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    THE PERKS OF BEING A WOMAN 
 
    When Ash hears that female artists will be receiving more grant money than male artists, he decides to check the little ‘F’ on his application, instead of the little ‘M’. He figures if anyone says anything, he could call it a mistake. And as luck would have it, he ends up getting the grant. 
 
    But the Arts Fund wants a little bit more before they release the funds. They want to set Ash up with a little TV spot, to help promote his work, in a segment called ‘Spotlight On: Women Artists’. Ash has two options: admit the fault on his application and decline the money, or do the TV spot.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER I 
 
    When I ticked the little ‘F’ next to gender on my grant application, I didn’t think anything bad would come out of. I figured if I was called out on being a liar, I could say it was just an honest mistake. The ‘M’ and ‘F’ were very close together, after all. Of course I wouldn’t tell them that I was sick of being refused grant money, that I thought I had a better shot at getting approved if they thought I was a woman. My name, Ashley, was unisex, after all—in fact, it was more commonly a woman’s name. Kids used to make fun of me all the time, before I started just going by Ash. 
 
    It wasn’t a secret that they gave more grant money to women than men. It was part of some bullshit “gender equality initiative”. The idea was to get more women interested in pursuing artistic careers. If the government officials who made the decision ever actually left their little office cubicles, they would have known that there were far more female artists than male ones. All of my male friends were working in trades. The only artists I knew personally were female. 
 
    The prime-minister himself even went on television to announce the “feminist initiative”, as if it was something worth bragging about. Did no one ever think that they were possibly discriminating against men? The money should just go to whoever has the better paintings, the better films, the better photographs. It shouldn’t matter what’s hanging between their legs. What does that have to do with anything?  
 
    I’d never felt so frustrated in my life. Four straight years of being denied grant money. It wasn’t like they gave out a lot: you could apply for up to twenty thousand a year, which was enough for me to live off of. If I’d gotten the grant, I wouldn’t have worked at that café, serving coffee to the women who actually did get the grant. One woman, Tessa, came in every day with her MacBook laptop. She ordered a latte, no foam, and sat in the corner. She spent most of the day surfing around on Facebook. She called herself a novelist; I didn’t realize Facebook comments were considered novels… Maybe hers were especially long. 
 
    I worked ten hours every day, and then I went out and tried to squeeze in a few hours of photography before I was too exhausted to carry on. I loved photography, and I was good at it. My work was once in a ritzy museum downtown. Annie Leibovitz came through and bought one of my prints. The Annie Leibovitz. You know, the woman who photographed John Lennon and that other lady… oh yeah: the Queen. 
 
    But instead of getting a grant for myself, the money went to some girl who put a tampon in a teacup and said, “Voila!”  
 
    So after a few years of constant rejection, I’d had enough. I ticked the little ‘F’ next to gender, and I didn’t feel even a little bit bad about it. I considered it my own little stand against gender discrimination. I attached some of my best work to the application (including the photo that Mrs. Leibovitz purchased) and submitted it for approval. 
 
    I received a confirmation from the Arts Fund, saying it would take a week or two to process my application. So I waited, impatiently, going to work every day unable to think of anything else. If I didn’t get approved, even if they thought I was a woman, then maybe it was time to stop trying. Maybe I wasn’t the photographer I thought I was. Maybe I was better suited to serve no-foam lattes to women who wrote less-than-profound comments on their friends’ Facebook pages. 
 
    When the letter finally came in the mail, I was hesitant to open it. Holding it in my hands, I knew that my fate was sealed inside. Would I get to live my photographer dream or was it time to move on to different things? There was a car factory hiring on the other end of town. I could always apply for a job there; supposedly they had good benefits.  
 
    I carefully peeled the envelope open. There was a neatly folded letter inside. I pulled it out and opened it. It was printed with the official Arts Fund letterhead.  
 
    “Dear Ashley Wallace,” it started. “Congratulations, you have been selected…” I dropped the letter and threw my arms in the air, unable to contain my excitement. I was approved! I was being given enough money to live for a full year. Just think of how many excellent photographs I could get in a year! I could get a whole exhibit together, send my work off to notable critics, finally make a name for myself in the industry. 
 
    As I continued to read the letter, I had the biggest, goofiest smile stuck on my face—until I got to the last paragraph. “We liked your work so much, we would like to run a feature on you, to run on the CBC, during a segment called ‘Spotlight On: Women Artists’. We would arrange to have a camera crew follow you around for a few days, watching you work, and possibly get a few interviews.” I suddenly felt nauseous. If they show up and realize I’m not a woman, what would happen? Would they take the money away? Would they sue me for fraud? Was pretending to be a woman considered fraud? 
 
    I sat down on the edge of my couch, my legs suddenly trembling. They weren’t even giving me the choice; it was a condition of their approval. The letter even said when the film crew would be arriving at my flat. I tried to swallow the thick lump that had formed in my throat.  
 
    Do I call them up and tell them that I screwed up my application? And then what? Go and apply for that job at the car factory? Sell my camera on eBay? I couldn’t let this golden opportunity slip through my fingers—I just couldn’t.  
 
    My head was spinning. I needed to figure out some sort of plan, some way of telling the CBC to stay home that wouldn’t strip me away from the pile of money that was coming in a separate piece of mail. I texted a good, close friend of mine, Karen. After building up the courage to tell her what I’d done, I said, “Now what the hell am I supposed to do?” I was trembling all over, a cold sweat tickling the back of my neck.  
 
    She seemed to think my situation was humorous. “Do you really think they would take the money away if they find out you’re a dude?” she asked. 
 
    “I can almost guarantee it,” I said. 
 
    “Well then just pretend like you’re a woman. Say you identify as a woman—don’t people do that all the time these days?” She continued to laugh. 
 
    “This isn’t funny, Karen,” I said. “And what if my family is watching, and they hear me saying that I identify as a woman?”  
 
    “I don’t know, man, why don’t you put on a mask so they don’t recognize you?”  
 
    And then I became silent as the idea pinged around my brain. It actually wasn’t such a bad plan: dress up like a girl, make myself unrecognizable, and then go ahead with the filming. How hard could it be to be convincing? It’s not like I had to be pretty or sexy or even remotely good looking. There are plenty of women around who look like they could be men. And if I tell them I want to be credited as Ashley Douglas (Douglas was my middle name), then any friends or family who might be watching wouldn’t be able to put two and two together.  
 
