my only dream. I close my eyes and picture myself resting on Maui’s soft sand, gazing out at the ocean. I’m wearing a beautiful beach dress, and Jack is by my side. White pants and a loose, white button-down for some reason (hey, it’s my dream). We look into each other’s eyes, flash adoring smiles, and kiss. His hand tucks a loose strand of hair from my face, and he reminds me how beautiful I am.

      Talk about a wonderful dream.

      You know, it’s funny. At the start of the year, I wanted nothing more than for this to be a normal school year. One where I took things seriously for once and finally turned my life around. And yet, it’s been nothing but chaos. Every step of the way, stuff’s gone wrong. I constantly lost control of my mind, body, and emotions – often resulting in genuinely embarrassing outcomes. So, from that perspective, my goals of ‘serious’ and ‘normal’ have been abject failures.

      And yet, I refuse to see it that way. If I’ve learned anything at all this year, it’s that you must first deal with chaos to find serenity. To find peace. To find your true self.

      Nothing about this has been easy, but it’s also not supposed to be. With Jack by my side, backed by the full support of my friends and a promising life and career on the horizon… I think it’s safe to say I found it.
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      “Hmm…” Ella thought for a moment. “I’m thinking the sweater. Yeah, definitely the black cardigan sweater,” She hoisted open the heavy metal door to Marcus Hall, letting me walk through.

      I shook my head. “You think? Today’s too important. I promise you, she’s wearing a sport coat.”

      Ella giggled as we shuffled our shoes on the mat, removing any residual wetness. While it fortunately didn’t rain on our walk to Marcus Hall, the ground was wet from a downpour earlier this morning.

      I’m not sure what it is about Ella and me, but we’re constantly making playful little bets and wagers about the happenings around us. Of course, there was our weekly lunch on the quad, where we’d wager on the clothing color of undergrads, but also several other ‘people watching’-style bets. It’s silly, yes, but it shows we’re curious about the world around us. For this one, we’re debating which garment from Kendall’s iconic all-black wardrobe she’d be donning today.

      “Eh… you’re probably right,” Ella admitted. “The higher the stakes, the sharper the dress.”

      Silly as it all was, I think we both appreciated the distraction. Why? Well, today’s the big day. The day of all days. Hawaii decision day.

      For the majority of lectures, seminars, and discussion sections, because our cohort is so small, a classroom works just fine. But today warrants a little more fanfare. Kendall reserved the main Marcus Hall lecture hall – the big one – for the announcement. All faculty associated with the Sociology department would be in attendance. Administrative assistants, emeritus professors, and so on. Not a huge crowd, but as far as our tiny department goes, it’s a big fucking deal.

      I smirked and playfully tossed my hair. “I’m just happy you’re finally learning my ways.”

      Ella raised her eyebrow and jokingly wagged her finger at me. “Don’t get too cocky now.”

      “Okay, okay…” I conceded through the residual soft smile on my face – a smile thanks to the dopamine boost I get each time my soft, straightened hair whooshes past my neck and shoulders. Ella clocked this subtle burst.

      “Someone’s liking her new haircut.”

      I shrugged, tossing my hair a few more times and beaming. “It’s just so loooong now…”

      A few days ago, Ella suggested we return to the salon to get our hair and nails done, celebrating the completion of our final major exam of the year (there are a few small assignments still outstanding, but nothing considerable). I immediately took her up on it. I walked into that salon with boring nails and hair, and left with a fresh, feminine style and – wait  for it… Acrylics!

      Yes! Acrylic nails!! Gorgeous, long, pink-colored nails that clicked and clacked on everything I touched. The sound took some getting used to, but the look did not.

      I wiggled my fingers in front of Ella. “But I think these are my favorite.”

      Ella lovingly rolled her eyes. “God, you’re such a girl.”

      “Hiii!” someone screamed from behind us. It was Emily, followed by Julia.

      My face lit up. “You girls look so good!!” I squealed.

      Emily, in her off-white, floral sheath dress, curtsied. Julia, in a swanky skirt and vest combo, made a runway pose.

      “Oh, we know,” Julia said.

      Emily nodded. “Not bad yourself, Tay.”

      I blushed and thanked her. She’s right, though. For an occasion like today, I dressed to impress. Directly after my salon trip, Ella and I swung by the mall in search of a new outfit for me. I tried on a ton but settled on a navy blue, velvet jumpsuit. Fitted but flexible, off-the-shoulder sleeves, and formal without being too formal – the perfect addition to my wardrobe.

      The four of us chatted for a short while until Julia clocked the time. If we didn’t hustle, we’d be late for our own ceremony. Not a good look. And so, we scampered through the halls and toward the big, wooden doors of Marcus Hall.

      Emily, with all her might, heaved the door open and gestured for us to go first. Ella, however, stopped for a moment.

      “Actually, go ahead,” she insisted to her and Julia. “I have one last thing for Tay.”

      The girls respected her wishes and scampered inside to take their seats.

      I shot Ella a curious look. “One last thing?”

      “A gift.” Ella held up a finger as she dug into her purse and pulled out a shimmery, shiny piece of fabric. A bow.

      “Oh!” I reacted, still a little confused. “How cute!”

      “It’s for today,” she explained. “You’ll notice it matches your nails.”

      I took the bow into my hands and compared the colors. “Like, to a T!” I said, grinning. “Well?” I handed the ribbon back to her. “Give me a hand?”

      She swiftly readjusted my hair, pulling two strands together and positioning the pink bow in the back of my hair. I swished my hair around to ensure it would stay. Then, in the reflection of a glass display case outside the hall, I got a glimpse of my gift.

      “It’s lovely,” I said in earnest. “Thank you.”

      Ella stepped beside me and rested her head on my shoulder. “Pink and blue. They’re good colors for you.”

      I thought quietly for a moment, sensing a slight hidden meaning. But instead, I just smiled. “I feel beautiful.”

      “You are.” Ella took me by the hand and gestured to the lecture hall doors. “Now, come on. Can’t keep everyone waiting.”

      With just a minute to spare, Ella and I scampered down the long, carpeted aisle where, sure enough, we were the last to arrive. Hey, at least we’re on time!

      The stage was set up similarly to a normal undergrad lecture. Podium at the center, projection screen hanging over the stage, and a few chairs behind the podium for whoever wasn’t speaking. In this case, Dean Ashbourne and Professor Kendall. Kendall sat idly with legs crossed and wearing… a black sport coat!

      I smirked and nudged Ella, pointing to Kendall. Right again!

      We took our seats in the second row and quietly greeted Meghan and Maryam across the aisle, dressed in their own cute-but-formal attire. Meghan beamed at my new hair bow, giving me an extra boost of confidence.

      With everyone seated, Kendall calmly rose from her seat, whispered something to Dean Ashbourne, and approached the podium.

      “Students and faculty, welcome,” she began. Oddly formal for her – probably because a few of her bosses were looking on. Like Dean Ashbourne, who donned a strangely serene expression.

      Everyone listened quietly as Kendall ran through a quick summary of the school year, outlining the curriculum, sharing some highlights and humorous stories before ceding the podium to our Dean.

      I couldn’t help but chuckle internally over how much this man used to frighten me. Until he approached me back in January to speak about Jack, I’d never been in a room one-on-one with him. Hell, in my undergrad years, I was scared to approach him at all. Crazy how things change. From a large-looming Dean to someone I knew had my back.

      Dean Ashbourne carried on with a bunch of graduate program mumbo jumbo, addressing seemingly irrelevant topics like next year’s goal-setting. It’s like, ‘Hey, dude! We’re here for Hawaii!” But he finally cut to the chase.

      “...which brings me to what is, no doubt, all the rage among our Sociology cohort: the Maui University appointment.”

      The six of us rustled in our seats – me and Ella in particular.

      “I should note, there was ample discussion and debate over who most deserved this extremely important appointment. Not to mention, whoever looks best in a lei!”

      A few courtesy laughs from the crowd. The Dean isn’t known for his humor.

      “But put it this way, I’m extremely proud of what this cohort has achieved, and I can’t wait to formally graduate you all in just…” he checked the date on his wristwatch. “...four short weeks! Goodness!”

      After a beat, Dean Ashbourne pulled an envelope out of his pocket. With careful touch, he adjusted his spectacles and gruffly cleared his throat.

      “The first student we’re sending to Maui is Ella Harris.”

      Like a magnet, Ella’s hand gripped my thigh. I could tell she wanted to explode with joy. She’d done it! She’d fucking done it!! God, I so badly wanted to hug her.

      …but the Dean wasn’t finished. One down, one to go.

      “The second student,” he continued, adjusting his glasses one last time. “...who I’ve been especially impressed with all year long…”

      I couldn’t help myself, I gripped Ella’s thigh right back and closed my eyes. Fuck was my heart beating fast! It’s the moment I’d been waiting for – no, dreaming of – all year long.

      The Dean’s eyes slowly rose from the envelope. He looked right at me. Or at least I thought he did.

      “...is Maryam Agarwal.”
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      I can’t say I remember much in the moments following his announcement. I more or less blacked out because the next thing I knew, Maryam and Ella were on stage with Dean Ashbourne and Professor Kendall, shaking hands and posing for pictures. Everyone was applauding and celebrating the two girls as they stood before us, victorious.

      Maryam had a big ‘ol smile on her face. And why shouldn’t she? She’d worked hard all year and almost assuredly dreamt about this position as much as anyone. It’s a three-year job in Hawaii after all. It’s more than dream-worthy.

      “Tay…?” Emily turned around from the front row, spooked by my sickly expression. “You okay? You don’t look so hot…”

      I snapped out of my daze and put on my best, most professional face. I’m still among colleagues after all.

      “Err, uh– Yeah,” I muttered.

      I tried my best to catch Ella’s eye, but she was facing away, holding some kind of certificate and posing for more pictures with a university photographer.

      By now, Dean Ashbourne had returned to the podium. “That’s all I have for today. Students, faculty, I thank you for your continued hard work, and I look forward to seeing you at commencement.”

      Folks rose from their seats and started chatting as if nothing was amiss. For them, perhaps nothing was. But me... I felt like I’d just been cast in an M. Night Shyamalan movie. A twist for the ages.

      I mean… What the hell just happened!?

      Rather than converse with the girls in my cohort – or, better yet, give myself a minute to calm the hell down – I instead beelined for Dean Ashbourne – the man at the center of it all.

      Post-announcement, he’d scurried off the stage and toward the side door, presumably en route to another important meeting. But in my present state of mine, there was no way I was letting him off. Not without an explanation. I followed him out the door and into the hallway. I looked to my left and spotted him already at the end of the hallway, waiting for an elevator.

      “Dean Ashbourne!” I called out, my voice already wavering from the chase. “Do you, uh– Do you have a second?”

      He appeared confused that I followed him – put off, almost. Nevertheless, his expression softened. “Sure, Taylor.”

      He’d given me the floor. All of the thoughts running through my mind – my questions, my doubts, my theories – I could’ve been professional and polite. I should’ve. Instead, I just blurted out what my heart wanted to know.

      “Why not me?”

      The Dean hung his head and sighed. He’d anticipated this question, and by the look on his face, he felt I was owed an answer.

      “Taylor, you know I think you’re a magnificent student,” he began. “One of our best. Maybe the best. Your work ethic is astounding…”

      Yeah. I know this.

      “So… Why not me?” I repeated.

      Dean Ashbourne merely tilted his head. “I really hate to put it this way, but… It’s because you’re you, Taylor.”

      I paused. “What about me?”

      He adjusted his tie, then sighed again. “You understand the importance of this Hawaii exchange, right? We’re trying to improve Elkhorn’s reputation nationally. Maui, they’re sending us their best. We ought to do the same. Someone like you, Taylor… just won’t cut it.”

      All of a sudden, things made a little more sense. But in a tragic, twisted way.

      The Dean continued. “Your behavior – all of this… gender experimenting. Don’t think I haven’t noticed. Doing your makeup and hair for lecture – As a man? Look, folks can do what they want in their private lives, but… good God, boy!” He gestured to my outfit, to my makeup, to my brand new acrylic nails. “This? And you say you’re trying to get ahead?”

      I couldn’t believe I was having this conversation. Here, in the flesh. Each statement he made felt like another nail in my heart. I wanted so badly to yell, ‘It’s me! I wear this because this is me!!’ But my lips – my lip gloss-covered lips; my male lips – wouldn’t budge.

