
        
            
                
            
        

    


Little Man



Chapter One



“I’m telling you, Trevor,” I growled, pushing my shoulders back and thrusting my chest forward as I stared down my coworker.  The effect, I knew, was ruined by the fact that I was more than a foot shorter than him.  I craned my neck, narrowing my eyes as I said, “I’m the team leader.  It’s my decision.  That’s all you need to know.” 

For the longest moment, he didn’t back down.  He didn’t break eye contact, and his jaw bulged.  I began to mentally prepare myself for an argument, but to my surprise, he looked away.  Taking a deep breath, he said, “I understand it’s your decision, Car.  But I really think we should look at the numbers again.  FSP is really strong this quarter, and –” 

“No,” I said.  “It stays the way it is.  And that’s final.” 

He threw his hands up in the air.  “Fine,” the bigger man said.  “Whatever.  You’re the boss, right?  No need to listen to us, huh?  We’re just your team.  We’re just the people here to support you.” 

“Watch yourself,” I said.  “You don’t want to say something you’ll regret.” 

After everything I’d done for West and Sons, I deserved a little benefit of the doubt.  I had been their top investor for two out of the last three years.  I knew what I was doing.  And guys like Trevor Franks only wanted to make me look bad so they could take my job.  Give him the slightest opening, show the smallest sliver of weakness, and he’d make me regret it.  I knew that as well as I knew anything in my life.  So, I wasn’t about to give him the opportunity to show me up. 

However, that didn’t mean I wanted to ruin the man.  He was a good worker.  Smart.  Punctual.  And he knew how to follow orders – most of the time.  If he could suborn his ego, he could become a valuable asset.  Or he could flame out like so many before him.  That was up to him. 

“Damn right I don’t,” he said, grabbing his coat and starting to walk out of the conference room. 

“Stop,” I commanded, using the deep, penetrating voice I’d all but perfected over the years.  It did the trick, and Trevor stopped in his tracks.  Despite the fact that there were four other people in the room – all members of my team – it was deathly quiet.  “Sit down.  We’re not done with this meeting.” 

“Seriously?  You don’t need us here,” Trevor said.  “You’ve got all the answers, don’t you?  You know everything.” 

“I value your contributions,” I said.  He began to scoff, but I cut him off, saying, “But if you don’t sit your fucking ass down right now, you’d better just keep walking.  Go to the elevator.  Ride it down.  Head into the parking garage.  Get in your car.  And never come back to this fucking building again.” 

That was it.  The gauntlet had been thrown down.  And I could see the war of emotions as they played across his face.  There was anger there, sure.  But that was normal.  Men like him weren’t used to being ordered around by guys like me.  After all, I was barely over five feet tall, and that was with my lifts.  And it galled him that he had to take it.  There was fear there, too, and rightly so.  He was a junior investor.  He didn’t have the track record to back up his sense of self-worth.  His big ideas were just that – ideas without much of an anchor in the real world.  And he knew that if he was fired, he’d have a hard time explaining that to other potential employers. 

Eventually, the fear won out.  With a sigh – and the jerky movements of someone in the midst of a barely restrained tantrum – he threw his jacket over the back of his chair, dragged it away from the table, and sat down. 

I didn’t relax.  Give them an inch, and they’ll take a mile.  So, I continued with the remainder of my meeting, pacing back and forth as I gestured, forcefully making each point.  There were a few questions here and there, but most of my subordinates were too afraid to speak.  And Trevor simply stared straight ahead, sulking.  It wasn’t an ideal situation, but it had been necessary for me to establish myself as the alpha.  Someday soon, I’d make it up to him.  I’d put him in charge of something.  That might make it marginally better for him. 

In the meantime, I finished my meeting, gave my team their assignments, and dismissed them.  The filed out of the conference room silently, leaving me alone.  When they were gone, I finally relaxed, taking a deep breath as I allowed some of the tension to leave my shoulders.  It felt good.  The show of dominance might have been necessary, but it was exhausting, nonetheless. 

I gathered my things, straightened my shoulders, and left the room.  Once in the hall, I quickly found my way to the bathroom and ducked inside.  There, I did my business, washed my hands, and splashed water on my bearded face.  I looked up to see my reflection staring back at me. 

Pretty.  Growing up, that was the most common word people used to describe me.  And I suppose I couldn’t really blame them.  Even in my late-thirties, I’d maintained my boyish good looks.  Blonde hair, piercing blue eyes, and a delicate nose perched atop a great, bushy beard I’d grown to hide my rounded jaw.  The facial hair almost

made me look masculine. 

Almost. 

But not quite. 

Part of that was my stature.  Some of it was due to my facial features.  The rest could be chalked up to my slight build.  Once, I’d been obsessed with correcting that.  I had spent hours in the gym, trying to sculpt myself into the masculine build I lacked.  But that took an incredible amount of time.  With a wife, a job where I was expected to work sixty-plus-hour weeks, and a stepdaughter who demanded more and more of my attention each day, I simply didn’t have much time to spare.  So, my body had reverted to its natural state – slim, ill-defined limbs on a compact frame. 

I hated the way I looked.  I’d been fighting it for most of my life.  And most of the time, I’d gotten good at living with it.  I knew what to do, how to act to draw attention away from it.  But it still frayed my nerves to think that guys like Trevor would never have to work nearly as hard as I did to get simple respect. 

However, there wasn’t much I could do but live with it.  I had done okay for myself, and in spite of my limitations, I’d risen to a position of prominence in my chosen field – investment banking.  And I’d be damned if I let some young asshole like Trevor Franks get the better of me.  Not on my worst day. 

My chest puffed out a little more at that, and by the time I left the bathroom, I had resumed my steely façade.  However, it almost broke when, as I neared the end of the hallway, I heard some familiar voices. 

“The fucking leprechaun,” said Diana, my team’s only female member.  She, too, outsized me by quite some margin, and she had a habit of wearing heels, which only exacerbated the issue.  However, I’d long considered her the best of the bunch, even if she was a woman.  I was progressive like that.  “He can’t let anybody else have a say, can he?” 

“Little man syndrome,” came Trevor’s agreeable voice.  I could hear the mirth in his tone, and my muscles, such as they were, clenched.  “Dude like that?  He’s got to show everyone how much of a man he is.  It’s all about insecurity.  And –” 

Straightening my tie, I stepped out of the hall and into the bullpen – a collection of desks gathered in an open-floor plan that was supposed to somehow be better than sequestering the employees in cubicles.  I wasn’t convinced it did more than let them waste time more easily.  But that hadn’t been my decision. 

“Trevor,” I said, nodding.  I looked at Diana, smiling. “I trust you two won’t mind working late.  The Carrington account isn’t going to service itself.” 

The looks on their faces was almost enough to counterbalance what they’d said about me.  However, after they stammered responses, my mood darkened, and it continued to grow fouler as I made my way to my office.  I didn’t even bother to speak to Lisa, my assistant, as I stormed past her, slamming the door in my wake. 

I stood there, fuming for a long moment – maybe a few long moments – before I managed to reassert my self-control.  A million responses rocketed through my mind – firing them being the most prevalent – before I decided to ignore it – or at least try to.  What they said about me didn’t change who I was, but it did color my self-perception. 

I hated them for that. 

I planted myself behind my desk and tried to finish my work day.  I answered a few emails, made a couple of calls, and worked on a half-dozen spreadsheets containing financial information.  But when five o’clock came, I still angry, so I decided to forego my usual late night to go home and watch the basketball game.  I wasn’t a huge fan, but it was the last game of the NBA Finals.  I could take one early night for that. 

Seeing Trevor and Diane still busy as I made my way to the elevator did something to assuage my bad mood, and by the time I made it to my shiny, black Corvette, I was feeling quite a bit better about myself. 

After getting in, I pressed the “start” button, and the automobile roared to life.  I paused for a moment, appreciating the rumble of the engine’s eight cylinders.  I didn’t know much about cars, but I knew one thing: mine was new, expensive, and incredibly fast.  And that’s all I really needed to know. 

As I pulled out of my designated parking spot, I tuned the radio to a local rock station, and I was rewarded with a relic from my past: Rage Against the Machine’s “Bulls on Parade”.  I cranked the volume up and lost myself in the song, feeling every guitar riff, every lyric.  It was lost on me that I was exactly the sort of greedy, corporate overlord the band so often railed against.  I had become part of the machine they hated.  But all I heard was a catchy song from my high school years. 

The drive home was uneventful, save the fact that, within a few minutes, I was overcome with road rage, screaming at other drivers who couldn’t hear me.  Still, I made it home okay, pulling up to the gate and entering the code.  The towering gate swung open on motorized hinges, and I drove forward.  Eventually, the house – or rather, the mansion – came into view. 

It was impressive, to say the least.  Three stories of pure, American opulence.  White columns.  Perfectly

manicured foliage.  I’d often joked that it looked like the house from The Fresh Prince of Bel Air, but if I was honest, it outstripped that television home in almost every capacity.  I loved every aspect of it, all but the reality that it wasn’t really mine. 

I pulled around to the garage, settling my ebon vehicle into its customary place, and went inside.  Soon, I found my wife, Theresa and her daughter, Erin.  Both sat in the breakfast nook, enjoying an early dinner. 

“You’re home early,” Theresa said without looking up from her salad.  “What happened?” 

“Nothing,” I said, setting my laptop case on the nearby bar.  “I just wanted to come home and spend a little time with my girls.” 

“Bad timing,” she said.  “Erin’s got study group in an hour.  And I was planning on working a little.” 

“Oh,” I said, sliding into a chair next to my wife.  She was, like everyone else, quite a bit larger than me – as far as I could tell, she had me by at least half-a-foot, and like Diane, she often wore heels.  Next to her, I felt no bigger than child.  However, she was also built like a Playboy model – full breasts, an hourglass figure, blonde hair

– you know, the works.  That she was even with a guy like me was somewhat of a mystery.  I turned to Erin, her sixteen-year-old daughter.  “What are you studying?” 

“Math and science,” she said.  “You know – school stuff.” 

Erin was her mother’s spitting image, only younger.  I could easily imagine what most of the boys who went to school with her would do for a night alone with my stepdaughter.  I could also easily imagine each and every one of them running for the hills as soon as they got a whiff of her personality.  Or maybe they all saw a very different person than I did.  In fact, that was more than likely.  She’d hated me ever since I married her mother four years before. 

“Don’t be like that, Erin,” Theresa chided.  “Tell him what you’re doing.” 

She sighed in the dramatic fashion only a teenaged girl can, saying, “Fine.  We’re studying the second World War.” 

“Anything interesting?” I asked, admittedly going through the motions.  I didn’t really care about the girl’s studies, but Theresa wanted me to show an interest in her daughter’s life.  So, I did.  Or at least I pretended to.  Erin, though, saw right through it from the very beginning. 

“In World War II?” she asked.  “Nope.  Nothing.  It was super boring.  I don’t even know why we’re studying it.” 

I couldn’t miss the sarcasm.  “You’d better –” 

“Erin!” Theresa said, interrupting me.  “Don’t you have to get going?” 

“Yeah,” the girl said.  “I suppose we’ll have to talk about how boring World War II was when I get home, Carl.” 

I fumed, clenching my fists in anger.  However, I maintained my composure as the girl left the room.  In fact, I held my temper in check until I was sure she’d left the house altogether.  Then, I turned to my wife, saying, “You really need to take her in hand.  If I would’ve talked to my dad like that when I was a kid, he’d have taken behind the woodshed for a good beating.” 

“And you advocate child abuse?” she asked, quirking an eyebrow.  “Perhaps I should give her a good – how would you put it?  A good whooping?” 

The way she enunciated the word brought a smile to my face.  That was the thing about Theresa – no matter how angry I was, she could always cut through it.  And that was why I loved her.  It wasn’t the body.  Or the face. 

Or the sex.  It was the way she calmed me down.  That was worth more than anything else in the whole world. 

“Now – come on,” she said, knowing she had defused the situation.  “I think there’s a game coming on tonight, right?  I ordered some wings from that place you like.  They’re in the oven.” 

I grinned, my previous anger forgotten.  “You’re too good to me,” I said. 

“I know,” was her response. 

Chapter Two

 



“Now,” my wife said, sliding onto the couch beside me.  “Who’s playing again?” 

“Golden State and the Lakers,” I said.  It was almost adorable how little she knew about sports – unless you considered cheerleading a sport, that is, and I didn’t.  “But the Warriors are going to win.” 

“Is that so?” Theresa asked, snagging one of the buffalo wings from the tray in my lap.  She bit into it. 

“These are kind of good.” 

“Kind of good?” I asked. “They’re the best wings in the city.” 

She shrugged. “If you say so,” was her response.  She knew as much about wings as she did about basketball.  She looked at me and reached toward my face, wiping a bit of sauce from my beard.  She licked it from her finger.  “You know I hate that thing, right?  I wish you’d shave it.” 

“Fat chance,” I said, stroking my beard.  It reached past my collar, covering my neck completely.  The only reason work had allowed me to grow it in the first place was because I’d made them so much money.  But it wasn’t like it looked unruly or anything.  I kept it up well.  “Love this thing.  And beards are in style these days.  Don’t you go on the internet?” 

“I don’t like it,” she said.  Then, as if the idea had just struck her, she suggested, “How about we make a bet?  If I win, you shave the beard.” 

“And if I win?” I asked. 

“Um…what do you want?” she asked, batting her eyelashes.  She looked far younger than her forty-one years.  In fact, she could’ve easily passed for a woman ten years younger. 

I thought about it for a second before smiling and saying, “The threesome.” 

She rolled her eyes.  “It always comes back to that, doesn’t it?” she asked. “You’ve been going on and on about that fantasy since our honeymoon.  What was that waitress’ name you wanted me to proposition?  Layla or some such?  The answer was no then, and it’s no now.” 

“Come on – you want me to get rid of this beard, right?  Well, put your money where your mouth is,” I said. 

You win, and I’ll keep it off for as long as you want me to.  But if I win, you have to have one measly threesome. 

The risk versus reward here is definitely in your favor, babe.” 

“You’re a pig,” she said. 

“I’m your pig,” was my response.  “Come on.  It’ll be fun either way, right?” 

She looked away for a long moment, and I knew I had her.  When she turned back to me, she said, “Fine. 

But if I don’t like the bet, we don’t do it.  So, what’re we betting on?” 

“The game,” I said.  “You pick who you think is going to win.  I’ll take the opposite team.  It’s all on you.” 

“And if I win, you’ll shave that thing tonight?” Theresa asked. 

I nodded.  “As soon as the game’s over,” I said. 

“Okay,” she said.  “I pick the Lakers, then.” 

“R-really?” I asked.  “I just told you –” 

“I don’t know much about basketball, but I do know they have Lebron James,” she said.  “And he’s the best player in the world.  I’ll take my chances with him.” 

I couldn’t help but smile.  The Warriors were clearly the better team.  The only reason the series had even gone to a game seven was because two of their players had been suspended.  But they were both back.  It was going to be a slaughter.  “You’re on,” I said, thinking that I’d just bargained my way to my very first threesome.  We shook hands and settled in to watch the game. 

And it was a slaughter.  God, it was.  It wasn’t even close.  And when the final buzzer sounded, she turned to me, grinning as she said, “I think it’s time to pay up.” 

I still couldn’t believe it.  Every prognosticator on the planet had picked Golden State.  But Lebron had taken over the game from the outset, and the Lakers had ended up beating them by in a rout.  I was so surprised that I couldn’t even argue as she led me to the master bathroom and she found my beard trimmer. 

As she settled me onto the closed commode and thrust the pair of clippers at my face, I flinched away, saying, “No.  No – I didn’t…I don’t…no.  Just…please, don’t, Theresa.  I don’t want to –” 

And then the trimmer sank into my bushy beard, buzzing a long line along my jaw.  It was done.  I had to shave it, now.  So, I resigned myself to it as she continued to trim it down to a manageable length. 

“I still can’t believe I actually won,” she said.  “I was completely prepared to give you what you wanted, too.  I even had the girl picked out.  You remember my friend, Megan?  Yeah, she would’ve been all over it.  I know

she would have.  Oh well.  Maybe next time, right?” 

I couldn’t answer.  I could only watch as the hair fell to the floor. 

It didn’t take long before I was shorn clean.  I rubbed my smooth jaw, mutely wondering how long it would take me to regrow my prized beard. 

Theresa leaned in, kissing me.  “I love it,” she said.  “You look just like the day we met.” 

I accepted her kiss without complaint, and soon, she was on top of me.  Her top came off, revealing her generous bosom.  I broke away from her kiss and immediately descended upon her erect nipples, tonguing them expertly.  She moaned as she ground against my groin, awakening my manhood. 

I knew it was just a distraction.  She didn’t want me to dwell on the loss of my beard.  But it didn’t matter. 

Sex was on the table, and I wasn’t about to turn it down because I felt a little blue about losing some facial hair.  I wouldn’t be much of a man if I had. 

So, I eagerly unfastened my trousers as she shifted on top of me.  Thankfully, she wore a skirt, because I don’t think either of us could have waited for her take off her pants.  She simply pulled her panties to the side and planted herself on top of me.  I slipped inside her without the slightest hesitation, and she started riding me. 

Up and down, she went, her hips rocking back and forth as she trailed kisses all over my smooth face.  I didn’t last long.  I couldn’t – not under that kind of assault – and soon, with a grunt, I came inside her.  For a moment, I was a little disappointed.  But it was short-lived.  When I looked up and into her eyes, all I saw was love and satisfaction. 

And for a moment, I forgot that I’d just lost one of the characteristics which defined me. 

Chapter Three





The next day, I went into the office, knowing full well that I looked like a child wearing his father’s suit.  No matter how cognizant of my posture I as, no matter how tightly controlled my bearing, I knew the effect losing my beard had.  And on top of all that, the act of shaving had broken my skin out into a rash, leaving it blotchy.  It was all I could do not to simply call in.  However, I knew my team needed my guidance.  And one of the reasons I’d gotten ahead was my work ethic. 

So, like I said, I went into work, trying all the while to convince myself that nobody would notice.  Or if they did, they’d be polite enough not to say anything – at least to my face.  However, as soon as I stepped off the elevator, I could feel every eye on me.  Whispers followed me through the whole office until I found myself facing down my assistant, Lisa. 

“Any messages?” I asked, trying to force a good-natured tone. 

Lisa, who I should’ve been ashamed to admit was my sometime mistress, gasped.  “You…you shaved it off,” 

she said. 

“I did,” I said, stroking my chin.  “Lost a bet on the game last night.” 

“It looks horrible,” she blurted.  Then, almost as if she hadn’t been in control of her own words, she clamped her hand over her mouth.  “Oh, God.  I’m sorry. I didn’t mean –” 

“I know what you meant,” I said.  “Any messages?” 

Lisa had never been the sharpest tool in the drawer, but she was pretty in a country-girl-come-to-the-bit-city kind of way.  Unrefined, and still sporting a backwoods drawl, she had the sort of thick-limbed body that was all sorts of fun in bed.  It was why I’d seduced her in the first place.  Most of the time, she seemed like she was in love with me.  But not now.  Now, she looked at me like she might somehow make me cry. 

“Oh – um…yeah,” she said, fumbling with a half-dozen post-it notes.  She handed them to me.  “And Mr. 

West wants to see you.” 

“Which one?” I asked. 

“West the younger,” she said, referring to my boss’ asshole son who thought he was in charge of the place.  I hated dealing with him, mostly because he was one of the few people in the building over which I didn’t have any authority. 

“What does he want?” I asked.  She looked at me blankly, and I said, “Never mind.  Did he say when?” 

“As soon as possible,” was her response. 

I nodded, pushing past her desk and into my office.  “Can you get me a cup of coffee?” I called behind. 

“You know how I like it.” 

And then I closed the door, letting out a deep breath.  My heart was pounding out of my chest, even if my exterior had remained calm.  I could see it on all their smirking faces.  I knew that as soon as I closed my door, the chatter had begun.  No doubt, guys like Trevor led the charge, gossiping about their “fearless leader” the leprechaun who’d been deprived of his manly beard. 

Growing up, I’d heard all the jokes.  I’d endured all the taunts.  So, I knew exactly what was happening on the other side of my door.  I wanted to crawl under my desk and die. 

But I couldn’t.  I wouldn’t.  I had work to do.  I had a reputation to maintain.  And just because I’d lost my beard, just because my skin had turned a bit blotchy, that didn’t mean I would just give up.  I was Carl Forrester, damnit, and I could take their stilly taunts.  I could face their judgment. 

I stood there for a few minutes, psyching myself up all the time, until there was a polite knock at the door.  I opened it, expecting Lisa with my coffee, but was instead faced with Mark West’s smug face. 

“Jesus, Carl – what the hell happened to you, man?” he asked, pushing past me.  I saw Lisa standing behind him.  She mouthed, “I’m sorry” before I shut the door, angry. 

“Lost a bet,” I said, stepping past him.  I sat on the edge of my desk.  “What’s up?” 

“No, seriously – you should get your skin looked at,” he said, leaning uncomfortably close.  “I could send you to my dermatologist.” 

“I’m fine,” I said. 

“But wait – isn’t your wife, like, some kind of makeup queen?” he asked. “You could get some concealer from her or something.” 

“I said I’m fine,” I repeated.  The last thing I wanted to talk about with Mark was my wife’s company.  She had spent the last twenty years growing a cosmetics firm into an industry leader.  I was proud of her for that, but

Mark and I weren’t friends.  We were barely even colleagues.  And I hated him at least as much as I’d hated anyone in my whole life. 

It wasn’t that he was overtly rude or anything.  He’d never treated me with anything but respect.  But I saw beneath the surface.  I could hear it in his smug tone, in that self-satisfied half smile.  And even on the best of days, it was all I could do not to attack him on sight. 

Today was not the best of days. 

“If you say so,” he said, taking a seat unprompted.  “Listen – some of your team members have lodged complaints about your management style.  That’s why I’m here.” 

“My division is the most successful in the company,” I said.  “We had higher profits than any –” 

“I’m not doubting your effectiveness,” he stated.  “I’m just suggesting that maybe you should use your team members to the best of their potential.  They’re all rock stars, Carl.  Trevor graduated in the top three percent of his Harvard class.  Diana was an Olympic skier before she graduated Magna Cum Laude.  And –” 

“And I won’t let them challenge my authority,” I said, standing to my full height.  It was one of the few times I could look down on someone, if only just, and it felt good.  “You and your father put me in charge of this division.  I’ve made this company more money than –” 

“You do your job,” Mark said.  “I’m not arguing that.” 

“Then what are you saying?” I asked. 

“I’m saying that you would do well to collaborate with your team better,” he said, his voice losing, if only for an instant, that good-natured tone I hated so much.  Then, he smiled, and it returned when he said, “That’s all this is.  Just a suggestion.  It’s not like we’d fire you over something like this.  You’re our rock star, man.  You make this whole company go ‘round.” 

“I thought they were rock stars,” I said. 

“Yeah, them too,” was his response.  “Everybody here’s a rock star.” 

“Kind of loses its meaning when it applies to everyone,” I said.  “Look – if that’s all, Mark – I have a lot of work to do.  I’ve got that Blevins account to work on, and –” 

“Yeah – that’s been moved,” Mark said, pushing himself to his feet.  “So was the FSP account.  And we’re moving Trevor to another division.  He’s going to be second-in-command under Lawson.” 

And then I realized what had happened.  Harvard.  Just like Mark.  Hell, they’d probably graduated in the same class.  Fuck.  If I hadn’t been so successful the previous few years, I would have been boxing up my things, and Trevor would have been moving into my office. 

“I’ve been working with Blevins for two years,” I said. “And I built the FSP account from the ground up.” 

“And now you get to do the same for some other accounts,” Mark stated, gripping my shoulder.  “That’s where you shine.  You develop lost causes into winners.  That’s your real value.” 

“Seventy-four million,” I said. 

“What was that?” he asked. 

“Seventy-four million,” I repeated.  “That’s how much I’ve made this company just this year.  It’s May, Mark.  May.  You need me in this office.” 

“We do,” he said, smiling that awful smile.  “But who’s to say someone else couldn’t do just as well?  Or better, even?”  He winked.  “Just food for thought, man.  Food for thought.” 

And then, without another word, he opened the door and left.  He didn’t bother closing it.  A few moments later, Lisa appeared, holding a steaming coffee cup. 

“I guess this is probably a bad time to ask for next Wednesday off, huh?” she said. 

I looked up, my eyes narrowing.  “Come in and close the door,” I said. 

She did.  I think she recognized my expression, because she immediately locked it behind her and bent over my desk.  Pulling her skirt up, and as I positioned myself behind her, she dragged her panties down her thick, shapely thighs.  Within moments, I’d plunged my cock deep into her waiting pussy. 

Again, it was over sooner than I would’ve liked.  A few quick, hard thrusts, and I was cumming inside her.  I wasn’t so deluded as to think she liked it.  She didn’t.  But she knew that, as my secretary, it was one of her duties to act as a stress reliever.  And as long as she was one of the best paid secretaries in the building, she was more than willing to do just that. 

When I was done, I said, “You can go.  And leave the coffee.” 

She took a moment to clean herself with a tissue from a box on my desk, and then she was scurrying from my office.  When Lisa was gone, I sat at my desk for a few minutes as I stared into space.  What the hell had just happened?  Had Mark threatened to fire me?  Was that a veiled threat?  Was he trying to push me out?  I pondered those thoughts for most of the rest of the day, barely paying attention to my tasks. 



 



That evening, I arrived home, angry and frustrated. 

“A boy in my class has acne like that,” Erin said, shoveling a spoonful of broccoli into her mouth.  She grinned as she chewed.  “You actually look a little younger than him, though.  But perk up – lots of boys have to deal with blemishes when they’re going through puberty.” 

“Erin,” admonished Theresa, fixing her daughter with an angry glare.  “Quit teasing him.  There’s nothing he can do about it.” 

“It’s fine,” I lied.  “I barely noticed it.  And if Erin needs to make fun of other people to feel better about herself, I’m more than willing to be her punching bag.  A young girl’s self-esteem is very important, you know.” 

The teenaged girl started to angrily respond but thought better of it.  Then, she smiled.  “Mom – weren’t you talking about some cream the other day that’s supposed to help with breakouts like Carl’s?” 

“As a matter of fact, yes,” Theresa said.  She turned to me.  “It’s actually really advanced stuff.  It affects the skin at a cellular level.  We’re taking it to market next year.  But it might help with your problem.” 

My problem.  I wouldn’t have had a problem if she hadn’t made me shave my fucking beard.  But I kept that fact to myself.  Instead, I said, “Is it FDA approved yet?” 

“All but,” she said.  “One more trial, and it’ll be good to go.  It’s supposed to change the skincare game for good.” 

The way she talked about cosmetics – and the science behind it – made it seem like she was saving the world.  She wasn’t.  She was curing acne and making women forget their wrinkles.  But I couldn’t deny that her company, Lash Cosmetics, was lucrative.  It had, in fact, given her an income that dwarfed mine in a way my masculine pride wasn’t entirely prepared to confront.  She knew her stuff, though, and I would’ve been stupid not to give her free reign to help me however she saw fit. 

“And you think it’ll help?” I asked. 

“I know it will,” was her answer.  “And you’re in luck – I’ve got a few tubes of it in my samples case.  We can start your regimen tonight.” 

That was all I needed to hear, and after dinner, I found myself in the bathroom with her slathering a mint-scented goop all over my face.  “It tingles,” I said. 

“That means it’s working,” was her reply.  “You’ll see – in a few days, you’ll be good as new.  And it might even help with some of those wrinkles around your eyes.” 

“Yay,” I said, not bothering to hide my sarcasm.  “I’m super excited about that.” 



Chapter Four

 

 

Over the next two weeks, my face returned to normal.  Mostly.  Except that, as my wife had predicted, it had a dramatic effect on the effects aging had had on my already-youthful face.  My skin tightened, softening until, if I didn’t know better, I would’ve sworn I was a teenager.  And when I wasn’t knee-deep in a pit of sticky denial, I was terrified of how it all looked. 

One morning, fifteen days after I’d shaved my beard, I was standing in the bathroom, looking into the mirror when Theresa walked in.  “How’s my Tiger Beat cover model?” she asked. 

I looked at her sideways.  “Do they even make Tiger Beat anymore?” I asked. 

“You’re asking the wrong question,” she said, stepping up to her own vanity.  She had insisted on twin sinks in the master bathroom.  “You should be asking if they make magazines at all anymore.” 

“God, we’re getting old,” I said. 

“Speak for yourself,” was her reply.  “I’m still in my prime.” 

Looking at her reflection as she applied her makeup for the day, I couldn’t deny that claim.  She still looked like a woman in her early thirties – or if I was generous, late twenties.  And she looked especially sexy, given that she was fresh from the shower, and had only a towel wrapped around her chest. 

I was about to make my move when she said, “Not now.” 

“What?” I asked. 

“I know that look,” Theresa said.  “I’m already running late.” 

“You’re the boss,” I said, stepping behind her.  I wrapped my arms around her torso.  “You can be late once in a while.  It’s not like anybody’s going to call you out on it.” 

“Not the point,” she replied, smiling in spite of herself. 

“It should be,” I stated, resolving not to be denied. 

“I see the cream’s working,” she said.  “No more breakouts, right?” 

I sighed, the mood broken in two.  Disengaging, I answered, “Yes.  It’s working.  But it’s also making me look like a kid.  And I haven’t had to shave since you made me use it.” 

She wheeled around, fixing me with an accusatory glare.  “I didn’t make you do anything, young man,” she said, putting her hands on her hips.  “And you’d better respect your elders.  Or else.” 

“God,” I groaned.  “That’s such a turnoff.” 

“Please – if I reached down there right now, you’d be ready to go in an instant,” she said. 

“I don’t believe you,” I said, sporting a sly smile.  “We should test that out.” 

“Pervert,” she said.  “But yes, I told you that it’s also sort of a revitalizing formula.  Removes wrinkles and such.” 

“And the hair growth?” I asked. 

“A happy accident,” she said.  “Now, get out of here.  You’re distracting me, and I’m late.” 

“You’re no fun,” I said, slapping her on the ass on my way out. 







Later, I found myself at work, wondering how my division had been gutted so completely.  I’d lost nearly all of my longstanding clients, and they’d been replaced by smaller, less important ones.  My portfolio had shrunk by nearly ninety percent in the space of two weeks.  And the worst part of it was that it didn’t matter what actions I took, there was nothing I could do about it.  Almost overnight, I’d gone from running the most profitable division in the company to one of the least. 

And I knew why. 

Mark West.  Trevor Franks.  I’d done a little digging, and they had, indeed gone to school together.  They’d even played lacrosse on the same team growing up.  I never stood a chance. 

“What about you, Forrester?” asked Greg West, the man who had started the investment firm in the first place.  “What do you have to say about your numbers?” 

I looked up, feeling the collected eyes of each senior manager fastened to my youthful face.  Five men and one woman who held my fate in the palm of their collective hand – I felt a trick of sweat roll down my temple. 

“My division’s numbers are down a bit,” I said. 

“A bit?” asked Mark, smirking.  “That’s putting it a little lightly, isn’t it?” 

“The restructuring took my eight biggest clients,” I said.  “It took me years to work up to –” 

“No excuses,” said the elder West.  He was a tall, slim man who looked almost nothing like his son.  Often, I’d wondered if he was really the kid’s father.  “Get the numbers up, or we’ll find someone who can.” 

He didn’t dislike me.  Nor was he angry.  In his world, though, results were all that mattered.  And according to my latest numbers, I wasn’t getting those results.  I couldn’t even blame him for holding my feet to the fire. 

“Yes, sir,” I said, my voice cracking embarrassingly.  I cleared my throat.  “I’ll get it under control.” 

“You’d better, son,” the man said. 







I slid onto one of the barstools with a sigh of relief.  The day had been incredibly trying.  After the meeting, nothing had gone the way it was supposed to.  Not only had my portfolio been gutted, but I’d lost two of the newer accounts because the investors got cold feet.  It had been a while since I’d had to coddle an investor over what amounted to almost nothing, and it seemed that I’d lost what touch I had. 

And they took Lisa from me. 

As one of the poorest-performing divisions, I didn’t warrant an assistant of her caliber, and she’d been transferred to another division.  In her place, I’d gotten a temp who looked like she was pushing ninety.  Her ineptitude had cost me another client when she’d accidently hung up on him. 

It felt like the world had begun to conspire against me, and it had all started with the loss of my beard.  Or maybe it had begun well before that – after all, I’d still had my beloved facial hair when I’d made the grave mistake of backing Trevor Franks into a corner.  That had been all me. 

“Kid, you can’t sit here,” said the bartender.  “Under twenty-one not allowed.  Find somewhere else to –” 

“Mac – it’s me,” I said.  “Carl.  Carl Forrester?” 

I’d known the man for four years, but I could tell from the way he looked at me that he didn’t believe me. 

“I.D.,” he said. 

“What?” I asked.  “I’ve been coming here for four years, man.  I’ve had a really tough day, and –” 

“Show me your I.D.,” he repeated. 

I sighed.  “Fine,” I said, reaching into my back pocket to retrieve my wallet.  I pulled out my driver’s license and slapped it on the bar.  “There.  It’s me.” 

He held it up, inspecting it.  “Yeah, that ain’t you, kid,” he said.  “I can see the resemblance.  Don’t know where you got Forrester’s license, but I ain’t servin’ you.  I don’t want your parents coming down and jumping down my throat because I gave a fifteen-year-old beer.” 

“What?  But it’s me!” I said. “I come in here all the time.  I had to shave my beard and –” 

“Go,” he said.  “Before I call the cops.  Identity theft is a big deal, kid.  So, unless you want the cops involved, you’d better get going.” 

I should have called his bluff.  I should have told him to call the cops if he wanted.  They could sort it all out.  And when everything was said and done, I’d own Mac’s Place.  But something kept me from doing that.  I was in no place to argue with anyone, let alone someone I might’ve considered, if not a friend, an acquaintance.  And I certainly didn’t want to deal with the police. 

So, I tucked my tail between my legs, and left the bar, wishing for all the world that the day would just end. 



Chapter Five

 



Three weeks on, and things hadn’t gotten any better.  In fact, everything – including my youthful-looking face – had gotten worse.  I wish I could adequately explain how infuriating it is to be dismissed out-of-hand, just because you look a little younger than the person expected.  And the worst thing was that I could see it coming. 

“Look,” said my prospective client, Mr. Delmar.  He was a great beast of a man who looked like nothing so much as a human walrus.  He shifted uncomfortably in the chair.  “I like you, kid.  I do.  You talk a good game.  But I’m just not comfortable trusting someone your age with my money.” 

“I’m thirty-eight,” I said.  “I’ve been in this business for over a decade.  I graduated from –” 

“Yeah – I heard you the first time, Carl,” he said.  “But I can’t help how I feel.” 

You can if you realize that your feelings aren’t based in reality, I thought.  I wanted to reach over the desk and slap the stupid man.  Never mind that he could break me in half if he wanted.  Forget that my slap would probably do little more than tickle. 

“I wish you’d reconsider,” I said.  “I can –” 

“No,” he said, heaving his bulk out of the chair.  He stood to his full height, looking down on me.  “Maybe we can talk sometime in the future – once you get a few years under your belt, that is.” 

I sighed.  I’d heard the same thing more than once.  It didn’t matter how many times I told them my real age. 

It didn’t matter that I’d been working in the financial sector for over ten years.  Or that I’d graduated at the top of my college class.  All they saw was a kid who looked like he should still be in high school – or worse, junior high. 

It was ridiculous and surreal, but in the end, I’d seen myself in the mirror.  I knew what I looked like.  And I couldn’t really blame them. 

“Okay,” I said, rising.  “Let’s talk then, I suppose.  I’m sorry you’ll be using someone else.” 

He nodded curtly, then left my office.  I sat back down to try to formulate some sort of plan, to attempt to salvage my career.  My clientele was disappearing faster than I could’ve ever imagined, and at this rate, my client list would be empty within a month.  I needed to find a way to stop the bleeding.  I was doing just that when my door burst open. 

Mark barged in, slamming his hand on my desk.  “You lost another one?!” he demanded. 

“It’s still an ongoing negotiation,” I lied.  “Mr. Delmar will –” 

“He’s gone!” Mark said.  “Gone.  I told you last week that before you lose another client, you need to get me or Trevor to come in and close them for you.  You agreed to –” 

“I can close my own clients,” I argued. 

“What clients?” he asked, looking around dramatically.  He gestured around the office.  “From where I’m standing, I’m not seeing any clients.  You’re –” 

I rose, screaming, “You cut me off at the fucking knees, man!  You stole all my –” 

“I did what was best for the company,” he interrupted, leaning forward, his hands on the desk, so he could stare me in the eyes.  “And that decision is looking better and better by the day.  Unless you get your shit together, you’re going to end up down in the mailroom.” 

“Fuck you, Mark,” I growled. 

“Fuck me?” he asked incredulously.  “Fuck me, huh?  I’m not the one everybody in the building hates.  I’m not the one trying to strut around here looking like a kid impersonating Connor McGregor.  I’m the one everybody calls the fucking leprechaun!” 

I don’t know what happened.  I guess I blacked out.  Or maybe I omitted it from my memory.  Or I suppose it’s possible that I got a concussion.  In any case, I’m told that as soon as Mark spat his last insult, I launched myself at him, springing across the desk in a flying tackle.  I guess it says something about how surprised he was that I actually knocked him down. 

But he recovered quickly, and within seconds, he’d peppered my face with a trio of punches that ended up leaving a mass of bruises.  I guess I finally exploded.  I’d had enough.  The previous month had taken its toll, and I had erupted in kind. 

Needless to say, less than an hour later, I was being escorted out of the building by security.  Bloody and bruised, I made my way to the car which had once given me so much joy, and I wondered how in the hell I was going to explain everything to Theresa. 





 



“What the hell happened?” demanded Theresa, rushing toward me as I came in the door.  My face was a mass of bruises, my clothes were disheveled, and my hair was mussed.  I looked – rightly so – like I’d just been on the wrong end of a fight. 

“You should see the other guy,” I said, trying to inject a little humor into the situation.  She fussed over my face for a few more seconds before I pulled away.  “I’m fine.  Really.  I’m okay.” 

It wasn’t the first time I’d been in a fight, and it certainly wasn’t the first time I’d lost one.  I had spent much of my formative years brawling with anyone who challenged me.  And being the veritable runt of every litter, that meant being challenged quite a bit.  And what they say about bullies isn’t true.  I stood up them plenty, and they just kept coming back for more.  I was an easy target, and everyone knew it. 

“Tell me what happened,” Theresa said, her voice much softer.  “Please.” 

“I got fired,” I said. 

“What?  Why?” she asked. 

“I’ve been bleeding clients left and right for the past month,” I said.  “It started with me picking a fight – a verbal one – with Mark West’s college buddy, and it snowballed into losing most of my clientele.  They just took them all away, transferring them everywhere else.  And I couldn’t do anything about it, even when management started holding me accountable for what they were doing.  Then, today, Mark came into my office after another one walked, and he said some stupid things.  I just snapped.  You know I have a temper, Theresa.  You know I do.  And I just…it was just building, you know?  Everything from everyone, all of them calling me leprechaun and…I don’t know…it just happened so fast.  I just…I just couldn’t help it.” 

“Christ,” Theresa muttered.  “You poor, poor thing.” 

And then, rather than the browbeating I’d expected, she hugged me close.  “It’s going to be fine,” I said, realizing that a couple of tears had already begun to wet my cheeks.  I wiped them.  “I’m going to be fine.” 

“I know you will,” she said.  “And you don’t have to work if you don’t want to.  You can always stay home. 

You can –” 

“I’m not staying home,” I said, pulling away.  “I’ve had a half-dozen job offers in the past year.  I’ll land on my feet.  You’ll see.” 

Saying the words – just the verbalization of it – made a difference.  Suddenly, I felt a little better.  I didn’t have to put up with a hostile work environment.  After all, I was still very good at what I did.  Lots of companies would pay through the nose for someone with my talents. 

In a matter of seconds, I was already making a list of potential employers.  I smiled to myself, knowing that in a few weeks, I’d have another job, and I’d be free to poach all of my old clients.  I’d be back on top in no time. 

They’d rue the day they fired Carl Forrester. 



Chapter Six

 

 

“Are you here on some sort of school project?” asked the woman behind the desk.  “I must say that you look absolutely adorable in that suit.  Your mother must be very proud.” 