    “Are you still there?” Karen asked. 
 
    “Huh? Yeah, I’m here. Hey, do you think I could borrow a few things?” I said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER II 
 
    I met Karen at her apartment the next morning. When she opened the door to let me in, she had a big smirk on her face, which looked like it had been on her face since our phone call the day before. “Come on in,” she said, doing her best not to laugh. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, laugh it up. You think I want to be doing this?” I said. 
 
    “I’m just happy you picked me to help you out. I can’t wait to see you in a little dress and a pair of cute, little heels.” She looked at my body, as if to assess what would look best on me. We were about the same size, so everything she had would presumably fit me just fine. 
 
    “No dresses, no heels,” I said firmly. Just because I had to become a woman for a few days to appease the Arts Fund didn’t mean I needed to get all dolled up and ready for the prom. I wanted to skirt by with the bare minimum. Just on the way to Karen’s apartment, I saw plenty of women dressed in more-or-less unisex attire. One girl on my bus, who I thought was super hot, was wearing jeans and a t-shirt. Of course, she wasn’t just wearing boy jeans and any old t-shirt that I had lying around in my bedroom. Her jeans were skin-tight, and her t-shirt had a very specific, very feminine cut to it. She kept just the front of it tucked into her jeans, and she also had a sleek brown belt. On her wrists were a number of plain, golden bracelets, and she had a pair of golden earrings to match.  
 
    Until I realized I was going to be pretending to be a woman for a few days, I’d never paid very close attention to what girls were wearing, or the way in which they presented themselves. At least with the girls who looked good, every detail was carefully determined. Every strand of hair was in its place, and every flick of eyeliner perfectly matched its counterpart.  
 
    On my bus ride over to Karen’s house, I realized that there were no women who just rolled out of bed, the way I usually did—along with most men. I even paid close attention to the hair of the girls I passed. There were no indents or ruffled strands, as if they either hadn’t slept with their head on a pillow, or they spent a good chunk of time in the morning getting their hair just right. Even with the girls who kept their hair tied up, there was a carefulness to the way they kept their hair up: a perfect swirl to their bun, a clean line through their ponytails, with carefully selected strands occasionally hanging down at the sides of their faces. 
 
    “I had to go into storage to get this,” Karen said, lifting up a long, blonde wig off of her kitchen counter. Removed from a head, the thing gave me the creeps. It was just a bundle of long hair, which looked completely realistic, as if she’d cut it right off of a woman’s head. There were darker roots in the wig, to make it look more authentic—and it worked. “It might be a bit dusty. I haven’t worn the old thing in probably five years.” 
 
    She gave it a good shake, and sure enough, a plume of dust exploded out of it. “Maybe we’ll give it a good wash first.” I went to the bathroom with her. She turned on the shower and then looked around. 
 
    “What are you looking for?” I asked. 
 
    “Shampoo,” she said. 
 
    “Right here,” I said, holding up a bottle. 
 
    She laughed at me, as if it was the silliest thing I’d ever done. I didn’t know what exactly I’d done wrong. The bottle said SHAMPOO in big letters. “You can’t use that on blonde hair. You need special shampoo, or you’ll end up dying it. Ah ha!” She pulled a blue bottle out from under her sink. “I knew I still had some somewhere.” She ran the wig under the water and then gave it a good shampooing. It was a strange sight, as if she was giving a dead dog a bath. 
 
    Once it was rinsed out, she hung it up to dry. “I guess we’ll start with your wardrobe,” she said. It was obvious that I still had a hell of a lot to learn about being a woman. 
 
    She was getting far too much pleasure out of the experience, and it was beginning to frustrate me. I wouldn’t have asked for her help if I knew she was going to tease me so much, and think it was so funny. It wasn’t like I wanted to be dressed up like a woman. It was just business. I just needed the money. It seemed like a small price to pay to be able to live out my dream, even despite her teasing. I even told her, “This is just business. Got it?” 
 
    “So I already picked out a few outfits that I think you would look good in,” she said, leading me into her bedroom. There were a number of outfits laid out on her bed, with a corresponding pair of shoes below each. There were no t-shirt and jeans combinations, it was all dresses and skirts, with tall heels, and skimpy-looking tops. 
 
    “You can’t be serious?” I said. “I don’t want to wear dresses. Don’t you have a pair of jeans I can borrow? Maybe a few t-shirts and sweaters…” 
 
    “You aren’t going to convince anyone that you’re a woman wearing t-shirts and jeans, Ash,” she said. 
 
    “I see girls wearing t-shirts and jeans all the time.” 
 
    “Besides,” she said, ignoring my previous statement, “You’re going to be on television. You need to dress nicely if you’re going to be on TV. You can’t just wear whatever’s at the top of the pile that morning.” 
 
    “Says who?” I said, feeling repulsed at the sight of one particular dress she had picked out for me, which was yellow and very, very short.  
 
    “Says the people who will be deciding whether you get the grant again next year, and the year after that,” she said, and she made a good point. Sure, if I could be a convincing woman, I would get the money for the year and I could get a lot of work done, but there were no guarantees that I would get the money ever again, unless I left a good, strong impression. And even then, there were no guarantees, but it certainly would help my chances. They were going through the trouble of hiring a film crew to follow me around, which I couldn’t imagine was cheap, and they were going to the CBC to get me a time slot, which probably meant pulling some strings. They were probably expecting some gratitude on my behalf. But couldn’t I be grateful in something a little less feminine?  
 
    “It won’t be so bad,” Karen said with a laugh, as she watched me take a careful step closer to the dress, as if it was a poisonous spider. “Now get undressed, and then put these on. Don’t worry, they’re clean.” She handed me a pair of panties. My heart skipped a beat and a cold tension filled my body. 
 
    “No way,” I said, tossing the undies onto the bed.  
 
    “What, are you just going to wear your boxers under your dress? You’ll look ridiculous, Ash. Give me a break.” She left the room, giving me some space to change. I made sure the door was locked before getting undressed. The last thing I needed was her bursting into the room, taking pictures of me slipping into a stupid little dress—though it was inevitable she would see me eventually.  
 