      “I don’t mean to be harsh,” Dean Ashbourne maintained. “I really don’t. You’re sharp as a tack and a wonderful asset. But until you fix… this? Taylor, you’ll never be taken seriously.”

      As if the man had given me a compliment, he extended his hand for a handshake. And having been so entirely thrown off by his whole speech, I actually shook it back.

      “Good,” he said. “I’m glad we’re all good. Taylor, I hope to see you at commencement – hopefully looking a little less… You know.”

      He nodded once more and stepped into the elevator, which had arrived right on cue. I stared blankly as the doors came to a close and sent him away. Away from me, my girly, unprofessional outfit, and a feeling of regret that was only getting more malignant.
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      I had no desire to stick around in the wake of my Dean conversation. Not only had I been denied the Hawaii position, but I’d been essentially blackballed. I never even had a chance.

      But I didn’t want to think about it. If I’ve learned one thing about myself this year, it’s that I shouldn’t make rash decisions based on present circumstances. It never, ever ends up in my favor.

      Cooling off is what I need. Ella, though we’d arrived together, I’m sure was far too occupied with signing contracts and logistical shit to walk home with me. Not that I wanted to talk to her now anyway. God, I can’t imagine what she’s thinking.

      No! I’m not doing this right now!

      I managed to escape the building without any of my cohort seeing me. I speedwalked through campus – a difficult feat in the low heels I idiotically chose to wear for this event. With every step I took, I was reminded of a recent, deliberate, feminine change I’d made. A gust of wind blew hair into my face – my long, straightened, girly hair. Gritting my teeth and shutting my mouth tight shot a burst of sweetness from my foolishly fruity lip gloss. Clutching my phone, I’m reminded of the heaviness of my new acrylic nails – appendages forced to be a part of me for the foreseeable future. And, fuck… The rain.

      Halfway into my walk home, it began to drizzle. Tiny, wet droplets fell on my bare shoulders. Shoulders that, had I only dressed like a proper man, wouldn’t be exposed. Jesus… I just had to wear a girly, velvet jumpsuit, didn’t I?

      My own self-doubt – like a villain in a slasher film – just wouldn’t fucking die. Oozing into my brain as I began correlating my professional failure with my choice to be feminine. It’s something I had the pleasure of not dealing with for a whole two weeks. Two weeks of confidence, bliss, and the utmost gender euphoria. Yet here it is. Back and badder than ever–

      No!! I slapped my head. I’m not letting it back in!

      I managed to reach my apartment building before getting too soaked. Not that I was comfortable. Velvet is the last material you want getting wet.

      Still, I held my head high and trudged up the several flights of stairs – of course, our elevator is broken – to my apartment. I figure, once I’m there, I can strip off all this crap, light a candle, take a bath, and calm the fuck–

      “Jack!” I exclaimed. He was standing outside my apartment, waiting for me. He had a smile on his face, a wet umbrella in one hand, and a bouquet of flowers in the other.

      “Tay!” he fumbled with the flowers, clearly not ready for me to appear out of nowhere in the hallway. “I, uh– Surprise!!”

      With a cheeky grin, he extended his arm to present the flowers – a beautiful hand-tied bouquet of what looked to be white lilies and pink orchids. Not that I was in any mindset to appreciate his gesture.

      “Sorry to just show up, Ella was supposed to let me in for a little celebration, but she hasn’t respond–”

      Jack finally got a good look at my face. An honest look.

      “Tay. What’s going on?”

      “I didn’t get it.”

      “You didn’t… What do you mean you didn’t get it?”

      “Hawaii, Jack. I didn’t get it.”

      He looked at me suspiciously. Like I was playing some kind of practical joke on him. In fact, he started to laugh.

      “Ha! Tay, c’mon. Don’t joke about that.”

      “Jack, I’m not joking,” I muttered as a tear welled up.

      He looked at me with genuine concern. “Jesus… Fuck, uh… Let’s get you inside.”

      Jack grabbed my keys out of my shaking hands and held open the door for me. Once inside, he set down the flowers and closed the door behind us, leading me to the couch.

      “Walk me through it,” he said. “Everything that happened.”

      I did exactly that. The students and faculty present, the grand build-up to the announcement, and how Ella’s name had been called first, followed by Maryam’s.

      Jack listened intently throughout. Though I merely shared facts, saying it all aloud had a punishing, humiliating feeling to it. It’s like how you can view a problem differently after hearing yourself explain it. And the more I explained it to Jack… the madder I got.

      “I did fucking everything I could, Jack. Everything!”

      He, however, tried to keep us both calm. “It’s… It’s okay. We’ll figure it out.” Then, an idea struck him. “Listen, I know my dad’s got a major stick up his ass, but maybe you can reason with him.”

      “I–” I began, but stopped myself. “I can’t.”

      Jack stood up, amped by the prospect. “No, we can do this! I’m sure nothing’s set in stone yet. I know we haven’t told him about us yet, but… We can go together!”

      “No,” I repeated firmly. “He’s not gonna budge.”

      Jack, oddly, pushed back with a little heat. “Tay, I think I know my own dad. Yeah, he can be an asshole, but I know how to work him.” Jack stood up and grabbed my hand. “Come on, let’s go–”

      “Jack!” I shouted. “It’s NOT HAPPENING.”

      He paused with caution, sensing – rightly – that something was going unsaid.

      “And why is that?”

      I stood up next to Jack and, with a wild swing of my arms, gestured to my body – my wet, velvet jumpsuit and damp, girly hair. “Because of THIS!”

      Jack stepped back, a little thrown off by my sudden rage. “We talked about this, Tay. There’s nothing wrong with being your authentic–”

      “Yeah, to you, maybe! And Ella and the girls. For me? In the REAL world? Look at this! All it’s ever done is fuck me!”

      Slowly, Jack pieced together the problem in his mind. I knew he wanted to preach optimism. But I simply refused to let him.

      “You don’t know what it’s like to be me,” I cried. “It’s one step forward and two steps back. You feel like you’re in the clear to try something new, and you get crushed. Over and over and over and OVER!”

      On my coffee table lay a textbook – one of several from a class I’m TAing. And next to the textbook, an enormous stack of papers I finished grading yesterday. Final exams.

      “You know how long those took me to grade? Twelve hours. Twelve hours of shit pay and zero praise. But I gladly did it. I did it because I knew that if I worked hard and if I did all the right things, I’d get that job. That was the promise, wasn’t it?”

      Jack nodded. What could he say?

      “I. DID. EVERYTHING. I did twice the TAing. I got the best score on the field project. My grades were the best. And he still didn’t give it to me??” I picked up the textbook, held it for a second, and slammed it back on the table. “I even helped YOU for him! Nothing for that!? Fucking Christ!!”

      This whole time, Jack just nodded along, following his instincts. But then his head perked up.

      “You… What do you mean?”

      Suddenly, I wasn’t so enraged.

      “I– nothing. Just drop it.”

      But Jack wasn’t dropping this.“No, Tay. You said ‘for him’. For who? For my dad?”

      I’ve never been a good liar, and with how perceptive Jack is, I’m guessing he knew that.

      “For who, Tay?” he repeated. “Did you talk to my dad about me?”

      “No– err, Jack. Not exactly… Can we just move on?”

      “No, we’re not. What did he ask you to do?” A beat. Then, louder, “What did he ask you to–”

      “Nothing! God!” I spat. “Well, nothing bad. He… He was concerned about your grades…”

      Jack slapped his forehead. “He was concerned about my… Jesus fucking Christ. And he went to you?”

      This was not the conversation I thought we were having. Somehow, my venting had let Jack in on the one little secret I’d kept from him. Something I figured would never need to be said.

      “He said your grades were slipping. He wanted someone to… keep an eye on you.”

      “To spy. He wanted you to spy on me.”

      “No, not spy. Study, and… report back.”

      Jack couldn’t believe it. He started pacing my apartment furiously. “Jesus, Taylor… Why didn’t you tell me about this?”

      “Because it doesn’t fucking matter! Okay? You got your grades up, we’re together – who gives a shit?”

      “I give a shit! You hung out with me out of pity? Or was it to get ahead in my dad’s eyes? To help your chances at Hawaii?”

      I huffed and sat back down. “Can you not make this about you? Can’t you see I’m the one who just got fucked over?”

      Jack rolled his eyes. “Well, shit, I guess I should just brush off that you lied to me for months, so…”

      “I DIDN’T–”

      ‘I didn’t lie’ was what I wanted to say. But that’d have only deceived him further. Instead, a different truth entered my mind. A nasty truth that, at that moment, felt like the perfect thing to say to him.

      “Wanna know what’s not a lie? If I didn’t help you, you probably would’ve flunked.”

      Jack’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t say that.”

      “Yeah, well, you wanted the truth. You couldn’t focus for shit. You needed me to be a boy so you could get your fucking degree. And now you’re getting it, and I’m left holding the bag. A failure and a fucking FREAK!”

      Jack looked like he was about to cry – but being the tough, sensible guy he is, wouldn’t let it reach that point. Instead, he took a deep breath and stepped toward the door.

      “I don’t know why I thought this could work, Taylor,” he said, putting his raincoat back on. “I want to be there for you, but it’s the same as it’s always been. Clearly, I just don’t know you. And I can’t know you. Not if you don’t let me, and not if you don’t know yourself.”

      He took one last look at me, swung open the door, and started walking as the door closed behind him. While I’d felt nothing for him in the room, the second he walked out the door felt like a switch had been flipped. Like I’d finally heard my own words from my perspective.

      “Fuck…” I muttered, a tear falling down my cheek. “No! Jack!”

      I ran to the door and whipped it open. I stepped into the hallway, praying he hadn’t left yet. Praying he’d let me explain myself further. But no, he was gone. And this time, I had a sinking feeling it was for good.

      How did I know that? Well, when I stepped back inside, I noticed an unopened card beside the bouquet, addressed to me. ‘Tay’ he’s written on the letter. I tore open the envelope and found something – a postcard – that utterly crushed me.

      On the front of the postcard was a photo of a Hawaiian beach. On the back was some scribbling – a note from Jack. It read: ‘Jack and Tay take Hawaii!’ Below it, he’d printed out and taped two tiny logos. One, the Maui University – the place I thought was my future. The other, Maui Health Clinic.

      “Maui Health–” I began, then gasped. That’s where Jack was applying.

      Oh my god. The job. He’d gotten the job in Maui and wanted to surprise me!

      But no joy filled my heart. Dread, humiliation, and deep, deep regret – everything but joy.

      More tears welled in my eyes. I couldn’t fucking take it. I hated myself more than anything. I rose from the couch and looked in the full-length mirror that lived on the back of my apartment door. It was a mirror I’d used so many times and looked into with glee. A fun makeup look, a brand new dress, a pretty hairstyle. No longer. I hated that person in the mirror for fucking everything up.

      “Why won’t you die…” I gritted my teeth as my anger raged. “WHY WON’T YOU DIE!?!”

      In a fluid, singular motion, I pulled my fist back and punched my reflection. But of course, there was no one to hit. Only the hard glass, which, upon impact, shattered into pieces, scattering onto the floor and burying into my skin.

      Not a second later, my hand throbbed from the worst pain imaginable. Shards of glass stuck out from my bloodied knuckles. Two of my acrylics had snapped off from impact, sending jolts of unspeakable pain to the tips of my fingers. Some kind of bone or joint must have broken from the blunt force alone.

      And yet, none of it – I assure you – hurt the way my heart did.
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      You’d think that over the course of a school year, I’d have seen the inside of Julia’s apartment. I mean, we’re friends, aren’t we? Isn’t the opportunity to see where and how someone lives part of the arrangement?

      Well, at least it’s not personal. Outside of Maryam and Meghan, just a few times for school projects, Julia never hosted anyone. Which is a damn shame because, as it turns out, her apartment is actually quite gorgeous. Turns out, she’s just the kind of person who prefers her privacy – which I fully understand. But today, her hosting moratorium officially ends.

      The reason for Julia’s change of heart was a simple one. It’d be the last time our cohort will be together on campus before graduation. The last time all six of us could chill, hang, and enjoy each other’s presence as graduate students before going our separate ways. Bittersweet, for sure.

