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Back Cover Blurb:







I've always wanted to feel what it's like - going out, dressed up like a girl.




Now I finally have my chance. My roommate owes me a favor, and he can't tell anyone what I'm up to. White heels, black leggings, a tight miniskirt - I'll blend in with the other girls at the bars.




I'll just have my own little secret.




He's the only one who knows the real me.




Why do I feel like, from now on, this is who I want to be?




Will he be my man if I stay his girl?








Chapter 1

Jessica

For the first time in my life, I feel pretty.

The charcoal leggings cling tight to my thighs and calves and amplify the curves I’ve been building through weeks of squats and elliptical training at the campus gym. The top I’ve picked out, a peach color sleeveless with gold buttons down the front and a collar to amplify my neckline, matches well with the particular tone of my leggings. Depending on my mood, or how casual the date goes, I can tuck the hem of my top into my black skirt, or keep it untucked for more of an easy-going look. I guess it depends on where he takes me.

I can’t wait to find out. My date is cool, fun, and knows all the hottest bars and clubs off-campus. I’ve been more of a homebody for the past three years of college. Tonight, everything changes.

Including my gender.

I tuck my feet into a pair of white heels, the first I’ve ever owned and very much a beginner pair. They give an extra half inch or so to my 5’6 figure. I’ll still be well short of my date’s solid 6’2. Something about being shorter than a guy, even in heels, excites me in a way being a boy never did.

With my outfit fully set and my makeup as good as it’ll ever look - I applied my first mascara tonight, though it took a few attempts - I take one final look in the mirror. Perhaps, I think to myself, I should try again at curling my eyelashes. The eyeliner already amplifies my green eyes, and the lip gloss basically applied itself, adding a pink hue to my naturally soft lips.

After the makeup and the outfit, there’s only one accoutrement left. The one I spent the most money on out of my meager campus dining hall wage, and the one that took the longest to pick out.

The wig.

My wig.

The girl at the costume shop understood me better than anyone. She didn’t ask why I wanted one, whether it was for a play, an early Halloween, or (correctly) fulfilling my long-time goal of actually going out in public, fully dressed as a girl. Instead of probing me for answers, the shop clerk guided me through their various styles and designs, explained the difference between synthetic and natural hair (natural all the way!), and gave me advice on the best look for my figure. We settled on blonde curls down just past my shoulders, ringlets of a bright color slightly lighter than my natural hair.

I still remember the incredible feeling that washed over me when I placed that wig on my head and stared, seemingly for minutes, into the costume shop mirror. Without any makeup, and still clad in the same baggy t-shirt and jeans I always wore, my transformation into a woman had already taken a massive step forward. Here and now, inside my own small bedroom before a cleanly-wiped mirror, the effect has only compounded. The blush around my cheeks and the silky peach top all come into focus when the wig sits atop my head. I adjust the inner netting and tug on a single lock slowly, watching the curl unwind before returning to its natural ringlet.

I really, truly, honestly could pass for a girl.

And that’s exactly what I intend to do tonight.

When my roommate takes me out on my first ever real date.


Chapter 2

Paul

I owe you big time for this one.

I still remember saying that to him at the lowest point in my entire life.

I’d been drinking since 8 am, pre-gaming for the ballgame as if the outcome depended on my blood alcohol content. After the game, which I barely recall, my mates and I sifted out of the stands and straight to the bars, where we enjoyed the rest of the Saturday afternoon matchup on 70 inch TVs with free-flowing pitchers of beers and boisterous noise.

Sure, the alcohol wasn’t any good for my liver, my stomach, my muscles, or my overall mental health. At that point in the afternoon I was feeling pretty good. I had my buddies from the dorms and my rec league soccer team around me, new friends walking through the door at every moment, and a lot to look forward to for the rest of college, as well as my entire life.

Then they walked in. It’s funny how I can’t remember a thing about any of the games that day - the scores, the half-time events, even the rival team we played. But I remember them, even two months onward.

They certainly looked out of place in that rowdy sports bar. Two kids, really, barely over 21 (like me), holding hands and looking around the lively pub with expressions of nervous joy. They rushed up to a table in the corner, took their time ordering two little bottles of beer (nearly everyone else had a massive pitcher, or two), and then leaned in and chatted with each other, all smiles, while the rest of us shouted, cheered, and laughed at high volumes.

That was when the night took its turn. All day I’d been able to bury my loneliness underneath a olympic-sized pool of double-distilled vodka, cheap beer, and the occasional jello shot passed my way by persons unknown. Saturday was all sports, bros, and booze.

Then they walked in, bringing their happy, innocent relationship with them for all to see. Well, no one else really noticed. Most of the patrons were far too invested in the competitive football game on the screen or the spinning room around them.

I noticed.

God, did I envy those two. It was like all the alcohol in my system conspired to depress me at once, leaving my mind with a bitter false sobriety I could not handle.

Once the game ended, most of my friends peeled off from the group, stumbling toward home and an early sleep. I found the true alcoholics among the group of hangers-on and followed them downtown to the dive bars.

Three hours later I found myself face-down on the pavement outside Scazzer’s Brewpub, my phone screen shattered, my wallet empty, and a very angry bouncer demanding 200 bucks to cover my tab - and the damage I did to their pool table.

I had to call him. Jess, my roommate, had always been a consistent yet distant presence in my Junior year life. He’d saved my ass in little ways before, reminding me of a book I needed to bring to class  and keeping perceptive track of our various bills. He was the last number I’d called on my phone, which was almost unusable due to the freshly broken screen.

Jess, I’d croaked into the phone, sitting on the pavement outside the bar while the bouncer hovered over me, I need you to pick me up.

No questions. No delay. He got out of bed and dressed quickly before slipping into the front seat of my truck and speeding down to the brewpub. He even paid the bar tab I owed, which the bouncer was much happier to receive from my slim, kindly roommate than he was from my drunken ass.

We rode halfway home in silence. The familiar scent of my old pick-up and the sound of my favorite 90s hip-hop track coming through my speakers gradually coaxed me back to some version of myself. With Jess at the wheel and me in the passenger seat, I felt less like a drunken, miserable lout and more, well, apologetic.

I said it as soon as we pulled into our apartment complex’s parking lot, swearing to myself I wouldn’t forget.

I owe you big time for this one, Jess. He turned his head to face me, knowing green eyes fixed on my sallow face. Anytime, anything. I owe you. Seriously.

It wasn’t just the money. I paid that back a few days later, as soon as the bank sent me a replacement debit card. Getting out of bed at 2 in the morning to come save a drunk-ass idiot from a bouncer beatdown is not something every roommate would do. Hell, even if my phone hadn’t broken, I doubt most of my friends would have come to my rescue either. They were already dead-drunk in bed, unlike my roommate, who could sleep lighter on account of his teetotaling. Even still, you had to doubt their loyalty. Friends are friends, but only a partner will be there for you no matter what.

I didn’t have a partner or a girlfriend. Not since Freshman year.

Now, I was going to go out on something like a date for the first time in months.

With my roommate, dressed as a girl.

———

I stand up from the couch and begin pacing around our small living room. As usual Jess has kept the place spotless, finding time between classes and work to vacuum the living room carpets and mop the tiles in the kitchen. I offered to just pay a maid to come every two weeks and handle this stuff. Jess, always a unique character, insists he enjoys the housework.

To each his own, I suppose.

“I’m almost ready!” he calls out from his bedroom, in that familiar high-pitched voice. Sometimes I still get confused when he talks like that. He’s very quiet most of the time; usually, you have to strain to hear him. When he shouts, or lifts his voice, it reaches an alto pitch very quickly. I bet he’d be a great singer, even if he had to stand in the women’s section.

“Take your time,” I reply, rolling up the sleeves of my long-sleeve button down black shirt. The hem reaches just north of the button of my dark jeans, in a fashionable, campus-approved style. “No rush.”

A few moments later, the lights from Jess’ room turn off. I turn toward his door and watch as it opens.

He steps out in high heels, a silk top, a skirt, and charcoal leggings.

I always had a thing for those.

Does he know this entire outfit is straight from my fantasies?

“How do I -” He smiles, brushing back a lock of hair with two of his fingers. “Sorry.”

“For what?”

“I was going to ask how I look, but that’s not part of the deal.”

Right. ‘The deal.’

“Yeah… I guess we should stick to the terms of our arrangement, huh?” I laugh, hoping to emphasize just how absurd this all is.

Two months after my brewpub incident, Jess came to me as I sat at the kitchen table, idly working on an essay for my ethics class. He waited for me to finish the paragraph, then told me what he wanted. I was all ears, ready to fulfill the promise I made.

What he wanted took a little while to explain. He was clearly nervous and I, well, I wasn’t entirely sure what he was saying. Eventually, we came to the agreement:

I’d take him out, for dinner and drinks, as if we were on a date. He’d never been taken out before, and he wanted to try it.

Dressed, made up, and apparently wigged like a girl.

I’m not one to judge. Jess didn’t say a word to me about the sorry state I called him in on that booze-soaked night two months ago. To repay that kindness, I told him I’d do anything he wanted, no matter how unusual, no matter how he’s dressed.

No matter how genuinely he looks like a girl.

Jessica, he said. I want to try being Jessica.

I can take her out. That’s no problem. I’d been trying to get Jess to come out with me and my friends basically since we moved in. I always knew he’d cave someday.

Just… not like this. Jess is coming out with me as Jessica, and that’s an entirely different dynamic.

He really does look like a girl.

And that can change the entire tenor of an evening.

Especially when it’s just us.

Alone.

And single.


Chapter 3

Jessica

I’ve never fully CD’d in front of him before. Even in private, I haven’t had the confidence needed to pull off a full ensemble, including the black clutch I have crooked under my tense arm.

Mostly, when I’m alone, I stick to the simple essentials - namely, bras and panties. The underwear were the first thing I changed, way back when I started considering how much lovelier women’s clothes looked compared to what society said I should wear. I replaced my entire collection of holey boxers with women’s underwear about a year ago. The bras came next, a small mishmash collection I’d amassed through online sales. Men obviously never discuss this, but bras are surprisingly expensive.

Underneath my outfit I’ve matched my pink lace panties to a bra of the same color, one I’ve stuffed with handkerchiefs to give my chest the appearance of breasts. They’re perky and small, A-cups, nothing to lose one’s mind over.

I know Paul is just staring because he’s surprised. He looks up at my eyes, blinks once, and says nothing.

“So… we’ll head out, then?”

My heart palpates in my chest.

“Yeah!” I slip the clutch into my hand and smile from ear to ear. I know he’s nervous; this isn’t what he had in mind when he promised me a huge favor.

It’s what I want, though. Just one night out to look, act, and feel like a girl. I could never do it alone and I don’t know anyone else I’d trust enough to go along with. Paul might be a bit confused by all this, but at least I know he’s sworn to secrecy.

“Did you have a particular place in mind?” I ask, tilting my head slightly.

“Just walk around downtown, I guess.”

“Oh.”

“Should be a lot going on.”

“Okay…”

I head toward the front door, knowing he won’t be the first to move in this situation. As I pass by him, Paul catches me on the elbow.

“Something wrong?”

I start to shake my head. “No no, it’s -”

No.

It’s not okay.

Don’t even say that, Jessica.

I turn to him, planting my heels on the tile portion of the floor. We’re mere steps from the door. Once we head out of our apartment the night will begin in earnest. This is my last chance to discuss our agreement. After this, we’re out on the town. Anything could happen - if we’re not careful.

“Actually, I was kind of hoping you’d have an idea of where we’d go.” I raise my palms, happy to have spoken honestly, yet still feeling somehow like I’m being too aggressive. “I don’t mean, like, get us a table and bottle service or anything like that.”

“Bottle service?” He chuckles. “A bit fancy for my taste.”

“Well, I don’t know… That’s just something I’ve heard about.” I’ve seen guys on TV shows go out to clubs, buy expensive bottles at fancy booths, and leer at hopeful girls while they dance on the periphery of VIP. My entire experience of bars and clubs comes from television. I have no idea what they’re actually like.