    I got down to my boxers and then I slipped on the dress. The dress was so short that my boxers hung down below the edge of the skirt. Karen was right, it looked absolutely ridiculous. So after a deep breath, and a moment to swallow my pride, I slipped out of the boxers and I put on the panties. They were much more discreet, and they were much tighter, which was probably for the best as they held my cock firmly against my body. 
 
    “Can I come in?” Karen called out from the other side of the door. 
 
    I looked in the mirror. “Just a minute,” I said. I looked beyond stupid. My legs were hairy, my body looked unflattering, and I simply looked like a man in a dress. A pit formed in my gut. I wasn’t going to get that money, was I? I was going to have to call the Arts Fund and tell them that I lied on my application, and that there was no point in sending the film crew to my house. 
 
    “Open up!” Karen called out. 
 
    I considered getting undressed, getting back into my regular clothes, but I still had a tiny glimmer of hope inside of me that Karen would be able to help and somehow make me into a convincing woman—even if I was just barely convincing—as long as I was unrecognizable. I opened the door. 
 
    She burst into a fit of laughter. “It actually fits!” she said, as if that was the most shocking thing about the sight of me in that little yellow dress. 
 
    “This isn’t going to work, is it?” I said, feeling very vulnerable and incredibly stupid. 
 
    “Sure it is!” she said, “But we have a lot of work to do first.” She made me go to the bathroom to shave. “Everything but the hair on your head, unless you want to shave that. I don’t want to see a single body hair anywhere on you.” She gave me a whole bag of razors, which I thought was overkill until I finished shaving my first leg, which took three razors. 
 
    Getting my whole body hairless used nearly half of her bag of razors, but it sure made a huge difference. Just looking down at my legs, feeling them with my fingers, I realized how feminine they looked. Was that the only difference between men’s legs and women’s legs? Women kept theirs hairless? I suppose most men had more muscle mass than women, but that wasn’t an issue for me, seeing as I was pretty scrawny.  
 
    “You might be itchy for the next few days while the hair grows back. Just be sure to shave it again when you start getting stubble.” It seemed like a lot of work, but it was well worth the grant money. “Now put the dress back on and let’s work on your posture.” 
 
    Apparently, the reason I looked like ‘a man in a dress’ was because I had terrible posture. That was another thing women seemed to be better at than men: just standing and sitting in general. Karen had me stand up straight, with my back slightly curved inwards and my shoulders “relaxed” (in the position she had me hold, they were far from relaxed). She told me to hold that position for the rest of the day, until it felt natural. Seeing as it was hurting more and more with every passing minute, I had a feeling that it wasn’t going to feel natural by the end of the day. But I entertained her, seeing as she was right: the posture adjustment did make me look much more feminine, and much less like ‘a man in a dress’.  
 
    She made me put on a tiny pair of heels, which were slightly uncomfortable, but they really helped with my posture. I quickly learned that if you don’t walk with good posture in heels, you end up falling on your face. The heels also forced me to stand with my butt out. Karen told me I had a great ass. I didn’t believe her until I looked over at the mirror and saw it perking out triumphantly.  
 
    I tried on a few more outfits, including a pair of black tights and a tank-top, which I was the most comfortable in. It was the only outfit she had for me that actually covered my legs, that someone wouldn’t be able to see right up if they dropped a pen on the ground. The only issue was that the black tights were slightly sheer, and you could see my panties as clear as day, and the bulge of my cock was plainly obvious. “You need to tuck it,” Karen said. 
 
    I tried tucking my cock to the left, and then I tried tucking it to the right, but it was still obvious. “Between your legs, dummy,” she said. She sighed. “Here, do you mind?” She stepped forward and then reached her hand down the front of my pants. My heart skipped a beat. She took my bare cock in her hand and stuffed in between my legs, slightly aggressively. It was out of sight, but it sure wasn’t comfortable.  
 
    “Why is your face so red?” she asked, as if it wasn’t obvious. She’d just touched my bare dick with her hand. Then she smiled. “What? It’s just business, Ash.” She laughed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER III 
 
    I was really starting to believe that I had it in me to become a convincing woman. Karen made me try out a few different voice variations, and then she assured me that I was nailing it, though in my head I sounded strange. But they say your voice sounds different to other people, so all I could do was take her word for it.  
 
    When she finished doing my makeup, I hardly recognized myself. I felt a combination of excitement, that my scheme was going to work, and disappointment, in myself. Being able to look like a woman isn’t exactly an accomplishment, especially when people already make fun of you for having a girly name.  
 
    But I still didn’t think I really looked like a girl. Sure, I didn’t recognize myself, and I looked a lot ‘prettier’ than I was used to, but I wouldn’t say I looked like a girl… Until Karen took the now-dry wig and put it on my head. It made all of the difference in the world. Suddenly, I was staring at a pretty, blonde woman in the mirror. I watched as my lips parted and my eyes grew wide. I would have never imagined such a thing was possible. Even when I decided I would pretend to be a woman for the CBC segment, I didn’t actually think I would look totally convincing, and I definitely didn’t think I would look hot. I thought I would just look like I could have been a girl, enough to stop them from questioning my gender, either because there was nothing to question, or because they didn’t want to offend me. 
 
    But I got way more than I’d bargained for.  
 
    “You look good, Ash,” Karen said, running her fingers through my hair. “I would say you’ve earned that grant.” 
 
    I went home with a bag packed tight with different outfits and a small makeup kit. Before leaving, Karen told me, “When the camera people are in town, you’d better stay in character the whole time. It’s also probably a good idea to spend a day or two getting into character.” And she was right. The last thing I wanted was to have a slip on television, and then have the whole country coming down on me for gaming the system. If the general public found out that I was abusing pro-feminist rules, they would eat me alive.  
 
    I still had a few days before the camera team showed up at my doorstep, so I decided I wasn’t going to take any risks. I would start immediately, becoming a woman from that moment until the camera team was done with their segment and well out of town. The very next morning, I woke up nice and early, and I went straight to the mirror to get ready. I had a lot to do, and I still hadn’t practiced putting on my own makeup. I had no idea how long it would take to do myself, but it was better that I figure it out sooner rather than later.  
 