      “Taylor!” Julia called to me from… below? I turned my head to the left and saw her waving from the base of a small set of stairs. It’s one of those apartment complexes with a courtyard in the center, surrounded on three sides by a giant, U-shaped building.

      “Garden unit,” she shrugged. “I warned you, it’s a weird spot.”

      Julia, not normally a hugger, nevertheless embraced me as I met her at the base of the stairs. “I’m glad you decided to come,” she said sweetly.

      “Sure,” I muttered softly. “Wouldn’t miss it.”

      While it’s true that I’d do whatever I could to make it to my final hang with the Sociology girls, what I failed to mention is how much mental hyping up it took. Not just to come here, but to get out of bed at all.

      We’re a week removed from the Hawaii announcement and everything else that happened that dreaded day. And yet, much of my pain – physical and mental – remained. Some of it quite visible.

      “How’s the hand feeling?” Julia asked.

      She glanced woefully at my hand, which, in the fallout of my mirror punch, was still bandaged up.

      “Better,” I answered. “I’m getting the stitches removed tomorrow. It’s healing quicker than expected.”

      “Oh, that’s great,” Julia nodded, forcing a smile. “Best of a tough situation.”

      Though my hand would make a full recovery, what Julia couldn’t see was how horrible I still felt on the inside about all that transpired. How I reacted to the initial Hawaii news, how I treated Jack, and how regretful and embarrassed I felt about tanking what had been such a productive, promising semester. All to end up right where I started: an aimless, directionless, jobless man.

      At least the mood was merry inside Julia’s apartment. From the moment we entered, it looked like the rest of the girls were thrilled to see me. I’d pretty much secluded myself from all socialization the entire week, so the fact I’d emerged from my slumber for a celebratory send-off was pretty astounding.

      “Taylor!” Emily ran up to me and gave me a big ‘ol hug. “It’s so good to see you.”

      “You too.” I managed a smile. It’s hard not to smile around her.

      I greeted the rest of the girls whose glasses were already filled with rosé and whose plates were stacked with goodies from Julia’s charcuterie board.

      “Grab a plate!” Julia insisted.

      When you’re in a group of six, it tends to be just small enough where everyone participates in the same conversation, rather than splintering off into separate ones. While there’s nothing wrong with that, I bring it up for two reasons. One, it allowed me to stay mostly silent and listen to the girls chat amongst themselves. Perfect, because I didn’t have much appetite for conversation. I’m merely here to show face.

      The other reason I was fine to fade into the background was that I’ve been sort of… avoiding… conversation with Ella. Eh, let me explain.

      Don’t get me wrong, I’m as thrilled as anyone that she landed the Maui job. Maryam, too, for that matter. But Ella, I got the sense, felt an extraordinary sense of guilt over how things went down. Even though my rejection had absolutely nothing to do with her. We’d endlessly daydreamed and discussed what our new lives in Hawaii might look like. Our lives as girls.

      I hate seeing Ella hurt, and though I knew it only hurt her more to be ignored, I figured as long as I could avoid too much one-on-one time with her before she jets off tomorrow, we could dodge a tear-filled farewell that’d only worsen our pain.

      The girls chatted for over an hour, mostly about Ella and Maryam’s upcoming move. An unfathomable amount of logistics and planning had gone down these past seven days. Because of Maui University’s funky schedule, Ella, Maryam, and Kendall – remember, Kendall is moving to Hawaii, too – each start their new roles before even officially graduating from Elkhorn. And because of this quick turnaround, travel, housing, and a whole host of arrangements needed… well, arranging.

      “It’s been hell,” Maryam said, chuckling. “But a fun kind of hell.”

      Julia smiled and placed her hand on Maryam’s shoulder.

      “Can I request something?” Meghan asked. “Em, you had a surprise for the group, didn’t you?”

      Emily’s eyes lit up. Whatever it was, she’d forgotten till now. “Oh, right!!”

      In a backpack she’d left by the door, she reached inside and pulled out a laptop. She then proceeded to connect it to Julia’s TV.

      “Ooh, a tech element!” Maryam grinned.

      Not a minute later, Emily had the TV on and ready for her surprise. “In honor of the best friends a girl could ask for…” she announced, then hit the space bar on her computer. A title card popped up on screen, reading ‘Elkhorn Sociology: The Best of Friends’. A slideshow began to play, accompanied by a jangly guitar instrumental. It was a slideshow of us.

      “Oh. My. God. EMILY!!” Ella squealed with glee. “Is this why you take so many pictures??”

      She smirked. “Well, this and Instagram.”

      Everyone found a seat either on or around Julia’s couch to take in the show. Who knew Emily had taken so many photos? It seemed like nearly every activity or event we’d attended as a group had its time on screen. From the first week of class all the way to Hawaii Decision Day. Some were big group poses, but the majority were stealth shots or candids – spur-of-the-moment snaps where we weren’t expecting a photo. And damn, there were a ton! Each of ‘em tagged with a little comment or quip from one of the girls. Like a picture of us studying and sipping wine on Ella’s apartment floor. The timestamp on it read 1:13 A.M.

      Meghan cackled. “Jesus! Did any of us pass that one?”

      “Somehow I think we all did – but barely!” Ella laughed along.

      More photos cycled through, and one in particular caught Maryam’s eye.

      “Ghost-bust-ers!!” Maryam shouted out at our selfie from the Halloween football game. All six of us squeezed into the shot, getting barely an inch of field in the background. It’s a heartwarming photo, sure – though I didn’t love having to stare at myself with done-up hair and dressed in a girl’s Halloween costume – especially in my present state.

      The photos shuffled by quickly, though, and most, I noticed, were of me in boy mode. Well… at least at first.

      Emily must have backloaded these photos, because the longer the slideshow went on, the less we saw of Taylor and the more we saw of Tay. Photos of me in skirts and dresses, laughing with the girls. Makeup and other beauty products slathered on my face.

      Even the photographs where I wasn’t presenting in ‘girl mode’, I noticed a pretty clear feminine progression. Month by month, my hair became longer and prettier. Even on my boy days, I’d style it differently. Residual curls or soft, straightened locks from a prior girls' night that bled into the next day. And the way I posed! Spring semester Taylor had flirtier, sassier body language than fall semester Taylor. Just the way I positioned my hands or hips – in a still photograph – I managed to look like a girl.

      But above all, one crucial thing jumped out at me: I looked happy. Happier than ever, in fact. Happier and more confident, and certain that this girl side I’m exploring was indeed for me.

      Well, if only past Taylor could have been warned how punishing it all would be. Not everyone views gender exploration so positively. Not in the real world, at least.

      It wasn’t easy, but I stomached the remainder of the slideshow and avoided reacting too viscerally to photos of my past self. It’s in everyone’s best interest.

      As the final picture popped up on screen – a photo of the Sociology girls at Dani’s lake house, mid-tea party – I looked around and noticed sentimental tears on every one of the girls’ faces. Even Emily was crying, and she’d seen all the photos before!

      “Well, shit, Em…” Maryam wiped a tear from her cheek. “Now I’m, like, really gonna miss you.”

      “I love you girls so much!!!” Julia, of all people, was crying. “Please tell me that’s not our last tea party.”

      “More down the road, please!!” Meghan sobbed.

      “We’ll make it work,” Ella said. Then, with a small glance my way. “We’ll make it work.”

      I don’t think it was intentional, but her making a promise of future girlhood while looking me in the eye felt like a step too far. Again, not overly heinous, but a clear-cut indication that I’d probably overstayed my welcome in what was fast becoming a ‘Girls Only’ event. One I no longer hold any interest in.

      “That’s probably my cue,” I stood up and stretched my back. “I should hit the road.”

      “Really?” Julia asked. “So soon?”

      I mean, we’d been here for almost two hours – but I didn’t need to explain myself. As I said, this kind of group hang? It’s no longer my place.

      Still, I bid farewell to the girls with hugs – long, personal hugs for Maryam and, of course, Ella as well.

      “I’ll catch you before I fly out in the morning, yeah?” Ella asked. “I can swing by yours.”

      I shrugged, thinking about it for a sec. “Maybe. If I’m around.”

      The answer I provided felt empty coming out of my mouth. Ella sensed it too. It’s not how I usually speak to her. At least not all year.

      “Oh, uh…” she muttered. “How about I walk you out, then?”

      I gave Ella that much. After a few more hugs from the girls and verbal promises to catch up with Maryam the moment she’s back in town for graduation, I exited Julia’s apartment with Ella in tow.

      For a few moments, we stood outside in the courtyard, just the two of us. Things had been objectively weird all week long – mostly my doing. Ella smiled awkwardly, then looked away. Neither of us wanted to say the first word.

      “So…” I began. “Safe travels. I’ll see you at–”

      “Don’t,” Ella added. “I feel like we’ve– We haven’t talked about it. None of it. Can we just–?”

      But I shook my head. “What’s there to say? It’s out of my hands. Maryam deserves it anyway.”

      Now she was really tearing up. I could tell she felt horrible.

      “You punched a wall, Tay! You hurt your hand, and I wasn’t there to help you… And Jack! He’s gone, and… and…”

      I placed my hands on her shoulders to steady her. “Ella. I’ll be fine. I promise.”

      She sniffled some more. Her inability to help – and my inability to let her – was killing her. But what could she really do about it?

      “Oh– okay…” she whimpered. “I just… I don’t want our friendship to end. All because of… this.”

      “It won’t,” I said confidently, even if on the inside, I feared the worst. “It won’t.”

      “Okay. Good,” Ella wiped a bit of snot from her nose and pushed a few blonde locks out of her face. “Can you just promise me one thing? And you have to promise. I won’t let you leave if you don’t.”

      I shrugged. “Sure.”

      “Just… keep trusting your gut,” she said softly. “Okay?”

      I knew what she meant by that. And the meaning behind it was something I knew I couldn’t promise. Nevertheless, I owed Ella some semblance of hope.

      “I will,” was what I told her. Even if I knew it was impossible.
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      *ONE MONTH LATER*

      If you talk to folks on the internet, you’ll find that among the main complaints about colleges and universities, despite outrageously pricey tuition, is how cheap they are with day-to-day maintenance.

      It’s absurd! Universities these days will charge $60,000+ per year in tuition. And what do you get for that? Broken AC and dormitory urinals that never get repaired – forever doomed to be covered in a black garbage and a sign that reads “scheduled for repairs”. Yeah, as if.

      I bring this up because Elkhorn, though it has its flaws, is actually quite impressive regarding its daily quality of life. First and foremost, the heavenly air conditioning in Marcus Hall – and for such an old building!

      Late May in Northern Illinois is hit or miss weather-wise. There’ll be periods of cold and rain, only for it to turn on a dime and be 90 degrees the following morning. Today, we’re experiencing the latter.

      Carlos Vasquez, seated across the table in our Department Nook’s TA office, hoisted his feet onto the desk and leaned back in his swivel chair.

      “The fucking life, man!”

      I chuckled. “Isn’t it?”

      “Dude, Maui’s always gonna have my heart, but they didn’t have this AC shit, I’ll tell ya.” Carlos rose from his chair and leaped atop it. He planted a big smooch on his palm and pressed it against the AC vent above his head to “kiss” it. I egged him on as we laughed together.

      Carlos is just like that – the man loves an audience. Can he be a little much at times? Sure. But in small enough doses, the guy’s a delight. He’s the “Yin” to, well…

      From outside the office, I felt Henry Kelani’s snooping eyes.

      “Hey!” Henry yelled. “Carlos, get down! What if you fall and break your neck? Our health insurance isn’t nearly good enough.”

      …to Henry’s “Yang”.

      “Eh… he’s right,” I noted. “I’d wait till tenure before jumping on office furniture.”

      Carlos and Henry are the new kids on the block in Elkhorn’s Sociology Department. They come by way of Maui University as their two winning individuals in the University exchange program. Both of them recently graduated and were given junior faculty positions on the spot. Full-time jobs straight out of college. Must be nice.

      I’ve come to really like Carlos and Henry – they’re solid additions to our department. They’re smart, relatively capable, and natural teachers. The only issue they’ve had so far is dealing with… let's just call it smooth integration.

      “Crap! Taylor, the printer’s busted again,” Henry called out. “Can you take a look?”

      “Yeah, sure,” I said with a sigh.

      The two newbies arrived on campus three weeks ago and are still getting their bearings. With Professor Kendall shipped off to Maui alongside Ella and Maryam, we’re down a few sets of hands – and guess who got stuck with the task of training the new guys.