I stared at the secretary – an older woman with tightly curled hair – in disbelief.  However, I shouldn’t have been so surprised.  Over the past few weeks, I’d gotten much the same reaction from a half-dozen secretaries and more than a couple of their bosses, to boot.  But that didn’t mean I was used to it.  Or that I liked it. 

“I’m here for an interview,” I said, trying to keep my cool.  Had my voice somehow gotten higher?  Or was it my imagination?  Was I simply projecting my own insecurities on every aspect of my life?  “Carl Forrester.  I should have an appointment.” 

She narrowed her eyes, obviously trying to figure out if I was telling the truth or not.  Thankfully, she decided that I was – or rather, she decided that it was above her paygrade to figure out the truth.  So, she said, “Very well.  I’ll let Mr. Sossaman know you’re here.” 

I nodded curtly and strode toward the waiting area.  Plopping down on the seat, I took out my phone and checked my calendar.  I’d called in every favor I could, and I’d gotten eight interviews for new jobs.  However, I’d already been on seven of them, and each one had been worse than the last.  I wasn’t sure if I was being blackballed or if my looks had made an impact, but it was becoming clearer with each interview that I might well be unemployable. 

And it galled me.  I had spent over a decade building my resume.  I had an insane track record of success.  I was as good at my job as anyone in my field.  And yet, I couldn’t even get a second interview. 

I glanced around the office in disgust.  The room wasn’t exactly poorly decorated, but it was clear that it wasn’t home to the sort of corporate opulence to which I’d become accustomed.  Sossaman ran a good shop, but it was small.  Even if I could wrangle a job out of the man, it wouldn’t be what I’d grown used to. 

But I had to start somewhere, didn’t I?  Or start over somewhere, I amended.  I’d already paid my dues, but it seemed I’d have to do it again. 

Such thoughts occupied my mind until the secretary – I saw a nameplate on her desk which declared her to be Susan Richards – called my name.  “He’s ready to see you,” she said, standing.  I did the same, and I followed her down a narrow hall, trying not to notice the horrible wood paneling.  It looked like it belonged in the seventies. 

After a dozen or so feet, she led me to an open door and stepped aside.  I pushed past her and into Kurt Sossaman’s office.  It had been decorated in much the same way as the rest of the floor: wood paneling, tasteless paintings, and family photos.  It was disgustingly plebeian.  But the man behind the huge, walnut desk was my last hope for an easy solution to my unemployment.  So, I put on my most winning smile, saying, “Kurt.  Good to see you again.” 

I extended my small hand, and he took it, standing.  His meaty paw easily engulfed mine, but thankfully he didn’t squeeze too hard.  However, I had no doubt that he could have crushed every bone in my hand if he so desired.  Sossamon had once been a college football player, and though those days were long since behind him, he had maintained much of the musculature common amongst defensive linemen.  That, combined with my own petite stature, made me feel incredibly self-conscious and, if I was honest, a little uneasy.  But I didn’t let it show.  I couldn’t afford to chum the water when sharks were afoot. 

“I heard you looked a little different,” he said, his voice a deep baritone that made me want to drop my own voice a couple of octaves.  He rubbed his stubbled chin between his thumb and forefinger.  “Lost the beard, huh?” 

I shook my head.  “The wife won a bet,” I said.  “Damn those Warriors, right?” 

“More of a Lakers fan, myself,” he said. 

I laughed.  “She is too, now,” I stated.  “She always hated the beard.” 

“Go ahead and have a seat, Carl,” he said, gesturing to the empty chair.  When I did, he followed suit, and said, “Tell me what happened with West.” 

I did, omitting the bits about the cracks on my looks I’d had to endure.  I framed it so it sounded like the primary reason for my outburst was the company taking away my clients without cause. 

“And I guess I spiraled a bit,” I said.  “I know I shouldn’t have pressed, but I did.  And when I lost a client because of it, Mark West made a smartass comment, and I guess I just lost it, man.  He had cut me off at the knees, and then tried to make it seem like I’d done it to myself.” 

Sossamon nodded his great head, saying, “I can see why.  I heard a similar story.” 

“You do your research,” I stated. 

“I do,” he said. “I run a small business.  We’re not the size of West or Global Investments, but per capita, we make as much as any of them.  I can’t afford to hire the wrong people, though.  I have to get it right.” 

“I can help you,” I said.  “I can double your –” 

“Your abilities aren’t in question,” he said.  “I know you can do the job.  And I’ve met Mark West.  I know how much of an asshole he can be.  So, I don’t really blame you for what you did.  But I have to ask – what are your plans, here?” 

“I don’t know what you mean,” I said.  “I want to –” 

“You want to work,” he said, interrupting me.  “You want to put some distance between you and what happened.  You want to prove yourself all over again.  And then, as soon as you do, you’ll be gone.  Tell me I’m wrong.” 

I looked him in the eye.  It would have been easy to simply lie.  I didn’t really make a habit of dishonesty, but I wasn’t some lily white schoolboy who refused to do so.  However, Sossaman had always been straight with me.  I owed him more than a simple, canned answer about wanting to find a home. 

“I don’t know,” I said.  “I honestly don’t.  I wish I could say that I’d stick this out until retirement, but if someone bigger comes along, I’d have to consider it.  I’m used to managing hundreds of millions of dollars, Kurt.  I don’t know if I’ll be completely happy cutting that by ninety percent.” 

He sighed.  “Honesty,” he said. “Rare, in our business.  But I appreciate it.  However, I have to be honest in kind: I am not going to hire you.” 

“I…I understand,” I said. 

“No, you don’t,” was his response.  “You know West could crush me if it wanted, right?  That behemoth? 

They could poach every client I have, and not even blink.  I can’t afford to take that risk.” 

And that was that – confirmation that I was, in fact, being blackballed.  I wouldn’t soon be getting any sort of job in the financial sector, lest whoever hired me incur the wrath of one of the largest investment firms in the state. 

I rose. “I guess we’re done here, then,” I said, straightening my jacket.  “I’m sorry to have wasted your time.” 

He leaned back.  “Me too, kid,” he said.  “I wish things would’ve worked out differently.” 

I echoed his statement, saying, “Me too.” 

I spent the rest of the day driving, and I didn’t get home until well after dark.  And even then, I went to bed without speaking to Theresa or eating.  I didn’t want to talk about all the ways I’d failed.  I didn’t want to tell her that I’d basically been rendered unemployable.  But that’s exactly what had happened. 

I lay in bed, staring off into the dark as I considered my options.  I didn’t need to work.  I had enough of my own money saved to last me quite some time, and that wasn’t even considering the fact that I was married to the multi-millionaire owner of a successful cosmetics company.  But that didn’t make it better.  It would only make my failure more comfortable. 

I was so engrossed in thought that I didn’t even notice Theresa coming into the bedroom, and I flinched a bit when I felt her crawl into bed next to me. 

“I guess it didn’t go well,” she said, her voice soft.  Understanding.  Annoying. 

“I’m being blackballed,” I said.  “West wants to ruin my life.” 

“It’s going to be okay,” she said, the statement awakening my anger.  Rationally, I knew she was just trying to help.  She only wanted to assuage my frustration over my failure.  But all I heard was her patronizing tone.  So, I sat up. 

“I don’t care,” I said.  “Jesus, it’s not about the result.  I don’t care about that.  I care about shoving this shit in their faces.  I have money.  That’s not why I worked so hard.  I want their goddamn respect!” 

She gripped my shoulder.  “You’ll get it,” she said.  “If there’s one thing I know, it’s that when you get knocked down, you get back up.  That’s who you are.” 

Until I wasn’t anymore, I thought.  I didn’t see a way out.  I didn’t see a way back to my feet.  And that was as depressing a thought as I’d ever had. 



Chapter Seven

 

 

Over the next month, I sank into the deepest depression of my life.  I simply didn’t know what to do with myself.  For most of my adult life, I’d been working toward a goal – be the best.  And suddenly, that goal seemed so far out of reach that it had become meaningless.  Sure, I tried to tell myself that it wasn’t my fault.  Or that there was nothing I could’ve done differently.  But deep down, I didn’t believe it. 

I tried investing my own money, and I had some success.  However, it wasn’t nearly as gratifying as working with the large sums I’d become used to using.  My pitiful thousands were nothing compared to the millions I’d managed at West.  As much as I had complained about the long hours, the annoying coworkers, and frustrating bosses, I’d come to derive much of my identity from working there, from being the best damned investor in the building.  And when that was gone?  Well, I had no idea how to deal with it. 

So, I just collapsed in on myself.  I barely spoke to Theresa.  I didn’t eat much.  I stopped showering every day.  And most of the time, I just sat on the couch watching random programs on Netflix.  I didn’t even pay attention to them, really.  They were just background noise to my own misery. 

I was deep in one of these binge sessions when Theresa stood in front of the television, hands on her hips, and said, “Get up.  We’re going out to eat.” 

I groaned audibly.  “I’m watching T.V.,” I said. 

“Not anymore,” was her response, using her “mother” voice.  I knew that meant she wouldn’t take no for an answer, so I levered myself off the couch. 

“Fine,” I said.  “I’ve got to eat, I guess.” 

After taking a shower, I got dressed, and, once Theresa had deemed me presentable, we set off as a family to Marino’s, her favorite restaurant.  The whole way there, she and Erin went on and on about some upcoming dance at Erin’s high school.  I didn’t pay attention, though.  None of that was important, not in the face of the personal tragedy my life had become. 

When we arrived, we went inside, and Theresa instructed the maître de that we had three people in our party, and soon, a waitress who looked about Erin’s age led us to our table. 

“I hate Italian food,” I said. 

“Well, I like it,” Theresa said. “And so does Erin.” 

I huffed, but didn’t reply.  Soon, the waitress came by our table, asking if we were ready to order.  I was about to speak up when Theresa cleared her throat. 

“I’ll have the lasagna,” she said.  “He’ll have the chicken parmesan.” 

The waitress didn’t skip a beat, turning to Erin and asking, “And you, miss?” 

“The salad,” my stepdaughter said.  “And I guess the soup of the day.” 

The waitress nodded, then left to put in our orders.  “I could’ve ordered myself,” I said, feeling emasculated by the fact that she’d ordered for me. 

“Oh, nonsense,” Theresa said.  “You were going to get the chicken parmesan anyway.  You always do.  It’s not a big deal.” 

I looked away, angry.  It shouldn’t have mattered that she had ordered for me.  But it did.  A lot.  However, like so many of my emotions had been doing lately, it just slid away.  What did any of it really matter, anyway? 

Theresa and Erin continued to talk about dances and dresses as I zoned out until the waitress reappeared with our meals.  She set Theresa’s plate down first, then Erin’s.  Finally, as she placed my meal in front of me, she said, 

“And here you are, young man.” 

Young man.  I almost repeated the phrase aloud, but I caught myself.  Clearly, she hadn’t meant anything by it.  Just like so many people had over the past couple of months, she had mistaken me for much younger than my actual age.  And to make matters worse, I hadn’t been down to the DMV to get my I.D. replaced, so even if I wanted to, I couldn’t prove I wasn’t, in fact, exactly what I appeared to be.  So, I swallowed the retort and dug into my meal. 

I hated it, and not because of the taste.  The whole evening had been soiled by the woman’s single comment about my age.  I stewed in my own anger until, at last, we were all finished, and headed home. 

“That woman thought you were my little brother,” said Erin from the backseat. 

“What?” I asked. 

“The waitress,” she stated.  “She said as much when you went to the bathroom.” 

“Sure she did,” I muttered. 

“Oh, come on – lots of people would kill to look younger,” my bitchy stepdaughter said.  “You’re ahead of the curve, I guess.” 

“Leave him alone, Erin,” Theresa said, staring the car.  “You know how sensitive he is.” 

“But mom, I’m just –” 

“You heard me, young lady,” Theresa stated, cutting her eyes at her daughter in the rearview mirror. 

Thankfully, that shut Erin up. 

The rest of the ride was uneventful, and when we got home, I was more than ready to resume my meaningless foray into the wonders of streaming television.  But Theresa had other ideas. 

She practically dragged me up the stairs and into our bedroom, where she shoved me onto the bed.  Then, she practically ripped her blouse open, revealing her barely constrained breasts.  A few seconds later, her top, along with her lacy bra, lay on the floor.  Soon, her skirt and panties joined them, leaving her completely naked, her glorious body on full display. 

Even in the midst of a bottomless pit of depression, I was still a man, and I couldn’t help but get excited at the sight of a naked, beautiful woman.  I knew it wouldn’t last, but for the moment, I was more than willing to push my despair to the side in favor of wanton lust. 

I sat up, crawling across the bed as I grinned up at her. 

“Get out of those clothes, sexy,” she said.  “I want this hard and fast.” 

“Yes, ma’am,” I agreed, tearing my shirt off and revealing my scrawny chest.  I didn’t have the body common in most skinny men.  It was like there was a small layer of fat smoothing out the edges.  Most of the time, I was a bit self-conscious about it, but in that moment, I didn’t care.  My pants were tossed aside a few seconds later, leaving me in my boxers. 

Theresa climbed onto the bed, pushing me onto my back as her hand searched for my member.  She found it and grinned, stroking it expertly.  I laid back. 

And then, nothing happened.  My always-trustworthy cock simply didn’t respond. 

“Seriously?” Theresa moaned.  “This too?” 

Defensive, I jerked away.  “It’s just that I’m stressed out,” I said.  “I can’t –” 

“You can’t help it,” she said.  “I know.  That’s how it is with everything, right?  Nothing’s ever your fault. 

Jesus Christ, Carl.  This can’t keep going like this.  You have to grow the fuck up and be a man about this whole thing.” 

“Because I’m having a problem getting it up?” I said. “Maybe it’s your fault.  Ever think of that?” 

She quirked an eyebrow at me.  “No,” she said. “We both know that’s not true.  But you know what?  How about we try something a little different, huh?  What if we spiced things up a bit?  That’s what you’re always talking about, isn’t it?  We need to branch out, right?” 

My ears perked up.  “What do you have in mind?” I asked, hoping against hope that she’d finally agree to the threesome I’d been clamoring for most of our marriage.  I don’t even know why it seemed so exciting to me, but the idea of having two women service me – especially when one was my wife – was easily my number one sexual fantasy, and there wasn’t anything else that even came close. 

Theresa grinned, sliding off the bed.  Then, a second later, she bent down, grabbing a handful of lacy fabric. 

She tossed it at me, and it hit me in the chest.  When I picked it up, I saw that it was her black panties. 

“Put them on,” she said. 

“What?  No,” I said. “I’m not –” 

“I said to put them on,” she repeated.  “Or do I need to put them on for you?  You know I can.” 

“W-what?  You wouldn’t,” I said. 

“After that crack about me being the problem?” Theresa asked, an evil glint in her eyes.  “Yeah.  I think I would.  Now put them on.  Or I’ll do it for you.  Maybe that’s what you want.” 

I didn’t know what to do.  Surely, she wouldn’t manhandle me like that.  But the comment I’d made was definitely out of line.  If anything would make her angry enough to take such steps, it was that.  I could’ve left.  I could have simply stormed out of the room, gotten into my car, and gone to a hotel or something.  And maybe I would have before everything had happened.  But I just couldn’t muster the energy to resist. 

So, I did it. 

Feeling like an idiot, I lay on my back, pushing my feet through the leg holes and pulling them up my thin legs.  I settled them into place and sat up. 

“They look ridiculous,” Theresa said. 

“Of course they do,” I said, trying to hold them in place.  “I’m a guy.” 

“No – that’s not it,” she said. “They’re way too big.  Wait – I have an idea.  Take those off.” 

I let out a sigh of relief, dragging the offending underwear down my legs as she grabbed a robe from a

nearby rack and disappeared into the hallway.  I sat there, waiting obediently for a good three or four minutes before she returned.  Again, she tossed a handful of fabric at me, and as I unwadded it, my heart sank. 

“Those are some of Erin’s old panties,” she said.  “I think they’ll fit you perfectly.” 

I held them up.  They weren’t overtly immature, but they’d clearly been made for a pre-teen girl.  Pale yellow, cotton, and with darker trim around the edges, they were the scariest thing I’d ever looked at.  But Theresa had that look in her eye.  She wasn’t going to be denied. 

So, with an overwhelming sense of foreboding, I slipped them on.  To my everlasting shame, they fit almost perfectly. 

“Perfect,” she said.  “Now, let’s go to bed.  I’m tired.” 

“But I thought –” 

“I expect you to wear those all night,” she said.  “Call it punishment if you want.  In any case, keep them on or you’ll be right back in the same place tomorrow night.” 

I looked at her, searching for a sign of weakness that just wasn’t there.  And then, I sighed. “Fine,” I said. 

“You win.” 

“I always do,” she said, sliding under the covers.  “Get the lights, will you?  And sweet dreams, my little princess.” 



Chapter Eight

 

 

“I was wrong,” said Theresa.  “I’m sorry.” 

I was taken aback by the apology, especially in the wake of the night before.  I’d spent most of that night lying awake, and at some point, I’d even wept.  It doesn’t get much more emasculating than being forced into your teenaged stepdaughter’s old panties, especially in light of the fact that they fit so well.  It was like I had the body of a preteen girl. 

And the face of one, too, I thought, wishing I could get the idea out of my head.  Maybe I didn’t look like a teenaged boy.  Maybe I looked like a girl – especially given that my blonde hair had gone untrimmed for more than a month.  In the throes of a depressed episode, going to the barber hadn’t really ranked high on my list of priorities. 

“You can take them off, now,” Theresa added, nodding to my panties.  My.  Panties.  I’d already taken ownership of them in my own mind, and it disgusted me. 

“Are you sure you aren’t going to change your mind?” I asked.  “I don’t want you to – what did you say? 

Put them on for me?  Are you sure you’re not going to want me to be your little princess again?” 

“I said I’m sorry,” she repeated.  “I know you’ve been having a hard time, Carl.  I do.  But it hadn’t been a cakewalk for me, either.  You don’t eat.  You barely sleep.  You won’t even talk to me.  And then, last night, when you couldn’t…well…you know…I just snapped.  I was so angry.” 

“I’m sorry I don’t live up to your high standards,” I scoffed.  For some reason, I still hadn’t removed the panties.  I knew it took a little away from my sarcastic comment.  I pulled them down, stepping out of them. 

Tossing them to my wife, I said, “I’m sorry I’m not perfect.” 

“It’s not about you,” she said.  “I was angry at myself for not knowing how to help you.” 

“What?  That’s stupid,” I said, rummaging in one of my drawers for a pair of boxers. I found them and put them on.  “This isn’t your problem.  It’s mine.” 

“Your problems are my problems, Carl,” Theresa stated.  “I wish you could understand that.” 

“Yeah, well – let’s just forget this ever happened, okay?” I suggested.  Normally, I wasn’t one to drop an argument – especially when I had the upper hand.  But the last thing I wanted to do was talk about my night in panties.  “Water under the bridge.” 

“Are you sure?” she asked.  “I don’t want to leave while we’re fighting.” 

“We’re not,” I assured her.  “And where are you going?” 

“I told you last night in the car,” she said.  “I have a meeting on Sara Janney’s private island.  She’s thinking of hiring us to work on her personal cosmetics line.” 

“Oh,” I said. “Yeah – I remember.” 

“Then you’ll also remember that I’ll be out of contact all weekend, right?” she said.  “No phone.  No computer.  She values her privacy, and –” 

“And you want to make sure I don’t burn the house down,” I said.  “Check.” 

“No – I wanted to make sure you don’t fight with Erin all weekend,” was her response.  “It’s prom weekend. 

She’s really excited, and for a teenaged girl, that means she’s also really anxious.” 

“Prom?  I thought that was just for juniors and seniors,” I said. 

“It is,” she said. “But she got asked by a junior boy – you remember Chad, right?  He came over for dinner a few times last month.” 

I vaguely remembered a tall, handsome young man, but little else.  “Yeah – I got it,” I said, glad that we’d moved past my humiliating night.  “Support Erin.  Don’t fight.  Don’t burn down the house.  I got it.” 

“I’m serious,” Theresa stated.  “This is extremely important to her.  If anything goes wrong…” 

“It’ll be fine,” I said.  “I’ll take care of everything.” 







“Eleven o’clock,” I said, not looking up as I lounged on the couch. 

“What?” asked Erin, who’d been passing by, no doubt to leave the house. 

“You heard me,” I said.  “Eleven.  That’s your curfew.  I expect you to abide by it.” 

“What?  I already talked to mom!” she said.  “She told me it was fine if I stay out late this time.  Iris and I are going to –” 

“Your curfew is eleven,” I repeated, sitting up.  “And that doesn’t change just because you say it does.  If

you and your mother had an agreement about extending it, she would have told me before she left.  But she didn’t. 

So, you’ll be home by eleven, or you’re grounded.” 

I knew it was silly.  Likely, she was telling the truth and Theresa simply hadn’t remembered to tell me about it.  That wasn’t unreasonable, and more, I didn’t really care when the girl got home.  But I had so little authority in my own life that I wasn’t above needlessly exercising it where I could. 

“Fine,” she groaned.  “Whatever.  I don’t even care.  I’ll see later.” 

And then she was gone.  Thank God, I thought, pausing the program I’d been watching and going into the kitchen.  It didn’t take me long to find an old bottle of rum, which I cracked open immediately.  I didn’t even bother with a glass; I simply drank from the bottle. 

I’ve never been much of a drinker, and neither was Theresa.  In fact, the rum I was downing had been intended for cooking purposes.  But that didn’t matter.  It would do the trick.  I settled onto the couch and went back to my program, drinking the whole way.  It didn’t take long before I was noticeably drunk.  In fact, it wasn’t long before I passed out completely, and I didn’t wake up until I heard the telltale sound of the front door unlocking. 

I blinked, looking at the clock.  It was one o’clock in the morning. 

She was late.  That was the first thought that went through my mind.  She knew I was in charge.  She knew I was the adult.  And she’d flouted my rules.  By the time I saw her creeping past, I was furious. 

“Where the hell have you been?” I slurred. 

“Are you drunk?” she asked. 

“Never mind that!” I said.  “You’re past curfew.” 

“Good – you can tell time,” she said.  “Good that you’re not so drunk that you can’t –” 

“You’re fucking grounded!” I shouted.  “For a week!  No – a month!” 

“What?  Seriously?” she asked.  “You can’t ground me!” 

“I can’t?” I spat.  “Watch me.  Go to your fucking room.  You think you’re going to prom tomorrow?  Well, think again, little girl.  If you leave this fucking house, I’m calling the cops.  I’m telling them that you stole….the…

um…my credit card.  I’m telling them that your little friend’s doing drugs.  What was his name?  Chad?  How would that look on your records?  Being arrested?  Good luck getting into a good school with that hanging over you.” 

I knew it wasn’t the best argument.  If I’d made that call, the cops would’ve laughed me off the phone.  They weren’t in the habit of enforcing a teenaged girl’s punishment for breaking curfew.  But I was drunk, and more importantly, she was a kid.  One mention of calling the cops, and she’d lost all sense of bravado. 

“You wouldn’t,” she half-whispered. 

“Try me,” I said. 

“I’m calling mom!” she screamed. 

“Fine – do it,” I said, knowing that Erin had no hope of reaching her mother.  “She’ll back me up.” 

“I just…I don’t…God, you’re such an asshole!” she yelled before stomping off.  And for the first time in almost two months, I felt like a man again.  I fell asleep that night, thinking that I might have turned a corner. 



Chapter Nine

 

 

I knew Theresa would disagree with my drunken decision, but I stuck to my guns.  I wasn’t going to let a teenaged girl walk all over me.  I was the adult.  The parent.  The man.  And even if I was wrong, I wasn’t about to admit as much.  So, Erin had spent the entire day in her room crying about missing the impending dance. 

Part of me thought she was going to sneak out anyway, but my threats, while not terribly believable to anyone with even the vaguest sense of how the law works, were effective.  She didn’t sneak out.  Nor did she come out of her room at all.  Instead, as far as I could tell, she didn’t emerge from her room until Sunday afternoon, when her mother walked into the house. 

As soon as Theresa walked into the house, I knew I’d fucked up.  It wasn’t hard to figure out, either, because she stormed into the house, slamming the door in her wake.  Erin greeted her, and they had a conversation I couldn’t hear.  I stood, readying myself for the argument I had been expecting ever since I’d woken up on Saturday morning. 

But the argument didn’t come – not at first, at least.  Theresa simply said something her daughter, who then went upstairs. 

My wife stalked toward me, her high heels clicking on the hardwood floors as she covered the short distance in only a few seconds.  And without warning, she reached back and slapped me across the face.  Pain erupted from my cheek as I lost my balance, falling to the floor. 

“You fucking asshole!” she screamed, looming over me.  “I told you!  I told you this was important!  And what do you do?  The one fucking thing you knew I’d disagree with!  Fuck you, Carl.  This is it.  This is the last straw!” 

“She broke curfew!” I spat.  “I had to do something!” 

“She’s not your daughter!” Theresa yelled.  “You robbed her of a once-in-a-lifetime experience.  She’ll never get that back.  And none of her friends are going to understand, either.” 

“Fuck her friends,” I said, pushing myself to my feet.  “She needs discipline.  You let her walk all over me. 

Well, not anymore, Theresa.  Not anymore.  I’m done letting her –” 

“Not anymore,” she echoed, and for the briefest second, I thought she was agreeing with me.  “We’re done. 

We’re finished.” 

“W-what?” I stammered. 

“You heard what I said,” she stated.  “I’m done babysitting you.  You’re broken, and I can’t afford to deal with you while I’m raising my daughter.  It’s bad enough when it’s just your life you’re ruining.  But when you bring Erin into it?  When you drag her down to your level?  That’s where I have to draw the line.  I love you, Carl.  I do.  But this is too much.  I can’t deal with it anymore.” 

“But…b-but…I don’t…w-where am I supposed to go?” I stuttered, feeling tears welling up in my eyes.  I’d never been much of a crier, but the cascade of emotions dousing my mind were just too much.  Everything – from getting fired to being the butt of my ex-coworkers’ jokes to being misidentified as a teenager – drowned out my masculine pride, and I wept like I hadn’t since I was a child. 

“I’m sorry,” Theresa said. 

“You…y-you don’t mean it,” I said. 

“I do,” was her reply.  “You can stay in the guest room until we figure everything out.” 

“I don’t –” 

“I’m done talking about it, Carl,” she stated with a finality said I wouldn’t get through to her anytime soon. 

“Just go.  I don’t want to see you right now.” 

I nodded.  “I…I understand,” I said before dragging myself upstairs and into the guest bedroom.  Like every other room in the house, it was tastefully decorated, but I barely noticed.  My marriage had just ended, and there was nothing I could do about it.  So, I collapsed onto the bed and let my tears fall where they may. 

I lay there all night – from seven in the evening until the morning – thinking about all the ways I might win back Theresa’s trust.  But aside from begging, I couldn’t come up with a single way I might make things better.  She was too angry.  I’d crossed too many lines.  And I’d become more of a burden than I was worth.  In her position, I might’ve made the same choice myself. 

But I was never a quitter.  So, summoning what courage I had left, I rose from the bed, went to the bathroom to wash my face, and descended the stairs to play the only card I had left.  Luckily, Theresa was still home and sitting at the table. 

“I want to talk,” I said. 

“What’s there to talk about?” was her question.  Her own eyes looked red-rimmed, but I couldn’t be sure if she’d been crying as well. 

“I want to make this work,” I said. 

“I don’t,” she responded. 

“Please – I’m sorry, okay?” I said.  “I am.  I was drunk, and I did something stupid.  I’ll do whatever it takes to make things right.” 

“Anything?” she asked. 

“Anything,” I echoed, seeing a ray of hope for the first time since I’d made a really bad decision.  “Whatever you want, I’ll do it.  I need this marriage to work.” 

“Sit down,” she said.  I did, and she rose.  “I’ve talked it over with Erin.  I figured you would say something like this.  So did she.  But here’s the thing – I don’t believe you mean it.  I think you want to stay just because you have no idea what else to do.  You don’t want to be part of this family.  Everything you want is for selfish reasons.” 

It was true.  I couldn’t even begin to deny it, at least to myself.  I needed something in my life to work as it should.  I was on a precipice, staring off into the abyss, and I was scratching and clawing at something, at anything familiar as I tried to keep from falling.  So, I lied.  I told her I loved her more than anything.  I told her I loved Erin. 

I told her that I needed my family. 

And to my surprise, it actually worked. 

“I believe you,” she said. “But Erin won’t.  So, when we talked about it, we set some conditions for you to stay.” 

“C-conditions?” I asked, thinking that I would have to go to therapy or something.  Maybe AA, given my drunken mistake.  I was prepared for that, so I said, “Whatever it takes.” 

She took a deep breath, looking away.  I could recognize her unease.  God, what did she want from me? 

Finally, Theresa turned back to me, saying, “For the rest of the summer, I want you to live as a teenaged girl.” 

I heard it.  I did.  But the words didn’t really register.  It was too weird.  Too out-there.  And I hadn’t expected it at all.  So, I said, “What?” 

“If you want to stay a part of this family, you’ll pose as a teenaged girl for the rest of the summer,” she said. 

“You’ll be my niece.  If you can do it, and if you behave yourself, if you learn your lesson, we can go back to normal.” 

“L-learn something?  What the hell am I supposed to learn from that?” I asked, still in a state of disbelief. 

“Is this about the panties?” 

“No,” she said. “That was a petty mistake.  This is about you seeing what it’s like to be a girl Erin’s age.  It was her idea.  And I agree with it.  I think it’ll be good for you.” 

Good for me.  I almost spat those words back at her and refused.  But I knew that if I did, she’d follow through with the divorce.  Theresa was a lot of things, but indecisive wasn’t one of them.  If she said something, she meant it.  And I knew she meant this. 

But I couldn’t do that, could I?  Likely, it would go the same way as the incident with the panties.  She’d get me dressed up, and then, maybe a day later, she’d realize how ridiculous it all was.  But even that might be too much for my ego to handle.  Even that might break my tenuous grasp with masculine sanity. 

“Four months,” I said. 

“For the rest of our lives together,” she stated.  “Do this, and I know you’re serious.” 

I wanted to get up and run to my car.  I wanted to drive away as fast as its four-hundred-plus horsepower could take me.  I wanted to yell and scream and refuse.  But I couldn’t.  I needed my marriage.  I needed it more than I’d needed anything in my whole life.  So, I said the words which would seal my fate. 

“Okay,” I said.  “I’ll…I-I’ll do it.” 



Chapter Ten

 

 

 

“I’m not joking,” said Theresa, handing me an armful of bottles.  “Strip down, go in there, and follow the direction.  Blue bottle first.  Red second.  And you’re very familiar with a variant of the green bottle, which goes last.” 

I held the bottles to my chest, my eyes pleading with her to change her mind.  It was one thing to say I was going to do it, but it was quite another to actually begin the process.  My heart was beating out of my chest, and I hadn’t even taken my first steps yet.  What would happen when it came time to actually assume my new identity? 

How would I react when I looked in the mirror and saw myself wearing a dress? 

I almost dropped it all, right then and there, chalking my marriage up as a failure.  But as soon as that thought crossed my mind, a creeping darkness crept over my mind.  I knew that if I lost Theresa, my world would cease to exist.  I’d be lost, adrift, and completely devoid of a sense of self-worth.  I’d never recover. 

So, I did as she said, turning and going into the bathroom.  I closed the door behind me and started undressing.  I was only wearing a pair of sweatpants and a tee-shirt – my uniform since I’d been fired, it seemed – so it didn’t take long before I was stark naked.  I hefted the blue bottled, reading the directions: Apply to all skin below the eyebrows.  Leave for seven minutes, then wash off with warm water.  Repeat if desired results are not achieved. 

  

I read it three times over to make sure I hadn’t misread the directions.  The last thing I wanted was to do it wrong, and not just because it would annoy my already angry wife.  These were experimental treatments, and if I strayed from the directions by even an inch, the consequences could be dire.  So, I did exactly as instructed, slathering what felt like lotion all over my body.  I got it in every single crack and crevice, not missing a single patch of skin.  By the time I’d finished, it had already started to tingle.  And when it had been there for seven minutes, it was almost burning.  I couldn’t jump in the shower quickly enough. 

The lathered substance washed off easily, taking my body hair with it.  I watched as I saw it circling the drain, mingled with the sudsy substance.  That was phase one.  I stepped out of the shower and patted myself dry; my skin still tingled, but it was fading quickly.  After I was dry, I picked up the red bottle and read the directions: Apply liberally around genitals.  Wash hands.  Then, leave for thirty minutes, then remove via hot water.  Do not use more than once a year. 

  

My genitals.  I was about to put some unknown substance on my pride and joy.  Was I willing to go that far? 

And what was it about a year?  What if I screwed it up?  What were the side effects?  God, what were the primary effects, for that matter?  I was flying blind and terrified to be doing so. 

I was in the midst of a crisis of indecision when there was a pounding on the door.  “Don’t take all day!” my wife said through the door, jerking me back to reality.  I’d already made my decision, and my reasoning stood.  I couldn’t live without Theresa.  I had to do what she wanted. 

So, I decided to follow the bottle’s directions, saying, “This one has to be on for thirty minutes.” 

“Ah, good,” she said. “You’re on that one.” 

I didn’t like her tone, but I wasn’t about to say anything else.  Instead, I slathered the foul-smelling concoction on my penis and testicles, making sure to coat them “liberally”.  Then, I settled down to wait.  After five minutes, a sharp tingle erupted in my groin.  It wasn’t overwhelming, but it was definitely noticeable.  After ten, that tingle had increased to become mildly painful.  And then, at fifteen, that pain hit a crescendo that felt like someone had jabbed me with succession of hot needles.  That lasted fifteen seconds before stopping completely, and the feeling was soon replaced by a feeling of numbness. 

“Oh, God,” I whispered.  But as terrified as I was, I didn’t dare wash the stuff off until the thirty minutes had elapsed.  When I was finally able to, I did so with as much speed as I could, expecting to see a mangled mess of blisters – or worse – where my genitals had been.  However, when the substance had been cleared, I was surprised to see that everything looked much as it had before the cream had been applied.  In fact, everything seemed perfectly normal, which was somehow scarier. 

But there was nothing for it but to forge ahead.  I seized the last bottle and read the directions:

 

 Apply to all bare skin.  Lather into hair.  Leave for one hour.  Repeat every day for one week until desired results are achieved. 



I recognized those as the same directions I’d followed from the face cream my wife had given me.  So, this was the same stuff, I thought.  And I knew what the purpose was – to soften and de-age my skin.  That made sense. 

My skin had never been as rough as some men’s, but it was still quite plainly masculine.  And just as plainly, it didn’t belong on a teenaged boy, much less a girl.  Somehow, knowing the cream’s purpose made it all easier, and I didn’t hesitate to coat my whole body with it.  When I was done, I looked like someone had slathered mayonnaise all over my body and in my hair. 

Then, as before, I settled down to wait.  I was hyper-sensitive to any sensations coming from my skin, but I didn’t feel anything as I waited.  In fact, I grew quite bored.  But in the end, I followed the directions exactly.  When I finally removed it in the shower, I couldn’t deny that everything felt a little softer, a little smoother, but it wasn’t quite as dramatic a change as I might have expected. 

But finishing the last cream meant that the next phase of my transformation would soon be afoot.  I didn’t really know what to expect, but I knew it would be humiliating.  However, I’d already taken the first steps, and I wasn’t about to give up now.  After all, I’d already convinced myself that Theresa would see the error of her ways well before I made it to the end of the summer.  Soon, she’d be apologizing for putting me through all of this. 

With that in mind, I wrapped a towel around my waist, and stepped out of the bathroom.  And I saw both Theresa and Erin waiting on me.  Before I could even react, Erin grabbed my towel, snatching it from around my waist. 

“Not like that,” she said, tossing it to me. “Around your chest like a proper girl.” 

I was so embarrassed that she’d seen me that I immediately did as she’d ordered.  But my relief was short-lived, as Theresa said, “Now, take it back off.  We’re all girls here.  You’ve got nothing to hide.” 

“B-but…Erin’s…” 

“Not interested in your dinky, little thing,” she said.  “Just take off the towel, or we’ll take it off you ourselves.” 

I’d heard that before.  Like mother, like daughter, I guessed.  And I could recognize the steely resolution in both set of eyes.  I knew better than to argue.  Or resist.  All thoughts of refusal fled my mind under their determined eyes.  I didn’t doubt that, even if I did manage to resist, they’d have it their way regardless.  So, with a sigh, I closed my eyes and discarded my towel. 

“Oh, my God,” breathed Erin.  “It’s already shrinking!” 

“For goodness’ sake, Erin,” said Theresa.  “I told you it won’t shrink.  That’s not what it does.” 

“Then that’s as big as it normally gets?” she said, and I wilted under the accusation.  I had never been particularly proud of my manhood; I knew it wasn’t huge.  But I’d managed to convince myself that it was average, at least.  Erin’s words put that lie to the test. 

“If you can’t act like an adult, I’ll do this on my own,” said Theresa. 

“Sorry, mom,” Erin said. “I’ll be good.” 

Throughout the whole exchange, I’d kept my eyes closed.  It was almost like if I couldn’t see them, they couldn’t see me.  It was silly, but I was in no state of mind for rationality. 

“Open your eyes, Chloe,” Theresa ordered. 

I did, asking, “Chloe?” 

“That’s your name,” Erin said.  “I picked it out.  It’s so girly.  I thought it fit.” 

I almost groaned, but I managed to keep my emotions in check.  Or as in check as possible in that situation. 

“Fine,” I said, trying to ignore my own nudity.  “Whatever.” 

Theresa circled me, and I shivered under her inspection.  When she’d made two full circuits, she said, 

“Good.  You followed all the directions.  For the next seven days, you’re going to reapply the green bottle.  After that, you’ll adopt a normal skincare regimen as dictated by Erin.  Do you understand?” 

I nodded, my heart settling into my throat. 

“Good,” Theresa said, leaning down and grabbing something from the pile of clothes on the bed.  She handed it to me, and I realized she’d given me a pair of panties.  The cut wasn’t quite as juvenile as the pair she’d made me wear before, but they certainly weren’t meant for adults.  Teal, with green trim, they looked like the sort of panties a parent might buy her daughter.  I was certain that Erin’s panty drawer was filled with far more risqué lingerie.  “Put those on.” 

With trembling hands, I lowered the underwear and stepped into them.  With eagerness born of compromised modesty, I pulled them up.  I felt ridiculous.  And wrong.  And violated.  But I didn’t say a word.  I knew it would

do no good.  After all, if I complained, Theresa would just call off the deal.  I couldn’t stomach that. 

“Tuck yourself away,” Theresa said.  “It’s not a big bulge, but it’s still more noticeable than we might like.” 

I tried to do as she ordered, but it wasn’t to her liking.  “You’re going to have to get better at that if you’re going to make it through the summer.  You think this is embarrassing but imagine someone finding out you’re a grown man pretending to be a teenaged girl.  I don’t think your reputation could survive.” 

I adjusted myself, and she gave her tentative approval, telling me that I needed to watch some videos to improve my technique.  All the while, Erin stood by, a satisfied smile on her face.  I wanted to slap it off her, but I knew exactly how that would turn off.  After all, she was bigger than me in every respect, and probably stronger too.  Not only would such an action ruin any chances of ever salvaging my marriage, it would also result in a beating. 

“Erin,” said Theresa.  “I think you picked out some of your old clothes for Chloe to wear.” 

Erin’s grin widened.  “Oh, I definitely did,” she said, and from the pile of clothes, she produced a pair of denim shorts and a cap-sleeved tee-shirt that had a unicorn on it.  She threw them at me, saying, “A little on the young side for you, but I think it’ll do until we can get you something a little more age-appropriate.” 

Age-appropriate.  I almost laughed at the term as I beheld the clothes they expected me to wear.  I stared at them for a long moment before Theresa said, “C’mon.  Put them on.  We’ve got a lot to do before we go to the mall.” 

“T-the mall?” I asked. 

“Of course,” my wife said.  “We’ve got to get you your own wardrobe.  You don’t want to wear Erin’s hand-me-downs, do you?” 

I didn’t want to wear any of it.  But I didn’t say that.  I simply shook my head. 

“Good,” she said. “Then put them on.  Oh, and don’t forget this.” 

She tossed another garment at me, and it didn’t take me long to recognize a training bra.  Jesus.  They were serious.  “I…I don’t know…h-how,” I said.  “To put it on, I mean.” 

Erin grinned.  “I’ll help!” she said in an overly cheerful voice.  “Just put your arms through.  There you go. 