    Building up the courage to leave the house was the hardest part—knowing there was a good chance I could run into someone I knew, and there was a good chance they would recognize me. I liked to think that I was completely unrecognizable, as long as I didn’t let my voice slip or let my wig fall off, but people tend to have a way of recognizing one another. Have you ever been in a crowded shopping mall, and out of the corner of your eye, you recognize an old classmate from high-school, who you haven’t seen in over a decade, who now has a beard and wears glasses and grew his hair long, but still, somehow, you recognize him with hardly a glance? 
 
    I’ve seen people in the streets who make me think, ‘How do I know that person?’ In a perfect world, I would avoid that entirely. I didn’t need anyone inspecting my face too closely, realizing I had an Adam’s apple, narrowing down the possibilities. 
 
    But I knew I had no choice if I was going to get the grant money. I’d already come this far. There was no turning back now. I stepped outside. My first goal: a simple walk around town. I just needed to get comfortable in my new skin, which really did feel new even though it was the same old skin with different clothes and a bit of makeup. I needed to pass people, make eye-contact, realize that I hadn’t just convinced myself I looked like the real deal, but others wouldn’t be able to see through my guise either. 
 
    My heart raced as I turned onto the main road. Every person who looked my way made my heart stop momentarily. Every time they smiled and nodded, my racing heart calmed down for just a moment, until the next face turned my way. After thirty minutes of turning up and down streets, some of which I’d never been down before, I started feeling comfortable, at least with the way I looked. I decided to push my test further, and attempt to start a conversation with a stranger. 
 
    I stopped at a little convenience store, and my plan was to ask for directions to a bar, which I knew was just a few blocks down the road. For the longest time, I couldn’t bring myself to go inside, standing a few feet from the door like a frightened child with my hands clasped at my waist. I was feeling nauseous, probably from the constant rollercoaster my heart was on, speeding up, stuttering, pausing, over and over and over. I bit my tongue. “You can do this, Ash,” I told myself, and then I went inside. 
 
    Sure enough, the cashier didn’t seem to think twice about my appearance or my voice. He treated me like a normal person, even giving me a free candy bar before I left. I thought the little gift was weird, like I was being treated like a lost child, but then I started noticing similar small gestures wherever I went. As I walked by a flower stand, the owner passed me a beautiful rose. “For you,” he said with a big, red-cheeked smile. When I got to the bar, the bartender gave me the first drink on the house, and then a man further down the bar bought me my second. I left a nice tip, seeing as I hadn’t spent a single dime otherwise. I decided to take the bus home, and the bus driver waived my fare. “Don’t worry about it tonight,” he said. In case that wasn’t enough, a man gave up his seat so I could sit. 
 
    I was quickly learning there were many perks to being a woman. The next morning, the coffee I went out to get was free, paid for by the man in front of me in line. When I went to say thank you, he smiled and nodded, his face becoming red. For once in my life, people wanted me to be happy, for seemingly no reason at all, unless you count being a woman a reason. 
 
    I went out again the next day, in full drag, changing up my makeup style just a little bit (this time I went out with smoky-eyes and a sort-of controlled messy hairdo). The results were the same: people holding doors for me, buying me drinks, waived bus fares, free seats, and so on and so on. I couldn’t remember a day in my life where I’d smiled more. 
 
    I brought my camera along with me, to take any great photos I might come across. I took a bunch throughout the day, even taking portraits of strangers (with their consent, of course), which I’d never done before. When I got home to look through my photos, I was surprised by how positive my photos were. They were all so bright and cheery—a stark contrast from my usual dark, moody pieces. But they were good—really good. I was excited to show them to the CBC camera crew, who would be at my door the next morning.  
 
    Maybe pretending to be a woman for a week wouldn’t be so bad. Maybe it would actually be kind of fun, and hard to give up once the whole thing was said and done. Staying in character was going to be easier than anticipated, seeing as I was struggling to break character once I was home at the end of the day. My natural voice no longer felt like my natural voice—now, it felt forced and awkward. I felt strange wearing my male clothes, as if they were all too big and unflattering on me. It was almost like I was really becoming a woman… 
 
    Before going to bed, I picked out the perfect outfit for my first day on camera. I went with the little yellow dress, tall white stockings, and a pair of black heels. I thought the outfit was so cute, and I couldn’t wait to see myself on camera, looking so adorable.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER IV 
 
    I thought I would be unable to sleep that night, terrified of putting my whole reputation on the line the next morning, but I slept just fine. The only thing keeping me awake was a peculiar excitement. I couldn’t wait to show myself off to the whole country on national television. I couldn’t wait to read the comments on the video, to see if others found me as hot as I found myself. I was waiting by the door when they knocked, and I didn’t hesitate for one second before answering it. “Come on in!” I said. 
 
    I already had all of my best photos out on display, including shots I’d taken the day before, which I was starting to think was some of my best work. They asked if they could get an interview right away, and I was happy to give one. It was fun, sitting in their makeup chair, getting powdered up so my face wouldn’t shine on camera. One of the grips kept looking at me throughout the day like a boy in love, his eyes shining, looking away swift and shy every time I looked his way. It was so cute: at the end of the last day, he came up to me and gave me his card, and said, “Maybe we could see a movie or something some time.” It was really sweet, and I completely planned on taking him up on the offer, until the camera team had gone and I realized that I wasn’t actually a woman. 
 
    The whole week happened so fast. Five days of being followed around as I snapped photos of streets, scenery, and people. The director was obsessed with my portraits, which I found interesting because I’d never really done portraits before—I’d always been too shy to ask people to pose for me. But the director was right, my portraits were some of my best works.  
 
    The fifth day was mostly spent doing interviews. They asked if they could interview my friends and family, and I lied and said that I’d just moved to town and didn’t really know anyone. It was amazing how many members of the crew immediately offered to show me around town. I ended up with more business cards than I’d ever gotten in my whole life combined. 
 
    It was sad when they left, and I knew it was time to return the dresses and the skirts and the heels. But the fact that I was sad concerned me. It wasn’t something I was supposed to enjoy. I was just supposed to survive the ordeal, not enjoy it. If Karen found out that I loved every minute of it, she would mock me to no end. But the thought of heading back into the world as myself, as a man, was a tough pill to swallow. There would be no more free drinks, no more free bus rides, no doors held for me, no seats surrendered on my behalf, and certainly no roses from strangers. It was back to life as usual, and that should have made me happy.  
 