That’s what tonight’s about. Trying new things. New experiences.

New clothes.

New look.

“You have your favorite places though, right?” I ask.

He nods. “Of course.”

“Well, let’s go there! How about dinner first, then a bar, and if we have time, a club.” That should knock down all three experiences.

He rubs his jaw. There’s a light bit of stubble there. Since this is my night, I could ask him to shave, and he’d technically have to comply. I won’t though. That dark hair along his thick jaw looks rather manly.

I like the contrast between us, and anything to amplify it, from my mascara to his facial hair, suits the evening just fine.

“Well, alright. I can pick my favorite places?”

“Please!”

Paul undoes the top button of his fitted shirt, letting a bit of his chest and chest hair show.

“Definitely wanna hit the Highlighter tonight. Always the best on Saturdays.”

That’s not the place I picked him up that fateful night. As long as I never have to go back there, I’m happy with whatever. “Okay.”

“And for dinner…” Paul strokes his chin in thought. I know he doesn’t eat out much anymore. That night on the pavement changed him. He’s still the same person, only now he’s way more into fitness. I guess getting threatened by a burly bouncer affects everyone in different ways. For Paul, it meant getting back in the gym, living off a diet of protein shakes, stead broccoli, and brown rice. He looks great.

Like, really good.

Fit.

I’m proud of him.

And though I won’t embarrass him by saying it - he’s exactly the sort of guy a girl like me would love to be seen with.

“I know just the place,” he says, a confident white grin forming on his face. It’s the kind of look that’d make any girl’s panties wet.

Or, y’know.

Tight.

“C’mon. Let’s check it out.”

“Okay,” I whisper, throat and voice both growing tight when he opens the door on his own, the hallway lights flooding in.

In just a few short steps I’ll make my debut to the world.


Chapter 4

Paul

I’ve never seen anything more beautiful. That perfect shade of black, the muted pink for contrast, the sights and sounds of a perfect evening surrounding her.

I know it’s weird to call a chalkboard outside of a chicken restaurant a ‘her,’ but c’mon. The words on the surface - ’59 cent wings, TONIGHT ONLY!’ are about the most beautiful I’ve ever read.

My roommate slides out of the Uber with a final thank you to the driver, shuts the door, and steps up beside me, following my gaze to the sign.

“This is the place?” She asks, looking either way down the side walk. A group of freshmen, rowdy and loud and unable to get into the better bars with their fake IDs, passes by. She steps closer to me, arm brushing against mine. Not much room on the sidewalk even in the early evening. We’d better get moving.

“My absolute favorite restaurant,” I brag. “The wings are bomb, and they’re on sale tonight.”

I look over at Jess, expecting the same hopeful look of delight. Instead, I read a none-too-subtle reticence to step through the patio gate.

“Table for two?” A peppy waitress in a Clucker’s Crazy Wing’s t-shirt, complete with a screeching cartoon chicken drawn on the yellow fabric, bounces in her sneakers as she waits for us to come in. Though we’re the only customers waiting on the sidewalk, the entire patio section is full. I’m sure they have a table for us inside.

If Jess wants. It is her night.

“This… Isn’t quite what I expected.”

I smile at the waitress, then put my hand on my roommate’s arm, stepping to the side a few steps to talk to her in private.

“What do you mean?” I ask. “It’s my favorite restaurant.”

“I guess I didn’t quite understand what you meant by ‘favorite.’ I’m sorry.”

“You don’t have to apologize,” I grunt. Okay, so Jess doesn’t quite get what makes this place so special. I’ve brought dates here before - not that this is the same kind of outing- and yeah, some of the girls were a bit skeptical at first, but…

But they weren’t dressed as nicely as Jess is.

I take a look at the guys sitting around the wrought-iron patio tables. Every single one has a basket of wings all his own that he’d defend to the death if someone else tried to take them, like a dog over a favorite bone. A three-top sitting closest to the patio gate devours buffalo-sauced wings from individual baskets. One bigger guy has two baskets, adding a 12-piece of drenched habanero wings to his original order.

More of the sauce goes onto their fingers and faces than into their mouths. They wipe their fingers carelessly on faded jeans, even though a stack of napkins sits at the table. The celery sticks go ignored so they can shovel more meat and beer into their mouths. All in all, a pretty awesome way to have a meal, as far as I’m concerned.

This isn’t Jess’ kind of restaurant. Not now, when she’s dressed up like this.

I should have thought about her lipstick.

“What about that place?” She says, pointing to a restaurant two buildings down. I lean back and take a look. The two businesses couldn’t be more different .Clucker’s is really a bar refurbished into a restaurant, with high-legged chairs and tables inside, the walls festooned with retro band posters and near-propaganda advertisements for the kinds of sauce they sell. The restaurant down the sidewalk doesn’t have a patio, and the dress code for waiters is more formal. Behind the glass windows, diners in suits and dresses - seriously, actual suits and ties -  eat pasta dishes off ceramic plates with forks and knives.

I let out a little chuckle, imagining myself walking in there and asking for a table .They’d probably make me sit out back on a milk carton.

With Jess, though…

“If you want to try it.”

“You’ve never been?”

I walk down the sidewalk, look up at the canopy, and read the name.

“Amor d’Italia.”

“Not bad! I think it’s pronounced ‘Amore’ though.”

I turn toward her with a small smile. “Didn’t know you spoke Italian.”

“Uh, how do you think I fulfilled my foreign language requirement?”

“I did Spanish,” I reply. “Didn’t learn much more but ‘donde esta el bano.’ Oh, and ‘un cerveza mas, por favor.’” Not from the class, at least. My Spanish is a bit better than that, but it’s more charming to play dumb.

Jess giggles, her hand over her mouth. I notice she even painted her nails, a bright green color that flashes in my vision, invigorating me to keep her laughing.

“What else… Oh, there was ‘ya enviè mi tarea.’”

“What’s that mean?”

“‘I already sent my homework!’” I translate, in the same pleading whine that never convinced my professor. Jess clutches her stomach and laughs, doubling over slightly. I’ve literally never seen her so happy.

“Oh! And of course…” I put my hand on her shoulder. She looks up at me, tearing up slightly from her laughter. “Te amoooo.”

I say it my sultriest latin-lover voice, straight out of some cheesy telenovela. Jess laughs for a moment until she translates it on her own.

“I love you?”

I purse my lips.

This isn’t a date, but I am out on the street with a pretty girl - or at least someone who looks like one, I guess.

And I just said ‘I love you’ out loud, if in a foreign language.

“Uh, let’s head inside, yeah?”

“Yeah. Definitely.”

I’m so focused on putting that little awkwardness behind us that I don’t notice Jess wrapping her arm around mine as we head in.

Nor do I really register just how much I need a woman’s touch in my life.


Chapter 5

Jessica

“Table for two?” Asks the waitress. I take a moment to evaluate her style of dress. More formal than I’d wear, with that white blouse, but definitely something that would look reasonable at a restaurant like this. String music plays from somewhere inside, where diners sip glasses of wine over plates of Penne Arrabiata.

“Yes,” my roommate replies. He still hasn’t moved his arm. I expected him to slip it out of my loose grip as soon as someone saw us.

He just hasn’t yet.

“Very good. Any preference on seating?”

He looks glumly toward the window. “Guess you guys don’t have a patio?” It is a nice night out.

“Well, no, but we do have space in the garden.”

“The garden?” I ask, voice lifting in excitement.

“Yes. It’s a bit secluded, however -”

“Oh, let’s sit there!” I nod eagerly up at Paul, tugging on his arm. “Please?”

There’s a bit of red in his cheeks when Paul looks back at the hostess, who smiles at him from behind the stand. “Sure. Garden, please.”

“Of course,” she says, marking off a note on the hostess stand, then capping her marker. “Right this way.”

I think about their expressions - Paul’s light embarrassment, the hostess’ casual amusement - on our way through the restaurant, heading to the back doors. Only when we get out onto the garden and descend the steps do I figure it out. There’s only one other couple out here, and they’re leaned over the table, making out in a manner I can only describe as aggressive.

“Angie,”  groans the loverboy, right beside her ear.

The hostess clears her throat, reminding Angie and her beau that this isn’t their private garden of Eden. Angie draws back first, a nervous smile on her face in contrast to his shit-eating grin.

I can’t blame them for getting lost in the moment. The restaurant shares its garden space with a building next door, where the exposed brick stands festooned with leafy, verdant vines. Beside a small stream from a man-made fountain, a totally needless but oh-so adorable miniature bridge spans the foot of water. I make sure to cross it on our way to the table. Paul walks beside me, hopping casually over the stream on his way toward his seat.

“This is lovely,” I marvel, taking my seat facing the back of the restaurant. Paul sits facing me, and the brick wall behind my back, where spring flowers sit on the sill beside my head.

“Isn’t it?” the waitress agrees. “I don’t know why more people don’t sit out here.”

“Well, it is buffalo wings night at Clucker’s.”

The waitress draws her hand up to her mouth, laughing with that genuine mirth Paul’s probably used to.

“Oh, are they selling off their expired inventory again?” She says, with a hard wink at my roommate.

“Can we get our menus?” I ask abruptly.

With a lingering look at my roommate, the hostess saunters off back inside.

“She’s a bit chatty, isn’t she,” I pout, wondering just what I’m feeling. Jealousy?

“Ah, she’s just being nice,” he says, casually flipping the menu open. I stare at the front of his open shirt, the muscles of his pecs bulging against his shirt. “Anything look good to you?” He asks me.

I fold open my menu and pull it up to my face, hiding his perfect body behind a list of pasta and pizzas.

“I’m sure I’ll find something I like,” I reply, even though he’s not on the menu.

My roommate.

And the first man to ever take me out on a date.


Chapter 6

Paul

I can tell Jessica didn’t care from the hostess much by the way her eyes flicker back to me when she leaves before she lowers them just as fast.

“So, um…” She lifts the handle of her fork, tapping it against the burnished wooden table. “This is nice. Right?”

I quite enjoyed Clucker’s patio and its proximity to the sidewalk. You could sit there for an hour or two and just people watch with a few cold beers and some good friends. At the same time, it’s hard not to enjoy the change of pace. The operatic string music from inside plays at a background volume from the open back doors of the restaurant. Other than that, only that artificial stream competes with Jessica’s lilting voice.

“Yeah.” I forego another comparison to Clucker’s. Clearly, she and I have different tastes.

Hers, I’ll admit, are probably better.

“You don’t mind Italian, right?”

“Don’t mind? I love it.” I lean in toward the table, palms flat on the surface like I’m ready to snatch the bread basket as soon as it comes.

“Pasta, pizza, picatta - I’m sure it’s better here than in the dining hall.”

Jessica tilts her head back in a perfect laugh. “Oh God, let’s hope so!”

I lay my forearm on the table, leaning in a bit more. Her voice is so much different tonight, a little harder to hear actually, but so alluring and well-pitched.

Like a girl’s.

The couple across the stream from us have their chairs pulled together, facing the white steps up to the restaurant proper, across the grass and the few small trees recently planted. They’re done with their meals and wait for the waiter to bring the check, the girl nuzzled up to her guy. The image fills the left side of my periphery while I try to focus on Jessica.

“What do you think you’ll get?” I pull the menu toward me but I knew as soon as I walked in what I’d be having.

“Just a salad.”

My expression drops, an accusative eye on my roommate. “Jessica.”

“What?”

“It’s Saturday.”

“I know, but…” she waves the fork above an invisible plate, then drops it to the table. “I can’t eat as many carbs as you can. I’m on this diet -”

“Which one?” Fitness routines had been my jam ever since Freshman year. A few of the bros I worked out with pretty much stopped going as soon as they turned 21 (booze > biceps), but I still keep up my interest in all things gym-related.

“It’s just a routine I found online.”

“Stronglifts? 5x5? GOMAD?”

The flush that briefly rises to her cheeks has me even more interested.

“It’s called the, um… Kerri B. Booty-Sculpting Workout Twerkout.”

Ah.

I did not see that one on my bodybuilding forums.