Now just fasten the hooks.  That’s it.  Just imagine – in a couple of years, maybe the boob fairy will visit you, and you can graduate to a real bra!” 

I pulled away.  It was silly to let her get under my skin like that – after all, I was wearing a pre-teen’s underwear – but I couldn’t hide my annoyance.  “Let’s just get this over with,” I said. 

“Oh,” said Theresa, going to the nearby dresser where she’d put her bag.  She rummaged in it for a second before producing a spray bottle.  “That reminds me.  Open your mouth.” 

I did, and a second later, she’d sprayed some mint-flavored liquid down my throat.  “Hold it there for a second,” she said.  “Now, again.” 

She repeated the process seven or eight more times before she was satisfied.  “What was – oh…oh, God,” I said.  My voice, which had never been the deepest in the world, had risen in pitch.  “W-what did you do?” 

“You can’t walk around looking like you’re going to look and talking like a man,” she said.  “I just fixed it. 

Don’t worry – it’ll wear off in a couple of months, just like everything else.” 

Months.  God, even if Theresa came to her senses, I would be stuck with a veritable laundry list of changes. 

A higher-pitched voice, a smooth body, and whatever she’d done to my penis.  I could only hope that nothing turned out to be permanent. 

“Get dressed,” said Erin. 

“Don’t rush her,” Theresa admonished.  “Chloe’s just getting used to the idea of being a girl.  Let her enjoy it.” 

“Enjoy it?” I asked in my ridiculous voice.  I sounded like a twelve-year-old girl, which I suppose was the point.  However, realizing that didn’t make it any easier to live with. “Are you insane?” 

“Point taken,” said Theresa, smiling.  “I guess ‘enjoy’ might have been a strong word.  But you do need to get dressed, sweetie.  Like I said before, we have a lot to do before you’re ready.” 

I didn’t say anything else before I slipped the shorts up my legs.  They were a little loose, but they otherwise fit well, so long as I didn’t pay attention to the fact that they were quite a bit too short to be from the boys’ section. 

The tee-shirt, though, fit perfectly, and it looked even less masculine than the shorts.  After Erin handed me a pair of her socks and old sneakers – saying that they were from when she was a “little girl”, of course – I slipped them over my feet. 

“Okay,” I said. “I’m ready.” 

Both of them laughed, and Erin said, “Not by a long shot.  Come with me.” 

I looked at Theresa, who nodded, and I followed my stepdaughter to her room, where she pushed me into her vanity.  “This is the best day of my life, you know,” she said.  “And you know what makes it even better?  Aside

from the fact that this all fits you so perfectly, I mean?” I didn’t answer.  Instead, I just stared into the mirror, wishing it was all a dream.  Or more aptly put, a nightmare.  So, she said, “The best part is that if you do anything I don’t like for the next few months, I can derail this whole thing.  All I have to do is tell mom that I don’t think you’ve learned your lesson, and all of it will have been for nothing.  That’s what I love about this.  Now, don’t move.  Your hair’s short, but it’s long enough to work with.” 

Over the next hour, my stepdaughter styled my hair, teasing me the whole way.  Then, she spent another thirty minutes doing my makeup, explaining what she was doing so I could “learn to do it myself”.  And throughout it all, I managed to avoid looking directly at my reflection.  I just focused on something in the mirror’s background, blurring my face.  So, when she said, “Ta-da!” I was incredibly surprised at how I looked. 

I reached up, touching my face.  “I…I look like…” 

“A thirteen-year-old girl,” she said.  “That’s what you are, now, by the way.  You’re Chloe Rebecca Forrester, my little cousin.  Your father’s Carl’s brother, and he and his wife sent you here because you didn’t have any friends back home.” 

“I…I don’t know what to say,” I stated because I literally no other words came to mind.  Erin was right.  I did look like a young girl.  It was uncanny.  My hair had been styled in a pixie cut and my makeup looked age-appropriate, which is to say, barely there.  I knew it was an illusion.  She’d spent far too long for that natural of a look. 

As if reading my mind, Erin said, “Yeah – the makeup’s necessary, right now.  But in a week or so, mom says it won’t be.  Your skin will normalize, and – well, who cares about the science, right?  It just works.  And before long, you’ll be ready to really strut your stuff.” 

“Girls!” Theresa called from down the hall.  “Are you ready?” 

“Yes, mom!” Erin said.  “Chloe looks great.” 

“Good,” was Theresa’s shouted response.  After a few heavy footsteps echoed down the hall, she poked her head through the door.  “Let’s go shopping.” 

Chapter Eleven

 

 



The entire ride in the car was absolutely excruciating, and not just because of what I was wearing.  For close to thirty minutes, all Theresa and Erin could talk about was how pretty I was going to look in all my new clothes. 

They discussed which shops they wanted to visit first, what styles I should try – the consensus seemed to center on the most feminine things possible – and how many pairs of shoes I should have.  If I hadn’t just endured what I had, it would have easily been the most embarrassing half hour of my life.  I was almost thankful when we pulled into the mall’s parking lot. 

“I think we should go to Forever 21 first,” announced Erin.  “I know Chloe will just love that style.” 

“You’re the expert,” allowed Theresa.  “But she doesn’t need to look like a slut.” 

“I know, mom,” Erin said, rolling her eyes.  She opened the door, but before she exited the front seat of Theresa’s SUV, she said, “Just trust me.” 

“I do,” my wife said.  “And so does Chloe.”  She turned around to ask, “Don’t you, Chloe?” 

God, I hated that name.  It was so unmistakably feminine, which only served to remind me that I, too, was just as effeminate as my new name.  I shifted uncomfortably in my seat, not knowing what to say.  I most assuredly did not trust my stepdaughter.  She was far more vindictive than I could’ve every anticipated, and the power she’d been given over me had gone to her head.  If I was a gambling man, I would’ve bet that she’d have me looking like a complete fool. 

But that wasn’t what Theresa wanted to hear.  She needed for me to make an effort.  She needed me to trust her daughter.  So, I sighed, “Yeah.  I trust her.” 

“Good,” she said, smiling.  “Glad you’re taking this so well, but from now on, you need to act like a proper young lady.  That means when you address an adult, you will refer to them as ma’am or sir.  And from here until the end of the summer, you’ll call me Aunt Theresa.  Do you understand?” 

I swallowed hard.  “Yeah,” I said.  “I mean, yes, ma’am.” 

“Come on!” said an excited Erin as she poked her head back in the car.  “We’ve got a whole wardrobe to buy.” 

Theresa let out a strained laugh.  I could tell it was hard for her seeing me like that.  But for now, she was committed.  It would take a little time and distance for her to see it for what it was.  Once she did, I was sure she’d end the farce.  But that didn’t help me right then.  In fact, it made it that much more difficult to get out of the car. 

I was rooted in place.  The prospect of going out in public as a girl terrified me.  “W-what if someone recognizes me?” I asked in my horribly high-pitched voice. 

“They won’t,” assured Theresa.  “If you’d let yourself see it, there’s no way anybody will ever connect the pretty, little thing I’m looking at to the man I married.” 

“But what if –” 

“Come on!” Erin said impatiently.  “Nobody’s going to know who you were.  Let’s do this, okay?” 

“So – what’s it going to be, Chloe?” asked Theresa.  “We can turn around right now.  We can go home, and you can start packing your bags.  Or we can do what we came here to do.  You can try on some clothes.  And you can earn your way back into our marriage.  It’s your choice.” 

I closed my eyes, thinking.  I’d already come so far.  I couldn’t quit.  Not now.  I had to keep going. 

Resolved, I opened my eyes, set my jaw, and said, “Okay.  Let’s go.” 

“She’s so cute when she’s trying to be serious!” Erin exclaimed. 

“Shut up,” I muttered, pushing my way out of the car, keenly aware of my attire.  I pushed it out of my mind as the pair led me toward the huge mall. 







“I like the red top best,” said Theresa, fixing me with a look of appraisal.  “It’s more modest.” 

“That’s my point, mom,” Erin said, thrusting a blue top into my hands.  “It’s too modest.  What do you want her to look like?  A nun?” 

“She hardly looks like a nun,” Theresa pointed out, and I had to agree.  The blue top in question hugged my thin frame enough to clearly show the outline of my training bra.  But the red one showed more than two inches of midriff.  I didn’t want to wear either one, but if I was forced to pick, the blue one would’ve had my vote.  However, 

neither had asked my opinion about anything so far, and I didn’t think that would soon change. 

I felt like we’d been shopping all day.  I couldn’t be sure, though – there were no clocks anywhere we went, and Theresa had confiscated my phone the moment I’d agreed to endure her scheme to turn me into a teenaged girl. 

In any case, we’d already bought thousands of dollars’ worth of clothes, and neither Erin nor Theresa seemed keen on stopping. 

They were all bad, but the worst was when we’d gone to Victoria’s Secret.  They’d bought all sorts of underwear for me, and in a myriad of colors.  But as uncomfortable as that experience was, the most humiliating part was having to try everything on.  Erin had called it “part of the experience”.  I’d called it something far less flattering. 

“Just have her try them on,” Erin said.  “We’ll see which one looks best.” 

“I have to go to the bathroom,” I blurted, hoping to somehow get out of having to try on yet more clothes. 

Theresa sighed.  “Erin, can you take her to the restroom?” she asked.  “I don’t want her wandering off.” 

“But mom –” 

“But Aunt Theresa –” 

We both spoke in unison, which earned us a sharp look.  “Behave,” Theresa said.  “And I don’t want to hear another word of complaint.  Okay?” 

“Yes, ma’am,” we both said. 

“Come on,” Erin said, grabbing my wrist and dragging me from the store.  I couldn’t even remember the place’s name, we’d gone to so many shops. 

“I’m old enough to go to the bathroom by myself,” I muttered. 

“Yeah, well, I don’t care,” Erin said.  “Mom said to take you, so I’m taking you.  So quit whining.” 

I grunted a less-than-feminine expression, and she threatened to tell Theresa.  “No!” I said.  “Don’t.  I didn’t…I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean –” 

“Okay – so, here’s the thing,” she said, wheeling me around to face her.  “Mom wants you to enjoy this or something.  I don’t know why, but if you say you like something, she’ll probably buy what you want.  So, here’s the deal – agree with me.  No matter what I suggest, you say you want what I want.  Got it?” 

“I’m not going to –” 

“Or I could just tell mom what you just said,” Erin pointed out, grinning evilly.  “That’s always a possibility.  I mean, we could go back right now, and –” 

“No!” I said. “Fine.  I’ll do it.  Whatever you want, okay?  Just don’t tell her.” 

“Deal,” Erin said.  “Now, let’s find a bathroom.” 

She escorted me through the mall, and I felt like every single eye was on me.  However, the most disconcerting part was being noticed by young, teenaged boys.  And they hadn’t learned enough to stare discreetly. 

I wanted nothing more than to sink into the floor so nobody could see me. 

But then we got to the public restrooms, and I stopped in my tracks. 

“What’s wrong now?” Erin asked in an exaggeratedly exhausted tone. 

“I…I can’t go in there,” I said.  “That’s the women’s room.” 

“Oh, my God, Chloe,” Erin said.  “Get it through your thick skull – you’re a girl.  Girls’ use the women’s restroom.  So let’s go.” 

I couldn’t move.  It was like, despite everything that had happened, in spite of the way I looked, none of it felt real.  But if I went in that bathroom, I was sure that it would effectively close the door behind my transformation.  It was silly.  It didn’t make sense.  But it was how I felt, all the same. 

“I’ll drag you in there if I have to,” Erin threatened.  “Or I’ll go get mom to.” 

That brought me out of my stupor, and I forced myself take a step.  Then another.  One foot in front of the other until I was inside the restroom.  And as I looked around, it seemed anticlimactically normal.  It was much like any number of public restrooms I’d been in, save the fact that there were no urinals, only stalls.  That almost made me feel better.  So did the fact that it was otherwise empty. 

“Don’t forget to sit,” Erin instructed. 

“What?” I asked, confused. 

“When you pee,” Erin said.  “You have to sit.  We don’t want someone coming in here and seeing you peeing like a guy.” 

“Oh,” I said.  “O-okay.” 

Without any other delay, I slipped into one of the stalls, unfastened my denim shorts, and pulled them down my thighs.  I sat and relieved myself, and when I was finished, I pulled my panties – God, my panties – back up, careful to tuck myself properly.  It was uncomfortable, but I’d learned it was necessary.  More than once, one of the shop attendants had been present when I was trying on clothes.  If anyone saw a bulge down there, I’d be found out. 

And that was the last thing I wanted. 

After pulling up my shorts and fastening them closed, I flushed the toilet and rejoined Erin, who said, “Wash your hands.” 

“I know how to go to the bathroom,” I said, sounding like a petulant child. 

The rest of the bathroom visit was uneventful, and soon, we rejoined Theresa in the shop.  However, when we got there, she was talking to a man – a familiar man who turned to face us as we approached. 

“And who is this little cutie?” asked Trevor Franks in that singsong voice adults use when referring to children.  I wanted to punch him in his handsome face.  “I didn’t know you had two daughters.” 

Theresa smiled.  “I don’t,” she said.  “This is my niece, Chloe.  She’s staying with us for the summer.” 

He extended his hand, and instinctively, I took it.  However, the dynamic was all wrong.  He didn’t squeeze. 

He just shook it in an exaggerated manner, saying, “Pleased to meet you, miss.” 

“Y-yeah…I mean…y-yes, sir,” I stammered.  “Pleased to meet you, too.” 

“God,” said Erin, rolling her eyes.  She gripped my upper arm, pulling me away.  “We’ve got work to do, mom.  You mind?” 

“Not at all,” Theresa said. “Trevor was just saying he had to go.  It was good seeing you again.” 

“Good seeing you, too,” the man said. “And tell Carl that I said there were no hard feelings.  It was horrible how all that went down.  He didn’t get a fair shake.” 

“I’ll let him know,” Theresa said. 

Trevor said his goodbyes once again and left the store.  When he was gone, Theresa said, “Now – let’s get the rest of our shopping done.” 





Chapter Twelve

 

 

“But I don’t want to go to dance!” I said, stamping my foot like a spoiled child.  I didn’t care.  If they wanted to treat me like a kid, then I could damn well act like one.  “That wasn’t part of the deal!” 

“The deal was that you’d play the part of a teenaged girl,” Theresa said calmly, her voice a direct counter to my own hysterical tone.  “And I’ve always thought little girls should do ballet.  It builds grace, character, and social skills.  So, you’re going.  I’ve already bought your leotards and tights, and I don’t intend for them to go to waste.” 

I knew I wasn’t going to win the argument, just like I hadn’t gotten the better of “Aunt Theresa” anytime in the past week.  That first night as Chloe, I’d been forced to put on a fashion show for my family’s benefit, modeling all the new clothes – including the underwear – they’d bought for me.  The experience had left me exhausted, humiliated, and wondering if I could ever manage to go on.  That night, I’d cried myself to sleep. 

And the last week hadn’t been any better.  It was one thing enduring taunts from Erin or being treated like a child by Theresa, but it was something else entirely to be treated as such by people who should have known better. 

My wife’s friends, like Megan, a smoke show of a brunette who looked like she should be a fitness model, didn’t even begin to recognize me.  Neither did Erin’s friend, Iris, who had taken great pleasure in giving me fashion tips. 

And I’d been forced to nod excitedly, like I was getting the best education a “girl” like me could hope for.  It was hell.  Plain and simple.  There was no other word for it. 

“Don’t I get a say in this?” I asked.  “What if I want to play softball?  Or do gymnastics?  Or…or…” 

“Do you want to do any of those things?” asked Theresa. 

“Well, no – but I –” 

“You’re going to dance class,” Theresa stated, a sense of finality to her tone.  “Three times a week for the next four months, and I don’t want to hear another word of complaint out of you, young lady.” 

I knew it was an act.  The words sounded forced.  She didn’t want to address me like a child.  But she’d backed herself into a corner.  She had no choice but to forge ahead.  I could only hope that soon, she would come to her senses. 

“Fine,” I said, throwing my hands up dramatically.  “Whatever.  I’ll be a little ballerina, I guess.” 

“Good,” said Theresa.  “I’m glad we’re on the same page.” 

I let out an audible groan.  “You have no idea how infuriating this is!” I huffed before storming off. I didn’t stop until I got to my room.  I slammed the door and threw myself onto my bed.  I clutched my fists, screaming wordlessly into my pillow. 

My room.  My bed.  My pillow.  The guestroom had been converted for my use.  Painted a soft pink and decorated with white furniture, it looked like the bedroom of a spoiled princess.  My bedclothes were trimmed in lace, and my closet was bursting with all the latest fashions.  I had my own vanity, my own bathroom, and a collection of makeup and hair products that would make a professional stylist blush.  More, I was expected to learn how to use them to good effect; my nightly routine had grown to include over an hour of makeup and skincare tutorials.  And after only a week, I was getting pretty good. 

It was depressing, but I’d come to think of the space as my sanctuary.  There, I didn’t have to deal with Erin commenting about how pretty I was.  Or about how all the boys were going to love me.  She’d even offered to set me up with one of her friends’ little brothers.  I treated it like a joke, but I was deathly afraid that she was completely serious.  It was the sort of thing she’d do.  And Theresa had already shown that she wasn’t above giving Erin free reign where I was concerned. 

A week.  I’d barely even begun, and I was already at my wit’s end.  How in the world was I ever going to last four whole months?  September seemed so far away – a lifetime, in fact – and I was sure I’d unravel well before then. 

I turned around to lie on my back and stare at my pink-trimmed ceiling fan as I wallowed in self-pity.  Then, Erin burst into my room and tossed a package onto my bed beside me. 

“Don’t you know how to knock?” I said, not looking up. 

“No,” she said.  “I never learned.  Now, put those on.  You’ve got dance in an hour.” 

I let out a wordless groan as I slid off the bed.  I knew I didn’t have a choice.  I had to go.  But that didn’t mean that I had to like it. 







I looked around the ballet studio, feeling distinctly out of place, and it wasn’t just because I was a thirty-eight-year-old man posing as a teenaged girl.  Even if I’d been an actual girl, I wouldn’t have belonged in that particular class, which was comprised mostly of five- or six-year-olds.  It was one of the few times in my life where I was actually taller than most of the people around me, though it wasn’t a comfort. 

“Are you looking for a different class?” came a soft but authoritative voice.  I turned to see a girl about my apparent age.  She was brunette, with olive skin and fine, almost sculpted features.  Her eyes were shaped like almonds.  To put it mildly, she cut quite the striking figure, despite her youth. 

“N-no,” I said, suddenly feeling self-conscious.  And why not?  I was wearing a pink leotard that had this disturbing habit of riding up.  More, it left almost nothing to the imagination.  I felt almost naked.  “Miss Diaz told me I’d be in this class.” 

“Oh – you’re Erin’s little cousin!” she said, a genuine smile spreading across her face.  “I’m sorry.  I knew you were going to be here.  I just thought you’d be younger, based on her description.  How old are you, anyway?” 

“Thirteen,” I lied.  “Fourteen next month.” 

“Me too!” she said.  “Not the next month thing, but I’m thirteen, too.  I don’t turn fourteen until August.” 

“Um…cool,” I said.  “So – why are you here?” 

“I’m the instructor!” she said.  “Student instructor, actually.  I teach a couple classes a week, and I get to come here for free.  It’s not bad, though.  Mostly, I get to help little girls.  But it’ll be nice to teach somebody who actually understands what she’s supposed to do.” 

“Y-yeah,” I said, looking away.  “Sounds great.” 

“But what about you?” the girl asked.  “You’re just starting ballet?” 

I shrugged.  “My mom and dad never let me do it,” I said, reciting the lie I’d been given.  “But since I’m here for the summer, Aunt Theresa thought there was no reason I couldn’t do what I’ve always wanted to do.” 

“That’s so awesome!” said the perpetually cheerful girl.  “I wish I could be like that sometimes.” 

I smiled at the compliment.  I knew it didn’t really apply to me, but it was a nice change of pace for someone to act genuinely friendly without patronizing me. 

“Um…w-what’s your name?” I asked. 

“Oh, crap – I almost forgot,” she said.  “I’m Hayley.  Hayley Greene.” 

“Nice to meet you, Hayley,” I said. 

“Nice to meet you, too!” she said, her excitement infectious.  “But I guess we need to get to it.  These little girls get a little antsy if I don’t keep them occupied.  Just follow my lead, and you’ll get this in no time.” 

She then had us line up – God, I felt ridiculous – and go through a series of exercises.  At first, I only gave a half-hearted effort; nobody said I had to actually try.  But over the course of the lesson, I couldn’t help but strain for Hayley’s approval.  And before I knew it, I was getting into it in a way that surprised me. 

That’s not to say that I was good.  I wasn’t.  God, I wasn’t.  But what I lacked in skill or grace, I made up for with effort.  And Hayley was there through it all, constantly encouraging me until the very end.  By the time the lesson was over, I was sweating, flushed, and exhausted.  I was grabbing my cover-up from my bag when Hayley approached. 

“You did really good,” she said.  “Like, really good.  You’re a natural at this.” 

“I felt like a clumsy idiot,” I said, smiling good-naturedly.  “But I have to admit that it was fun.” 

“You’ll get better,” Hayley stated.  “I promise that.  But that’s not what I wanted to talk about.  I was just…

um…I was just wondering if you wanted to hang out sometime.  Like, go to the mall or have a sleepover or something.” 

“W-what?” I asked. 

“Or not,” she said.  “I…I don’t know.  I guess I just thought we hit it off, and I don’t have a lot of friends. 

But if you don’t want to, I understand.” 

“No,” I said. “I mean, yeah.  Sure.  Definitely.” 

A broad smile spread across her face, and she threw her arms around me, hugging me tightly.  “I’ll call you!” 

she said.  “We’re going to have so much fun this summer.” 

I honestly don’t know why I said yes.  Hanging out with a girl – especially one her age – should have felt creepy.  But I couldn’t help but feel sorry for her a little bit.  She was beautiful, sure, but she was also awkward. 

She needed a friend.  And I’m not so cold-hearted that I could deny her that. 

Or maybe I needed one, too. 



Chapter Thirteen





“There is no way you actually like that garbage,” said Hayley, yanking the earbud from her ear.  “It’s just noise.  And there’s no way you could even dance to it.” 

“It’s not about dancing!” I insisted, sitting cross-legged on her bed.  “It’s about a feeling, you know?” 

“Like you want to kill someone?” asked my new friend.  “Because that’s what it sounds like that guy wants to do.” 

I groaned, laying back in the bed as dramatically as possible.  How could she not understand something as simple as my favorite band, Rage Against the Machine.  “It’s about frustration and rebellion,” I said. “It’s about sticking it to the man.” 

“How in the world do you even find stuff like this?” she asked, flicking through my playlist.  “I mean, I’ve never even heard of most of these singers.” 

“Bands,” I said.  “And…um…m-my dad liked them.  So, I guess they just grew on me.  But you really need to listen to -” 

“Ugh!” she groaned.  “No more weird music.  Let’s just do something else, okay?” 

Over the past three weeks, Hayley and I had engaged in similar conversations about music, movies, and even books.  Like most teenaged girls, she liked popular singers like Drake, Ariana Grande, and other inane, homogenized music, and her movie taste was little different.  She liked what she thought she was supposed to like, and I had taken it upon myself to introduce her to something different.  However, it hadn’t gone as well as I’d hoped. 

She had flat-out refused to watch past the opening scene of Jaws.  She’d scoffed at listening to Guns ‘n Roses.  And she’d dismissed the idea of reading the Jurassic Park novel, saying that she’d already seen the movie. 

But I was determined to help her discover something other than surface-level entertainment.  She needed to learn to appreciate the classics. 

But that isn’t to say that our friendship hadn’t developed far beyond anything I ever could’ve imagined in such a short time.  Sure, she was my dance instructor, but she’d also become, to my shame, my best friend. 

It wasn’t like I’d planned it or anything.  It had just happened.  She was so easy to like, and apparently, she enjoyed my company.  And despite our differences, we got along famously from our very first meeting until our first sleepover, which was how I found myself sitting on her bedroom trying to force her to enjoy my music.  I looked around – it was a typically decorated room – light-blue walls decorated with all manner of dance memorabilia.  But it seemed surprisingly sterile.  Even my room, which until a few weeks before had been a guest bedroom, seemed more lived-in than Hayley’s. 

“What do you want to do?” I asked. 

“I don’t know,” Hayley said.  “What about truth or dare?” 

“W-what about it?” was my question. 

“C’mon,” she said, sitting up.  “I’ll go first.  I pick truth.” 

I rolled my eyes.  I did not want to participate in a game like that, and not just because most of my backstory was a lie.  If I said the wrong thing, the whole tapestry that was my fictional life would unravel.  However, I didn’t see any way around it. 

“Fine,” I said.  “Truth.  Um…have you ever kissed a boy?” 

Her cheeks darkened in embarrassment.  “No,” she admitted.  “But I almost did at a dance in middle school. 

Jerry Lane.  He was really cute.  But he kind of chickened out at the last minute.  Okay – your turn.” 

“Dare,” I said, not wanting to deal with too many questions. 

She grinned.  “Go downstairs and steal a bottle of my mom’s wine,” she said. 

“W-what?” I asked. “What if she catches me?  What if…w-what if…” 

What if Theresa found out?  Would she be angry?  Would she read something into it?  After all, she knew exactly what I was.  And a man getting a young girl drunk wasn’t something I could easily explain. 

“You picked dare,” she said.  “You have to do it.” 

“Come on, Hayley – pick something else,” I said.  “Anything else.” 

She raised her eyebrow.  “Anything?” she asked. 

“Anything,” I said.  “Whatever you want.” 

She looked thoughtful for a long moment.  “Kiss me,” she said. 

“What? No!” I blurted. 

“Just a peck.  No tongue or anything,” she said.  “It doesn’t mean anything.  I’m letting you off easy.” 

“B-but how?” I asked. 

“Just close your eyes,” she said.  “Put your lips together.” 

My heart beat wildly as I did what she told me to do.  I couldn’t help it.  I didn’t see a way out.  And besides, it was better than getting caught stealing alcohol from her mother.  I waited, extending my neck slightly.  And then I felt something brush against my lips.  But it was soft.  Fuzzy.  My eyes flew open, and I jerked away when I saw the face of her stuffed teddy bear. 

“What the –” 

But Hayley had already collapsed in a fit of giggles.  “I guess Mr. Tibbles is your first kiss now!” she howled, clutching her ribs. 

“That’s not funny!” I insisted, though I couldn’t keep a smile from my face.  “I just…that’s not…okay, it’s kind of funny.” 

Suddenly, I couldn’t stop laughing.  It seemed like it had been such a long time since I’d felt anything like it. 

And God, it felt good.  Really good.  Until her mother burst through her door. 

“If I have to tell you girls one more time to keep it down, there’s going to be hell to pay!” she said.  “Now go to bed.” 

“Yes, ma’am,” we said at the same time, both fighting to keep straight faces.  I think Hayley was more successful, but Mrs. Greene seemed satisfied, so she left us alone.  Once our barely-constrained laughter died down, we both climbed into bed and shut off the lights. 

Suddenly, I was very aware of her close proximity.  There was absolutely nothing sexual about it, though. 

She was just my friend.  And I was hers.  I slept better that night than I had in years. 







The rest of the next couple of months were an exercise in one humiliation after another, most of it stemming from the changes in my own body.  Whatever Theresa had forced me to rub all over my skin had done its work, leaving my skin soft and pliable.  By the end of a month, I would have been hard pressed to convince even a doctor that I wasn’t the age I was pretending to be. 

I think my face was the worst.  Even without makeup, my features were soft, adolescent, and feminine. 

There wasn’t a wrinkle to be seen.  And somehow, that just made me look more girlish.  And on top of that, my body was mostly hairless.  Sure, there was hair, but it was soft and wispy.  However, if I wanted to be completely smooth, Erin pointed out that I’d have to shave my legs and underarms.  Which I did.  At her insistence. 

But if that wasn’t bad enough, there was an issue I discovered soon after my transformation.  Maybe a week had passed before I got the urge to pleasure myself.  But try as I might, I couldn’t get hard.  It wasn’t that my penis was numb; rather, it was like it had become just another appendage.  And as much as I yanked on it, it simply wouldn’t act otherwise, which left me extraordinarily frustrated and more than a little scared. 

Dance was just as frustrating, but in a good way.  I was constantly being upstaged by girls younger than me, but, as Hayley was quick to point out, I was constantly improving.  I’d even been moved up a couple of times, putting me with ten-year-old ballerinas.  And as much as I hated to admit it, I actually enjoyed the exertion of it. 

When I was in the studio, I didn’t have to worry about Erin or my wife.  I could just lose myself in the activity.  And there was definitely something to be said for that. 

Hayley was a big part of it, too.  As our friendship continued to develop, I found that she wasn’t nearly as shallow as I’d first thought.  Sure, her taste in entertainment was much the same as any other girl her age, but she wasn’t a caricature.  She had hopes.  She had dreams.  She was shy and awkward, and I loved her for that almost as much as because she made my predicament a little more bearable. 

It was strange to think, but as the summer wound down, I started to regret the need for our friendship to end. 

I suppose most of that was due to the fact that I’d never really had many friends in my life.  Growing up the way I did, I was the constant target of bullies.  And nobody wanted to put themselves in the line of fire just to be friends with the weird little kid.  So, I’d spent most of my childhood in solitary misery.  And I was okay with that until Hayley showed me just how lonely I’d once been. 

But everything has to end sometime, and I would gladly give up that fledgling friendship for a chance to regain my life.  After all, I wasn’t what I pretended to be.  I wasn’t a girl.  I wasn’t a teenager.  I was a thirty-eight-year-old man who needed to go back to being himself. 

However, that didn’t mean I wouldn’t be sad to see her go. 



Chapter Fourteen

 

 

“I’m proud of you,” said Theresa, wearing a smart business suit.  By contrast, I wore a simple pair of cotton shorts and a tee-shirt that had the word “Princess” emblazoned across the front.  “I honestly didn’t think you could pull it off.” 

I smiled. “Me neither,” I said, my cheeks streaked with tears.  I wiped my eyes, but it did no good.  The tears just kept coming. 

“How did Hayley take it?” was her next question. 

It was the day before “Chloe” was set to return to her parents, and I’d already said my tearful goodbye to my new best friend.  I’d even vowed to “text her everyday”.  It might have been a little cruel, but I intended to hold up my end of the bargain for a few months, then slowly let it peter out until we lost touch entirely.  That was the easiest way I could think of to let her down. 

“About as well as I did, honestly,” I said. 

“I never expected you to make a real friend,” Theresa stated.  “Truly, I never thought you’d agree to do this in the first place.  At every step along the way, I thought you would finally cross the line and give up.  But you surprised me.  In a good way.” 

“What about all the stuff you did to me?” I asked.  “The skin, the…you know…down between my legs…” 

“It’ll wear off in a few weeks,” she said.  “You can even start regrowing your beard.” 

I rubbed my baby-smooth cheeks.  “Honestly?  I don’t miss it,” I said.  “I kind of like the clean-shaven look.” 

She laughed.  “Now that, I never thought I’d hear you say,” she said.  I joined her in laughter, and a few seconds later, it died down.  “It’ll be nice having my husband back, you know.  I’ve been lonely.” 

“Me too,” I said. 

“One more day,” she added, putting her hand on my shoulder. 

“One more day,” I agreed. 

“Why don’t you go up there and pack up all those clothes while I’m at work today?” Theresa suggested. 

“We can take it all to Goodwill tomorrow.” 

I agreed, and after she left for work, I retreated upstairs to do as she’d asked.  I was halfway through the second box when Erin came into my room.  She wore a pair of tight, distressed jeans and a crop top that barely covered her generous bosom. 

“Theresa’s going to freak out if she sees you wearing that,” I said.  “Or if she sees that bikini you bought online.” 

“What are you talking about, brat?” she demanded. 

“Hayley showed me what you two were shopping for online the other day,” I said.  “A thong?  Really?  Do people even wear those in real life?  Outside of Miami or Brazil, I mean.” 

“That’s none of your business,” Erin said. 

I shrugged.  “It’s not like I’m going to tell her,” I said.  “I won’t tell her about the sex toy, either.” 

This time, she couldn’t hide her distress.  “W-what?” she asked. “What sex toy?” 

“The vibrator?  I know you ordered it,” I said. “And I know where you keep it.  Hayley overheard you talking about it Iris, and –” 

She was on me before I knew what had happened.  Pinning me to my bed, she climbed atop me, saying, 

“You need to learn to keep your mouth shut!” 

“Get off me!  Get off!” I demanded, squirming against her ironlike grip.  It did no good.  Not only was she bigger than me, but she was also quite a bit stronger.  I was helpless. 

“No,” she said.  “In fact, I don’t think I want you to go back to being Carl.  I like you like this.” 

“W-what are you –” 

“Yeah,” she said. “I don’t think you’ve learned your lesson.  I think you’re still the same asshole you always were.  And I don’t want you to get off easy.” 

“You can’t keep me like this!” I argued.  “I did everything you wanted.  Theresa already aid I’m going back!” 

“Things change,” Erin said. 

“What are you going to do?” I asked, still struggling to escape.  It was useless, and we both knew it.  I wasn’t getting off that bed until she let me up. 

“What do you think mom would do if she found out you’ve been looking at porn online?” she asked.  “Or what if – you know, somehow – she found out that you’ve been threatening me this whole time?  What if she found out about your plan to divorce her as soon as you get back to normal?” 

“S-she won’t believe any of that!” I spat. 

“What if she found out about your old mistress?” was her next question. 

“W-what?” I asked.  “I don’t…I d-don’t know what you’re talking about!” 

“Sure you do,” Erin said.  “Lisa?  Your old secretary?  Everybody in your office knew.  So did I.  How do you think mom will feel when she finds out about that?  Maybe she’ll think you need a little longer as Chloe.  A year, maybe.” 

“You wouldn’t,” I said. 

Finally, she got off of me.  “I think I would,” she stated.  “Like I said, I like you like this.  And listen – if you don’t want to end up out on the street looking like that, you won’t fight this.  You’ll go along with whatever punishment she suggests.  Do you understand?” 

I was, once again, terrified, but for an altogether new reason.  An apparent fourteen-year-old girl alone on the streets?  I wouldn’t last a day. 

So, I nodded, and Erin smiled.  “I knew you would see it my way,” she said. 







I don’t know which lie – or the one truth – Erin used, but whatever she said, it was enough to elicit the kind of anger I’d rarely seen out of Theresa.  She yelled.  She screamed.  She even threw things.  And all the while, I simply sat there, meekly accepting the verbal punishment.  And then, when she was winding down, she dropped the hammer. 

“Erin’s right,” she said.  “You haven’t learned your lesson.  I know you haven’t.  You’ve just pretended to. 

Because that’s what liars do.  They lie.  They pretend to change, and then they don’t.  How could I be so fucking stupid?” 

She paced back and forth across the living room, seething.  I didn’t dare speak, not even to defend myself.  I didn’t want to mess anything up.  I didn’t want to end up on the streets.  So, I just waited for whatever punishment Theresa had in mind. 

“I want you to stay as Chloe for another year,” she said.  “No – that’s not right.  I wanted to push you out the front door and never see you again.  But Erin, she wants me to forgive you.  She wants me to help you.  She thinks that being Chloe is helping you, and all you need is more time to get yourself on the right track.  I don’t.  I want you to know that.  I want you on the street.  I don’t want to ever see Carl again.” 

“O-okay,” I said. 

“What?” she responded, stopping in her tracks.  She wheeled around.  “You’re okay with this?  You’re not going to complain? You’re not going to beg and plead for me to change my mind.” 

“I…I’ve made mistakes,” I said.  “I know that.  You know that.  And I want to get better.  If you…if y-you and Erin think this will help, then that’s what I’ll do.” 

She rubbed her chin between her thumb and forefinger, momentarily pensive, before saying, “Interesting.  I didn’t expect this.  Maybe you’re not beyond helping.” 

“I hope not,” I said, not sure if I believed it or not. 

“This isn’t going to be like it’s been for the past few months,” she said.  “This isn’t surface-level.  You’re going to be Chloe.  Completely.  Do you understand what that means?” 

I nodded, saying, “I do.” 

“No,” she said.  “You don’t.  But that’s okay.  If you did, you’d have already run for the door.” 



Chapter Fifteen

 

 

If I would’ve had any friends or close family, I would have called them.  That’s what most people would do, right?   As soon as I’d turned eighteen, I left home, and I hadn’t spoken to my father since.  And I wasn’t really the type to make friends – certainly none that would, first, believe me, and second, take me in.  I was alone, but for Theresa and Erin, and I was convinced one of them was the devil incarnate. 

I guess I planned to tell Theresa the truth when she calmed down.  I thought that I could make her see sense. 

However, that all changed the moment she took me to the doctor.  Or scientist.  I don’t know exactly what he did for a living, but I did know that he worked for Theresa. 

On the way there, Theresa didn’t say a word to me.  And in the back seat, I tried to pretend I wasn’t there, lest I earn her renewed wrath.  It was something of a survival instinct, I guess.  She was in charge, and I knew one wrong move from me would result in a situation even worse than my current one.  So, I remained silent all the way to the building which housed her operation. 

I’d only been there a few times before, but somehow, it seemed more impressive each time.  Rationally, I knew that Theresa’s company was worth hundreds of millions of dollars.  They employed all sorts of scientists working on cutting edge cosmetics.  And the building looked like something out of a science fiction movie.  Out in the middle of nowhere, it sprouted from the ground like some great, glass and steel golem.  Seventeen stories tall, I knew it had quite a few subterranean levels as well, and it took up the equivalent of a city block.  To say it was intimidating would have been a vast understatement. 

“Follow me,” she said, pulling into her parking spot at the front of the lot.  She stepped out of the vehicle, and I followed obediently.  “And don’t speak to anyone.  You’re not here to socialize.” 

“Yes, ma’am,” I said, barely more than a whisper as I struggled to keep up with her long-legged gait.  We passed through security without incident, and she led me to an elevator which took us to the fourth floor.  When the doors opened, I saw what looked like an immense laboratory. 

“Mrs. Forrester!” said a small, balding man in a lab coat.  “We didn’t know you were coming in today. 

Please, let me –” 

“Get everyone else out of here, Burns,” she said.  “And meet me in examination room seven.” 

“Yes, ma’am,” he said without a moment’s hesitation.  Within seconds, he’d started herding a dozen or so laboratory technicians and scientists to the elevator while we made our way to the outer edge of the giant room where we found a series of what looked like a doctor’s examination rooms.  She led me into one – presumably the aforementioned room seven and shut the door. 

“Strip,” she ordered. 

“What?” I dared to say.  She fixed me with an uncompromising glare, which meant she didn’t have to repeat herself.  By the time Burns ducked inside, I was down to my panties.  “Those too,” Theresa stated, and I reluctantly stripped those off, too. 

“This is him, then?” Burns asked, stepping forward.  He grabbed my skin between a clammy thumb and forefinger, and I almost flinched away as he said, “Remarkable.  Such perfect elasticity.” 

“Yes,” Theresa said.  “Your formulas did a fantastic job.  It’s a shame they’ll never go to market.” 

“Fucking FDA,” he said.  “A few chimps get cancer, and they –” 

“That’s not why I’m here,” she said.  “I need something else.  Well, I need multiple things, actually.” 

“You’re the boss,” he said. 

“First, I need for all of this to last much longer,” she said, gesturing toward my whole body.  “What can you do for that?” 

He stroked his sparse beard.  “I don’t know,” he said. “You want permanent?  I can do permanent.  So long as you’re not concerned with –” 

“No, not permanent,” she said.  “A year, preferably.  Can you do that?” 

“I suppose,” he said.  “A few tweaks to the formula is all it would take.  Yes.  A little more –” 

“Stay on track, Burns,” Theresa said.  “How long will it take for you to make that?” 

“A few hours,” he said.  “But you’ll have to reapply three times a day for the next week, I think.  After that, everything should stay just as supple as ever.” 

I couldn’t help but feel a little afraid of the way he looked at me.  There was a hunger in his eyes I wasn’t even close to comfortable with.  But I didn’t move.  I didn’t dare. 

“Good,” she said.  “Get started as soon as we get finished her.  We’re going to start today.” 

“What else do you need?” Burns asked, never taking his eyes from me. 

“You remember what we talked about a few months ago?” she asked.  “For his –” 

Burns eyes lit up.  “I do remember,” he said.  “Are you saying you want it?” 

“I do,” she said.  “Now.  Go get what you need.” 