    So I did my best to convince myself that I was happier as a man. “This is normal, this is right,” I had to remind myself a few times over the next few days. Once Karen had her clothes back, it was easier. There wasn’t a bag full of temptation lingering in the corner of my apartment. Sure enough, as the weeks carried on, I started to forget about my week as a woman. They never told me the air date for my segment, and I was happier that way. I was hoping it would air and be over with, and I could stop worrying about how I looked. As far as I knew, the thing had already aired and was already forgotten in the minds of everyone involved and everyone who saw it. 
 
    Occasionally, I would find myself fantasizing about my days as a woman. When I took the bus into town, I sometimes wished I was in my little yellow dress and my little black heels. I missed having people smile at me, and I even missed the occasional catcall from down the street. I saw a pretty girl wearing a red skirt and black stockings, and all I could do was imagine how good I would have looked in the same outfit. It framed her body perfectly, and we had similar figures. I asked her where she got the skirt, and she looked at me like I was insane. “For my girlfriend,” I said, lying.  
 
    She told me the name of the store. I ended up out front it that very afternoon, as I snapped various pictures of traffic. I looked in the window. The store was filled with the cutest outfits. Inside, there was a girl trying on different outfits with her friends. I envied that girl more than I’d ever envied anyone. She had no idea how good she had it, how much fun she was having—fun that I would never get to have again. I felt like I’d only gotten a tiny taste of the feminine life, stuck wearing the few outfits picked out by Karen. There were so many clothes I hadn’t tried on, that I never even thought about trying on until long after my week as a woman— 
 
    I pushed all of my feminine thoughts and fantasies away. I wasn’t a woman, I was a man, and I needed to start acting like one. Men don’t put on women’s clothing. Men don’t go around, charming other men while dressed in little skirts and dresses. It was deceitful and strange. A friend of mine who went to a lot of AA meetings told me that, at AA, they do a thing called ‘Play it through.’ Whenever someone’s thinking of having a drink, they say, “Play it through. You have a drink, and then what? Then you want another, and then another…” This was no different. If I got dressed up for a day, then what would happen? I would get treated like gold again, I would get another taste for the good life that I could never really have, and then I would just want more. It wasn’t like putting on a skirt for a day would get the insanity out of my system. 
 
    It was hard, and there were days where I felt depressed, but after a couple of months, I managed to forget about my feminine days, only occasionally remembering them for a moment before forcing them out from my head.  
 
    My pictures started returning to their darker tones, falling more in line with my natural style. I still looked back at those bright portraits as some of my best work. I tried stopping people to get more portraits, but they weren’t the same. The smiles weren’t as genuine. It was like I was capturing a darker, more uncertain side of everyone, as if my subjects didn’t quite trust me the way they did when I was a girl. But still, they were interesting nonetheless, and I got a few that were portfolio worthy.  
 
    It was three months after filming my CBC segment that I got a call. “I’m looking for Ashley Douglas,” the man said. I nearly told him that was me, but I hesitated. The only time I’d ever introduced myself as Ashley Douglas was for the CBC segment and with the Arts Fund people.  
 
    “Just one minute, I’ll grab her,” I said. 
 
    I took the call in my room, even though I was home alone. I felt a nervousness fill by body. I hadn’t spoken in my feminine voice since that last day with the camera team. I wasn’t even sure I could do it anymore. But I needed to act quickly, because I still had the fellow on the line. I cleared my throat and spoke. “This is Ashley,” I said. I still had it—still effortless, right down to the subtle mannerisms I had during that week, months ago, as if it never really left my system. 
 
    “Ashley, this is Mark Greenwood from the CBC. I just saw your segment last night, and I was very impressed by your photographs,” he said. My heart skipped a beat and then began pounding hard into my ribcage. I let a little smile slip. “I was wondering if you would be interested in possibly doing a little photo-shoot for our magazine affiliate.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” I said. He arranged to have me flown out to Toronto for the photo-shoot. I assumed that he was simply hiring me to take pictures for the magazine, but I found out quickly that I’d just volunteered to be the subject of the photos.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER V 
 
    I found myself feeling nervous to leave the house again, but that was about the extent of my nerves. By the time I reached the airport, I felt like I hadn’t stopped being a woman. Once I started noticing the smiles from strangers, it suddenly felt so natural once again, like what I imagined life was intended to be. 
 
    A limousine met me at the airport. The driver held up a little sign with my name written neatly on it. I introduced myself to the driver, who said absolutely nothing as he led me to his long, black vehicle. It’s strange, putting your faith in a man simply because he’s wearing a suit and holding a sign with your name on it.  
 
    He took me to a hotel, where I was met by another man in a suit, who said very little besides “How are you doing? How was the flight?” as he brought me to the front desk and had me checked in. I never saw the man again, and I’m not sure whether he worked for the CBC or if he worked for the hotel. 
 
    My suite was gorgeous, near the top floor, with a bedroom separate from the living room. You know you’re in a fancy place when there is more than just one room and a bathroom. This suite had two bathrooms, but only one king-sized bed. I thought that was strange, especially seeing as one of the bathrooms had both a shower and a separate bath. It seemed like more than any person or couple could possibly need, but it was free for me, so I wasn’t complaining. 
 
    I got a call on the landline. It was someone from the CBC, making sure I knew I could order whatever I wanted to the room, and it would be covered by the company. They also told me to keep all of my receipts, and they would reimburse me for everything: fancy dinners out, spa treatments, even drinks. They wanted to make sure I was as comfortable as possible. It seemed like they were treating me like a celebrity, or maybe I was just so used to being treated like hardly-human that it seemed over-the-top. The hotel had fancier suites, and it wasn’t like they were paying me to be out there—they were just covering costs.  
 
    Maybe I was just used to being treated like a man. As a man, you’re always expected to take care of yourself. No one ever goes out of their way to do anything for you. I was once invited to New York for a photography exhibit. Aside from the invite I got in the mail, nothing was free. I had to fly myself down, I had to get my own place to stay, pay for all of my own meals. And then when I showed up, they looked at me like, “Finally, you made it.” Now, I felt like I was being worshipped, like people were incredibly grateful that I was making the trip.  
 