      I know, I know… You’d think after how brutally Dean Ashbourne rejected me from the Hawaii job that I’d be full of rage and unwilling to help. Well, for the first week, I was. But I came to the tough realization that I live in the real world. Life isn’t all sunshine and rainbows. At a certain point, I’ve gotta cut my losses and deal with the consequences of my actions – regardless of noble intent.

      And so, like anyone looking to make their way in the field of Sociology, I did the responsible, adult thing: I moved on. I met with Dean Ashbourne and explained how his concerns about my gender presentation would no longer be an issue. I’m leaving it in the past. Granted, it’s too late for him to send me to Hawaii, but he promised that if I can finish out the year with “no drama”, he’d gladly be a mentor and professional reference after graduation.

      Henry stepped aside, making space for me around the printer.

      “Maybe it’s jammed?” he guessed, then, noticing my headwear, “Oh, hey, new hat?”

      I tipped the brim of my cap – a brand new baseball cap I bought as a little treat for myself.

      “Thanks for noticing,” I said as I stuck my hand deep in the busted printer and fiddled around.

      That’s another change I’ve implemented – I’m a “hat guy” now. Partly because I’ve always admired hats as a fashion piece, but also, ever since I chopped my long hair, they fit a ton better on my head.

      In fact, it’s exactly three weeks ago today that I marched into the downtown Elkhorn barbershop and requested a new look. No, I didn’t get a buzz cut, but I ditched that girly ‘long and layered’ style I sported back in my darker days. Today, my hair hangs just a few inches below my ears. Much more professional.

      Getting a haircut proved to be more than just a physical change. Now, because I look more like a boy, it’s easier to feel like a boy. Same with switching my shampoo back to the 2-for-1 I used at the start of the school year. No more frilly, fruity smells for this guy! I’ve also let my body hair grow back, ending all shaving of my legs, pits, and privates. There’s even some stubble on my face now – not that I had much luck growing a beard to begin with, but still, it’s something. I used to say dressing feminine made me ‘feel like me’. Today, I’d say it’s one step better – I feel productive.

      From top to bottom, mental to physical, I’m improving as a student and as a professional. I’m useful again, and I’m excited for what my future will bring.

      “Aaaaand… Fixed.” I hit the button again, stepped back from the printer, and waited for Henry’s documents to shoot out with ease.

      “Aha!” Henry shouted. “Amazing!”

      Carlos peered in from the TA office. “That’s some king shit right there! Taylor Holmes, office MASTER!”

      I couldn’t help but grin. These two guys… Forever my hype men.

      “Great,” I gave the office a quick scan for any other issues. “Well, not that I wanna go back out in that heat, but… Your boy’s got graduation tomorrow. And that means a lot of shit to iron.”

      “OMG how fun!” Carlos teased.

      “Hey, pants don’t iron themselves,” Henry patted me on the back. “I think we’re all set here. Make sure to enjoy tomorrow! It’s a big moment.”

      I nodded and smiled. Henry had just gone through it himself a few weeks ago in Maui. He, of all people, would know.

      “I will, thanks. I’ll just grab my things and–”

      “Oh, hi!”

      A voice came from the department nook entrance. A girl’s voice. I whipped around and found Meghan Fly standing there.

      “Meghan!” I exclaimed. “Hey.”

      “Hey, Taylor,” she said warmly. “Carlos. Henry.”

      “Wassuuuuup, Meg,” Carlos said in his cringiest, flirtatious tone. Definitely not the smoothest guy around.

      Meghan rolled her eyes. “Yeah. Hi.”

      “What’s uh… What’s up?” I asked.

      “Just dropping a few things off,” she stated, waving some folders in the air. Then, with kind eyes, looked at me squarely. “Jeez… It feels like I haven’t seen you in forever.”

      I scratched the back of my neck. “Oh, well, you know… Work and all that.”

      Meghan’s not wrong. In fact, I think this is only the second or third time I’d seen her all month. With classes and exams wrapped and mostly end-of-year clean-up stuff left to do, there hasn’t been much reason.

      “Work,” she repeated, not totally believing me but refusing to make it an issue. “For sure.”

      Okay, so there’s a little more to the story.

      As you can probably guess, part of my ‘girl purge’ has been distancing myself from the rest of my cohort. Not in a rude way, I promise. Just an ‘oh, I’ve got other stuff going on!’ kind of manner. Same with Emily and Julia. I can count on one hand the number of times I’ve seen either of them.

      I know it’s a little sad – and I do miss them – but when circumstances change, friends drift apart. It’s natural. I have to live with that.

      “New hat?” Meghan asked.

      Henry chuckled. “I asked the same thing!”

      I tipped the brim again. “It is, yeah.”

      I couldn’t remember whether or not I’d seen her since I chopped off a foot of hair. Not that she made any mention of it. However, there was one thing she didn’t hesitate to bring up.

      “Hey, you didn’t happen to check the group chat, did you? The cohort chat?”

      Honestly, I hadn’t. I usually don’t check it these days.

      “No, uh, I’ve–”

      “There's a dinner being planned. Eh... more like drinks and bites. It’s kinda last-minute, but if you weren’t aware, Ella, Maryam, and Kendall are back in town. They’ll get in around 5 today. Kendall was hoping to get the gang together one last time.”

      “Oh,” I nodded. “She does?”

      “It’d mean a lot if you came, Taylor.”

      I’ll be honest, the idea of a group dinner didn’t appeal to me. Not that I hold any ill will, it’s just… well… too many memories, you know?

      I also didn’t love that Meghan made her request in front of an audience. I’ve worked hard to build a reputation with Carlos and Henry. And now, if I tell her no, I look like the shitty one. She’d cleverly boxed me in.

      “I’ll uh…” I began, running through all the possible negative scenarios in my mind. First and foremost, an awkward reunion with Ella.

      There’s no doubt about it – Ella has been, and always will be, in my corner. And because of this, I haven’t ghosted her nearly to the extent I did the other girls. Still, being 4,000 miles and four time zones away, it’s only natural that we drifted apart. We’ll text once or twice a week – she asks about Elkhorn, and I about Hawaii. Our updates are pleasant but generic, like talking to an acquaintance. Probably because, in a way, I am.

      Of all my fractured relationships, this one stung the most. I’ll admit to that. But let’s be real – Ella lives in Hawaii, and I live in Illinois. For most purposes, she’s out of my life for good. Or, at least for the next three years. We had our fun, but we’re different people now. It’s for the best.

      “So…” Meghan interrupted my mulling. “Whaddya say?”

      I made an awkward face as I tried to think up an excuse. “Oof… Well, see, there’s still a ton of work around here. Helping these guys get settled and all–”

      “Pfft!” Carlos spat from the other room. “Dude, we’re fine. Go to your dinner!”

      “Yeah, man,” Henry added. “Don’t let us hold you back.”

      Meghan smirked as my escape plan got thoroughly rejected. Ugh.

      “Wonderful,” she said decidedly, placing a stack of folders on the table before turning around. “Looking forward to tonight.”
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      Well, it’s officially taken me 23 years on Earth to learn something everyone else apparently already knows: irons can scorch your clothes!

      That’s right! Leave an iron on a fabric for too long or press it from the wrong angle and… bam! A brown-ish, yellow-ish burn mark in the middle of your pant leg. Ugh!

      It took me a good hour and a half to figure out how to treat it and rid the mark from my graduation day pant legs. But then – and only then – did I remember ‘wait, my pants won’t even be visible beneath the graduation gown!’ I repeat: Ugh!

      So, yeah. That’s why I’m running late to the cohort dinner. Even if a non-zero part of me was happy to miss even the first 15 minutes.

      The restaurant of choice for tonight was a place called Elate – a kinda swanky, cocktail bar with small bites. At first, the name didn’t register with me, but the moment I pulled up, something immediately came to mind.

      “Fuck…” I said quietly as my stomach churned. I had been here before, but I’d completely forgotten the name. I came here on a date. A date with Jack.

      A date as a girl.

      Wow, did a lot of memories come rushing back. Jack picking me up from my apartment, the immaculate feeling of the fancy, scarlet dress I’d bought just for the occasion, and the euphoric rush of being wined and dined by a man who wants to engage with your mind as much as he wants to tear your clothes off.

      Of all my struggles “cleaning house” this month, scrubbing Jack from my mind was maybe the toughest. Not just because we had sex – memories I try daily to rid from my mind – but because of how horribly things ended. I never got to properly apologize or explain myself before he packed up and moved to Hawaii. Off to his brand new job and his brand new life.

      Nevertheless, I’ve done enough mental gymnastics to convince myself that my entire relationship with Jack was one big, fat mistake. An era I can chalk up as a foolish, impulsive venture, meant to be left in the past. He’s got a whole new life anyway. There’s no reason to see him ever again.

      Still, walking into the restaurant, a small part of me feared I’d be recognized from that night – a fear that was only exacerbated as I realized it was the same blonde, 30-something hostess from the night of our date. Fortunately, she didn’t think twice.

      “Right this way, sir,” the woman said to me.

      Sir. Exactly what I wanted to hear.

      We weaved through the dimly lit, Spanish-style interior – dodging tables that were mostly couples on dates or parents out with their children celebrating “Graduation Eve” – until we stumbled upon a table set for seven but occupied by six: my Sociology cohort.

      “There he is!” Meghan announced. “See, I told you he was coming!”

      The folks who faced me – Meghan, Julia, and Emily welcomed me with smiles. But then, turning around to greet me were the three ladies I hadn’t laid eyes on for an entire month. Maryam, Ella, and Professor Kendall.

      “Alright, I owe ya ten bucks,” Kendall said to Meghan.

      “Keep it,” Meghan said. “I’m just happy he made it.”

      Though there was some undeniable awkwardness and social rust to shake off, I put on my friendliest face and circled the table, hugging each of the girls. When I finally got to Ella, I sort of expected she’d hug me with extra concern, or maybe make some kind of comment about my appearance. I mean, it’s been nearly a year since I rocked peach fuzz in front of her – not to mention hair that doesn’t even touch my shoulders.

      But no. Nothing out of the ordinary. Just a generic, “Good to see you.”

      With our greetings over, we commenced the meal. And of course, with it, an absolute marathon of catching up.

      Most of the night, fairly, was the Hawaii folks regaling us with every little story and detail from their month in Maui. And not just the school stuff. Stories about adapting socially, culturally, and embracing the beautiful nature, wildlife, and endless sunshine.

      “It’s a paradise!” Maryam beamed. “God, I never wanna leave!”

      Kendall, however, was quick to remind the rest of us that though they now reside in a tropical paradise, they’re still there to work. First and foremost, they’re academic faculty with important educational and research responsibilities.

      “We never take our eyes off the ball,” Kendall noted between slurps of her soup. “I made the girls promise that before we left. It’s the Elkhorn way.”

      Julia rolled her eyes. Emily giggled. Same ‘ol Kendall.

      For the most part, things went well. Our conversation remained light and loose. Though we reminisced a bit, there seemed to be an unspoken consensus at the table to not bring up anything Tay-related – which I appreciated. At best, it’d make things awkward; at worst, it might ruin what is otherwise a very pleasant evening. Still, that doesn’t mean we were completely void of drama.

      “So, Julia,” Kendall pointed with her fork. “Tell me about the new job.”

      The girls each swiveled their heads to listen. I, however, cocked mine.

      “A new… Oh, you got a job, Julia?”

      She remained composed. “Oh, yeah! You didn’t hear? It’s back in New York. This, uh… college in the city…”

      “Columbia, she means,” Maryam added. “She’s just being humble.”

      Wow. It was a little hard to hide my emotions. I mean, hey, good for Julia! But also… how did I not know that? Granted, we haven’t been in regular contact, but to hear she’s already secured a job – and at such a prestigious university…

      “Ah! Well, that’s awesome. Seriously,” I said. “Well deserved.”

      Julia went on explaining her application process, how she’d already interviewed twice and just received the offer a few days ago. It’s a research position and one that, I assume, pays pretty well.

      “It’ll be nice being home,” she admitted. “Back with my people, ya know?”

      Emily nodded. “Girl, same.”

      Kendall, who had just finished subtly ordering a bunch of desserts for the table, turned her attention to Emily. “Oh, and tell me about your gig!”