The man practically skipped out of the examination room, he was so happy.  Theresa remained silent for the few minutes it took before he came back, sporting a giant, metal case.  He set it on a nearby table and opened it to reveal a complicated-looking machine.  From one of the side compartments, he produced a large, white bottle.  He handed that to Theresa. 

“After I take some measurements,” he said. “I want you to spread that all over his genitals.” 

“How liberally?” she asked. 

“Very,” he said, pulling out what looked like an aluminum writing pen.  He clicked it once, and it buzzed to life.  I almost passed out when he pointed it at my groin and a red laser grid appeared on my skin.  He held it there for almost a minute before nodding.  Then, he plugged it into a port on the case and nodded.  “That’ll do.  Perfect. 

You can proceed with the gel.” 

Theresa squirted a generous helping of what looked like green, gel shaving cream onto her palm and knelt before me.  Before I could so much as ask what she was doing – not that I would have, given how frightened I was –

she’d started spreading the stuff all over my penis and testicles.  After a couple of minutes, all I could see down there was a mound of green gel. 

“How long?” asked Theresa. 

“For the prosthetic or the gel?” Burns asked. 

“Both,” she answered. 

“Two hours for the gel,” he said.  “Three for the prosthetic.” 

She nodded.  “I’ll be in my office,” she said.  “Call me when it’s done.”  Then, to me, she said, “You do exactly what Dr. Burns tells you to do.  If I find out you’ve done otherwise, I will be very displeased.” 

“Y-yes, ma’am,” I said, and she left the room, slamming the door behind her. 

Burns laughed. “You really must’ve pissed her off,” she said. “But your pain is my gain, I suppose.  You have no idea how long I’ve wanted to test this stuff on human beings.” 

With Theresa gone, I’d regained a bit of my courage – or at least, enough to ask a question. “What is that?” I asked, pointing to the case. 

“3-D printer,” he said. “Sort of.  But instead of plastic, it creates lifelike human skin.  It’s not real, of course. 

Mostly, it’s silicone and latex.  But it feels real enough.  We developed it for burn victims, but it’s far too expensive for most of them.  Insurance won’t ever cover it, either.  Usually, real skin grafts are better, in any case.  But the technology is still impressive, if I do say so myself.” 

“Y-yeah,” I said.  “Can I…um…can I sit down?” 

“As long as you don’t remove any of the gel, sure,” he said, connecting a laptop to the 3-D printer.  He started typing.  “Make yourself comfortable.” 

I did.  Or rather, I made myself as comfortable as I could, given the circumstances.  I could already feel something tingling beneath the gel, but I remained silent.  I knew I didn’t have any choice but to do exactly as Theresa had ordered, so there was no sense complaining about it. 

Then, the machine whirre, and Burns smiled.  “There,” he said.  “It’s all programmed.  Now, we just wait.” 

And wait we did.  For two incredibly uncomfortable hours, and not just because of the increasingly distressing tingling sensation in my groin.  Burns kept glancing at me and licking his lips.  Clearly, there was something about me that excited him, because he kept having to readjust his pants.  In fact, by the end of the two hours, I knew he was an absolute pervert who probably saw in me what everyone else saw: a young girl.  His very presence made me feel slimy via simple proximity. 

But I didn’t move until he said, “There.  Two hours.  You took that like a little champ, didn’t you?  Go ahead

– get up.” 

I did as he ordered, and he retrieved a spray bottle from another of the case’s side pockets.  Kneeling before me, he started spraying.  “Please don’t freak out, okay?” he said.  “It’s all reversible.  Remember that.  It’s all going to be okay.” 

I felt like panicking.  In fact, I did, though I didn’t show any outward signs.  My heart was beating out of my chest and sweat was pouring down my face.  And all the while, Bruns kept spraying, and bit by bit, the goop covering my genitals fell off.  I couldn’t even look.  I just kept my chin high as I stared at the wall. 

“There,” he said at last.  “All finished.  You can look now.” 

I didn’t want to.  In fact, if I could’ve gone the rest of my life without seeing what the perverted doctor had done to me, I would have.  But curiosity got the better of me, and I looked down to see that it was far worse than I

could’ve expected. 

“It…it’s gone,” I whispered. 

“Not all the way,” Burns said.  “There’s still a bit left.” 

I clutched at my groin, and indeed, I felt that my penis was still there.  However, it was barely an inch long, and it had shrunken to the diameter of a roll of pennies.  My testicles were nowhere to be found. 

“W-what did you do?” I asked. 

“What Mrs. Forrester told me to do,” he said defensively.  “But like I said, it’s all reversible.  Everything’s still there.  It’s just a bit smaller now.  And your testicles have retreated into your abdomen.  We couldn’t have stuffed all that under the prosthetic.” 

I wanted to attack him.  He, more than anyone else, had robbed me of my masculinity.  It didn’t matter that it was reversible – if I even believed him.  All that mattered was right then, I couldn’t have even called myself a man with any authority.  My penis looked like it belonged on a toddler, for God’s sake. 

I collapsed against the table, barely able to hold myself upright.  Burns eagerly helped me to a chair, copping a feel of my ass as he did.  I barely noticed.  I just wanted to die, right then and there.  I wanted it all to end. 

But it didn’t. 

The next hour passed more quickly than I could’ve imagined.  I was so wrapped up in my misery that I barely even noticed the passage of time.  But pass it did, and sooner than I would’ve liked, the machine chimed a high-pitched tone. 

“It’s ready!” the balding man said, jumping to his feet.  “I developed this myself.  I’ve been working on it for months, actually – ever since Mrs. Forrester told me what she was doing to you.  I developed your treatments, you know.  And I wanted to do this back then, but she was adamant that this was too much.  I’m glad, really.  It wasn’t ready, then.  But now?  Now, it’s a masterpiece.” 

I didn’t care.  Or I didn’t want to, rather.  However, I couldn’t help but look up as he pulled something flesh-colored from the machine.  It looked roughly triangular. 

“Stand,” he ordered.  “Legs apart.”  I did, and he had me spread them a bit more.  “Good.  That’s it.  Just like that, sweetie.” 

I almost vomited at the term of endearment as he knelt before me.  He spoke as he pushed the fleshy whatever-it-was between my legs, saying, “It’s really quite remarkable.  Self-cleaning.  Anti-bacterial.  Completely realistic.  Like I said – a masterpiece.” 

He continued to work as he espoused the merits of his invention, but I barely listened.  As far as I was concerned, I didn’t need to hear anything he had to say.  I just had to endure whatever Theresa had planned.  That was it.  That was my lone goal. 

Finally, after about twenty minutes of poking and prodding around my most intimate of areas, he announced, 

“All done!  Take a look!” 

He stood, turning me toward a mirror, and I gasped. 

“I’m a girl,” I said, my eyes drawn to the completely realistic vagina between my legs.  I knew it wasn’t real.  I’d seen it come out of the machine.  But I couldn’t, for the life of me, see a seam.  As far as I could tell, there wasn’t one. 

“Go ahead – you can touch it,” he said. 

“I’d…um…I’d rather not,” I said, wanting nothing to do with it. 

“Fine,” he said, getting on his knees.  Before I could react, he pushed his finger between the lips.  “There. 

You should get some sensation.  Not like real skin, of course.  It’s a complex net of – never mind.  Just know that it works.  However, you won’t be able to have sex, of course – not that a girl your age should be.” 

He still had his finger inside…me?  Or the prosthetic?  I couldn’t tell.  It didn’t feel completely natural, but when he pressed against the fake flesh, I could feel something.  Like a muted touch.  And then he pushed his finger a little deeper, and I gasped. 

“Oh, my God,” I blurted. 

“Yes,” he said.  “Enjoyable, isn’t it?  That’s all you.”  He grinned, pulling his finger out.  I almost expected him to lick it.  “Go ahead – enjoy yourself for a few minutes while I call Mrs. Forrester.” 

I didn’t dare.  I simply stood there, staring at my new sex as he made the call, telling my wife that I was ready for inspection.  An uncomfortable ten minutes passed, and I suddenly wanted to put on my clothes.  The scientist wouldn’t quite staring at me, muttering something under his breath. 

Relief flooded my body as Theresa pushed through the door.  “He’s finished?” she asked. 

“She’s finished,” Burns answered, gesturing towards me. 

As soon as Theresa laid eyes on me, I knew things would never be the same between us.  Maybe, one day, we could go back to being man and wife, but she would always remember me as a scared, naked girl in that office. 

“Oh, my God,” she uttered.  “You are brilliant, Chris.  Absolutely brilliant.  What are its limitations?” 

“None,” he said.  “Save that she can’t really be penetrated.” 

“She won’t be,” Theresa said.  “What about cleaning?” 

“Use over-the-counter douche every couple of weeks,” Burns said.  “That’s it.  Otherwise, just good, old-fashioned soap and water.” 

“How long will it remain attached?” was Theresa’s next question. 

“Indefinitely,” he said.  “The polymer is self-cleaning and will regenerate on its own.  She could spend her whole life with that thing on.  It won’t come off until you use the solution on it.  When you do, it’ll simply melt away.” 

“And underneath?” Theresa asked. 

“Just as we discussed,” he stated.  “That will also remain as it is until you administer the right counter. 

Aside from the aforementioned skincare regimen – you remember the rejuvenation formula, yes?”  She nodded, and he continued, “Aside from that, she’s a finished product.” 

Theresa smiled a humorless smile.  “You deserve a raise, Dr. Burns,” she said.  “And you’re going to get it. 

Chloe, get dressed.  We’re going home.” 

Chapter Sixteen

 

 

I was still reeling by the time we arrived home.  My mind kept screaming at me to check my groin to make sure it hadn’t all been a horrible nightmare.  But it wasn’t.  God, it wasn’t.  As soon as I got home, I retreated up to my bedroom, slammed my door shut, and locked it.  Soon, I was lying on my bed, crying my eyes out. 

I wasn’t a man – not so anyone could see, at least – and I wouldn’t return to manhood until Theresa was good and ready to let me.  She was in control, and I couldn’t do anything about it.  Even if I wanted to leave, I couldn’t have even begun to imagine where I’d go.  I was stuck, which was exactly what Erin and Theresa wanted. 

A few hours after I’d started crying, someone tried my door.  However, it was locked, so it didn’t open.  So, Theresa banged on it, saying, “Open this door right this second.” 

“No,” I cried.  “No.  I don’t want to –” 

“You will open this door, or I’ll break it down, young lady,” she said, interrupting me. 

I didn’t want to see her.  No – I didn’t want to see anyone.  I just wanted to spend the next year in my bedroom pretending I wasn’t what I now appeared to be.  But that wasn’t feasible, was it?  I couldn’t do that anymore than I could declare myself a man and expect anyone to believe it.  So, without any other choice, I rose from the bed and slowly walked to the door.  I unlocked and flung it open, and without even looking, I returned to my bed to lay with my back to my room’s entrance. 

“How are you doing?” asked Theresa, her voice surprisingly gentle.  The bed creaked ever so slightly as she sat on the nearby edge. 

“I don’t want to talk to you,” I said, the pout evident in my tone of voice. 

“Well, I need to talk to you,” she said, putting her hand on my side. “So, sit up.  We need to discuss your new backstory.” 

With exaggerated slowness, I did as she asked, propping myself against the headboard.  “What backstory?” I asked, glaring at her.  She held a manila folder in her right hand. “I’ve already told everyone who I am.” 

“And we’ve got to figure out why you’re still here,” Theresa stated.  “To that end, I think we’ve come up with a solution.” 

She passed the folder to me, and I jerked it open.  The first thing I saw was a birth certificate which declared my birthdate to be July 17, 2005.  That made me barely fourteen. 

“Is this…this looks real,” I said. 

“It is,” she said.  “Or as real as it can be.” 

“How?” I asked, looking up with tears still in my eyes. 

“Money,” was her answer.  “It can buy a lot of things.” 

I didn’t respond.  Instead, I flipped through the papers inside the envelope.  Some were medical records –

vaccinations and such.  Others were school records.  Apparently, I’d attended Abraham Lincoln Middle School and Chauncy Elementary.  I had mostly made A’s and B’s, though there was a C or two peppered throughout my records.  And then, finally, I saw a pair of death certificates.  I recognized the names as belonging to my fictitious parents. 

“Y-you killed them off?” I asked. 

“Plane crash,” Theresa said.  “And as your godmother, I’m your legal guardian, now.” 

“B-but you’re not…this isn’t…none of this is real!” I half-shouted.  “I’m not a girl.  I’m not fourteen.  I didn’t go to –” 

“Legally, it’s all as real as can be,” she stated.  “And you’ll have a hard time proving otherwise.” 

“W-why?” I asked.  “Why are you doing this to me?” 

“Because you need to learn your place in the world,” my wife-turned-guardian said.  “Which reminds me. 

There’s one more thing we have to do before you’re ready.” 

“What?” I blurted.  “Please tell me I don’t have to go back to that creepy guy.” 

“Burns?” she asked.  “He is a bit creepy, yes.  But brilliant.  In any case, no.  I have what I need at the house.  Meet me in the bathroom.” 

With that, she disappeared out of my bedroom, and a sense of dread washed over me.  The last thing I wanted was for her to do something else to me, something that might turn out to be more permanent than anything else so far.  But on the other hand, I had no idea what else to do besides obey.  According to the legal documents, she was my guardian.  She ran my life for as long as she wanted to.  Like I said – I was trapped. 

So, I went to the bathroom and waited, just like she’d asked.  I didn’t have to wait long, because she

appeared only a few minutes later, carrying what looked like a leather-wrapped pencil case. 

“What is that?” I asked. 

“You’ll see,” she said. “Now strip down to your underwear.  That’ll make this easier.” 

Trembling, I did, and I stood before her, terrified of what might come next.  And I almost started crying again when she opened the case to reveal a pair of metal syringes.  She must have noticed my unease, because she patted my shoulder. 

“This isn’t going to hurt much,” she said.  “You can’t go to high school looking like that.  You need at least a little something up top or the other girls are going to make fun of you.” 

“I don’t care,” I said. 

“You say that now,” was her response.  She hefted the needle. “But you won’t be singing that tune in a few months.  I guarantee that.” 

Before I could think of a proper response, she unclasped my training bra and jabbed the needle into my nipple.  Depressing the plunger, she said, “This is slow-acting.  It’ll look like you’ve just hit puberty.” 

Then, she did the other side.  After that, Theresa grabbed the second needle and depressed the plunger, injecting something into my right hip.  Then came my left hip, and she explained, “You need at least some extra development there as well.  By the time you start school, you’ll have the body of a developing teenager.” 

That’s when I broke down.  I didn’t even bother putting my clothes back on properly.  I simply dropped, then and there, to the floor and wept.  I felt like my whole world was being turned upside down.  It was one thing to live as a girl for a few months.  That almost felt like a game.  I had maintained at least some sense of my identity.  If I were ever feeling off, had only to think of my still-masculine genitalia.  But now?  Now, I couldn’t even feel it anymore.  It was there, I was sure.  I knew it was.  But that knowledge meant almost nothing next to the fact that I looked and felt like I had a vagina.  And that feeling of dread was only exacerbated by the reality that I was going to grow breasts.  Soon, I’d be indistinguishable from any other girl my age – or rather, my apparent age. 

Theresa, for her part, knelt beside me, comforting me as best she could.  But the gesture lost much of its meaning each time I remembered that she was responsible for my current predicament.  She had done this to me. 

And I knew I’d never forgive her for it.  I hated her almost as much as I hated my stepdaughter. 







The next couple of days were rough.  I was lost.  Depressed.  I didn’t want to eat or sleep, but I didn’t want to be awake, either.  So, I just lay there in my bed, staring at the ceiling fan I’d come to know so well.  Once, on my second night after the experience with Dr. Burns, I decided to leave.  As far as I was concerned, I could take my chances by going to the cops.  I would tell them everything.  And once they realized I was telling the truth, my wife and her daughter would go to jail.  Or something.  And I’d be free to live my life as I saw fit. 

But then what?  Burns’ technology was unique, I was sure.  And he wasn’t likely to help me without Theresa’s approval.  In fact, I was quite sure that a shady guy like that would be out of the country and in the wind before the cops even got a warrant to arrest him.  That meant that I’d never regain my manhood. 

I threw my half-packed bag against the wall in a fit of anger.  It didn’t help. 

I’m pretty sure I would’ve stayed like that – depressed and angry – if it weren’t for dance.  Or rather, if it weren’t for Hayley, who seemed overjoyed that I was staying.  She hid it as well as she could out of respect for my

“dead parents”, but I could see that she was ecstatic that I’d be staying. 

It was difficult to stay depressed around her, and at least for the brief intervals where we were alone, I gave my self-pity a rest.  I was still riding high on my latest dance lesson when I ducked into the bathroom at home.  I stripped off my leotard, peeling off my tights before I sat on the toilet.  It was an altogether strange feeling, urinating with my new prosthesis.  I felt it – not as well as I might have from the real thing, but I felt it all the same.  And what’s more, when I was finished, I had to be careful to wipe.  I was just standing up, about to get into the shower, when Erin burst through the door. 

“Out of the way, squirt,” she said, elbowing me away from the mirror.  She leaned in, checking her makeup. 

“Nice tits, by the way.  And your pussy looks real.  Maybe it is.” 

Suddenly, I was aware of my nudity, and I slapped my arm across my chest while my other hand went to my groin. “What are you doing in here?!” I hissed. “This is my bathroom!” 

“The lighting’s better in here,” she said.  “And grow up.  I’ve seen naked girls before.  Believe me – you don’t anything special.” 

Not special?  My breasts might have been small – they didn’t even qualify as A-Cups – but they were definitely there.  That, coupled with my already-enlarged nipples, seemed extremely special to me.  After all, I wasn’t supposed to have anything up there at all.  However, I wasn’t about to argue with her about that.  As far as I

was concerned, the less attention my body got, the better. 

“Just knock next time, okay?” I pleaded, grabbing a towel to cover myself.  “I need at least some privacy.” 

“No can do, little sister,” she said.  “Besides – you’d better get used to this kind of thing.  When you start school in a couple of weeks, you’re going to have to participate in gym class.  That means taking showers with other girls your age.  Think about that for a few minutes.” 

My cheeks turned hot, reddening, and Erin laughed. 

“I’m not your little sister,” I said. 

“Legally, yes you are,” she said.  “And that reminds me – you’re supposed to call your ‘Aunt Theresa’ mom now.  It fits better.  You even look like one of us.  The runt of the litter, sure, but still like us.” 

I didn’t respond.  I just waited for her to leave when she was finished.  I had no illusions about the intrusion. 

It was as calculated as everything else Erin had done in the last few months.  She didn’t need to fix her makeup.  My bathroom’s lighting was no different than hers.  No – she wanted to make me uncomfortable.  And unless I missed my guess, she wanted to see the results of my transformation.  Like I said – calculated. 

When she finally left me to myself, I quickly slammed the door, locking it before I got into the shower.  I was sore, dirty, and exhausted from that day’s dance lesson, and I’d been craving a hot shower since I’d left the studio.  So, I stepped underneath the stream of steaming water, letting it cascade over my smooth body. 

I stood there for more than a few minutes, letting the hot water soothe my muscles before I started lathering shampoo into my hair.  Soon after, I used the lavender-scented body wash Theresa had bought, soaping my whole body before rising myself clean.  Conditioner came next, and as I let it set, I found myself exploring my new prosthetic. 

It was tentative, at first.  Just a light touch.  And God, it felt like real skin.  I hadn’t had the opportunity to be with a lot of women in my life, but I was far from a novice when it came to female anatomy.  And if I didn’t know better, I would’ve pegged my vagina as the real thing.  It was unnerving. 

And then I slipped a finger between the fleshy folds, sinking it up to the first knuckle.  I let out a gasp – it was the tip of my cock, but it was far more sensitive than it should’ve been, not least because I’d spent the previous few months with nary a working nerve ending down there.  I almost slipped, it was so startling, but I caught myself. 

Without a moment’s hesitation, in a fury born of months without sexual release, I started massaging my new pussy.  I came in seconds, sending a thin, clear spurt of cum leaking out between my lips.  However, it wasn’t an orgasm like I was used to feeling.  It was deeper.  More all-encompassing.  And whether I was ready to admit it or not, it was better. 

At least, I thought, it wasn’t all bad. 



Chapter Seventeen

 

 

“It’s going to be okay,” Theresa said, turning in the driver’s seat to look at me.  No doubt, she could see the terror all over my face.  “It’s just high school.” 

Just high school, I thought.  I had barely made it through my first time, and I didn’t think I’d fare any better this time around.  Nor was I completely convinced in the legitimacy of my paperwork.  As realistic as it had looked to me, I was completely sure that someone would see through the phony birth certificate.  And from there, it wasn’t a big jump to finding out exactly what I was.  I don’t know if I was more horrified at the prospect that they might see me as the man I truly was or the idea that they might not.  The first way would be humiliating, sure, but at least I could return to manhood.  But if they didn’t see through the ruse, I was doomed to live the rest of the year as a girl. 

It was a classic lose-lose situation, and I didn’t want to face either option. 

Theresa, however, had different ideas.  “I told Erin to look after you,” she said.  “I know you think she hates you, but –” 

“Because she does hate me!” I said.  “And I hate her too.” 

“You don’t mean that,” Theresa stated.  “She’s your…she’s your sister.  You love each other.” 

Love.  As if.  It had only been two weeks since I had fully become Chloe, but Erin had made it feel like a year.  At every turn, she made snide comments alluding to my true gender – and that was when other people were listening.  When we were alone, she was so much worse, often stating that I made such a good girl that she had a hard time believing I was ever a real man.  And the one time I retaliated, she’d actually put me over her knee and spanked my pantied bottom.  Like a child.  And I had cried like one, too. 

No – she didn’t love me. She hated me, and she had made it her life’s purpose to torment me into submission.  And I wasn’t far off from giving her exactly what she wanted.  I was way closer to simply giving up than I cared to admit.  I might have, if it weren’t for Hayley and my dance class.  They were the lone bright spot in my life. 

“And look on the bright side – your little friend is starting high school today, too,” she said.  “I talked to Hayley’s mother, and you have mostly the same classes.  Listen – I know this is a big step for you.  I really do.  You think we’re all evil for putting you through this.  But look at it like this – you get the chance to start over.  You get the chance to be young again.  Most people would kill to be able to go back to high school and do things differently. 

You get that chance.” 

As a girl, I thought, though I didn’t say anything.  I couldn’t.  Theresa wasn’t evil, no matter how much I kept telling myself she was.  She’d been hurt.  I had let her down, and in so many ways.  I had failed as a man.  To her, my predicament was therapy almost as much as it was punishment.  She couldn’t see how crazy it all was.  She didn’t recognize how little sense any of it made.  I couldn’t hate her for that. 

“I’ll be fine,” I muttered, getting out of the car and facing Vernon T. Williamson Preparatory Academy’s entrance.  It looked like something out of a movie, which meant it resembled a college campus far more than a high school.  I suppose that was fitting, given that the majority of the students came from the sort of wealth required to make such a setting possible.  I took a deep breath, then turned to her.  She rolled down the window, and I asked, 

“How do I look?” 

It was an honest question because I had no idea if I looked ridiculous or like I belonged.  I knew my outfit was just like that of the other girls walking in – plaid skirt, white blouse, and tights – but I couldn’t help but wonder if I seemed out of place. 

“You look beautiful, sweetie,” she said.  “Now, you’d better get in there, or you’re going to be late.” 

“R-right,” I said. “Late.” 

However, I couldn’t move.  As much as I wanted to put one foot in front of the other, I was rooted in place. 

If I went in there, it was official.  I’d have a real record of being a girl.  And I didn’t know if I could do that. 

Suddenly, I felt a tap on my shoulder, and I turned to see Hayley grinning at me. “What are you waiting for?” she asked.  “Come on!” 

Theresa smiled.  “You girls have fun,” she said. 

“We will, Mrs. Forrester,” my best friend said, grabbing my arm.  Before I knew what she was doing, she was dragging me toward the building.  I almost tripped when we hit the steps, and I pulled my arm away. 

“I can walk without you holding me up,” I muttered.  “What are you so excited about, anyway?  It’s just school.” 

“It’s not just school,” she said.  “It’s high school.” Her tone was one of reverence.  “We’re practically adults

now.  Do you have any idea what that means?” 

I shook my head as we went inside, and I saw that the interior matched the exterior.  As a lifetime attendee of public school, I was taken aback by the opulence of the lobby.  “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I said as she led me into a nearby hall where I saw rows of lockers along either side.  More, I saw my new classmates. 

And God, they all looked so mature!  I guess I’d gotten used to seeing myself – or Hayley – and I had forgotten how young we were.  Or rather, in my case, how young I appeared to be.  Butterflies danced in my stomach as we moved through the hall. 

“It means we’ve arrived,” she said.  “No more baby stuff.  We’re almost grown-ups.” 

I looked away.  “Where are we going?” I asked. 

“Our lockers, ditz,” she said.  “I got mom to ask the administration to put us together.” 

“O-oh,” I said, narrowly avoiding getting run over by what had to be a senior boy.  He was the size of a freaking bear and looked about as smart.  “Good.  Yeah, that’s good.” 

Soon, we found our lockers, and I fished in my bag for the combination.  Finding it, I had to try three separate times to get it to work properly, and after consulting my schedule, I heaved a trio of books into the narrow space, shutting it with a clang. 

“So – we’ve got Biology first, right?” I asked. 

“Yeah,” Hayley said.  “And we’ve got to go to homeroom.  Come on – we don’t want to be late, either.  Not on the first day.” 

We weaved through the throng of students – there were so many packed into the halls that I couldn’t help but wonder how the school planned to fit them into classrooms.  However, those thoughts were forgotten when we finally found our homeroom class and went inside – with more than five minutes to spare, no less.  Breathlessly, we found a pair of seats near the back and slid into the desks.  I was careful to keep my legs together – just like Theresa had shown me – to keep from flashing my panties at everyone in the room. 

“Hey,” came a voice from my left.  I turned to see a bespectacled boy with close-cut brown hair.  He was a handsome sort, if a little mousey, and very thin.  He pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose, saying, “I’m Colby.” 

“I’m Hayley,” my grinning friend said, leaning over me.  “And this is Chloe.” 

“You new too?” he asked, tugging at his collar.  Obviously, he wasn’t used to wearing the tie that was part of the boys’ uniforms. 

“I think everybody’s new,” I said.  “We’re freshman.” 

“Oh,” he said, smiling awkwardly.  “Yeah.  Sure.  Obviously.  But I guess I’m asking if you know people here.  My family just moved here, and –” 

Another boy stepped in front of him.  There wasn’t anything thin about him.  In fact, someone would’ve had to show me a birth certificate to prove that he hadn’t been held back a few years, because he looked like he should’ve been on the verge of graduation.  More, he was incredibly handsome – like a young Brad Pitt. 

“What’s up?” he asked, sitting on Colby’s desk.  “I’m Seth.”  He pointed to a pair of other boys how’d trailed him, saying, “That’s Craig and Tommy.  You two want to sit up front with us?” 

“Um…I don’t…I don’t know,” I admitted.  I looked at Hayley, asking, “What do you think?” 

She shrugged.  “Couldn’t hurt,” she said.  “Let’s do it.” 

Seth smirked, then gave me a wink.  “Alright then,” he said.  “Come on.” 

I gathered my bag as he walked back to the front of the classroom where I could see a group of what I could only assume were the popular kids.  A couple of the girls looked like they’d developed quite early and the boys all looked like athletes.  But it was more than their look which defined them.  It was something almost indefinable – the way they talked or the way they casually occupied the desks – I don’t know.  They just looked cool, and some small part of me wanted desperately to be part of that. 

It was stupid, I know.  I wasn’t one of them.  I shouldn’t have cared about cliques or social status.  But I think it’s human nature to respond positively to being invited to join a special club.  And as informal as it was, that’s exactly what had just happened.  Hayley and I had passed some test, and we were on the verge of reaping our rewards. 

I glanced back at Colby, and immediately, I felt bad.  He hadn’t been invited.  In fact, he’d been ignored. 

“I’ll talk to you later, okay?” I said, smiling as genuinely as I could. 

“Yeah,” he said, clearly trying to mask his pain.  “Sure.  Later.” 



Chapter Eighteen

 

 

“What are you waiting on?” asked Hayley, standing in the doorway to the locker room.  “Come on.  We don’t have that long to change.” 

I stood rooted in place, trying to think of some reason not to go in that locker room.  I was less concerned about being exposed than I was about seeing my classmates naked.  There are a lot of places a grown man should never find himself, and a high school’s girl’s locker room is definitely at the top of that list. 

“I’m…um…I’m not feeling well,” I lied, clutching my stomach.  “I think I need to go to the nurse.” 

“Oh, shut up,” she said.  “You were fine, like, five minutes ago.  Just quit messing around and let’s go.” 

Messing around.  Hayley was a lot of things, but easily fooled wasn’t one of them.  I had no choice.  I knew it the moment I saw my class schedule.  If it wasn’t that day, it would be another one.  Going to gym was just part of going to school.  And dressing out was part of gym.  Everyone had to do it. 

I took a deep breath, steadying my nerves as I prepared to go somewhere I knew I shouldn’t go.  I stepped through the door, and I was immediately assaulted by the smell of a public locker room.  There was body odor there, its sickly sweet fragrance hanging on everything.  But there were also various perfumes and deodorants hanging in the air.  There were other things – probably whatever they used to clean the place – but its smell was familiar enough to almost put me at ease. 

And then I saw them.  A few dozen half-naked girls.  I almost choked on my own breath as I tried to stare straight ahead.  I was mostly unsuccessful, as I couldn’t quite ignore them.  Most were in their bras or panties, skirts and blouses hanging on hooks in their lockers as they found the blue shorts and white tee-shirts that were the school’s issued gym clothes.    However, a few of the more well-developed girls were changing out of their normal bras into something more suited to activities, so there was no shortage of naked breasts. 

I didn’t look.  Or rather, I saw, but didn’t stare.  Instead, I made a beeline toward my assigned locker and opened it, finding the gym clothes inside.  I shoved my bookbag in the bottom of the locker and retrieved my clothes.  Without hesitation – if I slowed down even a little bit, I might have chickened out – I stripped off my skirt and blouse, leaving me in just my tights, panties and bra. 

“Are you still wearing a training bra?” came the incredulous voice of Lily Davis, one of the girls in my newfound friend group.  I’d taken a disliking to her almost as soon as I met her; she was snobbish and took great pleasure in tearing other people down.  “Jesus, are you eleven or something?” 

I went beat red as I tried to ignore her. 

“Leave her alone, Lily,” said Hayley. 

“Yeah – not talking to you,” Lily said, leaning close to me.  She whispered, “Do you even have tits under there?  Or are you as flat as a board?  You know what?  That’s what I’m going to call you from now on.  Surfboard. 

It fits, don’t you think?” 

I couldn’t answer, but I felt tears collecting at the corners of my eyes.  I didn’t want to cry.  I couldn’t.  If I did, she’d never let me be.  If I gave her any sign that her words had hurt me – and God, why did I care that I was flat – chested – she would pounce on that sign of weakness. 

So, I just said, “Seth seems to like them just fine.” 

“What?” she scoffed. 

I turned to her, sensing the same weakness she’d hoped to find in me.  “Yeah,” I said.  “Why do you think he asked me to sit with him?  And why do you think he paired up with me in French earlier?  I didn’t see anyone lining up to be your partner.  Well, no boys at least.” 

“Like I like Seth,” she said, though her voice cracked a bit in the middle of her sentence. 

“Or maybe you like me too,” I said.  “Maybe you like girls who are skinnier than you.” 

That did it.  She scoffed and sputtered some response, but it was unintelligible.  And after only a few seconds, she left me alone to get dressed. 

“I think you just found your archnemesis,” Hayley said.  “That is so cool.” 

“Archnemesis?” I said.  “I’m not a superhero.” 

“Yet,” Hayley said, starting to get undressed. 

As I peeled my tights off and donned my gym clothes, I smiled.  I shouldn’t have felt good about getting the better of a fourteen-year-old girl, but I did.  It was the first time in my life that I’d actually stood up to a bully and gotten the better of them.  And that, as far as I was concerned, was a thing to celebrate. 

So, needless to say, I was floating on air throughout the whole gym class, which consisted of the other girls

and I doing sit-ups and running around the gym.  It was simple exercise, but it was enough to work up a sweat. 

However, the whole time, I was keenly aware of Lily ’s often murderous gaze.  Maybe Hayley was right, I thought. 

Perhaps I had acquired an archnemesis.  By the time gym class was finished, I was sure of it; she hated me. 

And I was sure of one other thing: I’d have to take a shower before going back to class, and that wiped out any warm and fuzzy feelings I’d developed over the course of gym class – because a shower meant nudity, for me and for the other girls.  By the time Coach Fleming blew her whistle, signaling the end of class, the butterflies were dancing so violently in my stomach that I almost threw up. 

Somehow, though, I maintained control as we filed back into the locker room.  I grabbed my toiletries, a pair of flip-flops, and a towel and follow an unconcerned Hayley into the shower area.  And then I let out a sigh of relief. 

Stalls.  They had stalls.  Thank God they had stalls.  I don’t think I’ve ever felt a sense of relief quite like the one I felt at that moment.  Then, I got an eyeful of my best friend’s chest as she stripped off her top and removed her bra. 

“I wish I had time to take a proper shower,” she complained, stepping into one of the stalls.  She dragged shoes and socks off, slipping her feet into the flip-flops.  Then, before I even knew what was happening, she was completely naked, her gym clothes, panties, and bra hanging over the nearby wall.  “I mean, ten minutes?  Ugh.  I’m going to feel dirty all day.” 

It took me a few seconds to recover before I followed her lead and took off my shirt.  I was a little hesitant to remove my training bra, Lily ’s comments still as fresh as they were, but I couldn’t very well take a shower with it on.  So, I faced the stall, unhooked the bra, and threw it, along with my shirt over the wall separating the stalls. 

Next, I mimicked my friend’s process, disrobing in what felt like record time.  By the time I actually turned the water on, I was so nervous that I barely even paid attention to getting clean. 

When I’d finished, I turned the knob and grabbed my towel.  Drying off as quickly as I could, I turned to go back to my locker, only to be confronted by Lily , who snatched my towel away. 

“Surfboard,” she said, pointing at my chest.  I knew what she saw.  They weren’t proper breasts.  Rather, they were little more than slight protrusions with enlarged nipples.  I heard a couple of her friends laugh. 

Reflexively, I threw my arm across my chest and glared at the other girl. 

“You really wanted a good look, didn’t you?” I accused.  “You could’ve just asked.” 

“W-what?” she asked.  “No.  I just wanted –” 

“Can I please have my towel back?” I asked, my voice far calmer than my racing heartbeat might have suggested.  “I need to get dressed.” 

“No,” she said, tossing it toward the locker room. 

“Here,” Hayley said, making towards the towel.  “I’ll get it.” 

“Don’t worry about it,” I said, forcing my arms to my side.  “Lily wants a good look, right?  Well, that’s what she’s going to get.” 

And then, surprising even myself, I just walked naked back to my locker.  I suppose I could’ve gotten dressed right there – at least in my panties and bra – but I wanted to prove a point.  I wanted to show Lily that she couldn’t get to me.  And walking stark naked through the locker room definitely accomplished that. 

However, my heart was beating out of my chest by the time I reached my locker.  I could feel every single one of my classmates’ eyes on me.  But I couldn’t afford to let any of them know I cared – not if I wanted to avoid spending the rest of the year being bullied.  So I didn’t let any of them see me sweat. 

As I dressed, I heard the typical chatter resume, and I knew I was no longer the center of attention.  I let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding.  When I had settled my skirt into place, Hayley said, “That was so freaking cool.  You’re my hero.  You know that, right?” 

“The Naked Avenger,” I said.  “Yeah.  That’s me.  C’mon.  We’ve got to hurry if we’re going to make it to English in time.” 







That first day set the tone for the rest of the school year, and throughout it, I alternated between confidence, fear, and stubborn refusal to repeat my past mistakes.  And to my eternal surprise, it wasn’t he disaster I’d first envisioned it would be. 

People, I think, are incredibly resilient and adaptable, and I was no exception.  I can’t really say that I truly became Chloe that year, but I flirted with it.  However, through it all, I would see reminders that I wasn’t what I pretended to be. 

Eventually – meaning, after the first couple of weeks – I got used to seeing the other girls in the locker

room.  There wasn’t anything sexual about it, anyway.  And I was one of them.  Or at least I was pretending to be. 

And before long, I didn’t think nothing of going topless or even letting other girls see me fully nude.  And when they did the same, it was less than a big deal. 

Of course, my little escapade during my first post-gym shower earned me something of a reputation.  Some of the other girls – like Hayley – practically idolized me.  Others – led by Lily – called me a slut.  I didn’t care, though.  I’d gotten the better of her, and from then on, she had left me alone.  Still, I’d heard more than once that she had continued to call me “Surfboard”.  I tried not to let that get to me, but it did.  It didn’t really matter that I wasn’t really supposed to have breasts at all.  In my new world, with my new identity, that was supposed to be important. 

And my brain interpreted it as such.  I spent more than a couple of nights crying myself to sleep and dreaming about having the sort of rack I’d seen in movies and online. 

The classes, to my surprise, were actually quite difficult.  I kept up well enough, but it wasn’t without effort. 

More than once, while studying, I let out a scream of frustration that brought my mother – or rather, Theresa –

running up the stairs.  But I got through it, learning what I was supposed to learn and making the grades mom expected me to make. 

And then there were the embarrassing moments.  God, there were plenty of those – like the first time I felt someone grab my bra strap and pop it against my back.  I remember wheeling around, furious, only to see Seth with an innocent look upon his face.  My anger inexplicably melted as soon as I saw his pretty, brown eyes.  But I still couldn’t let him off without a whispered, “Stop it!” He only grinned. 

Then there was Homecoming.  Oh, Homecoming.  I didn’t want to go, but mom insisted that I needed to socialize, whatever that meant.  And it wasn’t like I didn’t have my choice of suitors.  Six boys asked me.  More asked Hayley, but it wasn’t a competition.  So, I chose the least odious one – a sophomore by the name of Mark Lewis.  He was handsome, tall, and he seemed polite enough – until after the dance, when he kissed me full on the lips!  I was so stunned that I didn’t know how to respond.  I just said I’d see him on Monday and left it at that. 

I guess what I’m saying is that, by the time May rolled around and the school year drew to a close, I was completely unsure how I felt about the whole thing.  I’d made friends.  I’d had fun.  But I wasn’t one of them.  I wasn’t who I appeared to be. 

Was I?  I didn’t know, and I had no idea how I was going to figure it out.  I didn’t want to admit it – even to myself – but I had begun to dread the day when I’d be forced back into adulthood and, more importantly, I think, manhood. 

But I had to, didn’t I?  I didn’t have a choice.  Did I? 



Chapter Nineteen

 

 

“Sophomores,” Hayley said, leaning against her headboard.  She wore only an old, oversized concert tee-shirt that had once belonged to her father, which meant that I often got more than a modest view of her pink panties. 

However, as I was similarly clad, I couldn’t really blame her.  I barely noticed, in any case, as I was too busy lying on my back and texting Seth.  “Can you believe it?  It seems like yesterday that you were terrified of even walking in the door.” 

“Yeah,” I said.  “I’m glad you reminded me we’re going to be sophomores next year.  I might not have remembered.  You know, without you saying something about it every single day.” 

I got a pillow to the face for that, and I retaliated in kind.  Before we knew it, we’d collapsed into a fit of giggles.  “Seriously, though – why are you so worried about growing up?” I asked, lying side-by-side with my best friend.  Our heads almost touched.  “Don’t you just want to enjoy the moment?” 

For a long moment, she didn’t answer.  Finally, she said, “I don’t know.  I guess I just sometimes get frustrated.  All my teachers look at me and they just see a little Iris.  It’s exhausting trying to live up to that standard.” 

Iris was, of course, her sister.  And as far as I could tell, she was as perfect a young lady as any parent could want – aside from the fact that she was my own demon sister’s best friend.  Stepdaughter, I amended.  Or something.  I didn’t know how to properly think of Erin, but I knew that I hated her.  She had only just gotten tired of teasing me at every turn, and I still hadn’t gotten over it.  Maybe I never would. 

“I could see that,” I said.  “Lots of my teachers keep comparing me to Erin.” 

“Favorably, though,” was Hayley’s response.  She sat up, crossing her legs underneath her.  “I mean, Erin always makes good grades, but she doesn’t make it easy on her teachers.  But Iris, she’s always got to be so freaking perfect.  And when they compare me and her, it’s always, ‘Well, your sister made an A on this paper.  What’s wrong with you that you can’t get better than a B?’  I mean, it’s exhausting.” 