    It was hard not to assume that everything good that was happening in my life was a direct consequence of becoming a woman. It seemed like I couldn’t turn a corner without some positive event occurring in my life, either receiving a free flower or a heart-warming smile from a stranger. If anyone ever tells you there aren’t any perks to being a woman, they’re either in denial or insane. There were more perks of being a woman than I could count, and more were presenting themselves every day. I went down to get a slice of pizza that night, at a nearby pizza place, and as I stood in the crowd of hungry customers, the pizza guy singled me out and said, “You—Miss—What can I get you?” Most of those guys were there before me. Had that happened to me as a man, they would have all thrown a fit, started yelling, ‘Hey! I was here first!’, but as a woman, everyone just smiled and moved aside, like it was the natural order of things.  
 
    But again, I felt as though I was deceiving everyone, lying to them, only doing it for personal gain—and I suppose I was. I only started being a woman in the first place to get that grant, and that was the only reason I was doing it now, too—to maintain the illusion I’d created. Although, I could have gone down to the pizza place as a man. It’s not like I was being spied on by CBC employees. So why did I go down as a woman? Probably because I knew I would get special treatment. I knew I would get the biggest slice with the most toppings. I knew I would get singled out from the crowd. And I had a hunch someone would offer to buy my slice—and they did, not without giving me their card, of course.  
 
    If I’m going to boast about the perks, I should also mention the downsides of being a woman. As I left the pizza parlour, someone slapped me so hard on the ass, I nearly fell on my face. When I walked by men, if they didn’t stare down my top, I could tell they wanted to. At first, I liked it—it made me feel sexy. I only ever took a glance down a woman’s top if I wanted to see more of her. But after a while, it started to get creepy, and it especially sucked when I was talking with someone, feeling like I was having a genuine conversation, and then they snuck a glance, as if my conversation wasn’t actually holding their attention, as if I was worth no more than my tits (which didn’t even exist). 
 
    Probably the worst part of being a woman was the condescension. At the airport, the man behind the counter spoke to me like I was a child, speaking slowly and using simple language, as if I wouldn’t understand him otherwise. I thought maybe that was just his thing, until the man behind me stepped up to check in, and was talked to like a regular adult. The same thing happened when I was getting a coffee, before boarding my flight. Everyone assumes you’re stupid when you’re a girl—or maybe it had something to do with the fact that I was rather attractive. I tried not to think too much about it, but like getting slapped on the ass, it was wearing after a while.  
 
    I had to admit, the perks definitely outweighed the downsides. 
 
    At the end of the day, women get to feel sexy, and men don’t—at least generally speaking. Sure, there are some male models and muscle-heads who do their best, but it’s not the same. Nothing compares to putting on a little piece of satin lingerie and a pair of fishnet stockings. There’s no better feeling in the world than looking at yourself in the mirror, dripping with sex, like you belong on the cover of some naughty magazine. There is no male equivalent to that incredible sensation. 
 
    I slept in a little satin nightie that I’d bought in town. I even went out and bought a few new outfits, not sure when I would ever get to wear them again. It was dangerous: now I owned my own clothes. I wasn’t just wearing loaners from Karen. I didn’t have to give these back to anyone. They would sit in my apartment, teasing me until I got around to tossing them in the trash.  
 
    For my photo-shoot, in which I still assumed I would be the photographer, I wore a pair of tight, pleather leggings, a loose grey tank-top, and some flashy bracelets on my wrists. It was a look I stole from a magazine, that I’d been secretly dying to try out for months. 
 
    The limo driver met me at my door and brought me across the downtown core to the studio they’d rented out for my photo-shoot. The driver didn’t take me past the front door when he dropped me off. I just assumed I would be able to find my way once inside the building.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER VI 
 
    Like most studios, the place was barren. Some of the walls were a grey plaster, and others were exposed brick. The building was just a single long hallway, with a row of studio rooms on either side. I looked in the windows of each room, and each room was empty: as empty as empty gets. Massive, open spaces with large pillars, where silence seemed to echo eternally.  
 
    There was a hint of an orange glow mixed with the whitish-blue sunlight coming from one of the rooms. I looked in. Inside, there were lights and bounce-boards set up. Seeing as it was the only occupied room, I assumed it was where I was supposed to go. I entered.  
 
    The room seemed enormous, and it made me think we were going to be taking pictures of large crowds of people, or maybe of large set pieces. But there were no large crowds and there were no massive set pieces, just a few bounce boards and a few lights nestled in a little space in the middle of the room. There was a man with a grey beard (though he didn’t quite look old enough to be grey) sitting on a folding director’s chair. He smiled without showing any teeth as I entered the room. “Ashley,” he said, and his voice echoed and reverberated through the large space. 
 
    “Hello,” I said. 
 
    “I’m so glad you could make it. My name is Mark Greenwood. We spoke on the phone the other day. How was the trip in?” He stood up and, instead of taking my hand, he hugged me. He was wearing a tinge of expensive cologne.  
 
    “The trip was nice. I’ve never been to Toronto. It’s a really nice city.” 
 
    “It’s the best city, with the best sports teams. Do you like sports?” 
 
    I shrugged my shoulders. “I guess so,” I said. 
 
    “What’s your sport?” 
 
    I had to think of it. I had nothing against sports, but I’d never been much of a sports person. “I guess I like basketball.” 
 
    “Well then I’ll be sure to get you some tickets to a Raptors game while you’re in town. When do you leave?” he asked. 
 
    “I think either tomorrow or the next day.” I looked around. It was just me and him in that giant room, and a couple of lights and a camera mounted on a tripod. I expected more of a production, like the big crew that followed me around for my CBC segment.  
 
    Mark told me a little bit more about himself. He was an executive with the CBC. He’d produced many shows over the past fifteen years, and now he held more of a management role. “I’m more of an ideas person these day—my job is mostly coming up with ways of reaching bigger audiences. And I couldn’t be happier to have found you. Your segment scored really well with our test audiences,” he said. 
 
    “Oh really?” I said. I still hadn’t seen the segment, and I still wasn’t sure I wanted to. I still had a cold feeling in my gut, telling me that I needed to put an end to this dress-up nonsense sooner than later, before it starts to become an obsession (and maybe it was already too late). 
 