“I know it’s a silly name but it’s totally a legit workout routine,” she protests, taking a long sip of her water. “There’s a diet you have to follow, intermittent fasting, a serious workout routine - oh stop looking at me like that!”

“Like what?” I ask innocently.

“Here.” She snatches her purse from the edge of the table, clips it open, and slides out her phone. “Look. I’ve been on it for two months, and you can see just how - here!”

She flips the phone over in her hand. On the lit-up screen, a side-by-side comparison shot - almost assuredly uploaded to some fitness or diet forum - displays two views of my roommate’s ass. In one, dated two months ago, her rear looks a bit flatter, and there’s slightly more flab on her hips. On the right (bonus points for lining them up in the right order), her ass has more of a rounded shape, her torso slimmer, flatter, and curved.

It’s not the perfect ass that sets me silent. It’s not the fact that my roommate just showed me a picture of himself, wearing nothing more than what look like yoga pants, over a dinner table on an upscale night out. It’s not even the fact that both pics looked hot as all hell.

It’s the simple fact that she had no qualms about showing it to me at all that excites me.

“What?” She asks. “It’s not photoshop.”

I lean back in my seat. From across the top of the table I can spy those leggings - the same ones she wore in the pics - pressed tightly together.

“It definitely is not,” I reply, pulling my own legs together as I sit up straight.

Enjoying the view for as long as I have it on this wild, unexpected night.


Chapter 7

Jessica

I try not to roll my eyes when I slip my phone back into my purse. He’s such a man. I’ve always been able to spot those little looks boys like him give girls, basically from puberty onward. A fitness buff like him can appreciate the hard work I put into my health transformation. Of course, he hadn’t noticed before; I had to shove the evidence in his face to get him to see.

He’s impressed, sure. Mostly, however, he’s casually, innately aroused.

I don’t think I mind.

He can’t see the waiter approaching us from behind. I tap a manicured finger on the menu. “The greek salad. Do you think you can order for me?”

He lifts his chin when the waiter arrives. “Sure.”

With a half-turn of his torso, Paul lifts his palm to point at me. “She’ll have the greek salad - even though we’re at an Italian restaurant,” he adds, with a playful touch on my arm. I try not to smile as I pull my hands into my lap over my napkin. “And a carafe of wine, with two glasses.”

“Very good, and for you?” the waiter asks, hands folded behind his back.

“The Hawaiian pizza.”

My jaw drops open. The waiter repeats back the order and Paul confirms it even though the words ‘pineapple pizza’ actually came out of another human’s mouth.

I wait until our waiter, surely scarred by what he’s heard, arrives safely inside. From the window pane I can see mouth familiar words to a passing waiter, who laughs in reaction.

“Oh my god,” I mutter, a hand on my face.

“What?” he squares his shoulders. “Too chauvinistic?”

“No, not that.” Yes, ordering for the woman is a dated and generally presumptive male privilege. That doesn’t mean I didn’t  want to experience it at least once. It’s kind of fun to let him in charge.

Had I known, though…

“Pineapple pizza?” I spit in a acidic alliteration. “Really?”

“Hawaiian pizza,” he corrects. “That means it has ham on it too. Or at least it should,” he muses, looking over his shoulder as if to ask the waiter.  I reach out desperately across the table and grip his arm, needing his attention.

“Paul. I had no idea you were that kind of person.”

“What? A Hawaiian?”

“No, a - by the way, thanks for making fun of me for ordering the greek Salad, Maui boy.”

He does kind of have a surfer’s frame, only more muscular. Still, that white smile, tanned face, and careless black  locks make him frustratingly hard to be mad at, especially over something this jejune.

“I didn’t even think about that,” he chuckles.

“I can let that go, but pineapple on pizza is a sin.”

He leans back in his seat, considering my firm though fair axiom.

“Guess you’re not having a bite, then?”

“No,” I confirm. “Even if you take the pineapple off, the taste is still there.”

His mouth twitches up into a bemused smile. “I didn’t know you cared so much.”’

“I really do,” I reply, playing into his game. He knows I’m not being entirely serious - although, with debates like this one, there’s always an undercurrent of truth.

“I guess I’d better go,” he sighs, like an actor in a Shakespeare play. Not one of the good ones.

“I suppose you must,” I reply, giving him a dramatic hair flip along with my vaguely-British accent.

When the waiter arrives with our wine, Paul pours it for us into the two glasses.

“Do you mind if I stay for one drink?” he asks, half the bottle in either of our properly-filled glasses.

“Just one. But you can take your pineapple pizza to go.”

He cocks an eyebrow while swirling the wine, dipping his nose into the inner rim of the glass.

“You don’t actually know wine, do you?”

“A bit,” he says. “This one’s got a hint of cherry.”

I take a sip. I’ve tried wine before, the kind that comes out of a bag at clandestine dorm parties. This house red tastes a lot drier, and nothing like cherries.

“Cheers,” he says.

“Mm.” I slip my lips off the rim, careful not to leave any gloss behind. “Right. Cheers! Sorry.” It’s embarrassingly rude of me to drink without a proper toast. He doesn’t seem to mind.

“Nothing to apologize for. It’s your night, after all.” He lifts his glass a bit higher, a lovely smile on his face. “To you.”

I hide my blush behind the liquid in my glass. “Thank you,” I whisper, taking another sip, and enjoying the taste far more this time around.


Chapter 8

Paul

“And the Greek Salad for the lady. Any pepper, miss?”

“I’m good,” she says with a smile, speaking for herself this time.

“And the pizza.” Jessica clearly takes the generalized reference to my food, without the ‘Hawaiian’ or the ‘pineapple’ descriptor, as a sign of the waiter’s anti-pineapple stance. He places the stone serving tray atop a hooped, elevated metal ring, underneath which he lights a tea candle. I suppose the intention is to keep my food warm throughout the meal.

Normally I’d just eat the entire pie as quickly as possible. Tonight, here with Jessica, I won’t mind taking my time.

“I guess I get to stay?” I say with a smile, moving one slice onto my plate with the trowel.

“You’ve earned a reprieve,” Jessica teases while she stabs at her romaine, her nose twitching at the scent of my citrusy pizza.

“I still can’t believe you’re going to eat that.” I could say the same about her leafy bowl of feta and olives.

I push my plate toward her. “Have you even ever tired it?”

“Of course not!” She shoots back.

“Well how do you know you won’t like it? You can’t say for sure until you’ve tried it.”

There’s a depth to her look while she chews my words and her lettuce. “Alright. Fine.”

I don’t remark on the way she uses a fork and knife to cut the slimmest piece off the end of the slice. To her credit, Jessica does make sure she gets both a piece of the ham and the pineapple atop her fateful first bite. I even stay silent while she chews, swallows, and considers being wrong for the first time in her life.

“Well?”

Her eyes flicker up from the crumb-decorated plate to mine.

“Goddammit.”

I don’t know who starts laughing first - me, with my next slice of pizza still in my hand, or her, smiling with that lovely embarrassment that fits her angelic face.

I just know I’m having a good time. Better than I expected, really.

And that could mean a lot of things for the rest of our night.


Chapter 9

Jessica

He doesn’t gloat about being right. Maybe I had been a bit foolish thinking that just because something is not what I’m used to it means it’s bad. Not true at all.

Some things are just different.

He pours the last of the carafe into our glasses. A half-glass for me, signaled with a small wave of my hand, and a bit extra for him. A guy like him can handle his alcohol. He’s talking a bit more loosely and rolls up his sleeves, comfortable with himself and his company. The attitude is more charming when he’s out with me than it ever was at home.

“So where to next?”

He leans back in his seat, shoulders spread out, considering my question with such mock gravity that I have to chuckle. I want to reach across the table and smack him on his perfect chest and tell him to stop pretending.

But I don’t.

Because he’s adorable.

“Two options,” he says, offering me two fingers. “One: The Mathletic. Two: Peco’s Cantina.”

I listen attentively, committing the words to memory. “Okay.”

“You’ve been to either?”

“Paul, I haven’t even heard of these places!” I point my fingertips toward my face. “I’m a homebody, remember?”

Just because I don’t look like one now doesn’t mean I haven’t tended to stay in. Even on my 21st, I forewent the usual ‘beers, bros, and babes bar crawl in lieu of staying home and enjoying my self-bought gifts - most of which I’m wearing now.

“Okay, okay,” he offers back. “Well they’re two of my favorites, but very different vibes. Maybe you could help me out on picking one.”

“I’ll try,” I reply, slapping my palms on the edge of the table. He takes a pensive sip of the wine, then leans toward me even closer - as close as Angie and her beau were at the next table, before they paid and left.

“So. The Mathletic,” he says, voice dropping in volume like he’s sharing a naughty secret. “Rumor has it, the Mathletic used to be called The Campus Bookstore. College kids would go there on the weekends, rack up huge tabs on daddy’s credit card, and then when their parents called them about the charges they’d say: ‘Hey, it was all at the campus bookstore!’”

“That’s terrible!” If my parents had a dollar to spare, there’s no way I’d spend it on alcohol.

“Aha! But it is plausible. Of course, you hear about guys whose older siblings or uncles got caught in the lie. You can spend as much on book store bourbon as you want - until mom and dad come to visit and see the place for themselves.”

I giggle at the thought, wondering what Paul’s parents are like. They must be good-looking people. I wonder if they’d cave to his boyish charm.

“So your parents are paying for tonight’s cabernet?” I ask, placing a finger on the carafe and running it around the rim. He watches my digit, the kelly green nail polish a contrast to the crimson liquid inside.

“Nah, nothing like that. I got a few scholarships in high school, but they still kicked in the rest. I’ll pay them back someday. For now, I’ve got my own booze money. And a little more to take pretty girls to dinner with.”

Is he talking about…?

“So what’s the other place?” I ask quickly, laying my hand on his wrist, squeezing to make him tell me more. I can’t stand to find out whether I’m the pretty girl or not.

I just want this night to never end.

“Two! Peco’s Cantina. Beer’s not as cheap as the cantinas I visited in Yucatan, but there are less iguanas running around.”

“I didn’t know you’ve been to Mexico!” I perk up, imagining him on the beach. “We used to go to Cozumel every summer.” I remember my last trip down there - the one where I finally worked up the courage to buy a bikini set at the hotel shop, then rush upstairs to try it on alone before my parents returned.

“Yeah, I did a study abroad thing down there. Honestly though, I wish I’d taken more advantage. Could have seen and done a lot more. Could have really improved my Spanish.”

His genuine regret is clear across his face, a maturing line of worry on his forehead as he looks down in thought at my hand on his wrist. I slide my palm up his arm to his hand, testing the chance to hold it just so lightly.

“You can’t change who you were in the pass,” I remind him. It’s one of my central adages in life. “All we can do is become someone better tomorrow.”

Or tonight.

He takes in my words with a genuine ear. “Huh. I’ve never really thought of it like that. But you’re right. Thanks, Jessica.”

I turn my head to the side. Why is it every time he says my name, my stomach starts twisting in knots?

“Don’t mention it,” I breathe.

“So Peco’s, then?”

“Do they have margaritas?”

“Afraid not. Just beer,” he says with a pat on my palm.

I sit up in my chair, stretching out my back and sliding my feet back into my heels.

“Then let’s try the Mathletic. I could go for a manhattan.”


Chapter 10

Paul




“One gin and tonic with a slice of lemon, and one… manhattan.”

There’s definitely a pause when the bartender announces her drink before placing it down on a coaster. He just slides mine across the bar top to me, knowing a well drink isn’t fancy enough for the square of cardboard.

I glance into the red-tinted liquid inside Jessica’s cocktail glass. A cherry, complete with stem, sits in the concave bottom of the glass, skewered through by a plastic green sword.

“You can still change your order if you want,” she coos. “They might not do it for free, but at least your parents will never know.”

I reach out to punch her lightly on the shoulder, the way I’d do to one of my friends who made that barb. When I turn on my barstool toward my roommate, her pale, slender shoulder seems far too lovely to touch. I end up kind of wobbling toward her instead, turning my love tap into a pat on her knee.