“And what does this have to do with you being so ready to be a sophomore?” I asked, turning on my side. 

“Because – Iris graduates after this coming year,” she said.  “Without her there, it won’t be so easy for them to compare us.  I’ll still have to deal with mom and dad, but there’s nothing I can do about that.  It’ll just be me and you.” 

Her and me.  What would she do if I told her I was leaving again?  It would be devastating, and not just for her.  I was closer to Hayley than I’d ever been to anyone in my whole life, including my wife.  She had seen me at my best.  She had seen my at my worst – like the time when I spilled my lunch all over my blouse in front of the whole school.  She had opened up to me, and I to her.  And I was just going to leave her?  Forget about her?  Move on with my life as a man? 

 No.  I didn’t want to. 

 What? 

 Of course I want to go back to being a man.  I have to.  I need to. 

 Why? 

 Because – that’s what I am! 

 Or maybe this is what you are,  I argued with myself .  You’ve never been happier.  You have friends.  You’re popular.  You feel better about yourself than you ever have before. 

Those and similar thoughts rattled through my brain as Hayley talked about how much she was looking forward to going to school without her sister’s presence looming over her. 

“Do you want to?” she asked. 

“Wait, what?” was my response.  “I’m sorry.  I must have –” 

“You weren’t listening,” she accused.  “That’s fine.  It’s not like I’m important or anything.  We’re just best friends, right?  That’s not –” 

“Oh, shut up,” I said. “I’m sorry.  What did you say?  I’m all ears.” 

“I asked if you wanted to play Truth or Dare again,” she said.  “Like last summer.” 

“When you made me make out with your teddy bear?” I asked innocently.  “I don’t seem to remember that.” 

Hayley laughed.  “Come on,” she said.  “It’s fun.  And I promise I won’t mess with you like that again.” 

“Fine,” I said, rolling my eyes.  “But it’s no fun when it’s just us.” 

She shrugged.  “It could be,” was her response.  “I’ll go first.  Truth.” 

“Always going with truth,” I said.  “Wimp.  Okay – have you ever had a boy, you know…have you ever

done anything sexual with a boy?” 

“With a boy?” she asked, blushing.  “No.  Unless you call kissing sexual.” 

“That’s not what I’m talking about,” I said.  “I saw you making out with Jeff Pierce during Homecoming. 

I’m talking about really sexual.” 

“No,” she said.  “Not yet. What about you?” 

“Not how it works,” I said, not wanting to answer that question. “Dare.” 

“I want you to have a staring contest with me,” she said. 

“W-what?  Are you serious?” I asked.  “That’s not a real dare.” 

“That’s mine,” Hayley said. 

Again, I rolled my eyes. “Fine,” I said.  “But we have to do it right.  Sit across from me.  Yeah.  Like that.” 


Our knees touched as we sat cross-legged across from each other. I leaned forward, and she did the same.  Our eyes were only inches apart, and our noses almost touched.  “Okay, go.” 

Could I leave her?  Could I leave the life I’d started to build?  As I stared into her big, brown eyes, I pondered my future.  It went on for almost a minute until she was suddenly leaning forward.  Her lips were on mine.  She thrust her tongue through my parted lips, and I felt her hand on my cheek.  And God help me, I just took it.  For a long few seconds, I just let it happen. 

And then, reality caught up with me, and I jerked away. 

“What the –” 

“I’m sorry!” she exclaimed.  “I didn’t mean to…I don’t…I just saw you and you’re so pretty and…I’m so, so sorry!” 

I didn’t know what to say.  I just stared at her, open-mouthed and disbelieving as she kept stammering apologies.  Where the hell had that come from?  Did she think I was a lesbian?  Or worse, did she know what I really was? 

“It’s okay,” I said, patting her leg.  “Just tell me what’s going on.  Why did you kiss me?” 

She shrugged, looking away.  I could see the tears gathering in her eyes.  “I don’t know,” she said.  “S-sometimes, I think…sometimes I think I might…you know…I might like girls.”  She whirled on me.  “But I’m not saying that I like you.  It was just a mistake.  I don’t…you know…I can’t…I can’t lose this…I don’t want you to not be my friend anymore!” 

Even if I couldn’t hear the desperation in her voice, I could see it in her eyes.  She had made a mistake.  She knew it.  If I’d been a boy her age, I might have welcomed such a mistake.  But I wasn’t.  Kissing her was like kissing my own sister.  On so many levels, it just felt wrong. 

“It’s fine,” I said.  “I’m not mad.  I’m not.  And I don’t care who you like or who you don’t like.  Girls or boys, it doesn’t matter.  But I’m just…not…I’m just not interested in you like that.” 

“I know,” she said.  “I’ve seen the way you act around boys.  I knew you wouldn’t be into it, but…I don’t know…I guess the moment just got away from me.” 

“Yeah,” I said.  And then it hit me.  “Last year.  You really did want to kiss me then, didn’t you?” 

She shrugged.  “Maybe,” she said.  I raised my eyebrows, and she let out a little chuckle.  “Okay, yeah.  I did.  But I chickened out.” 

“Listen – just talk to me, okay?” I said.  “About anything.  We’re best friends.  You don’t need to wonder.  If you want to know something, just ask.  I’ll tell you the truth.  I’ll always tell you the truth.” 

She grinned, not knowing that our whole relationship was based on a lie.  I felt incredibly guilty, but I didn’t dare let it show on my face. 



Chapter Twenty

 

 

“What do you want me to say?” I asked, sitting at the kitchen table. 

“I want to know if you’ve learned your lesson,” said my mother – I mean, Theresa.  She wasn’t addressing Chloe, her adopted daughter.  She was talking to her husband, Carl.  I’d spent the first six months as Chloe dreaming about returning to manhood, but I couldn’t really relate to the man I once had been.  However, that wasn’t really what she wanted to hear. 

“No,” I said, leaning on my elbows.  “I don’t know.  I guess?  I really don’t know what you want.  I have no idea what Erin even told you to begin with, so I don’t know what lesson I was supposed to have learned from all this.” 

“Honestly?  Me neither,” said Theresa.  “I did when we started, I think.  But I was so angry.  I know I wasn’t thinking straight.” 

It was the first time she’d expected anything close to regret.  I knew it was my opportunity to seize my manhood.  If I pressed, I could have had my life back – or something close to it – within a few weeks.  But I hesitated.  Did I even want to be the angry little man I’d once been?  Wasn’t I in a healthier place as Chloe?  With the exception of my relationship with Erin – or her animosity towards me – my life was nearly idyllic.  Did I really want to give that up?  Could I? 

I summoned what courage I possessed, and I said, “I don’t know if I want to go back.” 

“What?” Theresa asked. 

I shrugged.  “I mean…I don’t know if I’ve learned my lesson,” I said.  “I think…I don’t know…I think I might need to…you know…I think I might…” 

“Another year, then,” she said, her tone far lighter than her feigned expression of anger.  “You’re the same guy you always were, aren’t you?” 

“I must be,” I said. 

“Right,” she said. “But it’s not going to work like this.  We need some more work done.” 

“Oh, God – I take it back,” I said. “I don’t want to go to Dr. Burns again.” 

Memories of my previous experience with the man had given me nightmares, and I had little desire to return. 

“You need to develop,” she said. “Otherwise, people will talk.” 

“But mom –” 

“No buts, young lady,” she said.  “I’m in charge here.  And I think it’s time we took you in hand.” 

And that’s how I found myself, once again, on my way to my mother’s building.  However, unlike the previous time, my nervousness was comprised more of excitement than fear.  Development.  Was she going to finally give me proper breasts?  I longed for a day when Lily couldn’t call me “Surfboard” anymore.  And that longing far outweighed any creepiness presented by the perverted scientist. 

So, I didn’t complain the whole way, and when my mother cleared the floor, I felt almost giddy.  However, that faded almost as soon as Burns entered the room, I felt a chill run up my spine that screamed, “Stranger Danger!” 

I ignored it, and when they told me to, I stripped. 

The doctor stepped forward, fondling my tiny right breast.  I wanted to jerk away, but I held firm.  “I expected them to be a little smaller,” he said.  “They’re certainly not big, but I expected less.  I’m pleased.” 

“Right,” said my mother.  “But she’s getting older.  She needs to fit in with the other girls.” 

“How big?” he asked, a sneer of slight disgust on his face.  He obviously thought it was such a waste to slap womanly breasts on my thin chest. 

“Natural,” she said.  “Hormones, I’m thinking.” 

“She’ll have to have a big dose,” he said.  “And that’s not nearly as reversible as the rest of –” 

“We know,” she interrupted.  “There’s also the question of the prosthetic.” 

“Is it worn out already?” he asked, his hand slipping down to my groin.  I flinched away as his finger went into the prosthetic.  “A little touchy this time, huh?” he asked, grinning.  Then, to Theresa, he said, “It feels fine to me.  In fact, it feels much the same as when I first put it on.” 

“Indeed,” she said.  “But a teenaged girl should have a little hair down there.  Is there anything you can do to mimic hair growth?” 

He sat down, stroking his patchy beard with the same hand that had just been inside me.  I almost vomited. 

Then, his eyes lit up.  “I think I can adjust it,” Burns said.  “She’ll have normal hair growth, too.  And I’ve been developing some new techniques to improve the way the nerve guidance conduit talks to her actual nerves.  She’ll

have a lot more feeling down there.” 

“Will it do what we want it to do?” Theresa asked.  “With the hair growth, I mean.” 

“It will,” he said.  “But we’ll have to reverse some of the hair removal process.  Locally, I mean.” 

“Do it,” she said.  Then, to me, she asked, “Do you want me to stay?” 

I shook my head.  “No,” I said.  “I can handle it.” 

So, Theresa gripped my hand and said, “Okay – I’ll be upstairs when you’re done.” 

After kissing me on the cheek, she retreated from the room, leaving me alone with the doctor.  From one of the nearby drawers, he produced a tube of gel, which he proceeded to rub all over my groin.  And believe me, he was extremely thorough, getting it in every crack and crevice.  After what felt like an eternity, he rose, saying, 

“Leave that there until I get back.  I have to go get the printer.” 

He ducked out of the room, leaving me to my thoughts.  Hormones.  I was about to go on real, female hormones.  And if my previous experience was anything to go by, they were going to be industrial strength.  I would soon start developing like most of my classmates.  What would it be like, having breasts?  Hips?  A real, feminine rear end?  What else would happen?  Mood swings, maybe.  Would my face change?  What about my already-miniscule penis? 

A thousand thoughts like that rocketed through my mind, all questions without answers, until Burns returned, carrying the familiar metal case that had given me my vagina.  As he opened the machine, I wondered about the

“improvements” he’d promised.  I was too afraid to ask any questions, so I simply stood off to the side while he worked. 

After fifteen or twenty minutes had passed, an alarm sounded on his watch, and he turned to me.  “Time to let you breathe a bit down there,” he said.  “Let’s get that off you.” 

I tried to smile, but I think it came off as a grimace.  It didn’t matter.  Burns didn’t really have eyes for my face.  He was far too fixated on my body.  Grabbing a spray-bottle from one of the machine’s many compartments, he knelt before me and started spraying my gel-covered groin.  Within a few seconds, flesh-colored pieces started falling off, bit by bit, to mingle with the puddle of purple goop gathering on the floor.  Before I knew it, he announced that he was finished, and wiped me clean with a paper towel. 

“Take a look,” he said, gesturing to the full-length mirror.  I did, stepping in front of it.  And I was surprised to see that my penis had shrunken even more.  In fact, barely the head even showed.  Maybe a quarter inch stuck out. 

“Jesus,” I said. 

“No,” he said, looking over my shoulder.  “Chris Burns.  But I’m not far behind.  Turn around.” 

I did, and his pen-shaped measuring tool whirred, throwing a red laser grid across my groin.  He adjusted it, then said, “There we go.  Now relax.  You’ll be all covered up again in a few minutes.” 

The process went much the same as it had the first time, save the fact that the fleshy triangle the machine produced looked simultaneously smaller and thicker.  Burns went on and on about conduits and neural nets, but I didn’t really understand what he was saying as he doused my groin with liquid.  After another few minutes of uncomfortable fondling around my groin, he announced, “There we go.  All finished.” 

I turned to look in the mirror, and I was a little disappointed that I didn’t see much difference.  I said as much, and he laughed. “Now,” he said.  “But here’s the thing – your pubic hair will grow now.  If you want, you can go au natural, though I don’t really suggest it.  Everyone appreciates proper grooming.” 

“O-okay,” I said.  “And that’s all that’s different?” 

“No,” he said. “That’s just the tip of the iceberg, little girl.  Go ahead.  Touch yourself.” 

I hesitated, and he sighed, grabbing my vagina.  I gasped.  “Oh, God!” I said.  “It…i-it feels…it feels…” 

“Real,” he said.  “I know.  And your clit is directly hooked up to what’s left of your dick.  I’m sure a growing girl like you can appreciate all the ways you can take advantage of that.  However, I’d appreciate it if you didn’t tell Mrs. Forrester that.  I doubt she’d understand.” 

“O-okay,” I said, still trying to recover from his touch.  It wasn’t that the sensation was that overwhelming. 

It wasn’t.  But compared to what I’d been living with, it might as well have been.  It was going to take some serious adaptation to get used to that. 

“Now,” he said.  “The piece de resistance.”  He didn’t even try to use French inflection, opting to butcher the language instead.  Burns fumbled through one of the side pockets, then said, “Oh – well.  Never mind.  I’ll be right back.  Guess I didn’t bring everything I needed.  Feel free to play with yourself while I’m gone.  Nobody’s watching.” 

And then he left.  I had a brief urge to do just as he’d suggested, but something told me that he had a plethora of cameras trained on the examination room.  I’d already given the pervert enough masturbatory material.  I wasn’t going to give him more.  So, I waited patiently until he returned almost fifteen minutes later. 

He hoisted a syringe in one hand and a clear bottle in the other.  “What’s that?” I asked.  “Hormones?” 

“This is to hormones what Dwayne Johnson is to normal men,” he said.  “Bigger.  Stronger.  Faster.  One injection, and it’ll be like you’re going through puberty all over again.  You’ll catch up to your classmates in no time.” 

“R-right,” I said.  “And this is reversible too, right?” 

“More or less,” he said, shrugging.  “Less than more, if I’m honest.  But it is what it is.” 

Before I could respond, he jabbed the needle into my hip and depressed the plunger.  And then, nothing.  I don’t know what I was expecting.  Did I really expect my boobs to suddenly sprout, right there in the examination room?  Did I expect it to hurt?  I don’t know.  But I felt much the same as I did before, except that I had a tiny hole in my hip. 

“That’s it,” he said.  “You’re well on your way to being a woman.  Congratulations.” 

He sounded disappointed at the prospect, but I couldn’t have felt better.  A woman.  I was going to be a woman. 

God, I was going to be a woman?  What had I done? 







As Burns had predicted, by the time I went back to school, my body had truly blossomed into womanhood. 

My breasts were the most noticeable feature, and at sold B-Cups, they were still growing.  Mom kept joking that I needed a new bra every week.  However, there were other changes as well; I had begun to develop curves – real curves as opposed to the slightly rounded figure I’d had since I became Chloe. 

“Why?” asked Erin, barging into the bathroom as I sat in the tub, shaving my legs.  It was the day before school was scheduled to restart.  “Seriously – you have to tell me why you decided to stay.  She was ready to let you go back.  I wanted it, too.  I wanted to see you try to be a man again.  But you just had to stay as Chloe, and I want to know why.” 

I looked up, rolling my eyes. “You really do need to learn how to respect other people’s privacy,” I said.  I’d grown used to her seeing me naked; she loved seeing me squirm under her scrutiny and had taken every opportunity she could to make me uncomfortable.  Eventually, I stopped giving her the satisfaction. 

She sat on the unopened commode.  “Tell me,” she said.  “Why are you doing it?” 

“You want the truth?” I asked. 

“Yeah,” Erin said.  “The real truth, too.  I’ll know if you’re lying.” 

I sighed.  Sometimes, I forgot how immature Erin really was.  Sure, most of the time, she felt like my demonic big sister, but from time to time, I saw through to the core.  I saw that she was just an immature kid who didn’t really know how life worked.  That was one of the benefits of being an almost-forty-year-old man in the apparent body of a teenager.  It gave me a unique perspective.  Even so, I didn’t know everything. 

“I don’t know,” I said, going back to shaving my legs.  Whatever Burns had done had jumpstarted my body’s hair production, and it took actual work to keep myself smooth.  However, I’d grown accustomed to keeping a small patch of hair just above my vagina – or rather, just above the prosthesis that I’d come to think of as such. 

“You don’t know?” she asked.  “What the heck is that supposed to mean?” 

“It means that there are a lot of reasons, okay?” I said.  “Look – I like being Chloe.  I’m more comfortable in my skin than I ever was before.  And what’s more, I don’t have to worry about people seeing my height first and the person second.  I don’t have to worry about being the big man.  I know it sound stupid – I barely believe it myself –

but this feels more natural to me than anything else ever has.” 

“Seriously?” she asked.  “You’re throwing away being a guy, and for what?  To have tits?  A pussy?  To have to worry about nobody taking you seriously because you’re a girl?  Are you stupid?” 

Maybe I was.  I still felt a rising sense of panic when I thought of what I was leaving behind.  Sure, I still thought I had a safety net of sorts.  If, for some reasons, I didn’t want to be Chloe anymore, I was pretty confident that Burns could reverse most of the changes I’d endured.  However, the idea of growing up and entering adulthood as a woman still scared me in ways I wasn’t fully prepared to confront. 

“Seriously,” I said.  “Do you know what it was like to be me?  Like, do you really know?” 

“I know you were an asshole,” she said. 

I laughed humorlessly.  “Yeah, maybe I was,” I stated.  “But do you know why?”  She shook her head, and I continued, “I was an asshole because I grew up without a single real friend.  Nobody.  I was bullied incessantly all the way up through high school – and we’re not talking people calling me names.  There was that, sure, but guys would kick me.  They’d punch me.  They’d stuff me into trash cans.  It was hell, Erin.  Hell.” 

“Are you serious?” she asked. “I thought that kind of thing only happened in movies.” 

“I wish,” I said.  “And the worst part is that it never really stopped.  Not up here –” I pointed to my head before continuing, “Even as an adult, I remembered what they did.  I couldn’t let myself forget because I was terrified that it would happen again.  I still am, honestly.” 

She didn’t answer, but I could see her expression change.  Where there had been hate, there now bloomed at least the seeds of empathy.  Maybe she wasn’t a demon.  Maybe she was just a kid who couldn’t see the full picture. 

And maybe that was because I’d never told her anything about myself.  We had never bonded. 

“It’s ingrained in guys’ heads,” I explained.  “The strong rule the weak.  That’s the way they’re built.  That’s who they are.  And I was always one of the weak ones.  I was always scared that someone – like Trevor Franks or someone else like him – would suddenly decide he wanted what I had.  And there was nothing I could ever do to stop him.” 

“T-there’s still not,” Erin said.  “If they wanted to –” 

“Men and women are different,” I said, shifting in the tub.  “Besides the obvious, I mean.  Most guys – even the ones who bullied me – would never dream of doing that to a girl.  Do you know why?” 

She shook her head. 

“Because we have the real power,” I said.  “Maybe not always – there are still guys who won’t take no for an answer – but most of the time, we can dictate any relationship.  They all want we have, and they can’t get it without our say so.  That’s power.” 

“So you stayed as Chloe because you wanted power?” she asked. 

“No,” I said, shaking my head.  “I did it so I didn’t feel weak all the time.  I did it because, for the first time in my life, I have friends.  I’m popular.  I did it because I feel comfortable.  There are a thousand other reasons, but the point is that I was a failure as a man.  I was, and from the word go.  But as a girl?  As a girl, I’m a success. 

That’s addictive, especially to someone who’s never had it.” 

“I…I think I understand,” she said. 

“No,” I responded.  “Not really, because I can’t explain it right.  But I think you’re beginning to get it.” 

“I’m sorry,” Erin said.  “For everything.  I know it probably doesn’t mean much now, but I really am sorry for putting you through this.  I just…I guess I just…I just want to be friends.” 

I shook my head.  “We’re not friends,” I said, and she hung her head.  I thought she was about to cry before I said, “We’re sisters.  That’s way more important.” 

She grinned.  “I like that,” was her answer.  “We’ll talk later, okay?  I want to…you know…I want to help. 

If you have any questions about being a girl, just…you know…ask.” 

“I will,” I said, smiling up at her.  Then, when she stood, I said, “And please – can you start knocking before you barge in on me?  I really do wish I could have some privacy sometimes.” 

Erin laughed.  “I’ll try,” she said. 





Chapter Twenty-One





“Ugh,” said Hayley, poking at her salad.  “This just doesn’t taste right.  I think the lettuce is bad.” 

“You’re just a food snob,” I said, glancing around the cafeteria.  Like the rest of the school, it was as expensively decorated as any school I could imagine.  However, it was one of the few rooms on campus that made more than a few concessions to functionality.  And, of course, cafeteria workers look the same the world over. 

But I wasn’t interested in any of them.  No – my attention was occupied almost entirely by Seth, who seemed to have grown a foot over the summer.  I could see him starting to become the man he would one day be.  Tall, broad-shouldered, and handsome, I could easily see him being exactly the sort of guy who would’ve once bullied me.  And that somehow made him more attractive, a fact which had caused me more than a little distress. 

I wasn’t gay.  I didn’t like men.  But I wasn’t a guy anymore, either.  So, did that make me a lesbian?  No.  I wasn’t that, either.  The idea of being with another girl as Chloe just seemed wrong, and not from a moral perspective.  It simply didn’t excite me.  I don’t know.  It’s hard to explain, really. 

One thing I did know was that I was crushing hard on Seth.  But then again, so were most of the girls in my class – and more than a few older girls, too. 

Just as I was staring at him, he glanced up, and we locked eyes.  He smiled.  I tried to force my own, but I was afraid it came off as an awkward grimace.  I was just about to start berating myself when he rose and started walking toward me.  Closer and closer, he came, with Hayley blathering on about salads the whole time.  I didn’t really hear her.  She was background noise.  No – every ounce of my attention was focused on the boy walking toward me.  And then, as unlikely as it seemed, he sat next to me. 

“Hey,” he said, plucking one of my fries from my tray.  “How was your summer, Chloe?” 

“Um…I…it was good, I guess,” I said, feeling some irrational need to thrust my chest out so he could see that I, too, had grown.  Whatever was left of the man I’d once been told me that he’d already noticed, but I wasn’t so sure.  “Yours?” 

“Mine was good too,” said Hayley, looking around me.  “In case anybody cared.” 

“Yeah, awesome,” Seth said.  “Look, Chloe – I was wondering if you might want to go out Saturday night. 

We could go to a movie or something.” 

“Yes!” I said before I could even process what he’d asked.  “I mean, sure.  Yeah.  I’d love to.” 

“Awesome,” Seth said.  “It’s a date, then.” 

“It’s a…a date,” I echoed. 

“I’ll text you, okay?” he said.  I nodded, and he rose.  Grinning, he added, “See you in Calculus.” 

Seth set off back to his lunch table, all his friends watching, and as soon as he was out of earshot, Hayley said, “About time.” 

“W-what?” I asked. 

“Please,” she said.  “You two have been flirting since last year.  Everybody knew you’d get together eventually.  And since the girls came in, he just couldn’t resist anymore.” 

“The girls?” I asked. 

“Your boobs,” Hayley said.  “Are you really that clueless?” 

“What?  No,” I said.  “I just don’t have my head in the gutter all the time.” 

“Yeah, well – maybe you should,” Hayley said, spearing a piece of lettuce with her fork.  “Smell that.  Does it smell wrong to you?” 

I rolled my eyes.  “Just eat your salad,” I said. 







I stood in front of the mirror, staring at my reflection with a critical eye.  I looked good in my new, red fit and flare dress.  It was loose enough that I didn’t look like I was trying too hard to be sexy, but it was short and flirty enough to give Seth the right kinds of ideas.  Or maybe the wrong kind.  I wasn’t sure what I really wanted out of the date, if I was honest, but I definitely wanted him to like me. 

“I would just wear some jeans and a cute top,” said Erin, sitting on my bed.  As soon as she had found out about my impending date, she had immediately gone into big-sister mode.  Ever since our talk, she had warmed up considerably.  We’d even gone shopping together a couple of times.  And to my surprise, I was starting to really like her.  “But that’s just me.  If you try too hard to look cute, he’s going to think you’re easy to get.” 

“I’m not trying too hard,” I said.  “Or I would’ve bought that bodycon dress from Forever 21.” 

“Like mom would’ve ever let you leave the house in that,” Erin laughed.  “She would throw a fit if I wore something that tight, much less a girl your age.” 

My age.  What did that even mean?  By all rights, I should’ve been able to choose to wear whatever I damned well wanted to wear.  However, my wife-turned-mother seemed to take her duties as my guardian very seriously, and she had certain expectations for me.  Basically, she wanted me to look and act like the fifteen-year-old girl I appeared to be.  That was part of the deal, I guess. 

“But it did look really good on you,” Erin said. “Who knew you had those kinds of curves hidden in there?  I bet in the next couple of years, you’re going to be an absolute knockout.” 

I blushed, sitting on the edge of the bed.  “What am I going to do?” I asked. 

“What do you mean?” was her sincere question. 

“I mean I don’t know what I’m doing,” I said.  “With this date, I mean.  I like Seth.  I do.  We’ve been texting for, like, a year now.  And he’s really cute.  But what if he tries to kiss me or something?  What if he wants something else?  I don’t even know if…you know…I don’t…I don’t know what I’m supposed to like.” 

“First of all, if he tries for more than a kiss, you slap his face and call me to come pick you up,” Erin said. 

“I’ll break, like, all the speed limits to get you out of there pronto.  You’re way too young to even think about doing anything more than a little making out.  And as far as what you like, just, you know, listen to your heart.” 

“Thanks, Hallmark Channel,” I groaned.  “I’m serious.  You know what I am, right?  I know it’s easy to forget, but I’m really not supposed to be…you know…doing stuff with boys.  I’m not supposed to want to.” 

“But you do,” she said. 

“I…um…I d-don’t know,” I answered. 

“Yes, you do,” Erin said.  “You know you do.  That’s why you’re suddenly so interested in Drake and Justin Bieber and all those other cute, young singers.  That’s why you’ve been gobbling up anything with Ryan Gosling in it.  And that’s why you agreed to go on a date with Seth.” 

“I…I like all that stuff because…you know…it’s good music!” I insisted.  “And Ryan Gosling is an Oscar-nominated –” 

“Hottie,” she finished.  “He’s sexy.  I get it.  That’s why I like him too.  I mean, sure he’s a good actor, but if he didn’t look the way he looks, you know, with those abs and that face, I’m pretty sure I never would’ve even paid attention to him.  And that’s my point.  Face it, little girl – you like guys.  Maybe Carl didn’t.  I don’t know.  But Chloe does.  And that’s normal.  Just go with it.” 

“Just go with it,” I repeated, wondering if I could, indeed, do that. 







The date itself flew by. 

Seth picked me up around seven o’clock in the evening, and he was perfectly pleasant to my mother.  She asked him all sorts of questions, trying to figure out what sort of guy he was, and he answered them correctly – or at least, I suppose he did, because she didn’t put the kibosh on the whole thing.  And that relieved me quite a bit, though I wasn’t really prepared to accept how important the date was to me. 

After Theresa’s interrogation, he escorted me outside, and I was confronted with his truck.  A brand new, GMC pickup, I was pretty sure it cost almost as much as my old Corvette – which Theresa had sold nearly a year before.  Custom wheels, running boards, extra lights all over – it looked like the sort of truck that was built to drive through the woods, but whose owner would never dare to get it close to even the smallest mud puddle. 

“Nice truck,” I said as he helped me up.  I was pretty sure he got a glimpse of my matching, red panties – the thing was a nightmare for a girl in a dress!  “I didn’t know you were sixteen.” 

“Only just,” he said.  “My birthday was last week.” 

“Oh,” I said. “I didn’t know.  I would’ve gotten you something if I would’ve known.” 

It was a stupid statement.  As much as we’d texted, Seth and I weren’t really on the gift-giving level.  But he laughed it off, saying, “Going out with you is the only gift I wanted.” 

Smooth.  Transparent and a little cringey, but smooth to my crush-addled mind. 

When I was settled into place, he jogged around to the driver’s side and climbed in.  He shoved the key into he ignition and started it.  It roared to life, and we were off.  I have to say that it was probably the least comfortable ride I’d ever had, and not just because of how nervous I was.  Because of the oversized tires and the lifted suspension, the shiny behemoth of a truck provided a less-than-smooth ride.  Couple that with the awkward conversation we shared – talking about school, of all things – and I was incredibly relieved when we pulled into the movie theater’s parking lot. 

It was so strange.  I’d been on dates before, but never as a teenager.  As Carl, I hadn’t had a proper date until I was in college, and even that didn’t feel anything like going out with Seth.  He paid for everything.  My ticket.  A tube of popcorn we would share.  A Sprite for me.  And he led me around so effectively.  I didn’t have to really think.  I didn’t have to make decisions.  He just took control. 

And God, I liked it.  He was so casually dominant that it just made me like him all the more.  So, when we got into the auditorium and the lights dimmed, I didn’t even think of objecting when he put his arm around my shoulders.  In fact, I snuggled close to him as the movie played.  I was so distracted by his closeness that I barely even remember the film – some sort of horror flick.  Sure, I jumped in all the right places, which made him clutch me tighter.  But afterwards, I couldn’t have told you what the thing was about.  However, I could have recounted in great detail how safe he made me feel. 

That was something, right? 

After the movie, we were walking to his truck when he asked, “You want to get a milk shake or something? 

There’s a Steak ‘n Shake right down the road.” 

I wanted to scream, “Yes!” but I also needed to be responsible.  I checked my phone and saw that there was only a half-hour until my curfew.  Yes, I had a curfew.  What fifteen-year-old girl doesn’t, especially on her very first date? 

“I need to get home,” I said.  “My mom’s going to go ballistic if I get home even a minute after ten.” 

He smiled.  “Mine too,” he said.  I knew it was a lie.  He didn’t seem the type to have that early of a curfew. 

“But it would be worth it just to spend a little more time with you.” 

God, I practically swooned right there in the parking lot.  But I held firm. 

“No,” I said.  “I mean, I’d love to.  But I don’t want to get grounded or anything.” 

He shrugged.  “I get that,” he said, smiling. “C’mon.  Let’s get you home, then.” 

And he did, with almost fifteen minutes to spare.  The whole way home, I kept wishing that his truck wasn’t equipped with bucket seats.  If it was a bench, I could’ve continued to enjoy the closeness of him.  I could have savored his smell.  The feel of him. 

After going through our security gate, he rolled to a stop in front of the house.  “I had a really good time,” he said. 

“Me too,” I said, my elbow on the center console as I looked into his eyes.  I pushed a little closer.  My body knew what I wanted, even if my mind hadn’t quite processed it yet. 

And then he leaned in.  I closed my eyes, my lips parting.  And then his lips connected with mine.  His tongue pushed into my mouth, mingling with mine.  As he kissed me, my hand crept up to his torso, feeling his rigid abdominal muscles.  God, he was ripped. 

The kiss went on for what felt simultaneously like an eternity and an instant.  I’d kissed a lot of women in my life.  I had even kissed one boy the year before.  But it was nothing like what Seth and I shared.  There was so much more to it that made merely calling it a kiss seemed inadequate.  It was soft.  It was wet.  And it made my heart beat out of my chest.  More, I felt a familiar tumble in my stomach that announced my arousal. 

I wanted so much more than a kiss.  I wanted to keep going.  I wanted him to rip my clothes off and…and…I pulled away, breathless as I realized I couldn’t even think about taking it any further.  For a briefest moment, a wave of terror crashed across my mind, infecting my thoughts. 

I wasn’t a girl.  Not really.  I shouldn’t be doing this.  I shouldn’t have enjoyed it. 

But I did.  That tiny fact shoved the fear and doubts aside, and I smiled shyly.  My eyes fluttered open to see that he was just as breathless as I was.  That, at least, was gratifying. 

“To be continued,” I breathed.  Then, exercising an incredible amount of willpower, I opened the truck’s door and climbed down.  I didn’t even look back as I floated toward the front door, and it wasn’t until I was safely inside and I heard his truck roar out of the driveway that I let myself grin like the besotted idiot I was. 





Chapter Twenty-Two

 

 

“Wait, what?” I said, staring at my best friend like she’d just slapped me in the face. 

“You heard what I said,” replied Hayley, sitting at my desk as I lay on my stomach on my bed. 

The décor in my room had changed quite a bit over the past year, and not just in terms of the color scheme, which had come to include a lot less pink.  No – it was the corkboard on the wall decorated with pictures of all my friends.  It was the various photos, taken with a Polaroid camera I’d gotten for Christmas, of Seth and me looking like a perfect high school couple.  And it was the veritable piles of multi-colored and multi-styled clothes on the floor.  Even a few bras – real, C-Cup bras – lay draped over the various furniture. 

“But why?” I asked.  “You love dance.” 

“Because I’m not going to have time,” was her response.  “I’m trying out for cheerleading for next year.” 

Next year.  It was hard to believe that almost an entire year had passed since I’d decided to extend my stay as Chloe.  It was even more difficult to believe how much I’d settled into my new life.  I could confidently say that I’d become one of the most popular girls in my class, thanks in no small part to my relationship with Seth, which had progressed quite a bit.  Barely a weekend went by when we didn’t go out.  And at school, we were practically inseparable – which I knew made Hayley more than a little jealous. 

She hated him for it, I think.  Sure, she was always nice to him.  She never said anything overtly bad about him.  But I saw the looks of disgust when he drove up in that shiny truck.  I saw when she rolled her eyes at his comments.  And I couldn’t help but notice that she didn’t even chuckle at any of his jokes.  She didn’t like him.  I knew it.  She knew it.  And so did Seth. 

“Cheerleading?” I asked.  “Seriously?” 

“Why not?” she asked, her tone a little more indignant than I might have expected.  “I’ve got rhythm.  I used to take gymnastics.  And Iris started cheering her junior year.” 

“And you constantly make fun of her for it!” I said. 

“Well, maybe I see it a little differently, now,” Hayley said. 

“Yeah,” I said, a little disappointed.  One of the things I liked best about Hayley was her refusal to bow to anyone else’s expectations. And it seemed like her decision to go out for cheerleading was rooted in just what she’d so far refused to do.  “I guess you do.” 

“You should do it with me,” Hayley said. 

“Me and my two left feet?” I asked.  “No thanks.” 

“Come on – you’re a really good dancer!” she said, sounding completely sincere.  Maybe she did believe it. 

I had to admit that, over the previous two years, I’d gotten a lot better.  But I knew I wasn’t nearly as proficient as the other girls’ our age, and I’d taken to self-depreciation to combat that.  “You’re way too hard on yourself. 

You’ve got rhythm.  And I saw you tumbling the other day.  You’re really good.” 

Tumbling.  I’d been messing around with some of the other girls before dance, and I’d done a few back handsprings.  It wasn’t that impressive. 

“I’m pretty sure I wouldn’t make it,” I said.  “I mean, there have to be better girls than me, right?” 

Right?  The idea wasn’t altogether unattractive, though.  I always got jealous when one of the cheerleaders came around Seth.  What guy wouldn’t notice a cute girl in a short skirt, right?  How was I supposed to compete with that? How, unless I was one of them?  It seemed crazy.  But it was also something I suddenly wanted very much. 

“You would,” she said.  “And I think I would too.  We could start working on it this week.  That gives us almost a month before tryouts.  We’ll be ready.  And next year, we’ll be cheerleaders.  Think about how much fun it would be.” 

I did.  And I was convinced.  “Okay,” I said.  “I’ll do it.  But I’m not dropping dance until I know I’m on the squad.  And I don’t think you should either.” 

“Fine,” she said, grinning.  “Whatever.  This is going to be so much fun!” 







“Chloe,” said Mrs. Tate, my chemistry teacher.  I looked up, and she said, “You’re paired up with Colby. 

When you and Miss Greene get together, you don’t get a thing done.” 

I groaned, gathering my book.  It wasn’t that I didn’t like Colby.  Well – I didn’t dislike him.  In fact, I’d

barely thought of him since my first day in school.  He was just there, you know?  Always the smartest kid in class. 

Good-looking, but nothing special.  And he wasn’t an athlete or anything.  In fact, I had no idea if he was involved in any extracurricular activities at all.  He was a background character, nothing more. 

But it would do no good to argue with Mrs. Tate.  Once she made up her mind, nothing was going to change it.  So, I quickly made way to the back table, where Colby had already set up a series of beakers for the experiment. 

“Hey,” he said, pulling his safety goggles over his glasses. 

“What’s up?” I replied, putting my own goggles on, hoping they didn’t mess up my hair.  “What are we even doing?  I wasn’t paying much attention when she gave instructions.” 

“Don’t worry about it,” he said.  “I’ll take care of it.” 

“No – I want to do it,” I said, looking at the array of glassware.  “Whatever it is.” 

“Fine,” he said.  “Hand me that bottle over there.” 

I did, and he said, “Sorry she put you with me.  I know you’d rather hang out with Hayley.” 

I shrugged.  “It’s fine,” I said, thinking he might be one of those kids with low self-confidence.  The last thing I wanted was to make him feel bad about himself.  I wasn’t a monster. 

“So – Seth Phillips, huh?” he asked as he poured a liquid from one beaker to another.  “How’s that working out?” 

“What?”  I asked.  “Fine.  What’s that tone supposed to mean?” 

He shrugged.  “Just didn’t think you were that kind of girl,” he said.  “But yeah – good for you, I guess.” 

I couldn’t miss the disdain in his voice.  Who did he think he was to disapprove of my relationship with Seth?  He was just some nobody.  He couldn’t talk to me like he had the right to judge me. 

“Good for me is right,” I hissed.  “Who are you dating, again?  Your right hand?  Or are you a leftie?” 

“Leftie, actually,” he said, grinning as he transferred another liquid into one of the beakers.  It immediately turned to a vivid, purple vapor that undulated around the beaker.  “There we go.  All done.” 

“That’s it?” I asked, looking around the room.  Nobody else in the class had achieved the same reaction. 

“Yep,” he said.  “And just for the record, I think you’re too good for him.  I’ve seen you in class.  I know you’re smart.  You’re nice.  And he’s…neither of those things.” 

“Yeah?  And who are you to judge?” I asked, some of my anger dissipating with the compliments.  However, I didn’t appreciate him talking about Seth that way.  My boyfriend was smart.  He was nice.  A guy like Colby just didn’t see the side of Seth that I saw. 

“Just a casual observer,” Colby answered. 

“I guess you’d rather I dated somebody like you,” I said. 

He shrugged again.  “Maybe,” was his answer.  “But that’s not my point.  I just want you to know that you’re better than that.  Never forget that.” 

I was about to respond when Mrs. Tate approached our table, saying, “Fantastic job, you two.  I think we’ve found the lab partner dream team, here.  From now on, you two will be working together.” 

I let out a mental groan.  Great.  That was the last thing I needed. 







I looked up at the stars as I lay in the bed of Seth’s truck, a thick blanket separating me from the hard metal. 

My bosom heaved as he clutched my hand. 

“Do you ever wonder whether we are where we’re supposed to be?” I asked. 

“I’m exactly where I want to be,” was his answer.  Everything he said seemed so perfect.  So calculated.  It was like he knew exactly what I wanted to hear.  Or maybe it was just that we fit so well together, Colby’s assertion be damned. 

“Yeah,” I said.  “Me too.  But that’s not what I’m talking about.  I’m talking about, you know, the big picture.  I mean, think about this – if one little thing in our lives were different, we wouldn’t be where we are.” 

Like, if I hadn’t berated Trevor Greene, I never would have earned the ire of my boss.  And he would never have funneled my clients away from me.  And so on and so forth.  The result would’ve been that I would have been a forty-year-old man who would never have dreamed of holding hands with a teenaged boy. 

“Like,” I said. “What if I would’ve been busy the weekend you asked me out the first time?  What if…you know…what if my parents had missed their plane?  What if I was still living in Florida?” 

He was silent for a long moment.  “We’d still be together,” he said.  “We’re soulmates.” 

I melted.  Soulmates. 

“Do you think so?” I asked. 