    “I want to do a young artists spotlight, with you as the headliner. I want your face on the cover our magazine, with a featured gallery on our site. I was thinking something sexy, that would reach a younger audience.” This was around the point I started zoning out, hearing a high-pitched screeching in my ear, coming from my brain. “Our audience is aging. We’ve been around for so long and we’ve failed to really figure out what young people want. I was surprised when I saw the numbers from your segment. You scored incredibly high with young people, and I have to say, it’s obvious why.” He smiled at me, as if it should have been obvious to me, too. “It’s because you’re very beautiful, Ashley. People are sick of seeing segments on little, old Margaret Atwood, and Donald Sutherland. People want Kate Upton. They want Scarlet Johansson. They want Ashley Douglas.” His smile grew even bigger. 
 
    It was at that moment that I noticed the nearby plastic box that was filled with outfits, which upon closer inspection, were far more scandalous than the pleather pants and tank-top I currently had on.  
 
    “People don’t know this, but I used to be a photographer before I got into production. I did set photography for big movies in the 90s,” he said, walking over to the camera.  
 
    He acted as though this was all something I’d already agreed to, as if I came down knowing I was going to be the subject of the photo-shoot, and not the photographer. I walked over to the box of clothes. There were a few dresses in the box, along with a few pieces of skimpy lingerie. 
 
    I felt like I should have been nauseous; I felt like I should have put up some sort of fight—but instead, I felt a peculiar nervous excitement. The clothes that had been picked out looked sexy, and I loved the idea of being on the cover of a magazine, having strangers all over the country ogling me, beating off to the thought of being with me. It was like a fantasy I never knew I had… But there was still something very off about it all—Maybe it was the fact Mark was heading the operation by himself, with no help whatsoever. “Is there a makeup girl around?” I asked. 
 
    “I thought you could just powder yourself, no?” he said, motioning towards a table where there was a little makeup kit.  
 
    It really was just me and him in that studio, in that whole building. 
 
    “I thought we would start with the red dress,” he said. 
 
    He didn’t leave the room as I pulled the dress out from the box and held it up. He just turned slightly away, as if to suggest he wouldn’t watch, and that I could change right there, in the open. Maybe that’s the way models do it, they just change right in front of the photographer. Photographers are probably used to it—they’ve seen it all many, many times.  
 
    But they hadn’t seen it all. I bet Mark hadn’t seen a chick with a cock before. I looked around for a better place to change, but there was none, unless I wanted to walk across the big space and hide behind one of the pillars, or go out into the hallway, but I didn’t do either of those things because I didn’t want to offend him. If we were going to spend the day working together, I wanted him to think I trusted him. So I turned around and carefully lifted my shirt over my head, making sure there were no mirrors or windows in front of me, reflecting my lack of tits back at Mark. My heart started racing as I slipped down my pants, and I was left standing in nothing by my padded bra and panties.  
 
    The dress was hardly a dress—more like a nightie a woman might wear if she was trying to seduce someone. The skirt of it hardly covered my ass, and the top was cut super low, showing off a ton of cleavage. Luckily, I was able to hide the straps of my bra just under the straps of the dress, so I was able to preserve the illusion of having breasts. 
 
    At first, I felt incredibly silly and terribly exposed posing for Mark. Even though it was just me and him in that big room, it felt like thousands of people were staring at me, and I suppose they soon would be once I was in his magazine. He kept telling me to, “Seduce the camera,” but I wasn’t really sure what that meant. “Let the camera know you want to fuck it,” he said. At times, I couldn’t help but laugh. Whenever he laughed along, I was able to feel more comfortable. “You’ve got a great butt,” he said, making me blush. 
 
    I’d taken photos my whole life, but I’d never been the subject of any photos, aside from the occasional family photo, if that even counts. I’d always been terrified to step in front of the camera, but now that I was doing it, I realized it was actually a ton of fun. I felt great every time Mark called out a compliment, “That shot was great! That one’s going in the magazine! You look so hot right now!”  
 
    I didn’t even hesitate when he asked me to change outfits. I put on another, equally skimpy dress, and did another set of shots, getting more and more comfortable every time the camera’s shutter snapped. When he asked me to change into the little piece of red lingerie, I felt all of my new confidence crumble at once, It was so tiny, with hardly a strip of fabric to cover my crotch, and nowhere to hide the straps of my bra.  
 
    But I didn’t want to disappoint Mark. I couldn’t bring myself to turn down the outfit, especially since the company had flown me out, put me up, fed me, and treated me like gold. I turned around and slipped out of the dress. Before I put the outfit on, it became obvious the panties weren’t going to stay hidden. I had to get nude first. I looked back to make sure Mark wasn’t watching. He was looking down at his camera, checking the photos we’d already taken. 
 
    I moved quickly, slipping my panties down, keeping my cock and balls hidden in the palm of one hand while I stepped into the little piece of lingerie and slipped it up. There was just enough room to fit my cock and balls neatly in the thin strip—and I mean just enough. I had to uncomfortably push my balls up, back where they once came from, and I tucked my cock back, making it look like a plump camel toe. I could feel my face turning dark red, even before I turned around to face Mark again. 
 
    I was going to have to be careful not to make any quick, sudden movements, or my package could easily tumble out, and that was the last thing I wanted with a camera pointed in my direction.  
 
    I was able to slip the pads out from my bra and I tucked them into the cups of the lingerie. It didn’t make me look like I had big tits by any stretch of the imagination, but at least I had some tits. After a deep breath, I turned around. 
 
    “My God, you look stunning,” he said, and the photo shoot continued. He showed me a few of the photos, and he was right, I did look stunning. 
 
    The next and final outfit was a little school girl outfit, with a terribly short skirt and thigh-high white stockings. I was excited to try it on, knowing it would make me look great, and I was right. I couldn’t keep the big smile from my face as he started snapping pictures. That smile quickly disappeared when he said, “I want to try something different, something more risqué. I want you to start rubbing yourself.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER VII 
 
    A sudden lump in my throat prevented me from protesting. He waned me to rub myself? As in, rub my pussy? A cold trembling filled my body and I became tense. He just stood there with his camera pointed at me and an expectant look on his face. 
 