“I’m good,” I drawl. “You got dinner so I’m buying the drinks. With cash.”

“Uh-huh,” she murmurs, leaning over the bar top. I suppose if she wanted she would brush my hand away. She doesn’t.

“A manhattan, huh.”

“Yeah!” She plucks the glass up by its stem. “They’re delicious.”

“Never seen anyone order one before.”

“What do you mean?” She asks, intoning every word, leaning toward me with that playful, fiery look I’ve come to enjoy.

“Just saying,” I murmur in my most teasing tone. “It’s kind of unusual.”

“Oh, here we go,” she says with all the drama I’ve come to love. “Mr. Pineapple Pizza thinks I’m weird for ordering a classic cocktail.”

“Classic in New York, maybe. In Manhattan.” I lift my own concoction, the bright rind of the lime lying atop the jagged ice. “Us locals here prefer the old standbys.”

“Locals,” she scoffs, tilting her haughty chin into the air. “I grew up closer to here than you did.”

“No you didn’t. Really?”

She takes a sip of her drink, remembering to cheers me first this time. “Mhm. Small town called Ova, 30 minutes north toward cow country.”

“I’ve heard of it.” At least, I’ve read it on a road sign, passing through on my way to civilization.

“Then you’re better than most.” She lays her hands flat in the table, idly stirring her drink with the complimentary plastic sword. “There’s not much to see there. Just endless sorghum farms and luxurious high school football stadiums.” She picks the hilt of the sword out of the glass, the cherry glistening in its rye-soaked glory. “It’s very quiet.  Some of the views are actually quite nice - even if the people aren’t.”

I understand where she’s coming from. Not as deeply as she does, and not as immediately, but the look of discomfort on her face tells me everything I need to know.

We can’t change who we were in the past. We can’t change what happened, either.

But I can be better to her than any of those assholes ever were.

“At least we’re here now,” I note, moving my barstool closer to hers. She needs a hug, and I give her the best I can without alerting my body. A simple arm wrapped around her waist is enough to get her smiling again.

“We are,” she whispers in response. “I’m happier now than I’ve ever been.’

I could say the same, but I don’t.

This night is about her - and not how she makes me feel.


Chapter 11

Jessica

He finishes his drink with a hearty sigh, placing the half-melted ice back on the bar top. It’s still early. I know he usually goes out and stays out far later than this. I don’t have his masculine stamina.

For drinking, I mean.

Still, I definitely don’t feel like going home yet, and he certainly doesn’t either. He nods along to the beat of a trendy Top 40 track and looks around the bar, surveying the new arrivals who fill the booths and tables and foosball table in the bar proper.

“You can get another,” I say with a small smile. It’s like we’re in sync now; I can read every expression and movement. Part of that comes from living with him. Over the months I’ve subtly gained the ability to know my roommate better than virtually anyone else. He still has trouble with doing the same for me; he’s a guy, so he doesn’t notice subtleties as quickly. Plus I’m surely moving, talking, and acting a bit differently now that I’m finally crossdressing in public like I’ve always dreamed. Boy Jess seems like a bland, distant memory compared to the girl I am tonight.

Maybe that’s why he reacts differently. I’ll give him that. The warm feeling of his hug around my waist erased all those painful memories from high school - even if just for a moment.

“You’re not done with yours,” he says, nodding at the half-full liquid in my glass. “Take your time, no rush.”

“You’re not done with yours, either.” I tap the rind of his lemon. He twists up his lips in a sour scowl.

“Ooof, no way. I’ll take your cherry though.”

“What?!”

He taps the hilt of my plastic sword. “If you don’t want it.”

Oh, right.

That cherry.

I pluck the spear and its maraschino treat out of my glass, letting the small beads of rye, vermouth, and bitters fall back into my glass.

“You can ask him for one,” I reply. The bartender leans over the bar top at the other end, taking the orders of a few sorority girls who for some reason scream their orders.

“Yeah, but I want yours,” he croons.

“Oh shut up.” I pluck the cherry into my mouth and suck it off the blade. Anything to end this relentless teasing he puts me through.

I can banter and joke and talk with him all night. I want to. The teasing might become a problem - because it’s starting to make me feel very, very horny.

“Even the stem?” he chuckles, watching me take it all in. “Please tell me you can tie it in a knot.”

“I can!” I swallow the cherry itself and detach the stem, holding it with the tip of my tongue against the back of my teeth. It takes a little more work than I expected. One end of the stem is a rather thick nub, but once I manage to twist the stem at the middle, it makes a perfect pivot point for the broad side of my tongue. Soon I have it wrapped in a knot, and after a final check with my tongue tip to make sure the knot is tight, I stick my tongue out to prove to my date.

“See?” I blurt, tongue sticking out, eyes nearly crossed.

“Holy shit.”

It’s a bigger reaction than I expected. At first I think he’s joking. I spit the stem onto my palm with a little ‘pleh’ sound, then turn it over onto the table.

“You look like I just laid a golden egg,” I laugh, watching him pick it up in his hand and marvel at my work.

“Jessica, nobody can do that. It’s a trick.”

“Well I just did,” I reply, batting my eyelashes innocently.

“Be honest. Did you really just do that?” He stares down at the stem between his fingers. “Most people do it by hand, then sneak it under their tongue.”

“No way, I did it all with my mouth!” I retort - way, way too loudly. The bartender looks up for a moment, gives me a grin, then returns to his ceaseless duty of getting everyone here drunk.

“You have a nimble tongue,” Paul replies, still looking over the stem.

“I do,” I reply, sticking it out once more. The pink softness splitting my lips gets his attention, finally.

“Why?” He asks.

“Why not?”

“I mean, you must have practiced this before.”

“Well duh.” I was completely hopeless my first time. These kinds of things take practice.

“And why,” he adds, leaning toward me, lowering his volume, letting my feel his hot breath on my narrow neck, “did you train your mouth to do that?”

Ohhhhh.

Men.

“Okay, honey,” I retort, sitting up at full height, facing him and his implication. “I was in choir in high school. It’s a good way to train your enunciation.”

“Uh-huh,” he says, clearly not believing.

“Seriously!” I place my hand against my trachea. “The sound might come from here, but you shape the vowels with your mouth - do, re, mi…”

I exaggerate every syllable, shaping my mouth into all the requisite warm-up shapes, proudly using the skills I built up from my favorite elective. Nobody in the choir ever cared that my voice was high enough for the alto section. Without me, we may have never won first place at regionals, and made a stab at actually ranking at nationals.

Back then, we were runners-up.

The way Paul watches me, you’d think we were champions.

“Fa… Sol… La… Ti…”

His eyes won’t look away from my lips.

“Do…”

I lean toward him, mouth formed into the perfect pucker.

Just once.

I just want to feel what it’s like. If his lips are are lovely as I imagine.

He leans the slightest bit toward me, eyes softly lowering -

And gets jostled from behind, nearly toppling off his barstool.


Chapter 12

Paul




I manage to right myself just before Jacob, my roommate and a known fan of The Mathletic, wrestles me completely out of my seat and into Jessica’s lap.

“YOOO, I knew you’d be out tonight!” My friend wraps his arm across both of my shoulders, slapping me so hard on the chest I nearly grunt. “How you been, dude?”

I turn toward Jacob with a smile that’s somewhat forced. It’s good to see him, his girlfriend Celine, and his third-wheel buddy Gregory out here, or anywhere else. He’s a good guy, very chummy, and a great forward for pick-up soccer games.

Right now, I kind of wish he’d picked a different bar. Jessica’s grown completely silent, turned toward the bar like we weren’t just facing each other, eyes down in her glass.

“Good to see you too bud.”

“I thought you were staying in tonight!” Celine declares, wrapping her arms around me and kissing me on the cheek. I blush, not from Celine’s fond greeting (she’s always been like that), but from the way Jessica’s bare shoulders tense.

“Actually, I’m out with my friend tonight.” I motion toward Jessica, and the three newcomers all turn to face my mysterious female ‘friend.’ “Jacob, Celine, Gregory - this is Jessica.”

Watching her introduce herself is a study in grace. Jessica slowly turns, subtly adjusting her top and skirt while she flashes her smile. She offers her hand to Jacob, then to Celine with a hand on her other shoulder, and finally to Greg, whose eyes linger on the swell of her breasts.

I wonder if I looked at her like that when we first met.

“So nice to meet all of you. Love your earrings!”

“Someone finally noticed!” Celine swipes her fingers back across her hair, showing off the diamond studs she put in. “See, Jacob?”

“Huh?”

“There’s nothing wrong with looking pretty!” She explains, smiling from ear-to-ear at her comparatively underdressed boyfriend. Even with the diamonds, Celine’s white dress with the belt, while nice, has nothing on Jessica’s style.

In my opinion, at least.

“Totally agreed!,” Jessica agrees, toasting to Celine’s words.

The two girls share a chat about clothing and makeup that goes well-over all our heads. Jacob turns to me and starts to discuss the football team at length, a topic I’d normally be all over were it not for Jessica right beside me. Their presence reminds me of the life I have - the one where Saturdays are about football, Sundays are about hangovers, and every other day of the week is a chance for adventure.

It’s a good life. A great one, even. I’ve always wanted to live my college life to the fullest.

The more time I spend with Jessica, the more I want her to be part of all this.

With me.


Chapter 13

Jessica

“I’m gonna run to the girl’s room, Jakey. Grab me a drink?”

“Of course,” Jacob replies, with a lingering kiss on the cheek.

“Jessica?” Celine tilts her head toward the bathrooms.

“Hm?”

Instead of responding to my one-syllable question, the girl just laughs, a bit awkwardly as we all remain congregated at the bar. My plucked eyebrows inadvertently rise up as soon as I realize what she means:

I’m a girl.

Girls go to the bathroom together.

To their credit, the owners of The Mathletic have a unisex bathroom, although the small locking door surely means it’s for one person. If I leave my stool, Celine and I will head right to the bathroom marked ‘Ladies.’

I wait half a moment for Paul to interject something and save me, but he’s one step behind me in figuring out what’s going on. I don’t blame him; even I’m not sure how I can finagle my way out of this.

“Oh, sure,” I say, trying to both act and sound calm. “Hold my seat for me?”

“Of course,” Paul says, a bit of tension in his voice. “You’ll be right back?”

I swallow, and nod. Now he gets it - too late to stop me.

“I’ll hold onto it for ya,” Jacob declares, slipping onto my seat. “See you ladies soon!”

Let’s hope so.

As I follow Celine to the bathrooms I try to think of a solution to this little tragedy-in-the-making, yet my mind insists on imagining worst case scenarios. Celine seems like a nice person. I’ve known people who’ve seemed nice before.

Things don’t always work out the way we planned.

When we get to the fateful bathroom door, I stop so abruptly in my heels that the sound alarms her. She spins on me and takes curious note of my uncomfortable smile.

“I think I’m gonna use the private bathroom.”

She glances at the unisex door. “Oh. Are you not feeling okay?”

“Well…”

“Do you need a tampon?”

I recoil with a laugh. “Oh, no, no, nothing like that.”

Suddenly, Celine reaches out and grips my wrist. “Oh no. Is it Paul?”

“What?”

“Oh no… Jessica, I thought they were just rumors. I didn’t know him back then. He seems so…” She looks me dead in the eyes. “If you need me to call you a cab or anything, just tell me. Don’t worry, I won’t say anything.”

“Celine,” I reply, brows knit in minor annoyance. “It’s nothing like that. I’m…”

I don’t know what in the world she’s talking about. Hearing Paul’s name, spat out like that, gives me a feeling of disgust - not toward her, specifically, but toward the situation. There’s an air of gossip and hearsay here that I dislike, and if it takes the truth to clear the air, then I’ll do it for him.

“I’m transgender.”

I can taste the maraschino juice on the tip of my tongue, a bit more bitter than before. I’ve never used the word to describe myself before, at least not out loud. It’s easier for another person, especially another college student, to understand ‘transgender’ than ‘crossdresser’ or something more obtuse like ‘sissy.’