He released my hand and turned onto his side.  Propping himself on his elbow, Seth looked me in my eyes. 

“I love you,” he said.  “That’s special.  And nothing could have kept us apart.” 

God – he always said the right thing to make me feel like the luckiest girl in the world.  And it wasn’t just a feeling, I was sure.  I was exactly what I felt like.  I didn’t care that someone like Colby didn’t approve.  Seth and I were meant to be together. 

He leaned in, kissing me deeply.  I accepted it.  No matter how often we made out – and we did as often as we could – it never got old.  That’s what love meant, I thought.  That’s what – oh, God, he was reaching under my shirt.  How did he unclasp my bra so easily?  And why did his hand feel so good on my breast? 

I couldn’t stop myself from climbing on top of him.  Smiling, I rocked my hips as he cupped my breasts in both hands.  I almost jumped when I felt his manhood respond beneath his jeans.  It was so hard.  So big.  And that was for me.  He wanted me.  Needed me.  And I wanted him. 

I dry-humped him for a few more seconds, leaning in to continue our make out session, and his hand crept down.  Down.  Into my pants.  God, I wanted it.  But as soon as his finger pushed past my panties, I came to my senses. 

I sprang off of him quicker than I ever thought I could. 

“What’s wrong?” he asked, breathless.  “I thought you wanted it.” 

My own breath came in ragged, lustful gasps as I tried to get my arousal under control.  Finally, I said, “I do.  I really do,” I said.  “But…I…I w-want to wait, okay?  It needs to be the right time.” 

“It is,” he said, pushing toward me.  He kissed me again, and I melted against him.  However, as soon as his hand crept back to my groin, I pulled away. 

“Please,” I said.  “I don’t think…I don’t think this is right.  It’s not the right time.” 

I think he recognized a lost cause.  He wasn’t going to get what he wanted.  Not that night, at least. 

“Fine,” he said, a note of bitterness in his voice.  It was there for only an instant, but I noticed it.  When he spoke again, it was gone.  “Fine.  I get it.  You’re not ready.  That’s okay.  I don’t want to do anything until you’re ready.” 

I smiled, the tone of acrimony forgotten.  “Thanks,” I said.  “I’m so glad you understand.  I’m so lucky to have a boyfriend like you.” 

He returned the smile.  “No – I’m the one who’s lucky,” he said.  “But look – it’s getting late.  I think we should get out of here.  I don’t want your mom to get mad at me.” 







I sat just outside the gym, waiting for my turn to try out for the impartial panel of judges who would decide if I was good enough to join the cheerleading squad.  I wore a variation of the same outfit all the other girls wore –

tight workout shorts and a sports bra – and I sort of liked the anonymity it brought.  I didn’t have to worry about looking better than anyone else.  I only had to perform better.  And after spending the previous month fine-tuning my technique, I was convinced that I had a shot.  Maybe it was a slim one, but it was a shot nonetheless. 

I was surprised how much I’d grown to want it, though.  In the space of a month, it had become the most important thing in my life.  I’d watched videos on Youtube.  I had asked Erin for her help; she’d been cheering for years.  And I had practiced my butt off.  If that wasn’t enough, I knew I’d be incredibly disappointed.  However, my attitude wasn’t anything compared to how important it was to Hayley. 

I glanced at my friend, who looked a nervous wreck.  Objectively speaking, she was better than me in every respect.  She tumbled better.  Her cheers were sharper.  Even her voice was clearer.  And after a decade of dance, she’d learned the requisite routines without a single issue.  If it came down to a choice between the two of us, I knew which way they’d go.  And if I lost to her, I wouldn’t be so disappointed.  I thought.  Okay, maybe that was a lie.  It didn’t matter who beat me, I was going to be devastated if I didn’t make it. 

“It’s going to be okay,” I said. nudging her.  “You’re going to be great.” 

“Yeah,” she said, a bead of sweat dripping down her temple.  I knew she hadn’t really heard my encouragement.  She was too worked up.  So, we sat in silence as, one after the other, the other girls were called into the gym.  Some came back out excited.  Others were crying.  I couldn’t help but wonder which group I’d fall into. 

And then, one of the judges – a petite blonde with the body of a gymnast and a shirt that said UCA – poked her head out the door and called, “Hayley Greene!” 

Hayley didn’t move.  She was rooted in place until the woman called her name again.  Then, almost as if she’d just woken up, she sprang to her feet and, with one last backwards look, she followed the woman into the gym.  And I waited.  And waited.  It felt like an hour.  Two, even.  But I knew it hadn’t been more than ten minutes. 

And then she came out. 

I knew something was wrong as soon as she stepped through the door.  Her cheeks were coated with tears

and tiny half-sobs kept coming from her mouth.  I jumped to my feet and ran toward her. 

“W-what happened?” I asked. 

“I…I fell,” she said.  “I fell.  Right at the first.  I fell.” 

Oh, God.  She fell.  It didn’t matter how well she did after that, it was a good chance that she was disqualified.  Her dream, the one for which she’d given up dance, the one she’d spent countless hours preparing for, was probably gone.  I felt like breaking down right then and there and crying with her.  I almost did.  In fact, I probably would have if the same woman hadn’t called my name a few seconds later. 

“Go,” Hayley said.  “Go.  Get on the squad.  I want you to.  If it’s not me, it should be you.” 

My heart jumped into my throat.  I didn’t want to leave her alone in such a vulnerable state.  But if I wanted to be a cheerleader – and God, I did – I had to go.  So, I gave her a quick hug, saying, “There’s no guarantee you won’t get in.  Other girls might have fallen too.” 

Then, I went into the gym, following the woman to center court, where they’d set up a table, behind which were four judges.  Two men and two women, all wearing the same tee-shirts denoting their membership in the Universal Cheerleader’s Association.  They were the final authority in all things cheerleading, but more, they were completely impartial.  They didn’t know any of the girls competing for spots on the squad, so they weren’t likely to play favorites.  It was the fairest way to do it. 

“You understand how this is structured, right?” asked the woman once she was seated next to her colleagues.  “Cheer first.  Tumbling second.  Then, you’ll do the dance.  Do you know all the moves?” 

I nodded, my mind suddenly going blank.  I’d gone through the routines more times than I could count, but that didn’t matter.  I couldn’t think.  I couldn’t breathe.  I was so terrified that I’d screw up that I’d been paralyzed into inaction. 

“Okay, then go when you’re ready,” one of the men said. 

And suddenly, I was moving.  I was shouting the proper words.  And I was smiling the whole time.  I can hardly even remember what I said.  It’s all just a blur.  The tumbling was better.  I did a roundoff, followed by three back handsprings, all with what I thought was perfect form.  Finally, once I’d caught my breath, I did the dance routine as flawlessly as I could.  It wasn’t perfect, I don’t think, but it was decent.  Better than average.  And when I was finally finished, I was confident that I’d done as well as I could.  Leaving the gym, I was satisfied that I couldn’t have done any better.  If I made it, I made it, but if I didn’t, it wouldn’t be because I’d underperformed. 

That was something, at least. 

I quickly pushed through the crowded throng of other girls and found Hayley sitting in the corner.  She’d stopped crying, but she still looked horrible.  She would be a long time getting over her failure, I knew.  So, I sat down next to her, and we waited for the remaining girls to try out.  It took a couple of hours before the last one had finished, and it was another thirty minutes before Miss Carter, the cheerleading coach, appeared in the doorway clutching a clipboard. 

“You all did a wonderful job,” she said.  “You were the best group of girls I’ve had since I’ve been here.  I just want you to know that, even if you didn’t make it, your effort won’t be forgotten.  Just train a little harder, and come back next year.  For those who did make it, we’ll be meeting tomorrow afternoon to get you fitted for your uniforms.” 

She hung the clipboard on a nearby nail and stepped aside.  As soon as she left the gym lobby, there was a mad rush to the clipboard.  Hayley and I hung back – me, because I didn’t want to seem too eager and Hayley because she didn’t really want to see the results.  The hesitation allowed me to see a wide breadth of emotions from the girls.  Some erupted into cheers.  Others looked pleased, but like they’d expected it all along.  Most of those were the previous year’s squad.  Of course, there were the ones who didn’t make it.  That’s when the tears came. 

Then there were the ones who just looked dejected.  But slowly, they all made their way outside until it was just Hayley and me. 

“You ready?” I asked. 

“As ready as I’ll ever be,” she said.  “I hope you get it.” 

“I hope you do too,” I said. 

And then, we approached the clipboard.  It didn’t take me long to find my own name, and I gasped in surprised. 

I made it.  I was a cheerleader.  A sense of satisfied elation erupted inside my belly, and I wanted to let out a triumphant scream.  However, I kept it under wraps as I looked for Hayley’s name.  I’m ashamed to say that I started in the “cut” list. 

“I made it,” she said, a tone of surprise coating her voice.  “I…I made it.  We made it.  Together.” 

She threw her arms around me, hugging me close as we both cried tears of joy.  It was silly, but up until that moment, it was the best day of my life. 

 



Chapter Twenty-Three

 

 

I lay back on the deck chair, soaking up the sun.  I wore a white bikini with gold trim, which was easily the most revealing thing I’d ever worn in public – if you could consider the Florida beach house we’d rented as being in public.  Erin lay in the chair beside me listening to some audio book.  Her bikini was a little skimpier than mine, but it wasn’t indecent.  And regardless of the fact that we weren’t related by blood, it was easy to see that we were sisters. 

As always, her more-mature body looked like a younger version of her mother’s, which meant that her generous breasts were frim and unaffected by gravity.  Her thin waist flared to wide hips, and her years of cheerleading, dance, and gymnastics had given her a rounded rear-end that was the envy of her peers and an object of desire for the entire population of the opposite sex. 

Over the course of the previous year, my own body had continued to develop until I looked like a shorter, more compact version of my sister.  We had the same blonde hair, the same slightly upturned nose, the same blue eyes.  It was uncanny, considering that we weren’t really related. 

“What are you listening to?” I asked. 

She plucked one of her earbuds out of her ear, asking, “What?” 

I repeated my question, and she said, “Oh – I’m listening to Michelle Obama’s book.” 

“Any good?” I asked. 

“It is,” she said.  “You’re more than welcome to listen to it when I’m done.” 

No thanks, I thought.  I wasn’t really much of a reader.  Or in this case, a listener.  But I said, “Maybe.  If I have time.” 

She laughed.  “Not your speed, huh?” she said.  “That’s cool.  You’ll get there when you’re a little older.” 

A little older.  I had just turned forty years old.  I was more than twice her age, despite my appearance. 

Hearing her treat me just like her real little sister was simultaneously frustrating and gratifying.  And the worst part was that I understood it.  Over the previous two years, I had become Chloe, through and through.  And she had come to exclusively think of me as such.  I could tell that it wasn’t something she had to force.  It was just natural. 

“I wish you weren’t leaving,” I said. 

She sighed, pulling both earbuds out and pausing her book.  “I knew this was coming,” she said. 

“What?” I asked. 

“It’s okay to freak out a little bit because I’m leaving,” Erin said.  “I understand it.  But you –” 

“I’m not freaking out,” I said.  “I just don’t understand why you can’t go to college closer to home.  I mean, what’s wrong with –” 

“I got into Yale,” she said.  “And not because mom bought my way in.  I got a scholarship because I earned it.  Do you know what that means?” 

“You’re smart,” I said.  “But I knew that already.  Where you go to school isn’t going to change that.” 

“No,” she said. “It’s not, but you do get that this is a huge opportunity for me, right?  I can’t pass it up.” 

I didn’t answer.  I didn’t like the idea that she was going away.  Over the previous year, we had become as close as real sisters.  Sure, we argued – sometimes like cats and dogs – but we always made up.  And she had steered me through some of the biggest moments of my life.  Everything from my first date with Seth to making the cheerleading squad, she had helped me through it all.  And I was worried about losing her advice as much as her companionship.  But I couldn’t really articulate any of that.  So, I just sat there, pouting. 

“Did I ever tell you why I want to be a doctor?” she asked. 

“Because mom’s a –” 

“Mom has a doctorate,” she said.  “She’s a chemist.  But I’ve always wanted to be a doctor.  At first, it was just because I thought it was a good way to make money.  You know, have my own practice, be independent like mom.” 

“Good plan,” I said. 

“Yeah,” she responded. “But here’s the thing – I didn’t really want it.  I just wanted the reward, you know? 

Back then, it didn’t matter how I became successful.  I just wanted success for its own sake.” 

“And what changed?” I asked. 

“Judy,” she said.  “Judy Freeman.” 

“Who’s that?” was my next question.  I shifted to get a better look at my sister, who had a faraway look on her face. 

“Judy Freeman is an amputee,” she said.  “I met her my freshman year when I was working as a candy striper.  I remember being so pissed at mom about making me do it.  But she insisted because she wanted me to see what being in the medical field was really about.  Bed pans and shots and such.  It wasn’t all glitz and glamour and fat paychecks.” 

She looked away, pushing her blonde hair behind her ears.  Then, she sniffed loudly, and I realized she was crying.  “I met Judy in my third week,” she said. “She’d been in a car accident.  Lost her leg.  And she felt it, you know?  She was crying every time I saw her.  I tried to be nice, but she just wasn’t hearing it.  And then, everything changed when she got her prosthetic.  And then I saw the look on the doctor’s face when he gave it to her, after he saw her take her first steps with it.  He’d helped that woman.  Like, really helped.  He’d made her life better.  Then and there, I knew that was what I wanted.  I wanted to feel that.  I needed to make that kind of difference.” 

Jesus Christ.  I was crying.  She was crying.  All because of a story involving someone I didn’t even know. 

But more than that, my sister had let me see a side of her I’d never even glimpsed before.  She cared so much about that stranger. 

“Look – I know what you’re thinking,” she said. 

“You do?” I asked. 

“How could I have seen that, how could I have let it change me so much?” she asked. “And then, I just turned around and did what I did to you.  How does that happen?” 

“I wasn’t thinking that,” I stated.  In fact, it had never crossed my mind.  I’m not sure what that said about me. 

“I was,” Erin said.  “The fact is that I was stupid.  Selfish and stupid and immature.  It was the worst mistake of my life.  It’s only pure, dumb luck that it worked out the way it did.  By all rights, you should be a psychotic mess after everything you were put through.  And I’m sorry.  I’m so, so sorry for doing that to you.” 

“It’s okay,” I said.  “I’m…you know…I’m happy you did it.  I really am.  And I’m happy you’re going to get to do what you want to do.  You said you were selfish and stupid and immature?  Well, I’m being the same way by wishing you weren’t leaving.  I see that.  I do.  You showed me that.” 

She smiled through the tears.  “Well, that’s what big sisters are for,” she said. 







“I need some advice,” I said a few days later.  It was the last day of our beach trip, and we were going home the next morning.  I’d just finished packing my things, and Erin was just getting started.  I lay on the bed, idly flipping through my phone.  It was a ruse.  I wasn’t even looking.  I just wanted to appear nonchalant.  It didn’t work.  Erin knew me too well. 

“I know that tone,” she said, throwing a wad of panties into her suitcase.  She’d never been what anyone would call a neat freak.  She knelt on the bed, asking, “What’s up?” 

“God – you don’t have to seem so excited,” I said. “It’s not a big deal.” 

“Sure,” she answered, grinning.  “What’s up?” 

I rolled my eyes.  “It’s a boy thing,” I said.  “It’s about Seth.” 

“Oh, juicy,” she said.  “What happened?” 

“Well, a few weeks before the end of school, we were…um…we were in the back of his truck,” I said.  “We were at Loomis point, and –” 

“He took you to Loomis Point?” she asked. 

“Yeah, but that’s not the point,” I answered. “Anyway, we were talking, and –” 

“Making out,” she interrupted.  “Continue.” 

I groaned. “Are you going to keep interrupting me?” I asked. 

“If you keep dancing around the truth, yeah,” was Erin’s response.  “Keep going.” 

“Fine,” I said.  “We were talking.  And then we were making out, okay?  But anyway, things were going really good and his hand kind of went up my shirt.  I didn’t even know what was happening until it was, you know, happening.  And by then, I just…it just felt so good.  Then I was on top of him.  And he got…well…he was excited and he was grabbing my boobs.  And then his hand went down my pants.  I was ready to let him do whatever he wanted until I remembered what I am.  I jumped off of him, and I told him I wasn’t ready.  He told me he understood.” 

“But he’s suddenly lost interest, huh?” Erin predicted. 

I nodded.  “Not completely,” I said.  “We’ve been out a couple of times since then, but he just seems so distracted.  We’ve barely even kissed since then.  And he doesn’t answer my texts as quickly anymore.  He doesn’t answer my calls.  I don’t know.  I feel like I’m losing him.  But then I think I’m just reading too much into it, you

know?  I don’t know what to do.” 

Erin sighed.  “If you would have been a normal girl,” she said. “Would you have done it?  Would you have let him finger you?” 

I shrugged.  “I…I don’t know,” I said.  But in my mind, I screamed, “Yes!  God, yes!”  However, I didn’t want to admit it to her.  “It wouldn’t have mattered, anyway.  Unless he, you know…unless we went all the way, he wouldn’t be able to tell a difference.” 

“How does that even work?” Erin asked.  “I’ve always wondered, but I didn’t want to ask.” 

“I don’t know,” I said.  “But as long its’ just a finger or something, I’m sure nobody could tell the difference.  Anything…you know…a-anything bigger won’t fit, though.” 

“So, you could’ve let him do it,” she said. “But you didn’t.” 

I nodded.  “And now he’s drifting away,” I said. “Did I make the wrong choice?  Did I do the wrong thing?” 

“You did what you did,” Erin stated.  “Listen – I know that doesn’t sound like it means anything, but here’s the thing – you can’t change what happened.  What you can do is figure out what you want.  If you want things to move forward with Seth, they will.” 

“But how?” I pleaded.  “I’m afraid.  I’m terrified he’ll find out what I am.” 

“Then control it,” Erin said.  “You can do all sorts of things that aren’t sex.  Like you said, you could let him finger you.  You could blow him.  Give him a hand job.  And then, If you need more, just do it in the butt.” 

“In…in the…b-but what…I mean…how’s that work?” I asked.  “Wouldn’t he know something was weird?” 

“Just tell him you’re waiting until marriage,” she advised.  “Tell him you want to stay a virgin.  Honestly, it’ll probably be his idea after that.  Guys are all the same.  He’ll say something like if you do it in the ass, it doesn’t count toward your virginity.  It’s stupid.  But it’s a way you can have sex without revealing your secret.” 

My secret.  I just wanted to be normal.  I didn’t want to jump through hoops.  I just wanted to make a decision whether or not to have sex with my boyfriend on its own merits.  I didn’t want to have to think about my fake vagina or anal sex or any of that other stuff. 

“I…um…I don’t know about any of that,” I said. 

“Before you decide how to do it,” she said. “You need to figure out whether or not you even want to have sex with this boy.  I’ve seen him, though.  He’s handsome.  He’s got a good body.  But you need to look past all that.  It’s perfectly okay to have sex for its own sake.  I get that.  And for that, what he looks like is a big deal.  But you’re talking about relationships and love, right?” 

I nodded. 

“Then you’ve got a lot to think about,” she said.  “Figure out what you want from that relationship, and the rest will kind of fall into place.” 

She was right.  I did have a lot to think about. 



Chapter Twenty-Four





Clad in only a white sports bra and a matching pair of cotton panties, I stared at my locker.  All around me, the other cheerleaders – girls I’d come to know quite well during the summer – were in various states of dress. 

Some were topless.  Others were like me, wearing only their underwear.  Still others had already begun to put on their uniforms – a brief, blue and white skirt under a matching, sleeveless top emblazoned with the school’s initials. 

It wasn’t as revealing as some uniforms I’d seen – there would be no bare midriffs – but the skirt was short enough to challenge our collective modesty.  To combat that, the uniform included a pair of matching bloomers. 

“You going to stare at the uniform all day?” asked a grinning Hayley.  I turned to see that she was topless, wearing only a pair of panties much like mine.  Over the previous six months, her bosom had really filled out, but I barely noticed other than to think,  Good for her. 

I returned her smile.  “Just appreciating the moment,” I said.  “Once we put on these uniforms, once we go out there, we’ll officially be cheerleaders.” 

“I know,” Hayley said, her grin widening.  “It’s awesome, isn’t it?” 

I agreed.  It felt like such a turning point for me – like a rite of passage or something.  I couldn’t really explain it, except to say that my stomach was in knots at the prospect of trotting out in front of that crowd wearing a that tiny skirt. 

We quickly dressed, topping off our uniforms with matching ankle socks and white sneakers.  Both of us had put our respective hair up in a high ponytail, tied with a white ribbon.  On my right cheek was as caricature of a wolf

– our mascot.  Within a few minutes, were completely dressed. 

“You look great,” Hayley said, admiring me.  I returned the compliment, and she asked, “You ready?” 

I was, and I said as much.  Soon, the other girls were dressed the same way we were, and only a few minutes later, the time came for us to go out to the field.  The knots in my stomach tightened as I skipped across the field. 

There were so many people there.  So many men.  And I knew exactly what each and every one of them were thinking when they looked at us.  After all, I’d been in much the same situation when I’d been dragged to Erin’s games.  I had thought much the same thoughts. 

What can I say about the game itself?  It was exciting.  Embarrassing.  Exhilarating.  Arousing.  Exhausting. 

So many emotions flowed through me that, eventually, I had trouble distinguishing between them.  I could hardly even follow the game, I was so engrossed in doing a good job as a cheerleader. 

We cheered.  We tumbled.  We tossed tiny footballs into the crowd.  And at halftime, we danced.  By the time the game was finished and I looked up at the scoreboard, I was a little surprised to find that we had won by a wide margin.  That meant that Seth had probably had a good game.  He was, after all, the quarterback.  The team usually only went as far as his right arm would take them. 

Thoughts of Seth pushed everything else aside as I wondered exactly where we stood.  During the summer, he’d been a little distant, and I’d been content to let it stay that way because, after my conversation with Erin, I knew that I had to decide where I wanted our relationship to go.  And I also knew that I had no idea how to do that. 

However, when school had started back, everything seemed to go back to normal.  We at lunch together.  He walked me to my classes.  And for the two Saturdays since we’d gotten back, we’d gone out – once to the movies and another time to a nice restaurant.  The mixed signals were a little confusing, but I think I’d fooled myself into thinking that everything really was back to the way it was. 

However, in the back of my mind, I knew better.  I had to.  I was smart enough to know that things didn’t just magically get better. 

Still, I ignored my better judgment and pretended everything was great between us.  So, after the game, I went to wait for him outside the football team’s locker room.  Another couple of cheerleaders were there, girlfriends of other football players, and we mingled while we waited.  And one by one, the boys filtered out. 

Seth was one of the last, and when he laid eyes on me, he grinned, trotting forward.  His hair was still wet from the showers, and he toted a foul-smelling bag that must’ve had his football clothes in it.  But even so, he looked and smelled and sounded amazing when he said, “Hey babe.” 

“Hey yourself,” I said, smiling a cheerleader’s smile.  “Good game.” 

“You saw, huh?” he asked.  I nodded, saying that I had, and he responded, “I saw you, too.  I almost stopped playing right in the middle of the game, you were so sexy.” 

I blushed, but he ignored my embarrassment.  Instead, he wrapped his arms around me and picked me up, grabbing my ass along the way.  Then, he kissed me passionately.  I let him.  No – I didn’t just let him.  I gave back

as good as I got, thinking that everything was finally back to normal. 

When he finally put me down, Seth said, “Look – me and the guys are going over to Jeff’s place.  His folks are out of town.” 

“Oh, yeah?” I asked, quirking an eyebrow.  “A party?” 

“Yeah, no – not really,” he said. “It’s just the players.  Kind of a guy’s night thing.  You know, team bonding.  But we’ll hang out tomorrow night, okay?” 

“O-okay,” I said.  “Okay.” 







“He’s such an asshole,” said Hayley, pacing back and forth in my room.  She still wore her cheerleading uniform.  By comparison, mine lay discarded on the floor, and I only wore my panties and sports bra. 

“He’s not an asshole,” I said.  “I get it.  Boys need time to themselves.” 

“You’re not that naïve, are you?” she asked.  “It’s not just guys there.  I know for a fact that Lily went.  She was talking about it after the game.  I heard her.  And her little friend are going too.” 

I shrugged.  “So what?” I asked. 

“So what?” she echoed.  “So what?  Are you crazy?  You know what we should do, right?  We should go anyway.  We should crash that party, and if he’s doing something he shouldn’t be doing, we…we…we…you know…we make him pay.” 

“God, you sound ridiculous,” I said.  However, I couldn’t deny that she was probably right.  The conversation she’d overheard, coupled with the real state of my relations with Seth pointed to a lie.  I knew it.  And I was absolutely furious about.  But I didn’t want to let it show because I knew it was my fault. 

Seth had put himself out there.  He’d showed me his vulnerability.  And just when things had started to progress, I had slapped him in the face, metaphorically speaking.  I’d left him unsatisfied, and for what?  Because I was a little scared?  Because I was a frayed bundle of psychoses?  Because I didn’t want to admit what I wanted?  I was a little surprised he hadn’t left me right then and there.  The fact that he’d stayed as long as he had said more about the strength of his character – and subsequently, our relationship – than his current actions. 

I wanted to say all that and more, but something stopped me.  Hayley couldn’t understand.  She’d never really had a boyfriend.  She didn’t know anything about real relationships.  Sure, she’d been on a few dates.  And she’d kissed a few guys.  But she was completely ignorant of how real relationships worked. Compared to her, I was as worldly as anyone else on the whole planet. 

“Look – it’s fine,” I said.  “Really.  I trust him.” 

“You trust him?” she asked. “We’re talking about the same Seth right?  How can you trust him?” 

I shrugged.  “Because I just do,” I said.  “I can’t explain it.  I guess that’s just how love works.” 

“Love,” she muttered.  I thought she was going to say something else, but she didn’t.  She just sat down next to me, waiting for me to make the next move. 

“Let’s watch something on Netflix,” I suggested.  “I think the new season of Riverdale’s on there.” 

She sighed. “Fine,” was her response.  But I knew she didn’t really want to drop it.  She’d never liked Seth, and that wasn’t going to soon change. 



Chapter Twenty-Five

 

 



“Can we just get this over with?” I asked, heaving my backpack off my shoulder.  After pulling my laptop out, I tossed it onto the floor of Colby’s room.  “I’ve been at cheer practice all day, and I’m exhausted.” 

“Nice to see you, too,” he said.  “Yes, I’m fine.  Thanks for asking.  No, of course I don’t mind doing almost all the work.  It’s not like we’re partners, right?  Oh, we are?  Then, maybe we should be dividing the work equally. 

Oh, right – that’s just crazy.  I know you have so many demands on your valuable time.” 

“Oh, shut up,” I said good-naturedly.  Over the previous year of being lab partners, Colby and I had become

– not really friends – but easy acquaintances.  I knew that he didn’t mean his sarcastic comments.  And he knew I wasn’t just some ditzy cheerleader who didn’t want to do her work.  “I’m sorry I’m late, okay?” 

He grinned.  “It’s fine,” he said.  “Just messing with you.  This project is really kind of easy.” 

I shrugged.  “Maybe for you,” I said. “But I’m not a genius.” 

“You don’t give yourself enough credit,” was his response. 

I felt my cheeks redden.  I was well used to people complimenting my looks – you can only hear people say, 

“You’re so pretty!” so many times before it starts to lose some of its luster – but someone talking about my intellect in a positive way was something altogether new.  And I wasn’t sure if Colby was saying it sarcastically, if he was flattering me, or if he really meant it.  He was hard to pin down, that’s for sure. 

I sat down, his bed creaking as I did.  Colby’s family didn’t have the kind of wealth most of our classmates took for granted.  He attended V.T. Williamson Prep on scholarship; his father worked in the school’s administrative department, which meant he didn’t have to pay tuition.  And he wore that lack of wealth like a badge of honor, which was probably why he had so few friends. 

I looked around his room.  It was much the same as it always was – blue walls, matching, plaid bedspread, some academic medals from the school’s scholastic decathlon team, and a few posters from bands I didn’t recognize.  But in the corner, I spotted an acoustic guitar. 

“You play?” I asked, nodding to it. 

He shrugged.  “Not well, but I’m learning,” he answered.  “Why?  You like musicians?  Because if so, I’m, like, the next Brian May.” 

I laughed.  “Fat chance,” I said.  “Maybe after a few decades of practice.” 

“Wait – you actually know who Brian May is?” he asked.  “That’s a little surprising.  I thought all the kids were into Drake or Nikki Minaj or something now.” 

“Cardi B, but yeah – they’re fine,” I said. “But they’re no Queen.  And you’re a kid, too, Colby.  We’re the same age.” 

“Old soul,” he said, grinning.  “What’s your excuse?” 

I shrugged.  “My dad was into it,” I lied.  “We used to listen to that kind of stuff all the time.  He was super into it.” 

His grin faded.  “My mom was too,” he said.  “Before she passed, I mean.  She used to have this old record player, and she’d crank it up as loud as it would go.  I remember when I was little, I’d just dance, you know?  Me and her in the middle of the living room.  It used to drive my dad insane.  Queen was her favorite band, and I guess that’s why I became a fan, too.” 

“H-how’d she die?” I asked.  Then, when I saw his face, I said, “Oh – I’m sorry.  That’s really personal, isn’t it?  You don’t have to answer if you don’t want to.” 

“Yeah, no – it’s fine,” he said.  “It happened almost five years ago, so it’s not like it’s fresh or anything. 

Cancer.  Non-Hodgkins Lymphoma.  They didn’t catch it in time.  The doctors, they tried to treat her, and after the first round of treatment, it looked like things were getting better.  Then it got worse again.  I don’t know.  I guess I just never considered she wouldn’t beat it, you know?  She was so strong.  And then, suddenly, she wasn’t.” 

“I’m sorry,” I said. 

He wiped a tear from his cheek, then sniffed loudly.  “Yeah, me too,” he said.  “What about you?  Your parents are gone, too, right?” 

“Yeah,” I said.  “Plane crash a couple of years ago.  That’s when I came to live with…um…Aunt Theresa.” 

The lie felt wrong in my mouth, especially in the face of someone who’d experienced real tragedy. 

However, it was the backstory we’d chosen, and I had no choice but to stick with it.  That didn’t mean I had to dwell on it, though. 

“You know what?” I said.  “How about we just blow off the whole project for tonight?  I’ve got the Queen biopic – you know, the one that came out last year – on my laptop.  I downloaded it last week, and I haven’t had a chance to watch it yet.  What if we watched it together?” 

“Seriously?” he asked.  “You don’t have to do that.  I’m okay with –” 

“It’s fine,” I said, interrupting him.  “I want to.”  I grabbed my laptop off the bed and planted myself near the head.  I patted the blue comforter, saying, “Get the lights and sit down.  I promise – I don’t bite.” 

For a second, I thought he was going to refuse.  Maybe I was overstepping.  We weren’t really friends.  And he’d just shared something really personal that was probably really difficult to deal with.  And I’d responded with a closed-off response about my own parents’ “death”.  No doubt, he recognized the lack of reciprocation. 

I was just about to tell him he didn’t have to watch it if he didn’t want to when he said, “You know what? 

Sure.  Yeah.  Let’s do it.” 

And then, he flipped the lights off and joined me on the bed.  I opened the laptop and put it between us, each end resting on one of our respective thighs.  Then, I found the movie and launched it. 







“And then what happened?” asked Hayley, leaning against my locker. 

I shrugged.  “Nothing,” I said. “We watched the movie.  When it was over, I went home.  It wasn’t a big deal.” 

“Yeah,” Hayley said. “Sure.” 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked. 

“It means that you two had a moment,” she said, holding her index fingers about six inches apart.  She brought them together, touching the tips.  She smiled, saying, “It might as well be a romantic comedy.” 

I smiled, but I didn’t agree.  I’d just helped a friend when he was having a hard time.  But is that what we were?  Did Colby consider me a friend?  What did I think of him?  Sure, he was nice, in his own weird way.  And he made me laugh.  And he always told me like it was, rather than sugarcoat it like everybody else.  But that wasn’t a friendship, right?  Or was it?  I wasn’t sure. 

“It’s nothing,” I said.  “We’re just friends, okay?  You’re reading way too much into this.” 

She rolled her eyes.  “Sure,” she said. “And – oh, wait – here comes your boyfriend.  Why don’t you tell him all about your little movie session with your new friend?  I’m sure he’d understand.” 

Suddenly, Seth appeared, putting his arm around my shoulders. “Understand what?” he asked. 

“Nothing,” I said, widening my eyes and shaking my head at Hayley.  “We were just talking about a movie I saw last night.” 

“Yeah?  What movie?” he asked. 

“Bohemian Rhapsody,” I said. “It’s the Queen movie.” 

“Is that the one with the faggy singer?” he asked.  “The one with a weird name?  Saw that one.  Sucked.” 

“Exactly what I thought you’d say,” Hayley said.  “Come on, Chloe – we’ve got English.” 

“Yeah – I’ve got my second P.E.,” Seth said.  He kissed me on the lips, then said, “Catch you after school, yeah?” 

“Sure,” I said.  “Definitely.” 

As he left us in the hall, I couldn’t help but feel a little offended that he’d called one of my favorite bands

“the one with the faggy singer”.  Colby would never have referred to them like that. 

Chapter Twenty-Six

 

 

“What are you doing home?” I asked, standing in the doorway to Erin’s room.  She’d obviously just arrived, as she’d barely even begun to unpack the lone suitcase she’d brought with her from college.  “Don’t you have finals coming up?” 

“Good to see you too, little sister,” she said, smiling as she left the bag on the bed to throw her arms around me.  “I’ve missed you.” 

There were few things so satisfying as getting a hug from my big sister.  It was difficult to think that I’d once all but hated her, and that she had returned that feeling towards me.  I couldn’t imagine what my life would be like if she wasn’t in it.  Throughout the past six months, ever since she had gone off to Yale, we had maintained contact via text and email.  But it wasn’t the same as having her in the house.  I had so much to tell her. 

“Seriously,” I said, pulling away.  “I’m glad you’re here, but, I mean, you didn’t plan this, did you?  What’s going on?” 

“You don’t know,” she said, frowning.  “She was just going to spring it on you.” 

“Spring what on me?” I wondered, my mind shifting into overdrive.  “What are you talking about?” 

“You’d better sit down,” Erin said, stepping aside so I could sit on the bed.  When I was seated, she said, 

“Mom’s been dating.” 

“W-what?” I asked.  “No – I would’ve known.” 

Erin laughed.  “You don’t believe that, do you?” she asked.  “You’re so wrapped up in your own life – and I get it, I really do – but there’s not room for you to notice much else.  It’s not like she’s even been hiding it.  You haven’t noticed al the ‘late’ nights?  Or that sometimes, on weekends, she doesn’t come home until Sunday?” 

“I…I just thought she was working a lot,” I said.  “That’s what she said.” 

“She wanted to spare your feelings,” Erin said. 

I stared at the floor, not knowing what to think.  There was a part of me that felt insanely jealous.  After all, Theresa was still my wife.  But then again, she was also my mother.  Aunt Theresa, too.  And it had been almost three years since we’d acted as man and wife.  It made sense that she would seek companionship.  I had, and my situation was arguably more screwed up than anything she could have manufactured for herself.  I didn’t have any room to judge. 

But I did.  I couldn’t help it.  There was still a tiny bit of Carl left inside my head, and at the mention of Theresa dating other people, he woke up screaming.  And try as I might to push him aside with cold logic, he wasn’t exactly rational.  To him, to that small part of me, Theresa was, and always would be, my wife. 

It was stupid, and it didn’t even begin to make sense, but that jealousy was there, all the same.  I couldn’t get the image of some nameless, handsome – and, of course, tall – man pumping away at her.  It was horrible. 

“That doesn’t explain why you’re here,” I managed through gritted teeth. 

“She’s serious about somebody,” Erin said.  “A guy named Alan.” 

“Alan,” I growled.  “Stupid name.” 

“Listen – I know this is going to be hard for you,” my sister said.  “But you’ve got to keep yourself under control.  She deserves to be happy.” 

“Did you keep it under control when it was me?” I asked.  “The way I remember it, you resisted at every step along the way.” 

“You don’t know the half of it,” Erin said.  “When you two were dating, I said some pretty horrible things about you.  But look – I was wrong, okay?  I’ve already apologized for what I did.  And it would be just as wrong for you to hate this guy before you even meet him.  You know it’s true.  We have to want mom to be happy.  And if this guy can make her happy, we owe it to her to –” 

“You’re right, okay?” I said.  “I know you’re right.  But this is so complicated.  It’s so hard.  You have no idea the thoughts going through my head.” 

“Just ignore them,” she advised.  “Because he’s coming to dinner tonight to meet us.  And you need to be on your best behavior.” 

“I’ll try,” I said. 







Alan Carson, Theresa’s new boyfriend, arrived at six o’clock that night.  And he looked just as I had

imagined he would, which is to say that he was the exact opposite of Carl Forrester, my onetime identity.  Well over six feet, broad-shouldered, and ruggedly handsome, he looked like a spokesman for an outdoor living brand.  If I hadn’t already hated him, I did as soon as I saw him. 

That was only exacerbated by the way Theresa looked at him.  It wasn’t adoration, exactly, but it was pretty close.  Clearly, she was more than fond of him.  And that only made the whole thing hurt all the worse. 

After he came through the door, Theresa introduced Erin and me.  Erin responded gracefully, but my own response was curt and plainly forced.  He didn’t bat an eyelash as he flashed his perfect smile.  I’d only known him for about thirty seconds, and I was already tired of Alan Carson.  I wanted nothing more than to retreat up the stairs, stomping my feet as loudly as possible as I made my way to my room. 

However, my wife-turned-mother had other plans, and she led us all into the formal dining room, where an entire meal had already been prepared. 

“This looks wonderful,” said Alan, that perpetual grin on his stupid face.  “But you didn’t have to go to so much trouble.  We could’ve just had pizza or something.  I’m sure the girls would’ve preferred that.” 

“I don’t like pizza,” I lied, sitting down.  “It’s super bad for you.” 

As Erin followed suit, she shot me an angry glare.  I ignored it.  She wasn’t in charge of my feelings. 

“Yeah,” he said. “But sometimes the best things are bad for you.  Like that chocolate cake at Rousso’s? 

Terrible for us, right Theresa?  But it was fantastic.” 

Theresa giggled like a schoolgirl, and I gasped.  The sound was so alien, coming from her.  What the hell was wrong with her? 

“It certainly was,” she said.  “But don’t think I went to too much trouble here, Alan.  I’ve never been much of a cook.  This was all catered.” 

“Ah,” he said. “Still – it’s the thought that counts.” 

Yeah.  And I thought he was an asshole.  That’s what counted, right?  But, remembering my promise to Erin, I made ever effort to remain on my best behavior.  And that meant I was silent for the vast majority of the meal, only speaking when someone spoke directly to me.  And even then, my responses were short, clipped, and as generic as possible. 

“So – how long have you been dating?” asked Erin. 

“About six months,” Theresa said.  “He was one of the lawyers brokering the deal between us and Prima Cosmetics, and he asked me out.  I said yes, and the rest is history.” 

“Best day of my life,” Alan said. 

God.  When they looked into each other’s eyes, smiling like love-besotted fools, I pointed at my open mouth and mimed vomiting.  In response, Erin’s eyes narrowed, and she grimaced.  She didn’t approve.  And I didn’t care. 

Just because I had to behave didn’t mean I had to like it. 

A few more minutes’ worth of inane conversation later, Alan turned to me, asking, “And what about you?  I hear you’re quite the cheerleader.” 

“Yeah,” I said.  “I’m a cheerleader.” 

“And what do you want to be when you grow up?” Alan asked. 

“A hobo,” I deadpanned. “I want to ride the rails for the rest of my life.  You know, really be a drain on the rest of society.  Either that or prostitution.  There’s a lot of money in the sex trade.  And – ” 

“Chloe!” gasped Theresa.  “You aren’t –” 

I’d had enough, so I interrupted her, saying, “I’m done.  I’ll be in my room.”  I turned to Alan.  “Nice meeting you.” 

And then, without another word, I retreated to my room, stomping my way up the steps and slamming the door.  I threw myself on my bed to contemplate what I felt like was the end of my world. 







An hour later, there was a knock on my door.  Lying on my side and facing the other wall, I didn’t bother responding.  I knew that it was only a perfunctory knock.  She was coming in one way or the other.  And sure enough, a few seconds later, Theresa pushed through my door.  She sat on my bed, and the both of us were silent for almost a full minute. 