      “Wait, you too?” I exclaimed. I feared I may have sounded too surprised. Emily didn’t take it that way, though.

      “Mmhmm! Twenty minutes from where I grew up! It’s at this market research firm. They do super interesting work.”

      Emily went on explaining her fun new role as the girls listened politely. I, however, had trouble focusing. So, let me get this straight – not only do Maryam and Ella have their jobs in Hawaii, but Emily and Julia already locked something down, too?

      “Damn…” I muttered, poorly hiding my envy. “So that leaves me and Meghan on the…” I peered up at Meghan, who was awkwardly clenching her jaw.

      “I’m… I actually just got my offer this morning! Policy analyst for the mayor’s office in St. Louis.”

      Emily dropped her fork. “MEGHAN, WHAT?? GIRLIE!!!”

      I guess the news was a surprise to the whole table as everyone proceeded to lose their minds. Hugs, pats on the back, and clinking glasses all around. Jubilation for everyone – everyone except the lone, jobless guy.

      I must’ve exuded crappy energy, because just one look from Kendall and she immediately quieted the girls down.

      “Taylor…” she said earnestly. “You will find something. Success isn’t a zero-sum game.”

      “Oh, I know. It’s just… man, it’s tough out there.”

      I sighed, desperately trying to shake off these embarrassing jealous feelings. I mean, Jesus Christ, what’s wrong with me?? These are my friends we’re talking about! I should be elated! Instead, I’m slumping in my seat and overlooking the abyss of another mental spiral.

      Seriously, am I that big of a piece of shit that I can’t be happy for other people?

      “Ooh!” Emily reacted as a group of food runners delivered an array of desserts to our table – among them a fruit tart, a chocolate soufflé, and slices of several varieties of cake.

      Dessert, though not a perfect distraction, was a distraction nonetheless. Exactly what I needed to clear my head, re-center myself, and remind myself that I am not a failure, just because my friends got jobs before me doesn’t mean–

      “Excuse me,” one of the servers tapped me on the shoulder. I turned my head, and her curious, smiling face was less than a foot from mine.

      “Ah! What? What?” I stammered.

      “Holy shit…” she muttered quietly, examining my face. “You are the same girl!”

      “The same– What are you talking about?”

      “Ellen, come here!” the server called out to her colleague. “It’s the girl with the scarlet dress! Remember, she was here with her boyfriend. What’s his name again… John? Josh?”

      “Eeee!” Ellen squealed, rushing over. She paused, examining my clearly male face for a moment, but slowly coming to the same conclusion. “Oh. My. GOD! I’ve been praying you’d come back! Please, I gotta know where you bought that dress. Do you have, like, a Pinterest or something?”

      No. No fucking way this is happening.

      “You’re thinking of someone else,” I said very dismissively, doing everything in my power to stay composed. But this server girl.. God, she wouldn't quit.

      “No, no, no… I never forget a face. Can you just do me a huge favor and text me a pic of the dress once you’re home? Here, I’ll give you my number…”

      “I’m not doing that,” I said firmly. “Now, just… come on.”

      The girl clasped her hands and begged. “I’m sorry, I know I’m being annoying. But you just looked so beautiful that night. And your boyfriend couldn’t get enough of you! If only I could do the same with my boyfriend…”

      The more these girls yapped, the angrier I got. And the more our little aside at the table piqued the interest of our party.

      “Is everything okay?” Kendall asked, interrupting her own side conversation.

      The first server chimed in. “Oh, she’s just asking her for a dress rec.”

      “Her”? “She”? Fucking hell! Can I NEVER escape this? Can I never just MOVE ON?

      I felt like a boiling tea kettle, whistling at full volume. But as badly as I wanted to contain myself, I couldn’t.

      And so I snapped.

      “That’s not ME!” I screamed at the girl. “I’m a GUY! A MALE! X-Y, got it?”

      My outburst shocked not just the server, but the few tables around us. Folks were starting to stare.

      “Oh… I just…” the first server stammered. “Because of the dress, I thought you were–”

      “A girl?” I spat. “No, I’m NOT a girl. And no, I DON’T have a boyfriend. And do you wanna know why? Because no matter what I do – no matter how much I enjoy it or it feels right, at the end of the day, I’ll always be a MAN – an ugly, jobless, failure of a MAN!”

      The two women stared at me, dumbstruck. Sure, they’d overstepped, but no one expected that reaction. It was a reaction that, just milliseconds later, I recognized was way too aggressive.

      “F-forgive me,” I offered quietly. “Just… Please. Can you leave me alone?”

      The stunned women nodded and backed away slowly. Though we’d caught the attention of some other tables, as soon as my outburst ceased, their eyes gradually pivoted back to their own conversations. But at my table? Six ladies in utter shock.

      Unfortunately, they’d all seen this play before. Early in the fall, I’d similarly snapped at them out of stress. But today felt different, and I think Kendall knew that.

      “What say we get the check, huh?” she said quietly. “You kids have a busy day tomorrow. An important day.”

      Still, nobody said a thing.

      Kendall, the great leader she is, could’ve chastised me or made a joke about it, but she didn’t. Instead, she simply suggested we all head home. She’ll stick around for the bill, and we all get a good night’s rest.

      As if under her spell, the six of us simultaneously rose from our seats. The girls grabbed their purses, and I, my sweatshirt.

      “Taylor?” Kendall added. “Stick around for just a sec, please. Girls, I’ll see you tomorrow."

      They silently nodded. Ella was the only one to say anything. “Feel better, Taylor.”

      Kendall and I then watched the five ladies navigate the maze of tables, disappearing into the hustle and bustle of the restaurant. Out of sight and out of mind.

      As if I weren’t embarrassed enough already, there I was, set to graduate in less than 24 hours, and I’m being held after class by my professor. In a cocktail bar.

      Kendall stared at me, her expression just a little bit disappointed, if not outright judgy.

      “Do you wanna talk, or me?” she asked.

      “Me,” I answered decisively. “I’m just SO sick of all–”

      She shook her head and cut me off. “Actually, let me go first.”

      Kendall adjusted her glasses, folded her arms, and leaned toward me from across the table.

      “Taylor, I don’t profess to know everything, but I’ve been teaching for decades and – I’m pretty observant. I can tell you’re not happy.”

      I rolled my eyes. “How astute.”

      “Okay, fair enough,” she nodded. “But to tell the truth, I’m not happy either.”

      Another eye roll. “What? Is Hawaii not all you dreamed it would be?”

      “Oh, it is,” she assured me, then softened her tone. “But that’s not it. I’m not happy with how I left things with you. As your mentor, I should’ve reached out.”

      I stared at her for a moment. Of course, she was talking about the Hawaii decision.

      “That’s it? You feel bad I didn’t get it?”

      “It was, but… goddammit…” she scrunched her face. “I’m not supposed to say this, out of respect for Maryam… but I fought for you. I wanted you.”

      I leaned back in my seat and huffed. True or not, her words rang hollow.

      “Well, whoopdie-doo,” I said.

      “Dean Ashbourne – he doesn’t understand what you’re going through. How… real everything is. I should’ve explained that to him better. That being trans–”

      “Stop,” I cut her off. “We’re done here.”

      I abruptly rose from my seat and began walking out of the restaurant.

      Kendall, however, with a frustrated huff, rose from her seat as well and followed me.

      “I’m not dashing, I’ll be back…” I heard her assure the server as she closely followed. “Taylor, wait!”

      I didn’t look back. I didn’t want to. But I felt her hand grab my shoulder just as I stepped outside.

      “Taylor, listen–”

      “To what?” I said, still facing away from her. “Honestly, what? I know you’re not happy with how things ended. Neither am I. But that’s reality, right? If you’re worried about your conscience and want me to forgive you or whatever, then fine. Consider it done.”

      Forcefully, she turned me around so I’d look her in the eye. “I don’t want to be forgiven, I want to make it right.”

      “Well, you can’t.”

      “I can. Taylor, I know it’s a long shot, but maybe I can talk to Jeffrey. He might understand–”

      “He’ll never understand!” I shouted back. “It’s just like you said. Some people just don’t… get… this stuff.”

      I huffed, fiddling with my sleeve.

      “But even so,” I continued. “Let’s pretend that he did – isn’t he still right? Isn’t he right that someone who goes down that… path… is fucked for life?”

      I watched my professor hang her head.

      “That’s why I need to be a boy.”

      Kendall shook her head. “But Taylor… you don’t.”

      “No, I do!”

      “You should be a girl, Taylor! You should be because you are!”

      “And you don’t think I KNOW that!?!”

      Kendall stared at me in silence. I may have finally stumped her.

      Despite the fire in my eyes, a vulnerable tear trickled down my cheek as I looked at my professor. She, too, was starting to cry – something I’d never seen from her.

      “Of course I know I’m a girl. And I want it to be true more than anything. But who cares what I want if I can’t make it happen?”

      Whether or not Kendall actually had more to say, she kept her mouth shut.

      “I should get home,” I said quietly. “Thank you for dinner.”

      Kendall sniffled and wiped a tear away. “My pleasure.”

      I started off down the sidewalk, away from Kendall and away from yet another painful reminder of my past.

      “Taylor?” she called out one last time. She was still beneath the restaurant awning. “Get some sleep, okay? Tomorrow’s a big day.”

      I nodded. “Will do.” And I turned back around.
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      The sun shone brightly in the sky, piercing through the front window of my father’s Ford Bronco. Usually, sunshine is a good thing. A happy thing. Not a cloud in the sky on a warm, May morning? How could you ever complain? Well, then you haven’t met my stepmother.

      “Am I blinded by the sun, or is there really no parking around here?” Sarah scoffed, furiously putting on her sunglasses and adjusting the visor as she searched out the window. “How can anyone call this a serious institution if they don’t have parking?”

      “Couldn’t agree more,” my father nodded, his hands gripping the wheel as he similarly searched for an open space.

      At the risk of more rage, I opined from the back seat. “We could’ve just walked. Wouldn’t have been more than fifteen min–”

      “It’s the principle, Taylor,” Sarah whipped her head around, her bouncy box dye blonde curls swishing across her face. “Parents spend hundreds or thousands of dollars in travel expenses to get here for their kid’s graduation. The least they can do is make this not a fucking nightmare to park.”

      “Uh…” I had no idea how to respond. “Okay, whatever.”

      I don’t talk much about my father and stepmother – and, as you can see, there’s a reason for that. While my father is a stern, deeply serious man with whom I have almost nothing in common, we mostly get along. Sarah, however, can make for brutal company, and in recent years, she’s only gotten worse. She’s the kind of person who looks at every glass as half-empty… and then pours it down the drain.

      “There!” My father pointed to a car backing out of a spot. It’s a miracle! With a million pedestrians buzzing around campus and everyone here for the same event, I couldn’t imagine anyone would willingly give up their parking spot. I guess the Elkhorn gods are looking out for us today.

      “Finally, a fucking break!” Sarah threw her arms up sarcastically. “Jim, put your blinker on so no one else swipes it.”

      What my dad sees in Sarah, I’ll never know. After his divorce eleven years ago, they met and married and never looked back. He’s always been a meek man, so maybe he likes a woman who isn’t afraid to call the shots? Even so, then why her? Eh… I gave up long ago trying to figure that one out.

      What matters today is that they’re here to support me. It’s a big day after all, and a day worth celebrating. That’s why from the moment I woke up, I made a promise to myself that any and all problems in my life would be set aside so I could relish this important achievement. Who cares if the year didn’t go exactly as planned? I still fucking did it, and I’m damn happy about it.

      “No! NO NO NO!” Sarah screeched, slamming her fist on the dashboard. From the other side of the parking lot, a black Volkswagen bug swooped in and stole the spot we were about to take. “Jim! He’s taking our spot!!”

      My dad sighed. “Not the end of the world. We’ll find another.”

      Sarah was still pissed, though. “Roll down your window. Yell at that asshole!”

      My father held up his hand. “Sarah, please… Not today, okay?”

      Some days, it feels like nobody is capable of calming my stepmother down amid one of her rants. But if anyone can, it’s my dad. He’s got that special touch. Hmm. Maybe that’s why they work as a couple.

      I pulled out my phone and checked the time. “Can you guys let me out? I think I’ll just walk the rest of the way. We’re supposed to all be lined up soon.”