Celine understands. It’s clear on her face - and from the way she checks my crotch for the briefest of moment.

I may be new at this but I know how to hide my bulge, Celine, I think to myself, puffing out my cheeks.

“So that’s it?”

“Yes. I’m not particularly - wait, what do you mean?”

“You don’t want to come into the bathroom because you’re trans?” She opens her mouth in a silent, polite smile. “Jessica, that’s no big deal at all. No offense!”

“None taken?” I reply, tilting my head.

“Sorry, sorry. I don’t have a lot of trans friends, to be honest. But I know for a fact that trans people can’t be discriminated against in public places.”

“Is that a state law?” I ask.

“No, unfortunately. We covered this in my civil law class last semester. The city passed it unanimously though.” She puts her hand on my arm. “And besides, no matter where we go - if someone starts giving you shit, I’ll kick their ass for you.”

I smile, even though I do not condone violence. “Thanks, Celine. I don’t think anyone’s going to notice really.” Or care. The stalls have doors, after all.

“So you’ll come do your makeup with me?” She asks.

I push the door open myself. “Sure. Let’s have some girl time away from the boys.”

And with that, we sweep in, giddy to enhance our makeup for a while.

Just two girls, looking pretty.

And not giving a fuck what anyone else thinks.


Chapter 14

Paul




He’s got strong opinions on the starting lineup, and I have my own thoughts about defense. Gregory sips his beer casually. Maybe he’s more of a hockey fan, since he’s staying quiet.

Occasionally, my friend-of-a-friend will glance up at the bathroom, checking to see who comes out. I’m facing away from the doors; looking over my shoulder is obvious and disrespectful to Jacob, who clearly doesn’t know what’s going on.

I do. And that’s what makes this hard. I want to check on my roommate, make sure she’s doing okay. I certainly can’t get into the girl’s bathroom, not that I’d ever try.

I just want to know she’s okay, is all. Too many people have hurt her in the past.

Someone, for once, should protect her.

“Ah, shit,” Jacob mutters.

“What’s up?” I ask, trying to look like I care about the offensive line’s coach.

“Finished my beer,” he says, shaking the last suds at the bottom of his glass. “Gonna grab another real quick. Don’t tell Celine, okay?”

“You shouldn’t hide stuff from your girlfriend, man.” Typically I wouldn’t get involved, but if he’s asking me to lie for him I have to draw the line. “Sorry, but if she asks…”

“Nah nah, you’re right. I’ll let her know.” He glances toward the bathrooms. “Shit, you’re really into her, huh?”

“We’re just friends,” I murmur in response, wondering why the words feel so false.

Jacob moves down to the other end of the bar, in an attempt to draw the bartender’s attention away from the girls. That leaves me alone with Gregory, who hovers even closer.

“Hey, uh… Paul?”

“That’s my name,” I reply, still trying to figure this guy out. He’s actually sweating slightly and even tugs at the collar of his green polo shirt while he stands awkwardly in front of me, eyes darting to and away from me.

“So, you and Jessica, you’re not, uh, not dating then?”

Before I can fully foment a response to his probable follow-up question, laughter and the scent of a floral perfume waft over to our barstools. We both turn, facing the two girls coming our way. We’re not the only ones in the bar looking.

Jessica’s reapplied her lip gloss, her mouth glistening and open as she laughs, arm in arm with Celine. The other girl’s refreshed her makeup too, yet I can only really notice the depth of beauty on my roommate, who I’ve been face to face with all night.

Fuck. I’ll admit: I’m staring more now than I ever have.

She just looks too fucking enticing.

“Guess what?” Jessica folds her arms across my chest, leaning her chest against my back. “Celine wants a manhattan too.”

“Is that right?” I look up at Celine with a grin.

“Yes, but! I also think pineapple on pizza is awesome.”

“We’ll call it even,” I laugh.


Chapter 15

Jessica

“Put your names on the list, guys, if you think you’re a superstar.”

The bouncer is clearly a student at the school, one who enjoys beers as much as he does working out. He taps his pen against the keyboard like he could snap either item in two if he wanted.

“My boy Greg here’s a superstar at soccer,” Jacob hoots. “’Except when he loses track of the ball.”

“You were the one playing goalie,” Greg pouts back.

“Afraid we don’t have a soccer pitch, guys. What we do have is a karaoke machine.”

The bouncer-bro points to the left corner of the bar with his pen, where a bar-back rather hastily assembles a microphone stand. He’s already got the machine hooked up, displaying a blue screen on the bar’s LCD TV. The microphone screeches for a moment when he places it atop the stand and adjusts the height.

In heels, my lips would fit right against the tip.

Celine’s already taken the clipboard, primly writing her name in a girlish cursive across the top. She peeks at her boyfriend next to her, who pretends not to have noticed it’s even there. Gregory, similarly, deliberately looks away from that part of the bar.

Paul’s eyes drift over the sign-up sheet. Only a few other names, likely the drunkest of the bunch, with maybe one or two vocal students who enjoy showing off. Certainly not enough people to consider this a lost prospect.

“I’ll sign up if someone duets with me,” I offer, loud enough to make sure Paul can hear.

“Anyone?” Gregory asks, leaning toward me from behind.

“I’ll go,” Paul says, stepping forward at the same instant. He kicks the last of his drink and slams it down against the bar top. “I love singing.”

Jacob barks out a laugh, disbelieving eyes set on his friend. “YOU?”

A quick punch to the shoulder gets Jacob to back off. Celine rubs his owie consolingly while stealing a grin at me.

Two mostly-comprehensible covers of Eminem later, Celine rises to the microphone stand to sing her version of her namesake’s most famous song. Hearts go on and flute music brings women to tears as Celine actually impresses people with her singing, Jacob most of all. It’s a great rendition and a song I would have picked, had I sang alone.

“Wait, which song did you pick?” Paul asks, just as the bar back hands him the second microphone.

“One you’ll know.”

He cocks an eyebrow at me and misses the title flash on the screen. Hidden to everyone but us, the screen lights up with a variety of airy stock footage while a near-rendition of “Rock Me All Night” starts.

Paul doesn’t miss a beat as soon as he hears that first guitar lick. The disruptive drum beat reaches a crescendo before one final cymbal crash. The guitar whines in the background while the bass lick carries through the vocals:

Well I’ve been lookin’ for you

You know you’re looking for me

And BABY we can go all night

“WHOOOO!” Shouts someone from the bar. A few others, probably our friends, start a sloppy clap that gradually picks up as Paul continues to sing.

So let’s put it aside

C’mon take me for a ride

And we’ll ROCK ’n ROCK ’n ROLL All night!

Nothing, and I mean nothing, gets a crowd of drunk college kids going like a 70s cock rock song inexplicably featured in the latest superhero movie.

I know Paul’s seen the film - The Marvelous Cat-Lady or whatever - several times, but he was a fan of the song before that. I’ve heard these kinds of classic rock tracks drifting from the speaker in his room many, many times. He’s got enough of the words down to really put that wild vibrato on the lyrics, just like the coked-out rockers of yesteryear. His singing isn’t so much about the skill as it is the passion.

I clear my throat, awaiting my part.

Well you say you are a rocker

And there ain’t no way to stop ya

But baby, take another chance

Just keep your body movin’

I’ll take you through the groovin’

Come on and show me how you dance!

Now, we don’t actually do the dance, the one from the vintage music video or the spirited nostalgia-bait recreation in this year’s blockbuster film. The beat and rhythm of the song is simply infectious, and we end up shaking our hips and tilting from side to side, like we could break out into choreographed glory at any minute.

Instead, he takes the next verse, and I the one after, both of us locking onto our partners when we belt out the words. His voice has an edge - mine is straining to keep up the high pitch even with my vocal experience.

There’s no way I’m giving up on this. The entirety of the bar watches, either with shrieking glee like Celine or hearty amusement like Jacob, and claps along to our rhythm.

We come together for the last verse, singing at the same time with our arms around each other, both facing our reflections in the vivid glow of the screen.

Oh baby we ain’t stoppin’

Til we hit that holy mountain’

And then I’ll take you up it again!

So come on, we got each other

I’m ready for a lover

Who really puts the sword to my pen!

We’re both gasping for breath by the time we reach the last syllable, holding our microphones down by our hips, basking in the applause and cheers of a mildly impressed bar crowd while our friends shriek for our glory by the bar.

All in all, I’d say I’m having a pretty great night.

One I don’t want to see end.


Chapter 16

Paul

There’s a palpable sense of change in the air when we get back to the bar. It’s not just because Jessica and I absolutely killed it on “Rock Me All Night.” The bar’s crowd is beginning to peak, and if we don’t make a decision about what we’re doing soon, it’s going to turn into one of THOSE nights.

The kind where we go home with someone.

Obviously, Jessica and I are going home together either way. The question is - when?

Right now, we can give each other a great big hug in the living room, say goodnight after an awesome evening out, and go to sleep in our separate rooms.

If we stay out longer, however…

Inhibitions tend to change.

“What are you thinking?” Jacob asks, leaning back with his elbows on the bar. He puts on an easy, casual air, not wanting to betray the fact that he’s not in control. If he suggests going out - which he clearly wants to do - then his girlfriend might think he’s ignoring her in lieu of me.

For her part, Celine is completely wrapped up in a conversation with Jessica about music. They have the same taste in pop starlets and crossover singers from their favorite teen dramas. I recognize one or two names that sound more like fancy coffeeshop drinks than people. Other than that the conversation is foreign to me.

“I’ll go ask Greg,” I suggest. “See what he wants to do.”

Jacob toasts me with his near-empty glass, unable to order another until he knows what’s happening next. Do we call the Uber and each head home on our separate ways?

Or do we hit the club?

I still don’t know Greg well at all. He’s been fairly quiet and now sits at the opposite end of the bar, nursing a near-flat lager. The bar stool next to his is taken so I stand offset to his right and tap him on the shoulder.

“Oh, hey,” he says, both hands wrapped around the base of his glass.

“Hey, how’re you doing? Jacob and I were talking about hitting up another club. The Octagon, maybe. What do you think?”

“Oh, um, I dunno…”

“I love the Octagon!” The girl on the barstool next to his turns around, her bare legs and sandaled feet pressed together. “Oh, hey! You’re the singer guy!”

‘Singer guy.’ I’ll take it.

“I totally wanted to sign up for karaoke too but no one would sing with me!”

“Well, duets are pretty fun.” Found that out recently, actually. “Especially if you know musicals.”

“Ohmigod, I could do every word to Stargirl…” Our new friend glances past my shoulder. “Oh, hey, did you want this seat to talk to your friend?”

“I appreciate it. Thanks so much!”

“Thanks for the song!” She says with a saucy laugh, glancing one last time at Greg before drifting off into the crowd.

As I sit, Greg’s eyes follow the girl, not with the casual leer of a typical guy, but with a sort of regret. That’s when I realize what the guy was doing down here. He was trying to work up the courage to talk to her.

And you sent her away, I think to myself. Great.

“Man, I dunno how you do it,” he sighs, tapping his palms on the table.

“Do what?”

“You know, that,” he grouses. “Talk to girls. Guess you must be really great at it to have a girl like her.”

But I don’t even know that girl’s name…

“You mean Jessica?” I ask, taken aback.

“Oh, hey - “ he leans away from me on the bar stool, palms in the air. “I didn’t mean anything by it. Sorry, didn’t know you two were together at first.”

“It’s cool…” I never felt threatened by Gregory, even when he tried to get up on stage with Jessica. Since she’s my roommate; he didn’t know we could sing like that. He couldn’t not think we’re a couple after seeing that.

“I’m sure there are plenty of cool girls here tonight,” I offer. The girl in the shorts is still around, off somewhere to chat with other people. I may have inadvertently sent her away, but Greg did have a long while where he could have talked to her.

“Yeah, a lot of them are hot, but…” he shrugs. “I dunno. I’m not really looking for like, a hookup.” He glances toward the bar, where Jessica laughs uproariously at Celine’s imitation of a diva-like singer.