“Sometimes,” she said, her tone soft.  “I forget what we used to be.  I forget that you’re not really my daughter.” 

“Good for you,” was my sullen response. 

“I look around this room, and I see the evidence of your transformation,” she said.  “You remember what it was like when you first moved in here, right?  It was empty.  Sterile.  It was a guest room, and you thought all this

was temporary.  But now look at it.  All these photos of you and your friends, all the clothes, the school books – it’s easy to ignore your past.” 

“Not for me,” I lied, mostly out of spite.  I was angry, but even in that state, I couldn’t deny that she was right.  Even in my own head, it had been quite some time since I’d legitimately thought of myself as Carl.  And I certainly hadn’t considered Theresa my wife for longer than I was prepared to admit. 

“Do you want to stay as Chloe?” she asked. 

A look of surprise came across my face.  I had expected a lot of things – admonishment over my behavior, anger, or disappointment – but I hadn’t expected that question.  And I wasn’t really ready to answer it.  Or was I? 

“For forever?” I asked. 

“For the rest of your life,” she answered.  “I think that’s a question we should have asked a little while back. 

Probably a year ago or more, as soon as I realized you were disappearing into that identity.” 

“I don’t know,” I said. 

“If you don’t,” she said. “That’s fine.  I understand.  We can get you back to where you were.  You can be a man again.  You can be my husband again.” 

“And if I do?” I asked. 

“Then we need to talk about why you acted the way you did,” she said.  “If you want to stay as Chloe, if you want to remain my daughter, you have to know that I’m going to date.  You have to understand that I don’t want to spend the rest of my life alone.  I want you to be happy for me.  And I want you to be happy with who you are.  I know what I think.  I know what I see.  But ultimately, this decision has to come from you.  I can’t make it for you.” 

“I don’t know what I want,” I said.  Or maybe I just didn’t want to admit that I wanted what I wanted. 

“Well, you need to figure that out, and soon,” she said, standing up.  “You can’t stay in-between.  You have to make a choice.  Do you understand?” 

I nodded, which seemed to satisfy her.  She started to leave, but I said, “I don’t like him, though.  Just so you know.  I don’t.” 

She turned, smiling.  “It’s a good thing you’re not dating him, then,” she said before leaving the room. 



Chapter Twenty-Seven

 

 

I had a lot on my mind, and whether I wanted to admit it or not, Theresa’s love life was barely even on my radar of what was really important.  Never was that more evident than during my next date with Seth.  Or rather, just after his eighteenth birthday dinner. 

We were sitting in his truck at Loomis point, and I could recognize his sour mood.  After spending so much time with him, it was easy.  Something was weighing on his mind. 

“What’s wrong?” I asked, pushing the center console up and out of the way.  I slid close.  “You’ve been distracted all night.” 

“Nothing,” he said.  “It’s nothing.” 

“Do you want to make out?” I asked, hoping it would excite him.  After all, he’d brought me there for a reason. 

“No,” he said.  “I’m tired of just making out.” 

My heart jumped into my throat.  Tired of making out.  I knew what that meant.  He wanted something else, something more.  He wanted to have sex, which was something I couldn’t do.  Even if I wanted to, the prosthetic wouldn’t accommodate the act.  It was barely more than half-an-inch deep. 

My mind immediately jumped back to Erin’s suggestion the summer before.  It had been more than six months, but I could remember it like it was the day before.  There were lots of things I could do in lieu of sex. 

Handjobs.  Blowjobs.  Anal sex.  And all the variations of each.  But was I prepared to do that? 

It was one thing, thinking of Seth as my boyfriend.  We’d kissed more times than I could count, and he’d felt me up almost as often.  But taking that next step?  It felt like a leap. 

But I knew that if I didn’t do something soon, he was going to leave me for a girl who would.  And there was no shortage of girls who’d line up to get with a guy like Seth.  In the face of sex, love didn’t seem all that important, especially to an eighteen-year-old boy.  Man.  Not a boy.  Over the three years since I’d known him, he’d grown into a man.  And men had needs. 

I don’t know if I made a decision or if my body simply started acting of its own accord, but before I knew what I was doing, my fingers were fumbling with his belt. 

“What are you doing?” he asked.  “You don’t have to –” 

“I want to,” I said.  “Just relax.” 

And he did, even going so far as to lean his seat back a little so I had better access.  God, what was I doing? 

The question kept running through my mind as I unbuttoned his jeans and unzipped his fly.  With a deep breath, I reached into his boxers and grasped his semi-hard penis.  It was so warm, and it was a lot bigger than I expected. 

And heavy, too.  I wrapped my fingers around it, pulling it free. 

I had a cock in my hand.  A real cock.  It wasn’t a dream or a fantasy.  It was the real thing.  I almost didn’t know what to do with it. 

Almost. 

But soon, instinct took over, and I started pumping my fist up and down, and I was rewarded when it hardened further.  It almost quivered, it was so rigid.  And if I was honest, it was beautiful, too.  Or maybe that was the wrong word.  Impressive might be better.  Intimidating, too.  And ultimately, arousing. 

I couldn’t ignore the fact that I was turned on.  I felt that familiar tumble in my stomach, the heat in my genitals.  I was flushed.  My heart was beating faster and faster with each passing second.  I actually wanted to suck it.  No – I wanted a lot more.  I wanted to climb on top  of him and ride him until we were both screaming in pleasure. 

But I couldn’t do that. 

My arousal washed away my misgivings, pushing Carl’s voice of dissent deeper and deeper into the darkest corners of my mind until I couldn’t even begin to hear anything but my own excitement. 

I leaned forward, flicking out my tongue, barely brushing against the tip.  He tasted salty.  I pushed closer and drowned in his unique, musky scent.  And then I dipped my head, wrapping my lips around it. 

I was no expert at sucking dick.  Clearly.  But I knew enough to get me going.  And what I lacked in skill, I more than made up for with enthusiasm.  And saliva.  Lots and lots of saliva.  I bobbed my head up and down, progressively taking more and more of him into my mouth. 

He moaned, his hand finding the back of my head.  It was a comfort. 

It’s so difficult to explain why I enjoyed it.  Certainly, the physical act wasn’t that satisfying.  But the idea of

giving him head, that his arousal was my doing, there’s something to be said for that.  If I didn’t already feel like a woman – not a girl, mind you, but a woman – sucking Seth’s cock certainly bridged that gap. 

And then he came, shooting thick, salty semen into my mouth and down my throat.  I didn’t know what else to do, so I just swallowed it.  Did that make me a slut?  Wasn’t that what sluts did?  I didn’t care.  Or at least, I didn’t want to. 

The whole affair lasted less than five minutes.  A lot less.  But it had felt like an eternity.  And when I finally came up from air, smiling up at him, I was gratified to see that he didn’t look upset anymore.  I’d done it.  I’d given him what he wanted.  I had shown him that I could satisfy his needs.  I felt more like his girlfriend in that moment than at any time during our relationship. 

He was my man.  And I was his woman. 







“You slut,” said Erin.  “You absolute slut.” 

I rolled my eyes.  “Mature,” I said.  “Really mature.  I should’ve just told Hayley instead.” 

She laughed.  “Probably,” was her response.  “But seriously, it’s not a big deal. Everybody’s done it.” 

“Everybody?” I asked. “So, you…you’ve done it?” 

“Yes, Chloe, I have sucked a dick before,” she stated, her tone somber.  “So has mom.  And your little friend Hayley probably has, too.” 

“Not Hayley,” I said. “She’s never even had a boyfriend.” 

Erin shrugged. “Fine,” she said. “She’s the lone exception.  My point is that it’s nothing to be ashamed of. 

Did you like it?” 

“Isn’t it more important that he liked it?” I asked. 

“You’d have to seriously screw it up to make him not like it,” my sister said. 

“I…I kind of like it,” I said.  “I mean, I was really into it, you know?  So was he.  But after, you know…

when I got home, I felt super guilty.  I’m not supposed to do stuff like that, right?” 

“Why not?” she asked. 

“B-because I’m, you know, I’m not really…I’m not really a girl,” I said. 

She let out another laugh, and I frowned at her.  “Sorry,” she said.  “Really, I am.  But if you’re not a girl, I don’t know who is.  It’s like you were born for this, Chloe.  I don’t care about what happened before all this.  I don’t care what you used to be.  You’re a girl, now.  As much as anybody ever has been.  So, as far as I’m concerned, this is normal.  You sucked your boyfriend’s dick.  Big deal.  That’s what girls your age do.” 

Girls my age.  Girls.  My age.  What did that even mean?  Seventeen-year-old girls?  Or forty-one-year-old men pretending to be teenaged girls?  I was both, wasn’t I?  And I was neither. 

Suddenly, I realized what Theresa had been talking about.  I couldn’t continue living my life with a foot in both lives.  I had to make a decision.  I had to be one or the other, or before long, I would tear myself apart at the seams. 

Was I a girl?  Or a man?  I didn’t know.  I was tempted to ask Erin what she thought, but I knew it didn’t matter.  The only person whose opinion mattered was mine.  I had to make the decision myself. 

“Thanks,” I said, hugging my sister.  “You’ve helped me more than you know.” 

She smiled.  “That’s what big sisters are for,” she said. “I’m just glad I was here.  If you’d done this next weekend, I’d have been back at school.” 

“A happy accident,” I said. 



Chapter Twenty-Eight

 

 

I sat in Dr. Burns’ office, my feet dangling off the examination table.  I wore a simple hospital smock which was nearly open in the back.  However, my previous visits to the perverted scientist in mind, I was grateful for even that much coverage, especially considering there was a man there I didn’t know. 

Of course, Dr. Burns, in all his sweaty, perverted glory, was there.  So was Theresa, a concerned look upon her face.  But the identity of the newcomer, a thickset, shaggy-haired man in a lab coat, was a mystery. 

“So,” the man said. “You’re telling me this girl is really a man?” 

Burns smiled.  “A forty-one-year-old man,” he said.  “But yes.  That’s exactly what we’re saying.” 

“Ha-ha,” he said. “Very funny, Chris, but I’ve got a lot of work to do.”  He looked at me, saying, “Miss –

I’m sorry you got dragged into my associate’s pranks.  He’s got a really sick sense of humor sometimes.” 

“Dr. Levin,” Theresa said. “I assure you, this is real.  And we can prove it.”  She handed him a tablet.  “Flip through that gallery.  You’ll see her progression.” 

“This is ridiculous,” Levin said, dragging his index finger across the surface of the tablet.  He repeated the motion a few more times, saying, “There’s no way – oh.  Oh.  Oh, my God.  You’re telling the truth.  How did you…what did you…how is this possible?” 

Burns smiled, pulling the table out of the doctor’s hands.  “I’m a genius,” he said. “But you know that already.” 

“Why am I here?” Levin asked. 

“Because we need your skills as a surgeon,” Theresa said. “And you will be handsomely rewarded for your efforts.” 

“What do you want me to do?” Levin asked.  “And how handsomely.” 

“Handsomely,” Burns said, putting his arm around the doctor’s shoulders.  “The lady isn’t shy about throwing money at this.  Trust me.  And I just need your hands.  Listen – I’ll tell you all about it, but you’ve got to agree to help us first.” He guided him toward the door.  “Let me show you what I have in mind.  Then, you can make an informed decision.” 

The two scientists left the room, leaving me alone with my mother. 

“Are you sure you want this?” she asked.  “There’s no going back after this.” 

I nodded.  “I’m sure,” I said.  I’d spent the last few weeks of the school year trying to figure out who I was. 

But in the end, it came down to one simple thing: I didn’t miss being Carl, and I was absolutely sure I would miss being Chloe.  So, the day before the end of my junior year, I told Theresa that I wanted to be a girl for the rest of my life. 

She cried.  I did too.  I’m not sure if they were tears of happiness, sadness, or a little both, but in the end, she accepted my decision.  And that’s how I found myself, once again, in Dr. Burns’ examination room. 

“There are risks,” she said.  “And I’m not just talking about your bottom surgery.  This is experimental stuff, Chloe.  And you can live as a girl as you are.  This might not be necessary.” 

“It is to me,” I said.  Part of being a girl was having a real vagina.  I was sure there were transgender women out there that didn’t care about it, but I did.  It meant closing the door on who I used to be.  And, if I’m honest, it meant being able to have sex with the man I loved.  I had to do it.  “And as I understand it, everything that’s been done to me has been risky, right?  I heard you talking about monkeys getting cancer before.” 

“It wasn’t a huge risk, then,” she said.  “Statistically insignificant.” 

“Then why did the FDA block the skin treatment?” I asked. 

“Politics,” she said.  “But in any case, this is different.  If you let us go through with everything we want to do, if you don’t want to start feeling the affects of middle age when you’re thirty, you don’t have a choice.” 

It was true.  As much as they changed the way I looked, inside, I was still over forty-years-old.  And she wanted to change that via some experimental stem cell treatments developed by Dr. Burns.  And with that treatment came a very significant chance of catastrophic repercussions. 

“It’s worth it,” I said.  I’d already made my decision, in any case.  “I need to do this.  You understand that, right?” 

“I do,” she said. 

“So – how’s it going to work?” I asked. 

“For you?  It’ll be as simple as going to sleep,” Theresa said.  “You’ll be asleep for three weeks while Dr. 

Burns and his colleague implant a new prosthetic into –” 

“A prosthetic?” I said.  “I don’t want another prosthetic.  I want the real thing.  I’ve read about vaginoplasties, and they take the penis and –” 

“This is better,” she said.  “A lot better.  And nobody – not you, not future doctors – nobody will be able to tell a difference between you and the real thing.  Trust me.  You’ve seen Burns’ work.  He’s a creep, but he’s light years ahead of anyone else where this is concerned.  Levin is just here to assist with the actual surgery.” 

“And what about the other stuff?” I asked.  “How does that work?” 

“That’s a little more complicated,” she said.  “And it cost me a fortune to buy this procedure.  Until now, I thought it was money wasted.  I don’t even completely understand it myself.  But you’ll get a series of injections into your soft tissue during the first week.  Another series into your bones.  And then, you’ll get a single injection into your pituitary gland.  If you survive, it’ll effectively reverse the aging process.  You’ll have the body of a person half your age.” 

“Seriously?” I asked, trying to ignore the fact that she said “if I survived”.  “How is this not all over the news?  Why isn’t everyone doing this?” 

“When we bought it, there was only a thirty percent chance of survival,” she explained.  “We’ve improved that significantly.  And you’re healthy, which makes it better.  We’re fairly sure you’ll survive.  But even if you do, there’s a better than average chance that you’ll develop bone cancer.  We’ve been unable to stop it.  We can’t predict it.  And if it happens, you’ll probably spend the next six months in intensive chemotherapy that’ll probably fail to save your life.” 

“Jesus,” I said. 

“Right,” she said.  “That’s the cost of the fountain of youth.  Most healthy people would never even consider it.  And anyone who isn’t wouldn’t survive it in the first place.” 

“But if I do survive, if I don’t get cancer, I’ll be…young for real?” I asked. 

“Yes,” she said.  “Do you still want to do it?” 

It was a good question, and not just because it seemed mostly unnecessary.  I was healthy enough, and I didn’t feel anything close to my age.  I probably wouldn’t for years, decades.  But that wasn’t the whole story. 

Every twinging joint, every tweaked muscle, and each phantom pain would shout to me that I wasn’t what I was pretending to be.  Maybe nobody else would know, but I would.  And the whole point was to close the door on my past.  I had to do it. 

“I’m doing it,” I said.  “I need to.” 

“I was afraid you’d say that,” she said. 







A few hours later, I found myself on a hospital bed in the center of a state-of-the-art operating theater.  That Theresa had spent the amount of money it must’ve required to build and stock it told me, in no uncertain terms, exactly how much she loved me.  If I hadn’t been so absolutely terrified, I would’ve smiled.  But I was terrified, more so than I’d ever been in my whole life.  Not only did I know the risks of the procedures, but I’d never so much as had my appendix removed.  I had never gone under the knife, and as brave as I wanted to be, I couldn’t exactly put on a brave face. 

Thankfully, it didn’t take long before the pair of scientists – Dr. Burns and Levin – accompanied by a trio of nurses, came into the room.  Before I could object, one of them placed a mask over my face, and within a few seconds, I surrendered to the blackness of unconsciousness. 

I’m sure I dreamed.  I had to have.  But I don’t remember it.  In fact, the next thing I knew, my eyes were fluttering open, and a fuzzy light began to encroach on the comfortable darkness. 

“She’s waking up,” came the familiar voice of Dr. Burns, though I didn’t really make the connection.  It took me a few minutes to even realize who I was, let alone remember the circumstances surrounding my procedures.  But when I did, the obvious question bloomed in my mind. 

“How did it go?” I asked, my voice weak. 

Suddenly, Theresa loomed large in my field of vision as she leaned over me.  She said, “It went perfectly,” 

she said, smiling.  “Everything’s perfect.” 

“You mean I’m not going to die of bone cancer?” I deadpanned.  “Great.  That’s really great.” 

And then I passed out again. 

I didn’t awake again for a few more days, but when I did, I was far more aware.  And again, Theresa was nearby.  She smiled down at me, stroking my hair. 

“W-what happened?” I asked.  “Am I okay?” 

“You are,” she said. “More than okay.  You’re completely healed.  After a few days of recovery – mostly

from the coma – you’ll be able to go home.” 

“What day is it?” I asked.  “How long?” 

“It’s July 21st,” she said.  “You turned eighteen two days ago.  Now rest.  Dr. Burns will be in here in a few minutes.  He wants to test everything out.” 

“I’m sure he does,” I said, rolling my eyes.  I felt weak, but, to my surprise, I felt otherwise amazing.  All the background aches and pains compiled over four decades of life were gone.  My body felt better than it had in twenty years.  But at that moment, I wasn’t nearly so interested in any of that.  I wanted to know about my vagina. 

After a few minutes, Burns came in, grinning like he’d just won the lottery.  “How’s my favorite patient?” he asked. 

“Still alive,” I said.  “And still creeped out by you.” 

“Sassy,” he said.  “I like it.  But you’re a little too developed for my taste, if you catch my drift.” 

“Degenerate,” I muttered. 

“But I’m your degenerate,” he stated.  “Now – throw those legs open so I can inspect the goods.” 

I did, though I wouldn’t have categorized it as “throwing”.  Due to the weakness, I wasn’t quite capable of that kind of sudden movement.  In any case, I got my legs open, and Burns ducked between them, thrusting a finger into my brand-new vagina. 

“Feel that?” he asked. 

“Yes,” I said. 

“Good,” he said.  “Now, I’m going to put something a bit bigger in there.  Remember, this isn’t sexual.  I’m just testing the limits.” 

“Okay,” I said, wondering what he was talking about until I saw him hefting a sizable dildo.  Or it looked sizable to me.  It wasn’t anywhere near as big as Seth’s penis, but it was way bigger than a finger.  I almost objected, but he didn’t hesitate before easing it inside me.  “Oh, God.” 

“You definitely feel that, don’t you?” he asked, working in and out.  I let out a quivering breath before he removed it, saying, “Good.  Very good.” 

“Seal of approval?” I asked. 

“And then some,” he said.  “I know I’ve said it before, but this is my true masterpiece.  It’ll work just like a normal vagina.  In fact, as far as anyone’ll be able to tell – you included – it is a normal vagina.”  He grinned. 

“You’re like Pinnochio and I’m Geppetto.  I turned you into a real girl.” 

A real girl.  Even Burns’ creepy presence couldn’t ruin that moment.  At last, I felt normal.  At last, I felt fulfilled. 





Chapter Twenty-Nine

 

 

“Almost three-and-a-half years ago,” said Theresa, sitting across from me.  We were at my favorite restaurant, a Japanese steakhouse called Mikados to celebrate my birthday.  “Chloe came into our lives.  Back then, she was a scared, skinny little girl.  But now, she’s a beautiful, eighteen-year-old woman.  And I couldn’t be prouder.” 

I blushed, hoping that nobody outside of our table had heard.  It had been a week since I’d been released from Dr. Burns’ care, and I fervently hoped I would never see his face again.  It seemed likely, because I felt amazing.  I’d had the chance to give my new parts a test drive, so to speak, and I was more than happy with the results. 

“Chloe,” she continued, and I locked my gaze onto hers.  “I know the circumstances that brought you to us weren’t ideal.  I hate that it happened the way it did.  But I will forever be grateful that you’re in my life.  I love you.  You’re my daughter.  I hope you know that.” 

“She does, mom,” said Erin.  “And you’re embarrassing her.  This is supposed to be a celebration.  She’s eighteen.  That’s a big deal, and it shouldn’t be ruined by sappy speeches.” 

“I liked her speech,” I said, smiling. 

“That’s because it was all about you,” Erin pointed out.  “The rest of us just want to eat dinner and have some cake.” 

“I hate you so much,” was my playful response. 

“Not as much as I hate you,” she replied.  Then, we both laughed. 

Then, we ate, and it was a joyous meal.  Even Alan’s presence couldn’t ruin it, though I almost screamed every time he gave me some generic piece of advice about adulthood.  I didn’t hate him – not like I had the first time I met him – but very little could make me like the big idiot.  However, as long as he made Theresa happy, that was all that mattered.  Or at least, that’s what I kept telling myself.  It was enough to keep the peace, but I doubted it would ever get my feelings for him anywhere above “fervent dislike”. 

After the meal was finished, Theresa announced that she had a surprise for me. 

“Seriously?” I asked.  “What is it?” 

She smiled.  “Just follow me,” she said as she stood. 

I turned to Erin, asking, “What is it?  She’s not going to do something embarrassing, is she?” 

Erin shrugged.  “No idea,” she said.  “Guess you’re going to have to follow her to find out.” 

“Come on – tell me,” I said, standing up.  “If she’s –” 

“Just go outside and see,” Erin prompted, shooing me away.  “You’ll like it.  I promise.” 

So, I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and followed a few feet behind my mother.  It wasn’t that she tried to be embarrassing.  It was just that she sort of did it on accident, like the time she’d insisted on coming up to me, tears in her eyes, and hugging me after my very first cheerleading competition.  It was humiliating, and my squadmates had never let me hear the end of it. 

It was with more than a little trepidation that I followed her through the restaurant, into the lobby, and out the front door.  I couldn’t help but notice that Alan and Erin weren’t far behind me.  No doubt, they both had their phones out and were ready to take as many pictures as they could fit on whatever social media platform they frequented. 

Then, I followed Theresa around the corner, and I saw it. 

There, taking up two spaces in the center of the parking lot was a brand-new, bright red Jeep Wrangler, complete with the off-road package that came with oversized tires, custom bumpers, and sidesteps.  I gasped as the lights changed colors, first from yellow to red, then to blue, then to green, and finally, back to yellow.  On the hood was a big, red bow. 

“It…it’s exactly what I wanted,” I said.  “H-how did you know?” 

Then, the door opened, and Hayley jumped down.  “I told her,” she said. 

“B-but you said you had a family thing tonight and you couldn’t – oh,” I said. “Oh – you lied.” 

“But it was a good lie,” she said, stepping forward and hugging me.  Somehow, tears had started coming down my cheeks.  Hers, too.  “I told her everything you wanted.” 

Theresa said, “I hope everything is right.  I thought that old Camry you’ve been driving needed to be retired.” 

The old Camry I’d gotten on my sixteenth birthday wasn’t exactly old.  In fact, it had been brand-new when

I’d gotten it.  And while it was a base model and wasn’t flashy, it had gotten the job done.  However, it was nothing compared to the jeep. 

“In my day, all the girls wanted white Mitsubishi Eclipses,” said Allen, ruining the moment.  “I guess times change, huh?” 

“Obviously,” I said. 

I guess, because it was my birthday – or rather, because we were celebrating the birthday that had already passed – Theresa ignored my jab at her boyfriend.  Instead, she handed me the keys.  “Have fun, sweetie,” she said. 

“You deserve it.” 







I sat behind the wheel, barely believing my good fortune.  Not only was I a complete woman, but I had the car of my dreams.  It wasn’t the Corvette I’d once valued so highly, but it was exactly what I’d been dreaming about ever since I’d gotten my new license.  It was a car that fit Chloe, right down to the pink license plate holder.  And what’s more, my best friend in the whole world, the girl who’d stuck by me through it all, was sitting next to me. 

“You seem really happy,” Hayley said. 

“I am,” I responded, unable to keep the grin off my face. “I think this is the happiest I’ve ever been.” 

“Over a car?” she asked.  “You’re easy to please.” 

“It’s not just that,” I said.  “It’s everything.  We’re about to be seniors.  Next week.  And then, in nine months, we’ll be graduated.” 

“Where have you been the past three weeks?” she asked.  “You didn’t answer my calls.  You didn’t answer my texts.  And then you come back acting like you’ve been brainwashed into happiness or something.  What’s going on?” 

“I told you – ” 

“You lied to me,” she said. “You weren’t visiting family.  I know you weren’t.  Just spill it, okay?  I’m your friend.  Or at least I thought I was.” 

I had expected it.  I had prepared for it.  But that didn’t make it easy to confront Hayley’s distrust. 

“I had surgery,” I said. 

“What?  What kind of surgery?” she asked. “Are you okay?” 

“I’m fine,” I said. “Now.  I had this rare condition, okay?  I don’t really want to talk about it – not yet.  And I had to have this surgery.  The recovery required me to be put into a medically induced coma for a couple of weeks. 

That’s why I didn’t answer your texts.” 

“W-what?  Why didn’t you tell me?” she asked. “I would’ve wanted to be –” 

“I know,” I said, hating the pseudo-lie.  It was necessary, though.  “But I didn’t want anybody to know. 

There was a good chance I wasn’t coming back.  And…and…I just couldn’t stomach you worrying about me.  Only mom and Erin knew.” 

She was silent for a long moment, obviously going back and forth between anger, pity, and relief.  In the end, relief won out.  “But you’re okay, right?” she asked.  “You’re okay, now.” 

“I am,” I said.  “I’m better than I’ve ever been.” 

“Good,” she said. “But if you ever shut me out like that again, I’m done.  I love you, but I don’t like being lied to.” 

“Agreed,” I said. Then, I smiled, turning the key.  “Now – do you want to see what this thing can do?” 

She returned my smile with a grin of her own.  “Let’s go!” she half-shouted. 



Chapter Thirty

 

 

The beginning of my senior year came and went like lightning, which I suppose would set the pattern for the rest of the year.  In any event, by the time I stopped to take stock of the year, it was already the week before my last homecoming dance.  And that meant it was time to start making plans to lose my virginity. 

My relationship with Seth had soured once again, and I knew it was because blowjobs just weren’t enough for him.  I understood it.  I wanted to have sex, too.  And I wanted to do it with him.  But I also wanted it to be perfect.  I didn’t just want to do it in the back of his truck.  It needed to be special.  And I thought homecoming was the perfect opportunity. 

I said as much to Hayley, and she looked at me like I was crazy. “Kind of a cliché, isn’t it?” she asked. 

I shrugged, turning around as I said, “I don’t know.  Zip me up.” 

She did, and I looked into the dressing room mirror.  The dress was perfect.  It was, of course, pink, and had a fitted bodice along with a loose-flowing A-line skirt with beaded sequins at the waist and collar.  Hayley’s own dress was a similar cut, but with different details.  And where mine was pink, hers was a dark purple that perfectly complimented her complexion.  She looked beautiful.  Without ego, I could say that we both did. 

“Are you sure you want to do it with him?” she asked.  “He’s just such an asshole.” 

“He is not an asshole,” I said.  “I don’t know why you’ve never liked him.  He’s always made a point to be nice to you.” 

“When you’re there,” she said.  “When you’re not, he goes into full-on frat boy asshole mode.  I don’t know how you don’t see it.” 

“Colby says the same thing,” I muttered.  My relationship with Colby, such as it was, hadn’t progressed.  Or rather, it had, but only as friends.  Besides Hayley, he was easily my closest friend, and he had similar criticisms about Seth.  “It’s like you’re reading each other’s notes or something.” 

I sighed dramatically.  “I know you don’t like him,” I said.  “You don’t have to keep repeating it every single time I talk about him.  I get it, okay?  I really do.  So, can you just drop it?” 

“Fine,” she responded.  “Whatever.  You’ve been warned.” 

“I have,” I said. 

That argument put a bit of a damper on our homecoming preparations, and I wasn’t really able to enjoy any of it.  The hair, the makeup, the dresses – it all seemed bitter knowing how much Hayley hated my boyfriend.  It seemed so important that they get along, but it seemed equally unlikely. 

I can’t really articulate how nervous I was when the night of the homecoming dance came.  It was fear and excitement and nervousness, all rolled into one.  And on top of it, Seth looked amazing.  There’s something about being born into money that makes a suit just hang right off a man, and Seth was no different.  He cut quite the dashing figure. 

And to my surprise, we were crowned homecoming king and queen.  Standing up there with the little, plastic crown on my head as I held the hand of the man I loved, it was perfect.  Until it wasn’t. 

Before we even left the dance, Seth was drunk off of a flask of whiskey he’d smuggled in under his jacket. 

By the time he got to the limousine he’d chartered, he was completely out of it.  He passed out in the backseat, and I went home without achieving the night’s goal.  But at least I got a crown.  That was something, at least. 







“Prom,” I said, looking up from my notebook.  I lay on my stomach on her bed, where we’d been studying. 

Nobody really tells you, but AP classes are really difficult.  I’d never studied so much in my whole life. 

“Three months away,” replied Hayley, still writing in her own notebook.  “Even for you, that’s a little early to start dress shopping.” 

“No – that’s not what I’m talking about,” I said.  “I’m talking about losing my virginity.” 

“You go from one cliché to the next, don’t you?” she said.  “If you start going on and on about it being perfect, I’m probably going to throw up.” 

“What’s wrong with you?” I asked.  “Ever since I told you I wanted to –” 

“Because it’s stupid!” she said.  “All of it.  The pressure to have sex, to have boyfriends, this idea that we need to pass this rite of passage.” 

“This isn’t a ‘we’ thing, Hayley,” I said. “It’s a ‘me’ thing.  And I’m not doing it because someone told me I

should.  I’m going to do it because I want to.  You understand that, don’t you?  I want to have sex, and I want to do it with Seth.  What about that can’t you get?” 

“None of it,” she muttered, low enough that I probably wasn’t supposed to hear it. 

“Listen – I’m not saying that you should want to do this too,” I said. “It’s supposed to be at your pace.  But for me, I’ve been with Seth for a while now.  I think he’s the one.” 

And I knew he wouldn’t stay with me, especially after graduation, if I didn’t do it.  That was always in the back of my mind.  There were plenty of other girls who would step up in my place. 

“If you say so,” she said.  “But I don’t want to talk about it, okay?  It makes me uncomfortable.  Why don’t we just agree that your sex life isn’t really any of my business?” 

I stared at her, surprised.  She’d always wanted to know everything about my life.  We didn’t have any secrets – aside from the obvious.  We were best friends.  If I couldn’t tell her about that very important aspect of my life, then who could I tell.  However, as disappointed as I was, I had to respect her wishes.  So, I let it drop. 

“What about college?” I asked.  “Any decisions?” 

“I want to go to Southern California,” she said. “That’s where my dad went.” 

“Okay – we can do it together,” I said.  “I’ve always liked the idea of California.  Maybe we’ll be discovered and become famous actresses.” 

“Or maybe we’ll get degrees and become valuable parts of society,” she countered. 

“Actresses sounds better,” I said. 

“Yeah, maybe,” she allowed.  “But what are you going to major in?” 

I almost said business.  That was what I’d majored in the first time, and I’d done pretty well for myself. 

Sure, it had all ended in ruin, but before that, I’d been an important person.  It would’ve been easy to go down that road again. 

But that wasn’t what I really wanted.  In truth, like most high school seniors, I had no idea what I wanted to be or what direction I wanted my life to take.  One thing I did know was that I didn’t want to go back to working sixty- and seventy-hour weeks.  I’d been down that road, and it was too rough to repeat. 

“I’m serious about acting,” I blurted.  “I’ve got the look, right?” 

“Blonde-haired, blue-eyed white girl?” she asked. “Sure.  But do you know how many women try to –” 

“I don’t care,” I said, making a snap decision.  “I’m majoring in drama.  I’ll double in something else just to keep mom off my back.  But I’m going to be an actress.” 

“God – she’s going to be pissed,” was Hayley’s smiling response. 

I shrugged.  “She’s got a soft spot for me,” I said.  “And one thing’s for sure – we’re always going to be best friends, right?” 

“Always,” she said, still smiling.  However, I couldn’t help but detect a note of melancholy in her voice.  Or maybe it was just my imagination. 



Chapter Thirty-One



 

It was a month before prom, and the idea of losing my virginity had migrated from being a special, anticipatory event that would define my life into something I just wanted desperately to get over with.  I suppose I was still excited.  I still wanted it for its own sake.  But Seth’s increasingly distant attitude put so much pressure on me that I knew I had to act soon, lest I lose him forever. 

He never said anything – not blatantly, at least – but I could see the look in his eyes every time I went down on him.  He liked it.  Obviously.  But it wasn’t what he really wanted.  I think he recognized it for the delaying tactic it was, even if it was an enjoyable one.  The bottom line was that I didn’t know if we’d last until prom.  I could see his wandering eyes.  I’d heard rumors about other girls having their eyes on him.  And it was fast closing in on the time to put up or shut up, so to speak. 

On the ride home from school one afternoon, I’d just said as much to Hayley when she rolled her eyes – I was looking at the road, but I could hear it in her voice as she said, “I don’t know why you’re so worried about this. 

It’s not like you have a future or anything.” 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked. 

“I mean that he’s not going to come to California with us,” she said. “You’ve talked about it, right?  I know he can go wherever he wants – his dad’s money will see to that – but I can’t imagine he’ll follow you out West.” 

“He loves me,” I said. “He’ll do whatever it takes to make it work.” 

It was a nice statement, but I didn’t believe it – not really, at least.  I knew that Seth put his own needs and wants far above those of anyone else.  Even me.  He was out for him, and him alone.  Logically, I knew that.  I did. 

But knowing it and believing it would affect our relationship were too different things, and I couldn’t imagine a world where we weren’t together. 

“I’m doing it this weekend,” I said suddenly.  “I don’t care what else happens.  I don’t care about candles or perfect nights.  I just want to do it.” 

“You’re doing this for the wrong reasons,” Hayley said. 

“Like you’d know anything about that,” was my biting response.  “You’ve never even had a real boyfriend. 

You don’t know what it’s like to love and be loved by a –” 

“It always comes back to this, doesn’t it?” she asked.  “I don’t know anything because I haven’t experienced it.  I’m so, so sorry I didn’t get picked by the most popular boy in school.  Anything I say is completely invalidated by the fact that I haven’t been dating some dude for the past three years.  I’m trying to be your friend, Chloe.  I want to help you.” 

I sighed.  “Then support me,” I answered.  “Just support me.  Yeah – maybe this is a mistake.  Maybe I’m an idiot.  Maybe I don’t want to see all these flaws you see.  But that doesn’t matter.  I want to do this.  I want to have sex.  And I want to do it with Seth.  That’s all that matters because I won’t be happy until it happens.  You think you see everything so clearly, right?  Well, why can’t you see that?” 

“I do,” was her soft response.  “I really do see it.” 

“Then support me,” I said.  “I need you to be okay with this.” 

“I am,” she lied.  I knew her statement wasn’t true.  But I appreciated the sentiment, nonetheless. 

“Thank you,” I said. 







“Come over,” I texted. 

“Busy,” was Seth’s texted reply.  He followed it up with, “Hang out tomorrow?” 

“My mom’s not home,” I typed.  But I hesitated for a long moment before hitting the send button.  I looked around my room.  It was freshly cleaned, which meant the usual piles of discarded clothes were now wadded in the bottom of my closet.  My bed was made.  And there were candles on every flat surface, which cast the room in an eerie glow.  I hit send. 

I knew it was all a little too much.  But I had this image in my mind, and I wanted reality to fit it as closely as possible.  I wanted the night I lost my virginity to be perfect, and failing that, as close to perfect as I could get it. 

But it also required Seth’s presence, and as each second passed without his response, my chest tightened a little more.  I slid off the bed and paced, catching glimpses of myself in the mirror.  I looked good.  I looked mature. 

Wearing a red negligee and a matching pair of thong panties, I looked like a sexy woman.  And being freshly shaved

– all over – I felt like one, too. 

No – not like.  I was a sexy woman.  As I stopped in the mirror, I stared at my own reflection.  My body had ripened into womanly maturity.  My breasts, once such a source of shame, had blossomed into full, perfectly formed mounds.  More, my shape, so compact, had developed into that of a swimsuit model – all soft curves.  Only my face had remained mostly the same – heart-shaped with full lips and an upturned nose.  My wide, blue eyes twinkled in the candlelight, and my shoulder-length blonde hair, which hung loose, shone. 

I was ready.  I knew I was ready.  If only he could see me, he’d know. 

I glanced at my phone.  There was still no reply.  And then, an idea bloomed in my mind.  Standing in front of the mirror, I hefted my phone, thumbed my way to the camera, and took a photo of my reflection. 

Then I sent it to him.  If that wasn’t a message, I didn’t know what was. 

He responded within ten seconds, saying, “On my way.” 

And then I waited, the butterflies in my stomach going wild with excitement.  It was finally going to happen. 

I was going to lose my virginity at last. 

Of course, as Carl, that had happened over two decades before.  Silvia Nichols, my first real girlfriend.  She wasn’t much to look at.  Thickset with a face that was just a few millimeters from being pretty, she was the best I could do, back then.  Idly, I wondered what she’d say if she could see me pacing back and forth across my candlelit bedroom, wringing my hands as I waited for my boyfriend to come and take my virginity. 

Disbelief, probably, but once she got through that, would she have laughed?  Cried?  It was such a strange situation that I couldn’t predict it.  But one thing I knew was that she was in her forties, now.  She probably had kids my age.  And they probably looked just like her, the poor kids. 

Thoughts of my previous sexual partners occupied my mind for the next twenty minutes.  It all felt like it had happened to someone else.  I remembered it well enough, sure – right down to the most minute detail, in some cases

– but it was like watching a movie or something.  Maybe remembering a particular vivid dream.  I don’t know.  But one thing I did know was that none of that had happened to Chloe.  I was a different person.  That was another life. 

I was so engrossed in my thoughts that, when Seth rang my doorbell, I almost jumped right out of the expensive lingerie I’d bought just for the occasion.  It actually took until the second ring for me to compose myself. 

I took a few deep breaths, steadying my nerves.  It wasn’t unlike the feeling I got before a dance recital or a cheer competition, only exponentially more intense. 

I pushed through my bedroom door and down the steps.  I’d never realized how many there were.  It felt like I was trudging across miles.  At least I hadn’t worn the matching heels I’d bought.  I had intended to, but in my excitement, I had forgotten them in my room.  No loss.  I hated heels anyway.  But they did make my legs look amazing.  And I liked the way they made me taller.  Briefly, as I reached the door, I considered going back upstairs to get them.  First impressions were important, and I wanted to look perfect for him. 

I shook my head.  He’d already been waiting at the door for long enough.  So, pushing the heels from my mind, I opened the door.  And he looked just as good as I’d hoped he would. 

It wasn’t so much what he was wearing.  His outfit was much the same as any upper crust frat boy at just about any college in the country.  It consisted of a pastel blue, button-up shirt, left untucked and with the sleeves rolled up, combined with khaki shorts and a pair of leather deck shoes.  His hair was short and styled in a way that looked almost disheveled, but I knew to be a carefully constructed illusion. 

No – those were just clothes.  It was the way he moved, the way he stood, the way he smiled at me in that knowing way.  He exuded sexual appeal.  And I ate it up. 

“Damn,” Seth said, stepping inside.  He closed the door behind him and looked me up and down.  “I mean, damn.” 

“I did this for you,” I said, my voice quivering with mingled nervousness and excitement.  “I want it to be tonight.  I want to…I w-want to have sex.” 

His face split into a wide grin which seemed to show every single one of his perfect, white teeth.  “You have no idea how long I’ve been waiting to hear that,” he said, and before I knew it, he took me into his arms, kissing me passionately.  I could already feel his erect manhood pressing against me. 

As his kisses trailed down my neck, he pulled the strap to my negligee aside, and it fell free, exposing my breast.  I moaned as his lips connected with my diamond-hard nipple.  Meanwhile, my own hand fumbled blindly with his shorts, trying desperately to free the object of my desire.  It wasn’t working, so I pulled away. 