      “Well, we should’ve been able to walk together, but–”

      My father cut off another incoming rant. “Sure, Taylor. Go ahead. We’ll see you after the ceremony.”

      “Great,” I said. “Let me just grab my robe from the trunk.”

      Not trying to make anyone later than we already were, I quickly snatched my cap, gown, and honor cords from the trunk – freshly pressed from the night before.

      “See you guys in a bit!” I waved as I hustled across the street toward the quad.

      “Hey, Taylor?” my dad called out with the car still stopped.

      I turned around and saw Sarah smack him in the shoulder. “We’re gonna be late!”

      But my father ignored her, at least for the moment. “We’re proud of you,” he said.

      I nodded and even smiled a little. If you knew my father, you’d know he says stuff like that only once in a blue moon.

      “Thanks, Dad,” I replied genuinely. Even if what I wanted to say was ‘that makes one of us’.
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        * * *

      

      Credit where it’s due, Elkhorn knows how to put on a gorgeous commencement ceremony. What they lack in ease of parking for the guests, they more than make up for in masterful event planning. And for a group of nearly 200 graduate students, I knew it couldn’t have been easy.

      With the entire campus going through commencement fever, you’d assume that everywhere you look, there’d be utter chaos. But the opposite was true! With tight scheduling, efficient crowd control – everyone and everything was exactly where it needed to be. Myself included, since precisely at 10 A.M., I found my way to the main lawn where the crowd of soon-to-be grads decked in their identical caps and gowns milled about, anxious for instruction.

      Thankfully, there was some mid-fifties woman barking orders into a megaphone. “Find your group! “Stand over there!” “Line up here!” “Find your cohorts!” – she shouted out anything and everything to get us neat and orderly in time for the opening procession.

      It’s hard not to feel bubbly and sentimental at a time like this. A beautiful day, hope and excitement in the air – even if I personally had little to look forward to, I kept reminding myself to stop and smell the roses. To enjoy this once-in-a-lifetime period of my life, regardless of a sad, looming future.

      “Taylor!” I heard my name shouted out.

      Meghan was calling for me, and with her, the rest of my cohort. I hustled over to the group to say hello and line up for the imminent procession. Naturally, my stomach grumbled with guilt. Less than 24 hours ago, they’d witnessed me completely lose my cool with a pushy server just for the sin of mistaking me for a girl. Not my finest hour.

      “I’m uh… I’m sorry again about last night,” I offered. “We were having such a nice time, and I–”

      Ella stopped me short. “It’s in the past. How about we just enjoy today?”

      I raised my eyebrow. That’s far more grace than I deserved. Regardless, I nodded. “Couldn’t agree more.”

      The event planner lady had her goons running around, checking people in, and ensuring each student had arrived. Turns out, we had. Another win for the logistics department.

      With everyone present, the only thing left to do was to get in line and proceed to our seats. Programs would enter alphabetically, starting with Accounting and ending with… I guess, Zoology? Do we even have a Zoology program? If we do, they’re last.

      Sociology came in the latter half, meaning we had the pleasure of listening to the cliché graduation entrance, Pomp and Circumstance, on loop from afar. You’d know it if you heard it. It gets old fast.

      Soon enough, it was our turn to make the long walk down the center aisle, slow and ceremonious, sandwiched between rows and rows of proud, smiling parents seated in their white wooden folding chairs and filling the campus lawn. The 400 or so seats were filled to capacity – my parents somewhere among them, assuming they were able to find parking.

      The girls and I found our seats in the fourth row of the right-hand section, and patiently waited for the remaining graduates to do the same. It was at that point that I finally got a clean look at our graduation stage. It was a pretty standard setup, save for absolutely stunning floral decor. Blue and gold (well, yellow) flowers spanned the entirety of the stage, anywhere they could fit. It felt like the only space not decked out in flowers was the podium, a thin aisle for people to walk, and on the risers behind the podium, where roughly two dozen administrators, speakers, and select students sat. Including someone I didn’t expect to see up there.

      “...Kendall?” I whispered quietly to myself.

      There she was – her wispy black hair instantly recognizable despite her graduation garb. Yes, she too had a cap and gown on, but that fancier kind that school officials wear to these kinds of ceremonies. Why Kendall was up there, I wasn’t sure. If she were giving a speech at the ceremony, wouldn’t she have mentioned it at dinner last night?

      Moments later, the music died down, and the first speaker rose to the stage. The man I hadn’t laid eyes on since the graduate brunch back in the fall: Dr. James Elmer, the President of Elkhorn.

      “Friends, family, faculty, and fans, I welcome you to Elkhorn University to celebrate the graduation and commencement of these fine individuals…”

      Dr. Elmer went on for a while, hitting all the usual notes: how proud he was of the graduating class, how optimistic he was for our future, and how it was all due to us following ‘The Elkhorn Way’ – whatever the hell that means. It was self-congratulatory, sure, but aren’t all of these ceremonies?

      When he finally finished, he passed the mic to a string of ‘exceptional student leaders’, none of whom I knew and none of whom had anything particularly interesting to say, sharing heavily sanitized and polished versions of their time at Elkhorn.

      It was my disinterest in their speeches that gave me cause to look around and see who else was or wasn’t paying attention. Well, I must’ve been completely aloof, because just one row up and eight or so seats down to my right, I noticed some very familiar dreadlocks beneath a graduation cap that towered over the others’ heads.

      “Harrison?” I quietly said to myself – or so I thought, because Ella quickly turned to me.

      “Yeah, I saw him,” she said, quieting me.

      Only now did I realize I never actually heard how the rest of their ‘fling’ played out.

      “I let him down gently,” Ella confessed. “He was pretty bummed.”

      Though Harrison was the one I saw initially, it was a different nearby man who made my heart pound. Sure enough, Jack was seated directly to his left.

      Of course, I’d mentally prepared for the possibility of running into Jack again. A small part of me even hoped it would happen. Not because I wanted to rekindle anything… But because it’d be the perfect chance to formally close that chapter of my life. To look each other in the eyes one last time, wish him the best, and be content with the reality of never seeing each other again.

      The student speaker on stage cleared her throat and set down her notes. “...and so, with that, I’d like to pass the podium back to Dr. Elmer to begin the presentation of candidates.”

      “Diploma time,” Ella whispered quietly to me. “Excited?”

      I shrugged. “I’m ready,” felt like the more appropriate answer.

      Dr. Elmer, with the assistance of a few staffers on stage, gathered and readied the diplomas for dispersal. It’d proceed like so: One staffer reads the list of names aloud from the podium. Another staffer then hands the corresponding diploma to Dr. Elmer, who then hands the diploma to the student, shakes their hand, and moves on to the next. Program by program, alphabetically… same as we entered. And just as instructed, the first row rose and started the diploma line.

      “Mary Armentrout, Accounting,” said the speaker. A woman crossed the stage, received her diploma, waved to her family, and carried on through.

      “Aaron Black, Accounting… Justin Booker, Accounting…”

      One by one, a name was read, the student was awarded his or her diploma – occasionally punctuated by a ‘Woo!!’ from a family member in the crowd – and the cycle repeated. Accounting came and went. And Engineering. And English. Graduates from each program got their moment in the sun. Their moment to stand on stage and receive that symbolic parchment signifying ultimate academic and life success.

      For a while there, I kinda zoned out. I imagined myself in each graduate’s shoes, how it must feel to beam with pride. To stand up on that stage, shake hands with the president, and know that where you are right now is exactly where you’re meant to be.

      “Harrison Allen, Physical Therapy,” the speaker read.

      I snapped back to reality and looked on stage. Tall, lanky Harrison was shaking hands with the president, both of them all smiles, as he gave a quick wave to the crowd.

      “WOOOOO!” someone shouted from way in the back.

      Harrison stepped off stage, and the next man stepped up. A man I had so much history with. A man who, in his triumphant return from Hawaii, looked utterly fantastic. Fit, tan, and healthy – Maui suits him well.

      “Jack Ashbourne, Physical Therapy.”

      While there were no “woos” from the crowd, Dean Ashbourne, seated behind him on the stage risers, rose to his feet and clapped for his son.

      Jack received his diploma from the president. But before shaking his hand, he turned to his applauding father and flashed him a look – a look I could not see. All I knew was that once he turned back to shake Dr. Elmer’s hand, Jack was no longer smiling. It was as if the magic and importance of the day hadn’t worn off on him. He looked rather… empty.

      But then something wild happened.

      Instead of taking his diploma and exiting in stride, Jack turned to the crowd. Not the parents and guests section, no – he gazed at his fellow graduates. More specifically, he gazed at me.

      At a distance of thirty or so feet, eye contact can be hard to discern. But there was no doubt about it here. Jack wanted to see me and wanted me to see him.

      Instinctively, I gasped – though quietly, as Jack’s eye met mine for the first time in a month. The first time since he stormed out of my apartment, rightfully appalled by my behavior. However, the frown he had on his face today melted away, replaced by a gentle, warm, forgiving grin. A grin that at one point in my life would’ve turned me to rubble.

      I know it sounds like nothing. I get it. But trust me, that was more than just a look; It was a message. A message with a ton of meanings: ‘It’s so good to see you’, ‘I forgive you’, ‘I miss you’ – but most importantly, ‘I see you’.

      His eyes transfixed me, transporting me back in time. I re-entered the depths of my mind and gave myself permission to access those wonderful memories of Jack. I relived my intense bodily pleasure the night he took my virginity. I conjured up the euphoria I felt from our romance thereafter. I reminded myself of the supreme joy and purpose I had in my life during that short-lived period of full-time girlhood.

      All of a sudden, a series of wishes and desires were thrust upon me. I suddenly wished I were wearing a flowing, floral dress rather than these scratchy slacks. I wished for my hair to be long and beautiful like it once was. I yearned for my body to be smooth once more – to relish the feeling of slipping on a soft pink nightie and cuddling up in bed next to a strong, sexy, masculine man.

      …Holy fucking shit.

      Jack’s gaze didn’t last for long. Only a few seconds. But this ensuing fever dream had done its damage. He’d put dangerous – dare I say unrecoverable – thoughts back into my head. Did I make a mistake? Do I want him back?

      Do I want… ME back?

      Calmly, Jack walked off stage, and the speaker read the next name.

      “Danielle Suarez, Physical Therapy… Frederick Zylstra, Physical Therapy…”

      Dani and Freddie receiving their diplomas should’ve warmed my heart. They’re good people whom I unjustly cast aside in the insistence that I needed to be someone else. Someone who isolated himself and wouldn't associate with them because I refused to accept who I truly am.

      I wanted so badly to cry, right then and there. To mourn this past life of mine. But no. I have to stay strong and hold my composure. If not for me, for my parents who would almost assuredly die from embarrassment should their son be seen in tears on stage. I have the rest of my life to cry about this.

      Our time for diplomas had come. As a group, our aisle stood and walked to the stage, waiting in line for our name to be called.

      “Nora Yang, Psychology… Maryam Agarwal, Sociology…”

      Goddammit. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Jack smiling at me. I felt the heat from his stare and his desire for me to look back. And I wanted so badly to do so – to lock eyes and bask in the memories of a better, truer time.

      But I stayed strong.

      “Ella Harris, Sociology…”

      A deep breath. Go time.

      “Taylor Holmes, Sociology.”

      No applause, no woo, just a confident stride onto the stage, and a big smile and handshake from Dr. Elmer.

      “Congratulations, Taylor,” he offered genuinely. I smiled at him and looked to my right, where, on the riser, sat Professor Kendall. She nodded at me, encouragingly, and she beamed with pride. Well, pride, and some other emotion I couldn’t quite put my finger on.

      But my brief moment of glory was over. I walked off the stage and, with my eyes glued to my shoes, I returned to my chair.

      Just a few more minutes, and this era is over.

      We all sat quietly as the remaining graduates received their diplomas (turns out there is not a Zoology department). At the conclusion, the speaker asked the crowd to hold their applause until the cap toss. Dr. Elmer returned to the podium.

      “It’s been an absolute privilege to hand all of you bright, accomplished individuals the certifications that will carry you far in life. You earned it, each and every one of you,” Dr. Elmer cleared his throat and glanced at his notes. “And speaking of privileges, we have one last speaker for the day who has the wondrous privilege of sharing some housekeeping notes, offering a few final pieces of wisdom, and initiating our ceremonial cap toss.