    And then I started to wonder why I was even doing this, what I was hoping to achieve. I’d already gotten the grant money. I knew I probably had a better chance of getting it again the next year by going through with the photo shoot, but why did it have to be so sexy, so scandalous? If my female identity is ever revealed, and my family finds out about the sexy lingerie photos, I would be so horribly humiliated.  
 
    Before I was able to say anything at all, Mark said, “Sex sells. We’re going to make your work famous.” But was that what I wanted? Did I want to have my work become famous because of my female persona? Then I would be stuck with it forever. Fans of my work would expect to see a girl standing behind the camera and floating around the exhibits. I could never work as a man again.  
 
    But was that such a bad thing? Again, it was just another perk of being a woman. A man can’t sell photographs using his body, but as a woman, I was about to have all of my best work printed in a national magazine with an impressive circulation. I’d already been featured on TV and on their website. Where did the free ride end, or did it end?  
 
    Besides, I liked being a woman. It was fun, and for once in my life I felt like I was being treated like a human. I didn’t want it to end. 
 
    I bit my tongue and then reached down between my legs. Carefully, I started stroking the length of my cock, which was tucked between my legs. “Like this?” I said. 
 
    He started snapping photos. “Just like that,” he said. As the tips of my fingers ran down the length of my rod, I felt a warm tingling. It felt nice, but I knew where it would eventually lead: to an erection. Looking down at my long, smooth legs didn’t help any. I already got a strange erotic pleasure out of dressing like a chick; rubbing my cock didn’t help to subdue that pleasure at all. 
 
    I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. In a weird way, it actually felt like I was stroking my pussy and rubbing my clit. I felt myself getting wet, but that was probably just a bit of pre-cum oozing out from the tip of my cock. I was lucky I’d changed into the schoolgirl skirt, because it helped hide the expanding bulge between my legs.  
 
    “That’s it. Keep rubbing,” he said. He started getting closer and closer with the camera. “Now sink to your knees. I want you to rub your pussy while on your knees.” I did what he said. My cock was hard now, and I was practically masturbating right in front of a CBC executive, running my fingers up and down my long shaft, massaging the bulging tip, sending jolts of warm euphoria pulsing through my body. “You look so fucking hot right now,” he said. 
 
    I looked up. “Really?” I said. I could feel the redness in my cheeks. I felt so silly, rubbing myself like that on camera, but I couldn’t help it. It felt too good to stop now.  
 
    “Really,” he said, snapping a few more high-angle shots. “Now stroke my cock.” 
 
    My heart skipped a beat before busting into a frenzy. My lips parted but I could muster up no words. I felt like I should have protested, but I didn’t want to. A strange sensation inside of me was begging to stroke his cock, get him hard, make him come. I loved the idea of being able to make another man come.  
 
    I did away with his belt and pulled his pants down to his ankles, letting his long, semi-erect cock out into the open. He continued to snap photos once the long, warm snake was in my hand. I stroked it, feeling every rigid inch of his member. I could feel his heartbeat by touching the tip of his cock. His heart was beating quickly. I rubbed little circles around the underside of his throbbing tip. He liked that. He moaned and a tremble ran through his legs.  
 
    I don’t know why, but I decided to suck his cock, without waiting for his command. I had a feeling it was coming, but I didn’t want to wait. I wanted to get him off, make him come, make him wish I belonged to him forever. I loved the feeling of being desired, being lusted after. It filled my body with a warm tingling.  
 
    I had him rock-hard, with nearly his entire length stuffed down my throat. He was moaning louder now, taking one hand off of his camera and slipping his fingers into my hair. “Just like that,” he said as I pressed my nose into his soft mane of pubic hair. I could taste the sweet tinge of his pre-cum on my tongue. I wanted more.  
 
    I fondled his ball sack with my hand before leaning back and jerking him off a little bit, spreading my saliva all over his throbbing girth.  
 
    It was a strange time to make giant life decisions, but that didn’t stop me; in that moment, I decided I would remain a woman. I would tell my friends and family that it was what I wanted. They would understand, if not right away then eventually. It didn’t matter whether they protested at first, or if they tried to convince me to change my mind—they wouldn’t be successful. I wanted to be a woman. I wanted to have all the perks of being a woman, especially the incredible feeling of feeling sexy and being desired. As a woman, I felt like nothing could stop me. I suddenly felt like I could apply for bigger and better grants, sell my works to major art dealers, become a big name in the photography scene. It was what I’d always wanted, plus more. 
 
    “I’m going to come,” he moaned. 
 
    “Me too,” I said. I hadn’t even realized until I said it that my hand was back between my legs, stroking the length of my cock discreetly under my skirt. I could feel it approaching: my big climax. All of the muscles in my body began to contract and a warm rush of energy flowed into my brain. “Fuck!” I cried out.  
 
    He came on my face just seconds before I came in my lacy panties. 
 
    There was even a strange pleasure in taking a cum-shot on the face: it was the ultimate validation that I made a convincing, sexy woman. I was able to get a man off, and quickly, with one of the biggest loads I’d ever seen. He didn’t hold back, unloading shot after shot onto my nose, my cheeks, my chin, my forehead… I licked up what landed on my lips.  
 
    Before standing up, I slipped my cock carefully back into my panties. “That was amazing,” he said, and I agreed. 
 
    Of course he didn’t use those later photos on my magazine cover, or anywhere but probably his personal collection. I didn’t mind them staying in his spank-bank at home. I liked the idea of getting him off again and again. And I liked the idea of there being men, all over the country, getting off to the sexy pictures of me in that magazine. I couldn’t wait to do another photo shoot. 
 
    I think the most strange part of my whole feminine experience was how well everyone took the news of my transition. My parents gave me a hug, Karen laughed for a minute, and then she congratulated me. “I just hate how much prettier you are than me,” she said, but I don’t know whether that was true. Karen was a good-looking lady. Still, it was a nice compliment. 
 
    It wasn’t even a month after the magazine came out that I started getting invited to galas all over the world. And everywhere I went, I was treated like royalty, put up in fancy hotels, flown around in first-class, fed like a goddess. People seemed to suddenly love my photographs… Or maybe those were just the perks of being a woman.  
 
    THE END 
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