Wait, is she making fun of me?

Jessica looks over at us, still laughing, then blushes vivid red and shuts her mouth. She gives me a sympathetic look and blows me a kiss.

All in good fun.

She doesn’t know it, but Greg’s suffering beside me watching her do that.

“Man,” he groans. “I’d love to have something like what you guys have.”

I purse my lips together. “We haven’t really been going out that long…”

“You must have known each other before. She clearly knows a lot about you.”

Clearly. We’ve been roommates for the better part of a year.

I didn’t know she was paying attention in all that time.

“Greg,” I offer. “That kind of relationship doesn’t happen over night. It takes time to really get to know each other. And yourself.”

That last part slips out. I think over what I actually mean for a moment, then decide it rings truest of all. Learning about Jessica has been a blast.

Learning about what I actually enjoy from a girl has been the deeper experience.

“You have to meet someone first. Then you start building. Maybe it’s awkward at first. Maybe you have to actually show them a part of yourself you’ve kept hidden.” I squeeze his shoulder, making sure he’s listening. “But you have to start.”

Greg ruminates over his beer for a moment, shoulder slightly stooped. “I guess you’re right.” He lifts his glass. “Not gonna meet anyone here tonight, though,” he says with a vacant laugh.

“Well, let’s try another place. At the club, you don’t even have to talk to anyone. Just start dancing.”

“I guess that is easier,” he says, smiling at the rim of his glass. “Thanks, Paul.”

“Don’t mention it.”

I hope things turn out okay for him. He’s not a bad guy - just a bit lovelorn. It’s hard to find someone you can actually care about and trust.

I’d be a fool to give that up with Jessica.


Chapter 17

Jessica

“A club?” I tip the straw of my glass and sip my virgin cranberry soda. “You mean, like a dance club?”

“What other kind is there?” He asks, standing so close to me I could lean in and kiss him before he noticed.

I won’t.

But I could.

“I dunno,” I reply, eyes up and to the left in thought. “A knitting club, maybe. Oooh, a fight club!”

“Fight club?” asks Jacob, sauntering over with Celine in tow.

“I can’t talk about that,” I reply, “but there is a dance club we could go to.”

“Octagon?” Celine asks.

“You’ve been?”

“Once or twice,” she replies innocently.

“With who?” Jacob butts in.

“Before I met you, Jakey,” she says, consoling him with a tap on his arm. “I do like to dance, you know.”

“If it’s what the lady wants,” Jacob says with a sigh, as if he didn’t just get exactly what he wanted. “Jessica?”

I take a slow pull of my drink, looking up at Paul while I take my time to think.

“If you want to go,” I finally reply, leaving out the obligatory Because I definitely want to go with you.

He doesn’t need to hear it. He knows, by now, what we both really want.

“Then we’ll go,” he says, eliciting a cheer from Jacob and Celine, and a skip of my heartbeat from me.

——

He makes sure to collect Greg before the five of us head out, graciously accepting the last of the high-fives from the audiophiles who enjoyed our singing. Out on the sidewalk the night air wooshes over my skin. Celine and I both pause for a moment while the boys wrap their arms around us. It’s not quite as chivalrous or warm as having him give you his coat, but our gentlemen don’t wear them, and besides -

It’s more fun knowing he’s keeping you by his side.

“Are you a good dancer?” I rub my hand up and down his flat stomach, feeling the clench of his abs underneath.

“I’m alright.” He tugs me just a bit closer. “Didn’t know you were any good.”

“Who says I am?”

“I saw a few moves up there on the idol stage.”

“Oh, that. That was just a teaser, lover boy.”

Cars pass at a lurching speed, impeded by the masses of students out for their evenings. Doe-eyed freshmen in large groups take in the sights and sounds of downtown with an aching heart, knowing on the best fake IDs can gain them entree into the booming clubs and raucous bars. Behind restaurant windows, 30-something TAs and professors, along with a smattering of students who can afford it, dine on steak and wine while making goo-goo eyes at each other across the table.

I know it’s just another weekend night off-campus. For me, it’s the first time out. This is special; I’ll never forget the time my roommate brought me out and made me feel, truly, like a girl.

And later, I think to myself, hoping against hope for what I truly crave, he can make me moan like one too.

——

Octagon’s stairwell is narrow and sits between two nondescript brick buildings, one a taco place I’ve been craving to try in the day time, the other a bar that never seems to open. A doorman, with a bit more muscle than the bouncer at Decathlete’s, stands watch at the top of the stairs, assessing every passerby discreetly. A faux velvet rope stretches across the entrance to the steps, more as a symbol than anything else.

“ID’s,” he intones, the moment Paul and I enter his breadth of space. Paul slips his fingers into his pocket, withdrawing his driver’s license and gaining approval while I’m still searching my purse.

“She’s 21,” he insists.

“Still gotta check.”

I give Paul a quick look, warning him silently not to make us look suspicious. We are both over 21; just because this is the first place to demand identification doesn’t mean we’re not still going.

Or at least I intend to, if the bouncer doesn’t notice my face has changed.

“Hmm.” He flips the card back and forth in his fingers, checking the hologram. It’s real. So am I.

The only inaccuracy might be my gender.

His beady eyes flick up from my picture, taken some months ago, to the visage I sport now. Eyes, nose, ears are the same. Lips are a bit redder. Bolder makeup.

Apparently I pass muster, because he hands me my card back.

“Enjoy your night, Miss,” he says, unclipping a faux-velvet rope.

“Thanks! You too!”

I head down with my roommate, side by side, hand in hand, and let him push open the steel door to the club. Faint notes of music turn into a full blast of high-BPM electronic music, the deep thrum of the bass an enticing siren song for the club proper.

He leads me off to the side, farthest away from the bar and a great glass mirror that spans the back wall. A few couches and leather chairs are arranged haphazardly in this foyer of sorts, while a large awning in darkness hides the dancers, DJ, and debauchery of the actual club.

“I just have to run to the bathroom,” he says, holding my hand tight, speaking over the thrum of the music. “Wait for me?”

“Of course.” I don’t know if he can hear me; I can’t speak as forcefully as him, especially with my voice a bit scratchy from singing. That’s okay. Once we’re in the club, I’ll let my body do the talking.

“Wait here?” He pulls my hands toward his hips, as if he wants them there. “I can’t wait to dance with you.”

“Me neither,” I reply. Here in the darkness of the club, hidden away from the others entering and heading straight from the bar, I can’t find any reason not to smile as hugely as I want. “I really-”

He cuts me off. Normally, I’d be furious to be interrupted, even when I doubt my words are even audible.

I can grant him this exception, because he has a good reason -

Kissing me full on the lips.


Chapter 18

Paul

No man could resist.

Her warm hands on my hips. Her perfect body, loose yet taut in front of me. Her eyes glimmering with hope up at me.

Her lips, parted already, perfect for placing mine against.

That pillowy softness of her sensual touch sends a tremor through my body. It’s like all the tension I carry bunched in my shoulders and neck dissipates in a moment, finding the only cure that matters. Her hands wrap around my waist, locking me in place. As if there’s anywhere else I’d think to go.

I squeeze her ass, and she perks up to her tip toes, giving me the perfection I crave. We’re a bit sloppy, the buzz of alcohol no match for the genuine frisson of nervous passion we share. It evaporates as our lips smack and then rejoin for our tongues to meet.

I’m dreaming. I’m horny. I’m surrounded by fog drifting in from the machine in the other room. Lights along the walls, purple and white and yellow, flash at intervals to the beat of the music. We’re not part of that rhythm; our tempo is of the heart.

We break away, leaving a small trail of our mixed saliva on each other’s lips. I don’t wipe it away. Not yet.

She mouths something at me. Something small and brief, like ‘see you soon’ or ‘I’ll miss you.’ Either way, I need to go do my business and come right back to her as soon as I can.

I give her hand a final squeeze and drift off to the bathrooms. There’s plenty of space, three urinals and a stall, completely empty and still stunningly clean. Bright lights discourage any ill behavior in here, which a college dance club surely intends. The white tile countertops and steel sink taps are all freshly washed.

I relieve myself and wash my hands thoroughly before splashing my face with cold water and drying with a brown disposable towel. The scrub of rough paper against my face wakes me out of my reverie. I look myself dead in the eyes and watch myself as I think:

I just kissed my roommate.

No reaction. I’ve regretted kissing girls before. This isn’t one of those moments. I know who Jessica is, deep down where it matters.

She is not the kind of girl you let slip away over some ego trip.

She’s worth more than I can give her - and that won’t stop me from trying to give my all.

There’s an instinct in me to plan the night out. By this point, most guys will be looking ahead to the end of the night. Go home alone and jerk off. Kiss the girl and get her number, then set up the next date as quickly as possible.

Or…

If you can, try to seal the deal tonight, while the mood is high and the desire is tenting your pants.

Even though I’m sporting one hell of an erection, I decide to leave things open. Even in light of everything we’ve done, every in-joke we’ve created, every laugh we’ve shared, every 70s proto-metal track we’ve sang, this is still Jessica’s night. I can take the lead, but she’ll be the one to decide.

I’ll admit, though: I hope she picks me.

The noise in the bar room/foyer has picked up since I left, almost overwhelming the understated music coming in from the speakers. The DJ, standing out in his mosaic-print Hawaiian shirt with his high-end headphones still around his neck, basks in the applause of dedicated fans who followed him out after his set. A new DJ has taken the stand, allowing MC Hawaii to chill at the bar and let the girls come up to him. He’s got some cute fans, I’ll give him that. Still wouldn’t trade places.

I scan the room, searching for Jessica. When I find her, I’m surprised to see she’s talking to someone.

Not a boy - but worse.

Esther.

The girl who lived across the hall from me back in the dorms.

And my cheating ex-girlfriend.


Chapter 19

Jessica

I don’t want to listen to her anymore, but she’s got me cornered. Fake glue-on nails dig into my arm while she uses the mouth of her beer bottle to poke me in the chest at intervals and underscore the severity of what she’s saying.

“How long have you been going out?” she asks, her voice a husky, sharp rasp that cuts through the music no matter how hard I try not to hear.

“Everything okay?”

The deep, strong booming voice sounds like it should belong to a bouncer. Paul certainly looks concerned when he reaches us.

Esther’s fingernails slowly detach from my skin, but the red marks remain. He’s focused entirely on the woman who cornered me. I rub my arm, wishing I could get out of this damn corner.

Esther’s real contempt is evident on her face. Her curled upper lip shows more than anger or disapproval, but hate. Real, honest to god antipathy for the man I know doesn’t deserve any of it.

I know that in my heart.

Her words have told me something entirely different.

“Don’t touch me.” Esther warns Paul away with the tip of her beer bottle. He hasn’t laid a finger on her, nor has he moved to. Even so, he’s quiet, knowing better than to get into an argument with her.

“Just go,” I whisper. I don’t know if she hears me. I doubt it. Words don’t seem to want to form on my lips right now.

Even so, she departs, tugging down the hem of her tight lime-green one-piece on her fast walk back into the club proper.

I’m alone with him again. It’s not like last time. The heat of our joined bodies meant everything; now we stand side by side, without touch. We don’t share each other’s breath or desire.

Only the awkward silence.

He says something to me. It’s low, and I can’t hear him. He turns his back on me and before I can feel offended I’m following him out, back up the very stairs we just descended, our friends watching from the bar yet saying nothing.

“Paul,” I shout, watching him make his way up the steps and head toward the curb. He puts his hands behind his head, stretching out his rib cage and taking in a deep breath.

“I’m heading out,” he confirms, as if his proximity to the street didn’t make that obvious.

I draw in my shoulders. “Okay.”

His jaw moves, rising and falling while he keeps his lips together. Words don’t come out. No sound but the intense breathing.

“I’ll come with you,” I say.

His eyes flick over to the club door, and the growing line of hopeful attendees. “You should stay. It’s your night.”

“I wanted to come out with you,” I protest.