With one, swift motion, I discarded my negligee.  I smiled as I slipped my panties off, fully exposing my body.  It was the first time he’d seen it all together.  Sure, he had seen my breasts, and he had felt them on more than one occasion.  But he had never seen anything else.  And it had the desired effect. 

I stepped forward, dropping to my knees as I unfastened his shorts.  They fell to the ground to gather around his ankles.  His black boxer briefs soon followed, and as I wrapped my lips around his throbbing cock, he kicked

them off, sending them flying across the room.  Neither of us cared. 

I used every ounce of expertise I’d learned in the year since I’d started giving him blowjobs, but it didn’t last long.  I didn’t want him to end it to early.  So, I teased him.  I licked.  I kissed.  I got him ready for the main event, which I knew was fast approaching. 

I rose, looking him in the eye.  “In the living room,” I breathed, grabbing his hand and dragging him into the adjacent room.  I climbed onto the couch, pushing my ass as high as I could.  “B-be gentle.” 

He didn’t answer.  Instead, he gripped my hips, and without any other hesitation, thrust his cock deep inside me.  I let out a quivering, low moan of pain and pleasure.  It felt so big, but not uncomfortable so.  In fact, it felt right in a way I could hardly even begin to fathom. 

Ten thrusts. 

Just ten.  That’s all it took before he came.  I’d barely even gotten worked up before I felt him tense and ejaculate inside me.  A mere ten, furious thrusts, and it was over.  I never even had a chance to use some of the dirty talk I’d been practicing.  I hadn’t screamed for more.  I hadn’t called for God.  And I certainly hadn’t experienced my own orgasm. 

To say it was anticlimactic would have been a vast understatement.  And after, Seth couldn’t have handled it worse. 

After he pulled out, he said, “Thanks.  I needed that.” 

“W-what?” I asked, looking back.  I could feel his seed leaking out of me. 

“I was really tense,” he said, bending down to collect his underwear.  He pulled his boxer briefs on, continuing, “I hope you’re birth control.  If not, they do Plan-B over the counter.” 

“What?” I repeated, confused. 

“Plan-B,” he said. “So you don’t get pregnant.  If you’re not on the pill.  Are you?” 

“Oh,” I said. “Um…y-yeah.  I am.  Of course I am.” 

“Good,” he said, putting on his shorts.  I turned, sitting with my legs under me.  “Look, I’ve got to go.” 

“Where?” I asked.  It was all wrong.  It wasn’t supposed to be so short.  And when it was over, we were supposed to hold each other.  We were supposed to talk about our feelings.  We were supposed to be in love. 

“Jake’s house,” he said. “He’s got this sick new gym, and we’re going to work out.  You understand, right?” 

He leaned in to kiss me, and I wanted to scream that no, I did not understand.  I wanted to berate him.  I wanted to tell him that I’d just given him my fucking virginity, and he’d damned well better act like it was a big deal.  But I didn’t.  Instead, I just said, “Yeah.  Of course.  I understand.” 

“Thanks, babe,” he said.  “You’re the best.” 

And then, he was gone.  Barely ten minutes had passed since he’d arrived. 

After getting some paper towels to clean up the couch where I’d been sitting, I ducked into he bathroom to do the same to myself.  Then, I started back to my room, gathering my lingerie on the way.  When I got to my room, it looked much the same as it had before the doorbell had rung.  The candles didn’t seem to have burned down at all, and one-by-one, I extinguished them, plunging the room into darkness. 

I was numb.  All that preparation, all the anticipation, and for what?  Ten minutes and a few thrusts?  It didn’t seem real. 

But it was.  God, it was. 

That simple fact in mind, I wept in the dark. 





Chapter Thirty-Two

 

 

“Listen, babe,” said Seth, pulling me to a relatively unoccupied corner.  I couldn’t help but notice a few of his friend watching us.  And, of course, Hayley was nearby, staring daggers at my boyfriend.  Everyone seemed to know something I didn’t.  “I’ve thinking a lot about this, and I don’t think it’s fair to you to stay together.” 

My heart jumped into my throat.  “W-what?” I asked, hoping I had misheard him.  However, the tears were already starting to gather.  “What are you talking about?” 

“I’m talking about us,” he said.  “I think we need to break up.” 

A wave of dizziness washed over me, followed directly by an intense nausea.  Break up.  The two words any teenaged girl least wants to hear.  Finally, I found my voice.  “Y-you’re dumping me?” I asked, looking up at him with tear-filled eyes.  A few had already leaked down my cheek.  “Why?” 

He looked away, uncomfortable.  “I need to focus on football,” he said. 

“Wait – you got an offer?” I asked.  “Where?” 

“Not an offer, really,” he said. “An opportunity.  Timmons Community College has a spot for me if I want it.  I’ll be walking on, but –” 

“You’re dumping me to walk on at a community college?” I scoffed, my confusion and anguish giving way to anger.  “Seriously?” 

“It’s just JUCO right now,” he said. “But once some of the D1 schools see me play, they’ll be knocking down my door to throw scholarship at me.  And then, I’ll be in the NFL before –” 

I slapped him, and hard.  It was one of the proudest moments of my young life.  “After what we did this weekend?” I asked.  “After…after…after that, you’re dumping me?  Was that all you were after?” 

“It’s not like that,” he said, rubbing his cheek.  The slap hadn’t really affected him, but I could see my red handprint.  “You know it’s not like that.” 

“Seems like it’s exactly like that,” I said. 

“Don’t be like this,” he said. “We can still hang out.” 

Hang out.  I knew what that meant.  We’d never just “hung out”.  We weren’t friends.  I wasn’t even sure if he liked my company.  God, it all seemed so clear.  For him, it was always about what I could do for him.  And once he got what he wanted out of me, he was just going to drop me. 

Hayley was right.  She’d always been right. 

“Fuck you,” I said.  “I don’t want anything to do with you, asshole.  So…so…just, f-fuck you.” 

He smiled, but there was no humor in it.  No happiness.  Just cold satisfaction.  “Been there, babe.  Done that.  And it wasn’t that good.” 

I fumed, trying to think of a proper response as he walked away to join his laughing friends.  I felt like a joke.  A stupid, idiotic joke. 

Hayley appeared at my side.  “Chloe, I –” 

“Just don’t,” I said, wiping the tears from my cheek.  “J-just don’t, okay?  I don’t want to hear your I-told-you-so.  I don’t want to talk about it.” 

“I wasn’t going to say that,” she said. “I was just –” 

I interrupted her again.  “I said I don’t want to talk about it,” I said.  “Let’s just go to class, okay?  Maybe we can talk about it later or something.  I don’t know. But for now, let’s just go.  Let’s go.” 







“The worst part is that he did it less than a month before prom,” I said, trying to put on a brave face.  I knew I wasn’t fooling anyone, let alone Hayley.  “Now, I have no idea who I’m going to go with.” 

Hayley grinned.  “We should just go together,” she said.  “I could get a tux, you know?  And it would be like a really good joke.” 

I shook my head as we walked through the school’s parking lot. “I’m just not going,” I said.  “I don’t want to give him the satisfaction.” 

Seth, of course, hadn’t had any trouble finding a date.  In fact, he didn’t have any trouble finding a new girlfriend, in spite of his vow to “concentrate on football”.  No – that didn’t seem to matter nearly as much when it came to Lily.  Every single time I turned around, I saw them together.  Sometimes, they were just holding hands, and that was bad enough, but when I saw them kissing in the halls, I’d almost lost it. 

What did she have that I didn’t?  I was prettier.  I was cooler.  I was everything she wasn’t.  So why did he pick her over me?  Such questions had become my constant companion as my self-esteem seemed to unravel a bit every day.  Maybe I wasn’t as pretty as I thought I was.  Maybe I should have done things a lot different.  Maybe I should have given him what he wanted way sooner. 

It didn’t matter.  It was over.  I wasn’t getting him back.  I wasn’t even sure I wanted him back.  Okay, so that’s a lie.  I did want him back.  But I hated the fact that I did.  In any case, the break-up had sent me spiraling into a deep depression at the precise time I should’ve been optimistic about my life. 

We reached my Jeep, and I was about to get in when Colby called out from behind me, saying, “Chloe! 

Hold on!  I want to talk to you!” 

Hayley rolled her eyes.  “And here comes the replacement,” she said. 

“It’s not like that,” I hissed.  “We’re just friends.” 

“You might want to tell him that,” she replied, nodding at the jogging Colby.  In the past couple of years, he’d begun to fill out a little.  He’d never be muscular – he just wasn’t built that way – but he didn’t look nearly as lanky as he had before.  In fact, he was handsome in his own geeky sort of way. 

When Colby reached us, he was out of breath.  He bent down, holding up a finger for a few seconds, and I said, “You okay?  What’s up?” 

“I just wanted to tell you that Seth’s an asshole,” he said, rising to his full height.  He arched his back as he continued to catch his breath. “This parking lot is a lot bigger than it looks.” 

I laughed. “Maybe you should get more exercise,” I said. 

“You sound like my mom,” was his reply.  “But look – I did want to tell you that I’m sorry about your break-up with Seth.  He was an asshole, but I know you liked him.” 

“Yeah,” I said.  “On both counts.” 

“More of the asshole part,” piped up Hayley from the passenger seat.  I closed the door in her face. 

“But listen – I know you don’t have a date for prom,” he said. “I don’t either, and I was wondering if maybe you wanted to go together.  As friends.” 

“I wasn’t going to go,” I said.  “It doesn’t feel right.” 

“Oh,” Colby said, furrowing his brow.  “I just thought…I mean…yeah – I get it.  I just –” 

“Yes,” I said, interrupting him.  “Yeah.  I’ll go with you.  It’ll be fun, right?  I shouldn’t miss prom just because Seth dumped me.” 

“R-right,” he said. “That’s what I was thinking.  Making memories, right?” 

“Right,” I said. 

“Well, um – I’ve got to go,” he said. “I’m helping my dad with some filing in the office.  But I’ll call you later, okay?” 

“Okay,” I said. 

When he was gone, I opened the door to the Jeep and climbed inside.  “He asked you to prom, didn’t he?” 

Hayley said.  I nodded.  “Like I said – the replacement.” 

“God – you can be such a bitch sometimes,” I said, starting the Jeep. 

“But you love me anyway,” Hayley said, and truer words couldn’t have been spoken. 



Chapter Thirty-Three

 

 

“Why are you going with him?” Hayley asked as she went through the rack of dresses.  “You don’t even like him.” 

I sighed.  “We’re friends,” I said.  “I’ve said that a thousand times.  I don’t know why you can’t understand that.” 

“Because we’re friends,” she said. “You and me.  If it was just that, we’d be going together.  You know, as a joke.  But I’m a girl and he’s a guy, and I know that makes all the difference to you.” 

I stopped flipping through dresses.  “What in the world is wrong with you?” I asked.  “Two girls can’t go to a dance together.  Everybody would think we’re…you know…gay or something.” 

“Who cares what people think?” Hayley asked. 

“I do,” I said.  “And if you did too, you’d already have a date.  But you want to make a statement or something.  I know for a fact that three guys asked you, and you turned all of them down.  Why?” 

“Because I didn’t want to go with any of them,” she answered.  “Just like you don’t really want to go with Colby.  I mean, he’s a nice guy.  I like him okay.  But he’s really not your type.” 

“My type,” I muttered.  How in the world did she know what my type even was?  I mean, sure, I’d been with Seth, but he was the only boyfriend I had ever had.  That didn’t mean I exclusively liked that sort of guy.  It just means that’s what I’d been with so far. 

“Your type,” she said.  “But whatever.  We can still have fun if Colby tags along.  The pictures will look a little weird with three people, but –” 

“Yeah – about that,” I said.  I’d been meaning to tell her.  I wanted to.  But she hadn’t made it easy to talk to her.  It seemed that ever since my break-up with Seth, she’d alternated between surly and outright venomous.  That didn’t make conversation easy.  “Colby and I are going to go alone.” 

“W-what?” she asked.  “We always take the same limo.  Every dance, we’ve –” 

“He wants to drive,” I said.  “You know he can’t really afford a limo.  He’s not rich or anything.  And his car only has two seats.” 

“I’ll pay for it,” Hayley said.  “There.  Problem solved.” 

“That’s not how it works,” I said, shaking my head.  “I already offered, anyway.  But you know how boys are.  He insists on driving us.  I’m sorry, Hayley.” 

She hung her head for a long moment, and I thought she was about to cry.  But then, her sadness just vanished, replaced by an expression of feigned happiness.  She smiled, her eyes wet with unshed tears, saying, 

“Fine.  Whatever.  I’ll figure it out.  Thanks for telling me with so much time to spare.” 

I couldn’t ignore the sarcasm in her tone.  And what’s more, I understood it.  She wanted everything to stay the same.  She wanted our relationship to remain unchanged.  She wanted us to go back to that day we first met when she was my dance instructor.  She wanted me all to herself.  And I just couldn’t give her what she wanted.  I was a different person with different needs.  And if she’d just let herself grow, so would she be. 

But I wasn’t immune to guilt. 

“I’ll call it off,” I said.  “Then we can go together, okay?  You can even do that tuxedo joke you were talking about.  It’ll be great.  I’m sure Colby will understand.” 

“No,” she said.  “Not like that.” 

“What do you mean?” I asked. “I thought that was what you wanted.” 

“I want you to want…no, never mind – you can’t understand it,” Hayley said.  “Just go with him.  Like I said, I’ll figure it out.  Let’s just buy our dresses, okay?  Suddenly, this doesn’t seem as fun as it did ten minutes ago.” 

The rest of the week seemed like it took an eternity.  Or at least, any time I was around Hayley, it did.  She acted perfectly cordial, but something was missing.  She was angry, but she was trying to hide it, too.  And I couldn’t figure out how to change it.  I’d done everything I could.  I had offered to make things right, and she had refused.  What else was I supposed to do? 

At least she got a date, even if it wasn’t someone to get excited about.  His name was Mike Lewis, and his looks and personality were just as bland as his name.  But he was someone. 

My own excitement continued to mouth throughout the week, coming to a crescendo a couple of hours before Colby was supposed to pick me up.  It seemed so strange, going out with someone who wasn’t Seth.  At times, I thought it was good.  I did like spending time with Colby.  But at other times, I felt on the verge of tears. 

But after I finished my makeup and looked at my professionally arranged hair, all thoughts of Seth fled.  If I’m honest, I didn’t think of Colby, either.  Or the dance, really.  My thoughts were dominated by the knowledge that, soon, I’d be finished with high school.  I’d be leaving home.  I’d be an adult in truth.  I’d leave the comfort of all the friendships I’d formed.  I’d leave the routine I’d grown so used to.  And I’d leave Theresa. 

It felt like a turning point.  Or failing that, a chapter break in the book that was my life.  I was eager to turn the page.  I was.  But I was also afraid of what story the next chapter might tell.  I had the optimism so common in people my age.  But I also had the benefit of seeing the world from an adult’s perspective.  I knew exactly how easily it could chew someone up and spit them out.  And I also knew how temporary everything associated with youth really was.  Friendships.  Beliefs.  Confidence.  None of it would last.  Even a year from now, I’d be a different person.  It was daunting, to say the least. 

“You look beautiful,” came Theresa’s voice, cutting through my reverie.  I turned to see her smiling as she stood in my doorway.  I could clearly see the pride written on her face. 

“Thanks,” I said, stepping up behind me.  I looked back into the mirror, seeing our reflections.  She still looked as gorgeous as ever, but despite our shared past, there wasn’t a hint of attraction there.  She was my mother. 

And I loved her as such.  “I’ll look better once I put on the dress.” 

I glanced at my dress, which hung from one of my closet doors.  It was pink – because of course it was –

strapless, and bedecked with sequins along the bodice.  And unlike any of my previous dresses, it stretched all the way to the floor.  As soon as I’d tried it on, I had felt like a princess. 

“Colby’s a lucky boy,” she said. 

“We’re just friends, mom,” I said.  “It’s not like we’re a couple.” 

“I know,” my mother responded.  “But it’s a shame you two never had a real chance to get together.  I like him.” 

“I do too,” I said, remembering the first time I’d met him.  I often wondered what might have happened if Seth hadn’t asked me to sit with him and his friends that first day of school.  Would Colby and I have ended up together?  Or would I have found my way into Seth’s arms some other way? 

“You want a word of advice?” she asked.  I nodded, saying that I would take all the advice I could get.  “It’s never too late.  If you like this boy, do something about it.  Nothing else needs to matter.  Not Seth.  Not friendship. 

All that matters is what you want.” 

It couldn’t so easy, could it?  Did I even like Colby?  I mean, really like?  He wasn’t bad looking.  And we were good friends.  He made me laugh.  And I liked spending time with him.  Was that all it took?  Or was I just so desperate for a rebound after being dumped by Seth that I would latch on to anyone? 

“I don’t know what I want,” I admitted. 

“Well, figure that out,” she said.  “Do that, and you’ll be ahead of the curve.” 







Colby arrived exactly on schedule, which meant that he was about fifteen minutes too early for my taste.  As I put the finishing touches on appearance, my mother entertained him downstairs.  I looked in the mirror, pleased at what I saw.  I looked good enough to attend my very last high school dance.  Satisfied, I made my way downstairs, my modest heels clicking with each step until I reached the living room, where Colby sat with my mom. 

He looked up, and I saw his eyes widen.  Standing nervously, he said, “You look amazing.” 

It was precisely the sort of reaction I wanted, and it made the butterflies in my stomach redouble their fluttering efforts.  Why was I nervous?  We were just friends, right?  But looking at him in his tuxedo, seeing him like that, I couldn’t help but think that he didn’t really look like friend material.  He looked like much more than that. 

I smiled.  “You clean up pretty good yourself,” I said.  “I hope mom didn’t grill you too hard.” 

“Oh, no,” he said. “She was just telling me about her connections in the police department.  You know, in case I don’t get you home under curfew.” 

Under curfew.  I couldn’t help but be reminded of how it had all started.  Rather than the disaster it had first appeared, it had become something of a happy memory.  Without that mistake, I wouldn’t have discovered my true self. 

“I didn’t know you knew anybody in the police department,” I said. 

“Shh,” Theresa responded with an exaggerated finger over her lips.  “He’ll catch on!” 

We all shared a laugh, and I said, “I guess we’d better go, huh?” 

“Not before we get pictures!” Theresa said.  Then, I noticed the large bag on the couch beside her.  She opened it, producing an incredibly-expensive looking camera I’d never seen before.  “I just have to figure out how

this thing works, first.” 

Again, we all laughed.  It was just like her to go overboard like that when the camera on her phone would have done just fine.  In fact, it might have had to if it weren’t for Colby stepping up, saying, “I think I can help. 

That’s a Nikon D5, right?  I can set it up for you in, like, a minute.” 

“Cute and useful,” Theresa said. “No wonder she likes you.” 

“Mom!” I hissed. 

“Oh, relax – he knows you like him,” she said as he took the camera.  “You wouldn’t be going to this dance with him if you didn’t.” 

I felt like I was going to die.  But Colby, thankfully, ignored her comments.  God bless him for that.  And true to his word, he set up the camera in less than a minute.  Soon, we were posing for what felt like a thousand pictures.  By the time my mother was finished, it felt like we’d run a marathon. 

“Now – be good, you too,” Theresa said.  “And be safe.” 

She gave an exaggerated wink, and I let out an exasperated, “Mom!” 

“Just joking,” she said. “Unless it seems pertinent.  If it does, I wasn’t, if you know what I mean.” 

I couldn’t drag Colby out of that house quickly enough.  As soon as the door closed, I said, “I’m so sorry. 

My mom’s crazy.” 

“I like her,” he said, looking back.  “She’s cool.” 

We made our way down the half-dozen steps and to his car, a decade-old Honda Civic.  It was old, and the blue paint was a little faded, but it looked clean.  Colby opened the door, saying, “Sorry it’s not a limo.” 

“It’s fine,” I said.  “No, it’s perfect.” 







About twenty minutes later, we arrived at the bayside restaurant where he’d made reservations.  An establishment that specialized in seafood, it was called The Mariner, and looked a little worse for wear. 

“Don’t let the looks fool you,” he said. “Best seafood in town.  I promise.  Me and my mom used to come her all the time.  You know, before…never mind.  Just forget I said that.  I don’t want to ruin this by talking about my dead mom.” 

“It’s okay,” I said, threading my arm under his as he escorted me up the wooden stairs and into the less-than-upscale looking establishment.  “I like seafood.” 

When we went inside, I was a little surprised to see that the exterior in no way reflected the interior.  The décor was dominated by a nautical theme, but it wasn’t cheap-looking or tacky.  In fact, it forced me to amend my previous assumptions about how upscale it was.  After we were seated by a bowtie wearing maître de, we were left alone to pick our meals. 

“What’s good?” I asked. 

“Everything,” he said.  “But if you like shrimp, you can’t go wrong with the shrimp and grits.” 

“Ugh,” I said.  “Grits?  What is this?  Alabama?” 

“That’s where the owner’s from, actually,” Colby answered.  “Or Mississippi.  I can never remember.  But he was a friend of my mom’s, and that’s his specialty.” 

I didn’t need any more convincing.  I’d only had grits a couple of times in my life, but it seemed like it would’ve been rude to refuse his suggestion, so that’s what I ordered.  He did the same. 

“So,” I asked, taking a sip of my soda.  “How did you learn about cameras?” 

“I can have hobbies,” he said.  “I like photography.  I could never afford a camera like your mom bought, but I make do with my Canon.” 

“Really?  I never knew you were a photographer,” I said, a little surprised.  Suddenly, I realized that I didn’t really know all that much about Colby’s interests.  I knew he was incredibly smart, of course.  Our time as lab partners had taught me that.  And I knew about his interest in classic rock.  But beyond that, he was something of a blank slate to me.  “I guess I kind of dominated our conversations until now, haven’t I?” 

He shrugged.  “I was okay with that,” he said.  “I got to know you pretty well.” 

“Not as well as you think,” I muttered, thinking of my past. 

“I know that you’re beautiful,” he said.  “But you don’t even see it, most of the time.  I know you’re funny.  I know there’s this something – I don’t know what it is – that’s vulnerable about you.  It’s like sometimes you don’t know if you’re allowed to act a certain way.  And I know you’re way smarter than people give you credit for.  I also know you’re loyal to your friends.  You see the best in people.  And you –” 

“Okay – I get it,” I said, smiling.  “You know me.  Stalker.” 

“Admirer, stalker, what’s the difference?” he asked.  “I’m just glad we’re here together.” 

“Me too,” I said. 

As the meal progressed, our conversation turned to much lighter topics, and we fell into an easy comfort with one another.  And to my surprise, one taste of the shrimp and grits, and I was in love. 

“This is amazing,” I said.  It was nothing like expected from either of the dish’s main components.  I’d had shrimp.  And I’d had grits.  And the combination of the two was completely surprising and absolutely delightful. 

“Told you,” he replied.  “You should try new things more often.  You might find that you like a lot more stuff than you thought.” 







After our meal, we made our way to the hotel where the dance was being held.  I could see that Colby was a little embarrassed about his car; almost literally every other couple had arrived in limousines or their parents’ six-figure sports cars.  And he was driving up in a Honda Civic.  But it didn’t matter to me.  I didn’t care what he drove. 

That didn’t affect who he was. 

Even so, it clearly affected him, and I put my hand on his as he pulled into the parking structure.  I think he appreciated it.  Or maybe he just liked me.  In any case, Colby seemed to relax after that. 

We made it into the dance and through the line to get photos without incident.  However, our luck didn’t hold much past getting into the ballroom where the dance was in full swing.  Music from the live band filled the room, drowning out the shouted conversations of my classmates.  But as soon as we walked in together, it felt like every single eye was on us. 

“Sloppy seconds, bro,” came Seth’s inebriated, shouted voice.  I turned to see him dancing nearby.  Lily was bent over, twerking against his front.  The two were practically dry-humping right there on the dance floor.  And worse, he was staring at Colby.  “She’s used up, man.  Hit it and quit it.” 

Colby was about to respond.  I felt his fists clench.  I saw him tense.  I had to stop him, and not just because I didn’t want the night ruined.  Colby was a lot of things, but a fighter wasn’t one of them.  Seth would’ve torn him apart.  So, I gripped his hand as firmly as I could, saying, “Come on.  Ignore him.  He’s just a sad little asshole.” 

Reluctantly, Colby let me drag him away.  Seth laughed, saying something, but neither of us heard him. 

How had I never seen that side of him?  Was I really that blinded by a handsome face and a hot body?  Was I really that stupid? 

“I’m sorry,” I said when we found a quieter portion of the room.  “I didn’t mean –” 

“It’s fine,” he said.  “Seth’s always been a dick.  I expected him to say something.  I just wish you hadn’t heard it.” 

“Let’s just have fun, okay?” I said. “We’ll avoid him.” 

“Sounds like a plan,” he said, smiling.  “Let’s dance.” 

“Dance” was a generous term for what Colby laid down on the dance floor.  He had absolutely no rhythm, and he’d obviously never really tried to dance.  The result was that he looked awkward, silly, and incredibly adorable. 

Over the course of the night, we danced, we talked, and we saw our friends.  I got a few glimpses of a sullen Hayley, but she seemed to be avoiding me.  In fact, she looked like she was avoiding her date, too.  I tried to talk to her, but it did little good.  Obviously, she was determined to have a horrible time, and nothing I could do or say would change that.  So, I tried to ignore the fact that my best friend seemed angry to focus on having the best dance I could. 

And after that horrible start, I did. 

By the time we left, I was as happy as I’d ever been during my high school tenure.  And when Colby finally pulled up in front of my house, I said, “I had a really good time.  Like, great.” 

“Me too,” he said. 

I leaned in, kissing him.  I don’t know where it came from.  I hadn’t set out to have a real date.  I didn’t want a new boyfriend.  But Colby was there.  I liked him.  And in that moment, I wanted to – I don’t know, reward him, I guess?  For years of friendship, for a night I’d never forget, for every nice thing he’d ever said about me, I wanted to give him something in return.  So, as we kissed, I reached into his lap and started to unfasten his tuxedo pants. 

He gently pushed me away. “What are you doing?” he asked, still a little breathless. 

“Having fun,” I responded.  “Don’t you –” 

“Not like this,” he said.  “Someday, sure.  Maybe tomorrow.  But right now, you’re too vulnerable.  You’re trying to hard to not be Seth’s girlfriend.  I’m just a prop.” 

“W-what?” I asked.  “I thought…I thought you liked me.” 

“I do,” Colby said.  “God, I always have.  From the first time I saw you, even.  I mean, you’re the perfect

girl.  But I don’t want to be your rebound, Chloe.  I love you.  I really, truly love you.  Or I think I do.  There’s a debate to be had about whether or not you can love someone without being with them, but…I mean, I guess that’s not the point.  The point I’m trying to make is that I want more than this one night.  And I can’t help but think that if you do this, if we do this, that’s all it’ll ever be.  I won’t throw away what we could be for one night.  I just won’t.” 

I looked him in the eyes.  He was completely sincere.  And my hand was still on his groin, so I knew for a fact that he very much wanted it to keep going – at least on the level of pure arousal.  I also knew from experience how difficult for a man to stop a willing, attractive woman when sex was on the table.  If I were in his position, I couldn’t have.  Or rather, Carl couldn’t have. 

“S-so,” I said.  “Where do we go from here?” 

“I want to see you again,” he said.  “As soon as possible.” 

“I…um…I’d like that,” I said.  “I would really like that.” 





Chapter Thirty-Four





I looked up at the stage, trying to pay attention as the school’s headmaster droned on and on about life and new beginnings.  But I had little interest in hearing what he had to say.  As an impending graduate, every adult you meet says the same thing, and hearing it spouted from the stage in an auditorium full of my classmates and their families didn’t make it any more profound. 

I glanced back, seeing Theresa, Alan, and Erin sitting well behind the rest of the graduates.  Both my mother and my sister had an expression of happy pride on their faces.  Even Alan looked content.  I didn’t deserve them, and by extension, I definitely didn’t deserve the support they’d given me over the years.  By all rights, I deserved to be living a lonely life as a forty-plus-year-old-man with an inferiority complex.  But because of them, I was about to graduate into a new life.  Because of them, I was on the verge of getting my second chance to be an adult. 

I almost cried.  I might have, if Hayley, who sat beside me, hadn’t kicked me in the shin.  I looked up, ready to whisper some admonishment, but her kick had been necessary, because my classmates had already begun to file up toward the stage. 

“Go!” she mouthed. 

So, I stood, clutching my robes, and hurried to catch up to the person in front of me.  It only took a couple of steps, and soon, I was waiting for my name to be called.  The headmaster, Dr. Dewitt, called each of their names, and one-by-one, they made their way across the stage.  Meanwhile, the line kept moving forward until I mounted the steps. 

“Mandy Ferguson,” he called, and the girl in front of me stepped across the stage to a modest cheer from her family.  She shook Dewitt’s hand and took her diploma. 

“Chloe Forrester,” was the next name, and almost automatically, I began to walk across the stage, the footfalls of my short heels sounding incredibly loud in my ears.  And then came the cheers, drowning out all noise.  I cast my gaze across the auditorium and I saw my family cheering for me.  That was expected.  But what I hadn’t expected was the support of my classmates.  Almost all of them were cheering for me.  A tear did fall down my cheek at that.  I couldn’t help it. 

I shook Dewitt’s hand, took my diploma, and posed for a picture before exiting on the left of the stage. 

There, I found Colby waiting for me. 

“Seems everybody does like you,” he said, and I threw my arms around him, crying in earnest.  I kept my face buried in his chest until I heard Dewitt call, “Hayley Greene.” 

I watched as my best friend walked across the stage to a generous cheer.  Everyone had always liked Hayley.  I had from the very first moment I’d met her.  She was as much a reason for my current situation as anyone else, and I couldn’t even thank her for it.  I loved her.  And she loved me. 

And then everything made sense.  I don’t know how I had missed it.  She’d wanted to kiss me at our very first sleepover.  She had kissed me less than a year later.  And she had never liked a single boy that I knew of.  Yeah, she had gone out on a few dates.  She’d kissed a couple of guys.  But she didn’t like them.  Not really. 

She was a lesbian.  As soon as the thought crossed my mind, it seemed so damned obvious.  And she thought she was in love with me.  God – how horrible must it have been to watch me date a guy like Seth?  And then, when she thought she saw an opening, for me to pick Colby instead of her – it must have felt like a slap in the face. 

I only wished I could give her what she wanted.  But I couldn’t.  I wasn’t like her.  And it broke my heart. 

The tears flowed even more freely at that realization. 

By the time Hayley descended the steps, a wide grin on her face, I must have looked a mess, because she immediately turned to Colby, demanding, “What did you do to her?” 

“Me?  Nothing,” he said.  “I didn’t.” 

“He didn’t do anything,” I said, wrapping my arms around her.  Then, I whispered into her ear, sobbing the whole way, “We need to talk after this, okay?  Like a real talk.  Just you and me.  I’ll make some excuse to my mom about dinner.  You need to do the same with yours.” 







“I’m sorry,” I said, sitting on the hood of my jeep.  Loomis point looked very different during the day, way less romantic without the stars hanging overhead.  It was just the end of a dirt road that overlooked the city.  It was nothing. 

Hayley sat beside me.  “For what?” she asked. 

“For being stupid,” I answered.  “For being blind.  You told me.  I remember you telling me.  I don’t know why I forgot it so quickly.  Maybe I thought you were joking.  Or that it was a phase or something.  I don’t know. 

But I’m sorry for not realizing what you were going through.” 

“What are you talking about?” she asked, pulling her knees to her chest. 

“You’re gay,” I said.  It wasn’t a question.  I knew it for a fact. 

And more, she didn’t dispute it.  “I wanted to tell you for real,” my best friend said. 

“When did you know for sure?” I asked. 

She shrugged.  “I think I knew before I even met you,” Hayley answered.  “But I think my awakening was the day I saw you walking through that locker room naked.  Do you remember that?”  I nodded, and she smiled. 

“You were so freaking cool.  You didn’t care that you didn’t even have any boobs.  You didn’t care when Lily called you ‘Surfboard’.  You were just you.  And I couldn’t get that image out of my head.  I remember wishing I could just have the courage to tell you I liked you.  I wished I could just kiss you.” 

“I’m not a lesbian,” I said.  “You know that, right?” 

“I do,” was her response.  “Doesn’t make it any easier, though.  I wish I could turn it off.  Not the liking girls part.  I’m cool with that.  But the being in love with you.” 

“You don’t really love me,” I muttered, looking away.  I knew it was a lie.  She did love me.  I had seen it so many times over the years that I’d come to take it for granted. 

“You can’t just say it and expect it to be true,” Hayley said.  “I know we’ll never be together.  I do.  But that doesn’t mean I can just snap my fingers and make it happen.” 

I knew she was right.  Love didn’t work that way.  And I owed her more than to patronize her by saying that it did.  So, I just said, “It’ll get better.  I know it will. Once you start dating girls, you’ll see that I’m not that special.” 

“Right,” she said.  “Because they just grow Chloe Forresters on trees.” 

“Do your parents know?” I asked. 

She shook her head.  “I’m going to come out to them before we I go to college,” she said. 

“Before we go to California,” I amended. 

“Yeah,” Hayley said. “About that.  I’m not going to USC.  I can’t.  I wish it was different.  I wish I could just ignore everything I feel, but I can’t spend the next four years pining after you.  I have to get away.  I have to go somewhere else.” 

My stomach dropped.  We’d made so many plans.  We were going to be roommates.  We were going to be best friends forever.  That’s what we’d always said. 

“You…y-you don’t have to…you know…you d-don’t have to pine after me,” I said.  “Once you –” 

“If you’re right there,” she said.  “I will.  You know I will.  But if I go somewhere else, I’ll have to branch out.  But you’ll be fine.  You’re always fine.  Everybody loves you.  In a few years, you’ll be a famous actress, and I’ll be –” 

“What if I tried?” I blurted, terrified of losing my friend.  I’d started crying again.  “What if I was a lesbian too?  What if you were my girlfriend?  We could be together then, right?  Just kiss me.  I bet I’ll feel it.  I bet we’ll…w-we’ll…want…to…be together.” 

She looked away, taking a deep breath.  “Please don’t do that,” she said.  “God, I want that more than you can imagine.  Every bone in my body is screaming at me to do it.  But I know it’s not what you really want.  I can’t do that to you.  I just can’t.” 

“B-but I need you,” I sobbed. 

“No,” she said.  “You don’t.  You never did.  You’ll be fine.” 





Chapter Thirty-Five

 

 

I was okay, I guess.  Sort of.  For most of that summer, I wasn’t, though.  Hayley and I spent a lot of time together, but in the end, it didn’t seem like enough.  I felt so guilty for not being what she wanted me to be.  And God, I wanted to give her what she needed.  I wanted to kiss her.  I wanted to hug her.  I wanted to do whatever it took to keep her in my life. 

But I knew I couldn’t.  Like she’d said, it would have been a lie.  I owed it to myself – and to her – not to do that.  But it was so damned difficult to say goodbye when she went to NYU and I set off for USC.  We had vowed to keep in touch, but I knew that wouldn’t last.  I had the benefit of having lived through those same years once before.  I had seen it happen to everyone else.  Childhood friendships, even the really strong ones, rarely lasted past high school.  And I knew ours would go the same way. 

Sure, we’d always be cordial.  We would probably friend each other on social media.  We’d make comments about this or that aspect of each other’s lives.  But it would be a surface level friendship.  Never again would I sleep over at her house.  Never again would I tell her all the intimate details of my life.  I wouldn’t hear her bad jokes or listen to the way she talked really fast when she got excited.  What we had was over, and I didn’t have high hopes for what our relationship would become. 

But that’s life, isn’t it?  We live, we love, we move past old friendships and develop new ones.  We become different people.  And maybe, just maybe, we’d cross paths again.  Maybe, someday, we would live out the dream of being lifelong friends.  We’d be neighbors.  Our kids would play together.  They’d become best friends, just like we were.  And we’d look at our college years as the lone speed bump in an otherwise fantastic friendship. 

Or we would slowly lose touch, only to think of each other on the rare occasions when something reminded us of high school.  I didn’t know what might come, what the future might hold.  But I spent the whole summer thinking about it, and so did Hayley, which cast a shadowy pall over the three months between graduation and leaving for college.  We tried.  We really did.  But there was no way to forget our impending separation. 

There was a bright spot, however – Colby.  I found myself almost constantly wondering why it had taken us so long to get together.  He was, to my eyes, at least, perfect.  Sure, he wasn’t the best-looking guy, but he was cute enough for my taste.  With his thick-rimmed glasses, earnest eyes, and ready smile, his looks were everything I needed.  But it was way more than that.  He supported me in a way nobody else did.  He wanted me to be successful.  He didn’t just pretend to listen to what I had to say; he really heard me.  And we had some really deep conversations, ranging from our hopes and dreams to the merits of our favorite rock bands. 

We slept together on my birthday, and while it wasn’t earthshattering, it was good.  And sweet.  And comfortable.  And it lasted longer than a handful of thrusts, so it was far better than my first time.  In fact, in a few short months, he’d proven himself superior to Seth in every single way. 

And his dick was a lot bigger, so there’s that, too. 

On top of all that, a few weeks into the summer, he told me that he’d gotten into USC’s film school.  He wanted to parlay his photography skills into becoming a cinematographer, and he’d applied to USC as soon as he knew that was where I was going.  That he got in just made me think it was fate that we’d gotten together. 

In the first week of August, Theresa dropped a bomb of her own.  Alan had asked her to marry him, and she had said yes.  That evening, she revealed to me that Carl Forrester was dead and had been ever since the end of my sophomore year.  A car crash, the death certificate said was the cause of death.  It seemed appropriate, somehow.  I had always liked to drive fast. 

And that’s how I found myself standing with my mother as she took her vows.  Colby sat in the crowd.  So did Hayley.  Erin stood beside me.  It was a perfect day, even if Theresa was marrying a big idiot like Alan.  He wasn’t so bad, I guess.  He just tried way too hard to connect with Erin and me. 

After, at the reception, I sat with my Hayley.  On the dance floor, Colby was making a fool of himself, which I found adorable.  Even Hayley seemed to have thawed a bit towards him. 

“This is the last time we’ll be together, isn’t it?” I asked, taking a sip of champagne she’d smuggled away from the bar.  How an adult didn’t see her, I didn’t know. 

“We’ll get together,” she said, still maintaining the ruse that we’d still be best friends.  “Thanksgiving. 

Winter break.  Summers.  You know, when I leave tomorrow, it’s not goodbye.” 

I felt the tears starting to gather.  I blinked, trying to hold them back.  “I hope you’re right,” I said.  “But –” 

“I am right,” she said, interrupting me. 

“But if you’re not,” I said.  “If this is the last real time we can call ourselves best friends, I just want you to

know that you’re the best thing that ever happened to me.  When we met, back at the dance studio, I was so scared. 

I was going through such a rough time.  And then…and then when…you know…w-when my parents died, you were the only thing keeping me afloat.  You were the only thing that got me out of bed each morning.  And you never let up.  You never stopped being the best friend I could ever hope for.  You were more than I deserved.  I love you so much.  I love you so much more than I can really say.” 

During my impromptu monologue, she’d started crying too.  She gripped my hands, leaning forward.  “Truth or dare?” she asked. 

“W-what?” I asked. 

“Truth or dare,” she said. “Go ahead.  Pick.” 

“T-truth,” I said. 

“You’re Carl, aren’t you?” she said, a glint in her eyes. 

I meant to deny it.  I wanted to.  But I couldn’t.  She deserved to know the truth.  I nodded.  “Yes,” I said. 

“How did you know?” 

“I’m not blind,” she said, wiping a tear from her eye.  “I honestly don’t know how everybody doesn’t see it. 

It’s not as obvious now, but four years ago?  I knew it the moment I saw you in the studio.  I’d only seen you a couple of times before – back when you’d pick up Erin after her sleepovers with Iris – but I saw it.  I knew who you were.” 

“W-why didn’t you tell anybody?” I asked. 

“I thought about it,” she stated.  “That first sleepover, I hoped you’d choose truth.  I wanted to confront you, then and there.  But you chose dare.  And when you closed your eyes, I just…I mean…I don’t know.  I think that’s when I fell in love.” 

“A-are you going to tell anybody?” I asked. 

“I haven’t so far,” she said.  “As far I’m concerned, you’re Chloe.” 

“T-thank you,” I said. 

“That’s what best friends are for,” she said, wiping her tears away once again.  “Now – let’s go get some more champagne.  I think we have every right to get drunk right under your mom’s nose.” 
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