      Dr. Elmer turned around to the faculty, nodded, and looked back at his notes.

      “She’s a world-class educator in the field of Sociology, the recipient of this year’s Elkhorn Graduate Leadership award, and currently, a participant in our faculty exchange program with Maui University… Please welcome Professor Lilith Kendall!”

      A smattering of applause from the crowd, but particular exuberance from the five girls around me. I’d have joined them if I weren't so rattled.

      Professor Kendall smiled and waved to the students and families before adjusting her glasses and pulling out a note card. She cleared her throat and began.

      “Thank you, Dr. Elmer. You’re correct that I’m here to deliver some housekeeping notes, but incorrect that sharing boring details about parking and dining hall locations is a ‘wondrous privilege’.”

      Her mimicking of his voice got a good bit of laughter from the crowd, including from Dr. Elmer himself.

      “Yes, nothing more fun than sharing that…” she read from her cards. “The East dining hall will be open for lunch until 3pm today, and that paid parking in Lots C, D, and G can be validated at the main administrative building.”

      Somewhere in the crowd, I’m sure my stepmother is taking notes.

      Kendall continued. “But in all seriousness, Dr. Elmer, I regret to inform you that wasn’t the only incorrect part of your intro. I’m not here to deliver any wisdom. Or, at least, not the wisdom I’d submitted to you in advance.”

      Dr. Elmer stopped laughing. Instead, he looked confused. Ditto with Dean Ashbourne, who was only a few seats away.

      “Mhmm,” she nodded. “No wisdom, just an announcement.”

      Kendall cleared her throat as the folks both on stage and off hung on for her next word.

      “Effective immediately, I’m resigning from my faculty position in Maui. Replacing me in the program will be a former student of mine.”

      From her perch on the podium, Kendall’s eyes slowly drifted down to me.

      “...Taylor Holmes.”
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      Kendall’s announcement drew gasps from students and parents alike. Granted, the majority of people here don’t even know Kendall. But what was abundantly clear to everyone was that whatever Kendall just did was not supposed to go down.

      Two things then happened. On stage, Dean Ashbourne shot up from his seat and rushed to the podium to speak to Kendall – and whatever he told her, he was very displeased. At the same time, back in the graduates section, a collection of heads whipped right over to me, each thinking the same thing: What the hell is Kendall doing?

      My fucking thoughts exactly.

      But what could I say? I was just as surprised as everyone! Me? She’s resigning from her Hawaii post and giving a job to me? Is that even possible? Well, Dean Ashbourne, in full damage control mode, tried to address that.

      “Excuse me, folks,” the Dean said sheepishly, brushing Kendall aside. “The professor is making a little joke, that’s all.” He then placed his hand over the microphone and turned to Kendall – but the first few rows were just close enough to hear what he said.

      “Lilith! Go back to your seat. NOW! People have no idea what the FLIP is going on!!”

      Polite but firm, she lifted Dean Ashbourne’s hand from the microphone and uncovered it.

      “Perhaps I should explain?” she said to the crowd. Kendall turned to Dr. Elmer. “Consider it my words of wisdom.”

      Dr. Elmer paused with uncertainty, but ultimately gestured for Kendall to carry on.

      But then, in an even wilder turn of events, Kendall announced, “Taylor, would you please join me up here for a second?”

      What!? The weight of everyone’s eyes on me felt even more intense – all of this unexpected attention suddenly falling on me and me alone. Students I’d never met, staring at me. But then, sitting to my left and my right, I saw the Sociology girls. My cohort. My friends. Cheering me on.

      “Go, go!” Ella nudged me.

      “Do it!” Julia added.

      Everyone was waiting for my decision. But something about this felt like fate. And so, diploma in hand, I rose from my seat and approached the stage.

      Kendall continued her speech as I walked up beside her. “As professors, our job is to take all of the knowledge we gained throughout our careers and pass it on to the next generation. Curriculum, yes, but also lessons about life. How to function as a professional in academia, but also as an adult. As a human.”

      I was now standing beside her at the podium, looking out at the sea of hundreds, all captivated by Kendall’s words.

      “Something I‘ve noticed with leaders, however, is that we inflate our value. We get too caught up in hierarchies – “power-tripping”, as the kids say – and we forget that education doesn’t always go in one direction. We must look inward to recognize our weaknesses and where we can improve. Only once we do that do we as educators learn to see our students as the source of knowledge, and not the other way around.”

      Kendall smiled at me and placed her hand on my shoulder. “Taylor Holmes did that for me. Taylor showed me that there’s a wealth of knowledge to be gained from observing a student’s personal growth. Finding out not just where you belong, but who you’re supposed to be.”

      The professor nodded quietly to herself and adjusted her glasses. “My future is not in Maui – Taylor’s is. Which is why I’m passing along my Hawaii privileges and returning to Elkhorn, where I can continue to grow, learn, and hopefully change lives.”

      Though I couldn’t see every face, the ones visible to me either had tears in their eyes or solemn, contemplative looks. Kendall’s speech was making an impact. Below, I saw the cohort girls, sniffling but smiling. A few rows in front, I spotted the PT folks who were equally as engaged and affected. Dani shot me a thumbs up, Freddie and Harrison smiled. And Jack – the boy who shook my soul with a mere glance – gazed at me with admiration and respect.

      Not everyone felt this way, however. Dean Ashbourne had let this speech go on long enough. With fury in his eyes, he stepped in front of Kendall and took away the mic.

      “Give us a short minute, please, folks…” he said, yanking both of us away from the podium.

      “Lilith, you can’t be serious. Not only is this insubordination, you’re hijacking a ceremony for your personal agenda? If you don’t step off right now, I’m taking this to the board and filing for your removal.” The Dean then glared at me. “And fucking Christ, Taylor, did we not discuss this? I know you changed your behavior, but your chance at Hawaii has passed–”

      “Ah-ah-ah…” Kendall held up her hand. “Jeffrey, I love you, but you’re forgetting a few things. For one, care to look at the crowd? Tell me they’re not eating this up.”

      Dean Ashbourne turned his head to the hundreds of sentimental onlookers. She’s not wrong.

      “Second,” she continued. “I’m a tenured Elkhorn professor. I’m more than allowed to make my return to campus if I feel Hawaii is not a good fit for me – which it isn’t. The weather’s too predictable there anyway. I need a little spice in my life.”

      I tried to contain my laughter, but only out of respect for the Dean.

      “And lastly, last night, I read through our agreement for Maui. It specifically states if a member of the exchange cuts their time short, the decision for his or her replacement falls to the active professor, and that’s…”

      “...you.” Dean Ashbourne finished her thought.

      “Exactly. So I’m very much allowed to pick my replacement, as long as they’re a qualified Elkhorn candidate – of which Taylor very much is.”

      The Dean couldn’t believe it. He’d been thoroughly trounced by Kendall. What recourse did he have besides bringing this to the board? Unless…

      He smirked and held up his finger, reapproaching the mic.

      “Sorry about this, folks. Just another minute.”

      Hilariously, someone from the way back yelled out, “Let her talk!” Causing laughs and clapping from the crowd. The Dean was losing ‘em. But he had one last point to make.

      “You wanna play the technicality game, Lilith? Fine. So will I. You may not care about Elkhorn’s reputation anymore, but I still do. You’ll remember I deemed Taylor unqualified for Hawaii because of his gender nonsense. So, I suppose, as long as Taylor’s willing to present as his actual gender–”

      She shook her head and chuckled. “Oh, Jeffrey… Taylor’s moving to Hawaii as a girl.”

      My eyes widened. “I am?”

      So did the Dean’s. “He is?”

      Kendall placed her arm around my shoulder. “She is, yes.” She smiled at me and nodded. “Surprise?”

      My heart fluttered and beat at the speed of a rocket. Holy shit. Holy fucking shit. Is this really, actually happening?

      “Lilith, NO!” Dean Ashbourne stomped his feet. “I don’t know how many times I need to tell you this, but TAYLOR IS NOT A GIRL. He looks like a man, he acts like a man… HE is a MAN!”

      Dean Ashbourne’s ranting must’ve been just loud enough that it caught the attention of the crowd. Specifically, four amazing people in the third row.

      “Boooo!” Harrison shouted.

      Freddie joined in. “Hisssss!”

      Dani stood up. “Let her be herself!”

      And then, the one I was deep down waiting for…

      “She’s perfect the way she is, Dad,” Jack added forcefully.

      Oh my god… Chills.

      The Dean was floundering. He must’ve felt like he was going crazy. He turned to the folks behind him to make an appeal. And then to Dr. Elmer, who was coolly letting this all play out. What a great man.

      “I… I…” he stammered. “But…”

      All of this was a dream come true. Support, validation, success… It had all come together, and all because people saw in me what I refused time and time again to see in myself. Sometimes it really does take a village.

      Kendall, feeling on top of the world, winked at me. “How about you check your diploma, Taylor.”

      “My diploma–” I began, confused.

      “Read it,” she said.

      I guess when I got it from Dr. Elmer, I never actually looked at the words. And so, as the Dean spiraled beside us, I opened my certificate and was floored by what I saw.

      Written in a beautiful typography were these magnificent words: ‘Elkhorn University Master’s Degree in Sociology… awarded to… Miss Taylor Holmes.”

      I started choking up. Oh my god, it’s real. I’m real. I’m a girl…

      I’M A GIRL!!!!

      I lunged toward Kendall for a hug. The magnitude of her gift was beyond all imagination. But honestly, it isn’t just her – it’s so many people. Friends, colleagues, lovers, acquaintances, even… They saw me as the person I was meant to be and who I know, deep down, will make me happy in life. I was meant to live as a girl.

      “Ach, Taylor!” Kendall grunted as I squeezed her a little too hard. “I appreciate you, but… How bout we talk about it more later? There’s a whole bunch of people here eager to, you know, graduate.”

      “Oh!” I reacted, giving her the floor. “Of course, sorry.”

      Kendall took a step up, but stopped and shook her head. “Actually, I think you should do it.”

      “Wait. Really?”

      She chuckled and smiled lovingly. “Yeah. Girl power and all that crap.”

      I laughed right along with her.

      “Heh, well… Alright!” I said, stepping gracefully up to the podium and adjusting the microphone. The crowd waited with bated breath – they’d been abundantly patient as we worked this all out.

      Never in my wildest dreams did I imagine things could go down the way they did, but somehow, I have a feeling everything ended up exactly how it was supposed to.

      “Ahem…” I cleared my throat and tapped the microphone. “Thank you all for your patience.”

      God, was I nervous. But looking down at the crowd, I saw a whole bunch of little “reminders” in the form of friends. Reminders that, if you just trust the ones you love, in the end, you’ll succeed.

      Ella, Maryam, Julia, Emily, and Meghan all beamed with pride. They knew what this meant to me. Dani, Harrison, and Freddie looked on with glee. And Jack – well, we certainly have some clearing the air to do, but based on his face right now – his forgiving, trusting face –  I knew we’d work it out. We always have.

      “Will all graduates please join me in removing your caps…”

      Everyone followed along. Ready to chuck their caps high in the air on my mark.

      “...and give it up for the newest Elkhorn class!!”

      Two hundred caps soared into the air as optimism and exuberance filled the scene.

      It’s the start – or rather, the commencement – of a beautiful life to come.

    

  







            18

          

        

      

    

    




      *ONE YEAR LATER*

      “Well?” I leaned in closer. “Whatcha thinking?”

      One of the fluorescent lights flickered above us. Ugh, I should really call maintenance and get that fixed. It’s one of the few downsides of this place.

      Jacqueline Grisham, the nineteen-year-old whiz kid and top-performing undergraduate, paused to consider.

      “Uh…” Jacqueline pointed to the ‘B’ answer in her multiple-choice list. “My gut’s saying it’s Differential Association Theory.” Her pencil then drifted down to ‘D’. “But I feel like you’re trying to get me to say Labeling Theory.”

      “Who’s to say?” I smirked. “Not to give anything away, but do you remember what I said in discussion section the other day?”

      Jacqueline smiled. “Trust your gut?”

      “And your gut says…?

      “B. The answer is B.”

      I paused, but only for dramatic effect. “Correct!”

      Jacqueline rose from her seat and celebrated, doing an adorably funky little dance.