“Jacob and Celine and George are -”

“It’s not about them!” I storm toward him, stomping my foot on the pavement. “Paul! I like your friends a lot, but you promised you’d take me out tonight. I just - “

Forget it. One look at his eyes and I know there’s no point in arguing.

“Forget it,” I huff. “I don’t feel like staying out. I’m going home.”

“Okay.”

I wait for him to do something. Anything to show me how he feels. There’s nothing but the awkward half-turn of his shoulders, back and forth, like he can’t decide whether to stay or go.

“We live in the same place,” I say, stating the obvious. “We’ll take a cab back together.”

I call the car for us. He stands on the edge of the pavement, watching the cars pass on the street, saying nothing while I follow the cab’s path on GPS. When it arrives we both pile into the back, each as close to either passenger door as we can be.

The crowd vanishes quickly once we leave the three-block radius of downtown. Our more sylvan neighborhood closer to campus offers us little in the way of people watching. Sidewalks and parks sit in well-lit though vacant disuse, waiting for the students to return in daytime to go back to normal.

Normal.

Like we used to be.

“What did she tell you?”

He says it facing the window, though I can read his expression in the glass. I can also see the driver up front, focused on the road yet with two active ears and no music on the stereo.

“Not now,” I reply.

“Why not?”

Now he’s looking at me. I turn my head to give him a hard look, nodding as briefly as I can at the rearview mirror. He seems to get my meaning and turns back sullenly to the window.

We’ll talk about this.

I don’t know what we’ll be after that, but I owe him the truth.

———

The night air has never felt colder. Fluorescent lights from inside our lobby contrast with the brighter orange of the street lamps. He moves from the warmth to the harsher light, thumping his key into the lock.

“Paul.”

I follow him upstairs. Inside our apartment he flicks on only the foyer light, leaving the kitchen and living room in darkness. Any hope of consoling him in our shared spaces dims when he moves toward his room.

“I had fun too, Jessica,” he says, finally turning toward me. The gloomy entrance to his room stands at his back. It’s only in his shadow of a smile that I can see the Paul I knew before our night ran into the ex-girlfriend wall. “Thanks.”

“Paul.” I step forward, my heels clicking against the floor, demanding his attention. “I still owe you.”

His ashen face shows me he’s forgotten. I should have expected so. That much alcohol, that night I had to pick him up - I honestly don’t know how much he remembers.

“I listened to you. The entire ride back. That’s when you said you - that you owed me.” I reach out for his hand, slowly, showing him my manicured fingers. Everything I did tonight - from the hair to the jewelry to the makeup - was for him to enjoy.

“Let’s sit. Just for a little while.”

He takes my hand. I don’t spare a moment, leading him to the couch, the automatic lights pre-equipped in our apartment brightening to a warm orange as we sit down on the furniture.

“I was kind of upset when you called me,” I admit. “You know, having to wake up. It’s not like me to complain so I guess you didn’t notice me pouting and giving you the silent treatment.”

“I was pretty drunk…”

“You’re a guy,” I correct, putting my hand on his cheek. “I didn’t expect you to notice. I didn’t really mind anyway. Once I knew you were safe, I just felt relieved.

“Then you started talking,” I continue, looking at my lap. I never knew if we’d find the chance to talk about this again. “About why you went out so much. Partying, drinking, talking to people. And not…”

He blinks at me. “Not what?”

“Not stay in like me.”

When he blushes it starts at his cheeks, gradually flowing across his face. He lowers his hand to the couch, fingers still interlaced with mine.

“I know I’m a homebody,” I continue. “I was just surprised to hear you tell me how that’s what you wanted too.”

“I told you that?”

“Honest.”

“I know, but… I’ve never told that to anyone.”

He ruminates for a second, and when he does his arm drifts around my shoulders, pulling me in for the warmth and comfort he needs.

“I just… I’m so tired of it, Jessica. I don’t know what else to do though.”

“Because she broke your heart.”

His head lifts. His eyes are a bit bloodshot, but I can see his pain behind them.

“She wanted me to think you weren’t going to be faithful. I didn’t believe her, not even for a second. I mean,” I laugh, “She thought we’d been going out for like months or something. She had no idea.”

He finally breaks into a sort of smile. I lean my head against the crook of his shoulder.

“I knew that wasn’t you,” I murmur, feeling his body relax underneath me. “I know what you’re like. You’re my roommate -” I wrap my arm around his stomach, lifting my head enough to kiss his cheek. “And you’re the sweetest guy I know.”


Chapter 20

Paul

Jessica’s words wash over my like a salve. Her cool, measured voice and addicting touch are a panacea to all my woes. We sit on the couch, the dim reflection of ourselves in the TV, the city lights enticing out the window. It looks a lot better from here than it ever did on the street.

I look down at my shoulder where she rests her head, blonde locks flowing over my shirt. She turns her face up toward me. We hold each other’s gaze.

We’ve kissed before. This time, it’s different. She’s not on her feet, for one thing. Without her heels, it’s easy enough to lift her into my lap, letting her straddle my aching wood with her hips. The skirt rides up almost instantly, granting me a handful of those perfect asscheeks meant for the dance floor.

I didn’t give her the full night out I promised. We made it into the club but not far enough.

At home, alone with her, I’ll go further than any of us could have imagined - and just as far as we both want.

“Paul,” she moans in my ear, letting my fingers gradually bring down the zipper of her skirt. It falls away, revealing the pink lace panties underneath, the slight bulge and the creamy skin above the waistband. My hunger breaks into a new level, pulling away her top over her head to have her fully. She kneels on the couch in nothing but her bra and panties, arms folded over her chest.

“No one’s ever seen me like this before.” She rubs either shoulder with her hands, so vulnerable before me. It’s hard to show someone that level of trust.

I won’t betray it.

“We’ll go slowly,” I murmur, laying her down gently on the couch. She looks up at me with wondering, wild eyes, her lips parted, awaiting my kiss. I hold back for now, knowing the anticipation will amplify our ecstasy. This is our first night; if we make it memorable, it won’t be our last.

She groans softly when I lay myself down on top of her, arms wrapped around my back, fingernails drifting along my muscles. My kisses break away for a moment when I feel her legs fly out from under me, wrapping around my hips, lost in her own definite joy at being touched like a girl.

I don’t want to tear this panties apart, but at the same time, I need to be inside of her. That perfect pink tight calls out for me to fuck her. She’s harder than ever against the thin fabric, practically begging in my ear. When she whispers those two words, I know for certain I’ve found my girl.

“Fuck me.” It comes out with a gnash of teeth, like the words themselves can bite. “Please fuck me.”

I unlace her fingers from around myself, lifting them toward the air, her feet toward the ceiling fan, the globes of her ass perfect and white and ready for me.

We can’t fuck here, though. Not on the couch. That’s a house rule.

The lube’s in my bedroom anyway. I make the decision quickly, scooping her up into my arms like a bride and whisking her off to my bedroom.

She doesn’t say a word. The moment I drop her onto the bed, she crawls up onto all fours, staring up at me with the eagerness of a girl who knows she’s about to get everything she’s ever wanted. All she has to do is take it.

And when she does, my belt comes off instantly, guided away by her lithe hands. I’m surprised to see just how hard I am, cock flopping out in an instant, glistening with a bead of precum on the tip. I’d been so focused on her pleasure and doing this gently that I hadn’t even registered the fact that I’ve been aching for her all night.

“Shit,” I mutter, watching the way she absolutely swallows my manhood. Her lips curl around the tip of my cock and remain there just long enough to her to lick my cock head throughly. From there her head dips down my shaft. She lays flat on the bed, hands cupping my balls, eyes flick between my lust-striken face and the work she does on my cock.

I feel the first pulse of a growing orgasm rush from my tip to hilt. She must feel it too. Her tongue pillows the underside of my cock, ready to put me over the edge.

Not yet.

Not before I’ve had her.


Chapter 21

Jessica

When he pulls out of my mouth I immediately want to ask him what’s wrong. I’ve only ever practiced on dildos before; sucking off a real man is a whole different experience. I mean, in terms of physics it’s more or less the same, but the heat of him, his scent, the way I can feel his veins popping against my tongue… that’s special.

My mouth is only for him. I want him to enjoy me.

From the gleam of saliva across his thick shaft, I can tell he’s enjoyed himself quite a bit. He’s not done with me yet.

I push up onto my haunches. He jerks himself slowly in front of me, teasing me with what I want. I fall onto my back, legs spread, knees open, waiting.

He slides my panties to the side, exposing my cherry. I keep my eyes shut, breathing deeply, hands on the cups of my bra.

I don’t watch him open the drawer and prepare himself - lube, condom, more lube. Let’s hope he has enough left in the bottle. I’m a virgin at this. I’m going to be tight.

And he’s huge.

He confirms as much when the tip of his cock breaches my cherry. My little romantic moment - eyes shut, soft breathing, like a princess bride on her wedding night - turns into something much dirtier when his cock glides into my ass.

“Holy fuck!” I lift my shoulders up from the bed, watching him with wide-mouthed ecstasy. Every muscle in his body is taut, from his pecs to the arms that keep my thighs lifted. My cock presses against the fabric of my panties until it slides out completely, forced into freedom by the pressure of his manhood inside of me.

“It feels… So good…” His cock, slightly curved, rubs against my prostate. Over time, his thrusts become more comfortable and expected, as he stretches me out. “ I can feel you,” I moan, suffering from sheer ecstasy every time his dick slides against my prostate.

He takes my legs and bends them at the knee, pushing them toward my head like he’s going to backward somersault me. Instead, he crouches down on the bed. In this new angle I feel him even more deeply, like he’s going in one side with the intent of coming out the other. My eyes are wide with some sort of pregnant anticipation, wondering just how hard he wants to fuck me.

“I want you to feel it,” He murmurs before kissing me glancingly on the lips. “I want you to feel every. Fucking. Inch.”

I’m curled up in a ball, lying on my back, utterly at the mercy of this man and his unceasing urge. He puts both hands on my ass, spreading my cheeks even further so he can plunge into me with his rod. Over and over, I feel him push my very limit of ecstasy. My cock sits hard and untouched against my abdomen, dribbling fluid the way my mouth leaks drool.

I now know what it means to be truly fucked stupid.

And I’m never, ever going to forget this joy.

His cock pistons inside of me, out to the tip and then down to the hilt in time with my whorish screams. When I find that spot of pleasure to focus on, the jolt of a budding orgasm every time he presses into me, I focus on that, letting all else but him slip away from me. His hand touches my cheek for a moment. I look up into his eyes. There’s sweat on his brow and a flare to his nostrils that signals where he is: so close to coming.

“Come for me,” he demands, wrapping his hand around my cock. It’s still slick with the lube he put on, and though his touch is much gentler than the pounding, it still drives me over the line. His demanding pleasure swarms me from inside and out, and it’s not long before I feel my orgasm bursting from my slit, coating my stomach and chest with my own desire while his pools in the condom inside me.

He pulls out. I flop limp like a starfish, exhausted, sweating, and immobile.

“Don’t go,” I murmur, watching him stand up, tall and proud, the drooping condom pulled and tied off after a moment. He wipes back the sweat on his forehead, running his fingers through his dark, curly hair.

“I’m not going anywhere,” he declares, tossing the condom in the trash before kneeling on the mattress. “This is my room. My bed.” He slides down beside me, pulling me into his arms. “And I want you here with me. From now on.”

From now on.

I nestle my head against his chest, the blonde hairs sticking to his sweat. I’m a mess of juices and emotions right now, but all of them are good.

Everything, for once, feels like it’s come into place.

As long as we’re together, I really feel like nothing can stop us from falling in love.


Epilogue

Paul

“THEY’RE HERE!”

My girlfriend comes flying in from the balcony, smoothing her delicious diaphanous sundress over her thighs. She adjusts the straps of her dress, then turns to me, planting both feet on our freshly-swept hardwood floor.

“Did you hear me?” She asks, bouncing on her toes. “I saw them coming up the block!”

“Babe, I think everyone in town heard you,” I chuckle, stepping toward her to put my hands on her hips. Three months into calling this official, and my girl still nearly melts every time I touch her. I love it.