      Some things haven’t changed. It’s been a year since earning my Master’s, and I’m still conducting field work, assisting with research, and yes, meeting with kids for office hours. Maui University has put me through the wringer. Some days, it feels like I never left Elkhorn. So, yeah, much of my day-to-day life remains exactly the same.

      But not all of it.

      Jacqueline wiped her forehead, relieved she’d gotten the final question correct in our exam review, making her final score a perfect 25 for 25. She’s one of those students who clearly doesn’t need my help, but I think it makes her feel better knowing someone’s watching over her.

      “I’m very impressed,” I said sincerely as I fiddled with my smart watch. “However…”

      “Oh, you gotta go?” she asked. “Totally, totally. Me too.”

      I stood up from the desk and gathered our study materials. It’s funny how similar Maui’s department nook is to Elkhorn’s – in size, shape, and lighting.

      For the first time, all session long, Jacqueline’s eyes widened as she looked at me.

      “Permission to be informal for a second?” she asked.

      I rolled my eyes and smiled. “Of course.”

      The girl grinned. “I just gotta say I'm in love with your dress!”

      I smiled outwardly but beamed on the inside. “Oh, well, thank you. You’re the first student to say that all day. Granted, the other four people before you were boys, so they don’t give a crap anyway.”

      Jacqueline chuckled. “Red is totally your color. And I love the little white flowers! It’s, like, the perfect summer beach dress.”

      As I said, not everything’s remained the same.

      It’s been an absolute whirlwind of a first year in Hawaii. Set aside the difficulties of moving to a state I’ve never been to before, much lived in. And forget for a moment the culture shock, the troubles of navigating a new job on a new campus, and the absurd price of literally everything. Despite all of that scary, overwhelming stuff, I’m presenting, functioning, and living as my authentic, female self.

      Has it been easy? Well, yes and no. The start of it all, understandably, was quite rocky. Though I wasn’t publicly outed as a woman at the graduation ceremony, there were a number of difficult, tear-filled conversations I needed to have with certain folks in my life – most notably, my parents.

      At first, neither of them knew what to say. My stepmother, Sarah, just laughed – not a good start. My father sort of understood the concept of living as a different gender, but I wouldn’t call him supportive. That, to put it bluntly, sucked.

      To my father’s credit, however, he agreed that all people deserve to grow and evolve in their own way and at their own pace. It took like eight months – long after I officially moved – but my father called me one morning to say he and Sarah, though they may not understand my decision, were willing to accept me as their daughter. Yeah, you bet your ass I teared up on the phone. Today, our relationship – though not perfect – is much, much better. And I’m excited to once again join them in Illinois for the holidays this year.

      Dad and Sarah weren’t the only ones who had a tough time accepting the change. In the wake of Kendall’s unforgettable graduation speech, Dean Ashbourne and the Elkhorn administrators didn’t exactly go down without a fight. True to his word, Dean Ashbourne took Kendall’s alleged insubordination to the school board, challenging her resignation and subsequent appointment of me. And not just me – me as a girl.

      But here’s the benefit of having Lilith Kendall in your corner – she’s always the smartest person in the room. She knew in advance what she could or couldn’t pull off. The resignation and reappointment, though brash and needlessly public, were completely within her rights. The Dean had no ground to stand on.

      I knew going forward that he’d be an even tougher nut to crack than my parents in terms of accepting me, and it’s possible he never will. That’s the thing about girls like me: some people just never come around. For the sake of our own mental well-being, we must learn to live with that unfortunate truth.

      “So,” Jacqueline continued. “Tell me the occasion!”

      “For what?”

      “For the fit!” she exclaimed. “I mean, cute dress, matching nails, hair looks fab…”

      “Oh,” I blushed and toyed with my hair – hair that now hangs past my shoulders thanks to a full year of growth. “I’m, uh… I’m meeting some friends for a little anniversary celebration.”

      Jacqueline leaned in, as if I was leaving something out.

      “It’s been a year since I moved to Hawaii,” I told her.

      “Oh, how fun! Well, hey, enjoy your night. And, uh, thanks again for the help. I feel a ton better about the unit.”

      “I’m glad,” I nodded and waved to Jacqueline as she left my office.

      While I didn’t exactly lie to Jacqueline – I am celebrating a year in Hawaii – the reason for tonight’s gathering is a bit more specific. Tonight, I’m meeting up with Ella and Maryam at the beach to watch the sunset and to celebrate… sigh… my ‘Girliversary’. You can probably guess who (her name starts with ‘E’ and ends with ‘A’) coined the objectively silly term. Though her willingness to celebrate the occasion is appreciated.

      I glanced again at my watch. Ooh! And if I don’t leave now, I’ll miss it entirely.
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      “Oh. My. God…” I muttered to myself as I trekked across the sand.

      There were two things that slightly annoyed me. One, Maryam and Ella had set up our beach blanket and drinks/picnic set-up waaaay close to the water, requiring me to walk through almost a quarter mile of sand to reach them. That ain’t easy! And when I finally got closer, I noticed something cringier and far more embarrassing. The girls had made me a sign.

      ‘Happy Girliversary, Tay!’ was written in pink marker with big, foofy letters. The rest of the sign was decorated with pom-poms, pipe cleaners, and loads of glitter. It honestly looked like a third-grader had made it.

      “Guys!” I shouted out as I finally reached a reasonable distance. “A sign? Really?”

      Maryam giggled. Ella shrugged.

      “There’s a ton of arts & crafts crap in the nook – what, was I not supposed to use it?”

      As embarrassing as the decorations were, it was an incredibly sweet gesture. Not just the sign but the whole set-up. Several cushy blankets spread out on the sand, a picnic basket with a bottle of rosé in an ice bucket, and a selection of crackers, cheeses, and sliced meats for snacking.

      “You guys are the best, you know that?”

      Maryam nodded. “Oh, we know.”

      “Come on!” Ella wasted no time pouring the rosé. “Dig in!”

      I already outlined a lot of my challenges from the past year, but it’s important to touch on the positives as well – first and foremost, these two ladies.

      Ella and Maryam saved my life. Plain and simple. They’ve been the absolute best friends a girl could ask for. Supportive, affirming, welcoming, kind, forgiving… I genuinely don’t deserve them. If I’m frustrated or down about something, without fail, they’re there to pick me up and provide some relief. Misgendered out in public? They remind me how beautiful I am. Spiraling over something career-related? They assure me that I’m in the right place. It’s non-stop, endless love. How could I ever ask for more?

      It’s not like these girls have had it easy, either. Ella has daily struggles with homesickness and bouts of self-doubt. Maryam grapples with body image issues and accepting her own identity as a gay woman – something her family back in Pakistan would be appalled by. Ever since things between her and Dani fizzled post-move, she’s wavered on dating, afraid to open herself up emotionally.

      I bring this up because it’s important to note that everyone struggles, and not solely centered around gender identity. As troubling as these girls’ issues may seem at the moment, being around to support them is its own blessing. I take my emotional support duties very seriously, and because of that, I know I’m valued as their friend.

      Though Maryam hasn’t found a partner out here yet, Ella has gone through her fair share of guys. She goes on lots of dates, and being as pretty and outgoing as she is, she has no trouble attracting men. So far, no one’s really stuck, but she’s okay with that. Ella’s just along for the ride.

      “Ooooh, pretty!!” Ella squealed. The sun had made its way lower and lower in the sky, finally touching the horizon. From it came a fantastical array of pink and orange colors mixing with the clouds and painting the sky. Now that’s something you don’t see in Illinois.

      “So much prettier than the office lighting,” I joked. Both girls turned around and giggled. However, when they did, their eyes glanced up rather than at me. Coy grins crept onto their faces.

      “Surprise!” a voice said from inches behind my head, startling me.

      “Eeep!” I screamed, swatting my hand backward and nearly hitting the person. The person, of course, was Jack.

      Ella, Maryam, and Jack couldn’t stop laughing at my reaction.

      “Babe, what the hell?!” I huffed. But the laughter had gone on for so long that I couldn’t help but join. “What’re you doing here? I thought you couldn’t make it!”

      “I got off work early,” Jack said. He still had his work uniform on – a stretchy polo and athleisure pants. “Came straight from the office.”

      “I can see that.” I smiled and rose from the blanket.

      Jack helped me up and, in one fell swoop, hoisted me into his arms, carrying me bridal style.

      “Eee!” I squealed. I’ve come to love when Jack picks me up. I just feel so dainty!

      He locked eyes with me – deeply, romantically. His round glasses were colored orange from the gorgeous sunset in front of him.

      “Hi baby,” he whispered, nuzzling my nose.

      “Hi,” I squeaked, leaning in for a kiss.

      “Get a room!” Ella jabbed.

      Jack pulled back. “Too bad!” he said. Then, noticing the sign. “It’s Tay’s… Girliversary, after all.”

      Again, I blushed with embarrassment. “I thought you said you’d put that sign away!!”

      If it isn’t obvious, yes, Jack and I are dating. In fact, it’s even deeper than that. Jack and I are in love.

      Yeah, yeah, I know… It’s sappy. Swept off my feet – literally, in this case – by the handsome prince. But as we all know, our path to love has been anything but straightforward.

      After the commencement ceremony fiasco, I sought out Jack for our first conversation in over a month to clear the air. At the time, I had no intention of asking him to take me back. Hell, I’d only just come to truly accept myself. How could I ask him to accept me? Especially after lying to him and treating him the way I did. But that’s where Jack is a superhuman.

      He not only forgave me, but asked me to forgive him. He felt horrible for letting me suffer with my gender dysphoria for so long, and it still crushes him that he didn’t fight harder for me, especially when I needed him most.

      Though we’d cleared the air and kept in contact as friends, there was nothing romantic between us for almost two months. Then, one day, when Lilith Kendall of all people was in town to visit, she invited Jack to a dinner with the group. We got to talking again… and flirting… and next thing I knew, he was giving me a ride back home. We stayed parked outside my apartment for three hours, talking and enjoying each other’s company.

      Oh, and maybe making out a little. And later having sex. Whoops!

      The rest is history. We’ve been a steady couple for over ten months. Six months into our relationship, Jack told me he loved me. I emphatically told him the same.

      Though the two of us are in love, it doesn’t mean we’re finished products. Far from it. We have  issues and fights like any other couple, but like healthy adults, we communicate to resolve them. One issue in particular has been the matter of Jack’s dad.

      No, the Dean doesn’t exactly support our relationship. And when he found out his son is dating not just a trans girl, but the trans girl whose mere existence caused him so much professional strife, it drove a wedge between the two Ashbourne men. For months, they did not talk. But at some point down the road, Dean Ashbourne reached out to Jack with an olive branch. He realized he may have overreacted and expressed that the last thing he wants is an estranged son. Jack, with my blessing, forgave his father. They’re still not close, but their relationship is in the process of getting repaired. Baby steps, I suppose.

      To this day, Jack and I aren’t certain what made his father change. Was it simply that time heals all wounds? Or did something – or someone – finally get through to him? Someone, perhaps, within the department. Someone who, because of her tenure, could pester and nudge him daily until he finally saw the light.

      Professor Kendall, other than her trip to Hawaii ten months ago, hasn’t returned. She’s busy back at Elkhorn molding young minds with her wisdom and snark. We do keep in semi-regular contact, however. Jack, till the day he dies, will treasure Kendall for her role in bringing us back together. And he’s totally right. Beyond her status as a valuable mentor and friend, she’s our guardian angel, always watching over us, keeping us safe and on the right path.

      As the sun set over the ocean, a brisk chill pierced the air. I shivered, and Jack put his arm around me.

      Ella reached into her bag. “I have a lamp for light, but it won’t help much with heat.”

      “That’s okay,” I said, smiling and looking up at Jack. “I have him.”

      “Body warmth is about all I’m good for these days,” Jack kidded.

      Maryam, noticing a few glasses were empty, asked if anyone wanted a refill.

      “I’m okay,” I said. “But thank you.”

      “Would you prefer to get going?” Jack asked. “I know you had a long day.”

      I considered his offer for a moment. I’m tired, it’s getting chilly, and the few glasses of rosé had given me the slightest of headaches. I could ask to leave, and no one would blame me. But doing so wouldn’t feel right.

      Why leave when everything I need in life is with me right now?

      “Can we stay? Just a little longer?” I asked.

      The girls both nodded. Jack kissed my forehead.

      “Of course, baby,” he said softly. “Of course.”
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