I love her even more.

“Well I’m just excited, okay? We’ve been talking about doing this for-ev-er!”

For-ev-er is right. Saturdays are the only day everyone can get together like this, yet Saturdays also happen to be the only day no one wants to give up. It’s taken a lot of cajoling, insistence, and outright begging to get all of our friends to come out.

Worth it. This new apartment has plenty of space to entertain, and is actually cheaper than the one we used to rent. You can really cut down on bills when you sleep in the same bed and share the same room. Don’t know why we didn’t do it sooner, to be honest.

“Can you go down and let them in?” She asks, slipping out my hands to dart over to the kitchen counter. “I just want to make sure everything’s ready!”

“Jessica! You’ve been preparing all week. I’m sure -”

She turns toward me with the spatula in hand, stirring whatever concoction she’s got brewing in her instant pot.

“I just want to make sure everyone has a good time.”

I quirk an eyebrow.

“How good?”

“Not that good,” she adds with a laugh, returning to the stew. “If they want to do that they have to go home.”

“Alright. House rule number one: No fucking in here -”

“Paul!”

“Unless your name is Paul or Jessica.”

She dips a finger into the concoction and tastes her dish. “Great,” she says with a nod, perhaps to her food or perhaps to me.

I head down the elevator and greet our guests just as they make their way to the door. Jake and Celine are up front, of course, both of them eager to meet us. “Hey big boy,” Celine teases, wrapping her arms around my shoulders with a kiss on the cheek.

“Ready to get your ass kicked at some motherfucking Monopoly?” Jake says with a laugh, grabbing my hand for a hard shake. “Good to see ya bro.”

“You too. Afraid we don’t have Monopoly though. Don’t worry, you’ll enjoy Settlers of Briar and Dukedom even more.”

“Well alright,” he says skeptically. “If you insist.”

“Paulie, is Jessica upstairs? I should really get these in the fridge.” She lifts a large Tupperware in both hands, shaking the contents at me.

“Head on up. I’ll be there in a sec.”

A minute or so after my older friends departed, I watch two of my new ones come ambling up the sidewalk. Hand-in-hand, the duo look a lot like Jessica and I when we went out. They have that obvious look of love between them, a bottle of wine crooked in his arm. Lexi wears a tight red maxi dress, low cut to her ample cleavage, while her boyfriend Trevor looks appropriately preppy in his red polo shirt and tan slacks.

“Hey, Paul! Great to see you again!” Trevor, vice-president of one of the largest frats on campus, has sort of a politician vibe about him. It’s not disingenuous, and since I’m not in his frat he’s got no reason to glad hand me. I think he’s just genuinely satisfied with his life, and why not? Great social life, fit and healthy, and a beautiful girlfriend to boot.

I’d be jealous, but really, I can say the same things about myself.

“Hey Paul! Thanks so much for having us over.”

“Totally! You know you’re both welcome any time.”

“Hey, right back at ya buddy.” We all share a moment’s pause. I wonder if, like me, they’re reflecting on how we may have never met if it weren’t for Jessica. She was the one who encouraged me to join her LGBTQIA meet-up group on campus. I’ll admit to being a bit reticent at first; I’d never joined a club before. Turns out it’s just a great way to meet people without having to get hungover in the process.

“Ready to head up?” I ask.

“Hang on, we’ve got two stragglers.”

Lexi laughs lightly, and I smile down at her thinking she’ll let me in on the joke. There’s no need. Once I see Greg ambling up the sidewalk with his chest puffed out and his arm around a blushing blonde trying to hide her smile, I know exactly why Lexi’s giggling, and why these two are a few minutes behind their friends.

Greg’s still got a bit of the girl’s lipstick on his lips. I’ve met her before - Allie, I think. Joined the LGBT+ club shortly after I did, and only recently started transitioning. She once told me all about how hard it was to pick out the right shoes; now, she’s graduated to flirting with boys.

Might have to remind Greg of House Rule Number One, I think to myself, noting the way he smacks his lips, as if to taste her on himself one more time.

“Hey guys,” I say, holding back any comment about their recent, obvious make-out session. “Glad you could make it.”

“Anytime, bro,” says Greg, still amped up on his own male pride.

“Yeah,” Allie squeaks.

We head upstairs to join my girlfriend and our two other friends, making introductions as we go around. Jessica’s laid out an entire spread of salad, rolls, and other assorted goodies, with her brand-new instapot sitting in the center of it all, her famous chili ready to serve.

“So we’ll eat first, then start the games?” She asks. “Alice and Robert are on their way, but they said no need to wait up.”

“We’re going to have quite the group, huh?” Greg notes, pouring some of the sparkling wine into a red solo cup and handing it to Allie.

“Well, what can we say Greg?” I squeeze my girlfriend’s arm as she drifts by me, ready to hand out bowls so we can eat.

“Love is in the air, I suppose.”

∞∞∞

Jessica

I don’t know why I ever worried. These are my favorite people in the world and they’re all so open and accepting. Yes, the onions didn’t quite caramelize like I hoped, but that doesn’t stop everyone from devouring my main meal and asking for the recipe after. The wine is just cheap stuff from the local supermarket, but to my surprise, no one really wants more than one drink. We’re all so invested in our board games that we want to keep our skills sharp. There’s a competitive edge here, and everyone’s sort of paired off with their partners. Paul and I do our best to use every advantage we have, but in the end, we place second to Allie and Greg, who manage to carve out the largest stake of territory on the board before the cards run out.

“We won!” Gasps Allie, realizing the hard-fought struggle has come to an end. “Babe, you did it!”

Babe. We all share a smile while Allie nearly sinks into her turtle neck, embarrassed beyond belief until Greg gives her a kiss on the cheek.

“We did it, babe,” he replies.

“Awwww,” we all coo from around the table, while Greg and Allie just laugh.

One game turns into two, then three, before the night starts calling us all. Some people might be heading home, others out to the bars.

Paul and I will be staying in. We have to clean up from the party.

And then after….

“So you’ll be there on Wednesday, right?” Trevor says, while his girlfriend Lexi helps Paul bring the plates to the sink. “I have a fraternity meeting that might run long so I could be late. Would you mind getting things started? New member introduction, progress report on the creek clean-up, anything else you want to cover.”

“I can do it.” This is what I’ve been looking for - more responsibility. I’m not going to be a college girl forever. In less than a year (!) I’ll graduate, and then I’ll have to start looking for a real job. That prospect used to scare me; it still does, from time to time. With the club and campus activities, along with my supportive boyfriend, I know the road will be a little less difficult for a transgirl like me.

We say our goodbyes, then shut the door. There’s still a bit more to clean up. I’d like to sweep the kitchen before we go to bed.

But Paul’s giving me those eyes, and he knows damn well what it does to me when he looks at me like that.

“What?” I ask, challenging his eyes with a bitchy little smirk.

“Nothing,” he says, putting his hands on my arms. “Tonight was fantastic.”

I reach for the last open bottle of champagne. “There’s still a bit left. Enough for two glasses?”

He takes the bottle from my hand, knocks back a swig, and then passes it to me.

“Your turn,” he says, wiping his delicious mouth.

“I’m good,” I breathe.

Our lips crash into each other. We’ve never been against PDA, but as hosts we had too much to handle to be all over each other tonight. Now, for the first time, I feel him close to me, chest pressed against my budding breasts, hands tight on my arms, the bulge in his cock defiantly stretching out toward me. He spins me around and lifts up my dress, giving my ass a nice spank. The sound’s gotten a lot better ever since I started squatting.

“Goddamn, Jessica,” he growls, running his fingers up and down my ass cheek. “You drive me so fucking wild.”

I wriggle my little ass at him, the conservative white panties stretched across my rear. He lowers them with a crooked finger, all the way down to my strappy heels.

We stopped using condoms soon after our first night. After getting tested at the campus health center, we started going raw, him always on Top, me his submissive, needy bottom. The two of us just click like that.

Doesn’t stop him from lubing up throughly before he slides inside of me with a hard, wanting thrust.

I grip the sides of the kitchen counter, laying my cheek against the cool tile. He leans over my body to kiss me on the back of the neck, a sensation I’ve come to cherish as much as any other. His lips are my forbidden fruit; his cock is my toy. I push my hips back as he drives into me, jiggling my hips and twerking on him in a neat trick Lexi told me about me while the boys were off conversing.

Just as I expected, he stops, holding still. I love doing this - throwing new techniques at him abruptly, seeing how he’ll react. Normally I’m passive for him, letting him use me how he likes, knowing my orgasm blooms when he demands. For now, I’m in control, drawing my hips forward and back, measuring his length with my boipussy, making sure to never let the tip slide out but making sure the tight clench of my rear milks him for all he’s worth.

“Holy fuck, Jessica,” he groans. I place my palms on the countertop and arch my back, throwing my blonde locks backward as I turn to him with a smile.

“I want to make you come,” I moan, biting my lower lip. “Come for me, baby.”

He slides his hand between my thighs, standing firm and erect behind me while he teases my own orgasm. I up the speed, thighs and calves aching from my work, utterly focused on making him fill me with his seed before I spill mine onto the kitchen floor.

Just one more thing to clean up, I think to myself, before all thoughts evaporate in my head. The touch of his hands against my sack, so light and glancing, is enough to make my insides squirm. After a few more lengthy strides on his cock, I feel my boy-clit start to twitch just before he bursts inside of me, claiming me as he does every night as his own.

My own orgasm spills out as my body freezes, stuck with his cock half-inside of me, the rest of my splayed on the counter top, utterly spent. He pulls out just as I finish my hands-free orgasm, then flips me over to sit me up on the counter. I wrap my legs around his waist and play with the hairs on his chest, kissing him passionately as we stand as one.

“Think we could save clean-up til  tomorrow?” He asks with those sleepy, bed-hungry eyes.

“I guess so,” I reply. “My roommate’s pretty good about that kind of stuff.”

He laughs, a hearty, deep, genuine sound from his perfect chest.

“Your roommate might sleep in tomorrow.”

I give him one last kiss. “That’s fine. I know how to wake him up.”

He lifts me into his arms as easily as ever, carrying me off to our one bedroom, the Queen-sized bed we share, the fan set to low so I can sleep easier against his chest.

And everything just feels perfect. So right. So close.

So real.

And so loving.

THE END
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Protect Her

A Feminization Novella

Chapter 1

Sinn

Somebody’s kicking my VIP room door down with a steel toed built,  and for once, I feel alive.

It takes me a moment to recognize that the pounding in my ears isn’t coming from my headache or the baseline of the EDM track out on the dance floor. The vicious sound, a harsh and thicker boom, beats against the VIP room door at a louder and stronger pace until the gilded hinges fly off and the plush leather door falls in.

I am well and truly fucked.

There’s an instinct inside me to get up and protect myself, along with a lesser yet potent drive to just curl up on the velvet floor and give up. I make the decision to at least sit up on my ass so I look slightly more dignified for the mobster coming to do me in.

Alcohol in my veins makes my vision, dropping me down to the floor in a heap. Now I’m face to face with a vodka stain some other party goer spilled there when they fled the room minutes ago. They were probably in on this, I think to myself, getting onto my feet just as the intruder draws near.

The club must have known. The bouncer who took my bribe, the girls who came to join me in VIP, the guys who acted like my friends just to meet the girls. The feckless freeloaders all bailed before my past came back to kill me.

“Get up,” growls the intruder. I lift my head just enough to see thick legs in dark pants and a broad torso standing above me. Never had a chance to escape; he’s at least six inches taller than me and 100 pounds heavier. No huge feat when you’re 5’6 and 130 pounds.

“I’m trying,” I mutter back, putting my palms flat on the ground. The room spins. The only thing standing still are his shoes while the rest of the room rotates around him.

He jerks me up by the collar of my shirt. My own feet stumble around on the floor while he holds me up like a puppet. He doesn’t even flinch when I crash head-first into his chest, nor does he so much as grunt when he tosses me over his shoulder.

“What?” The single word - really more of a surprised grunt - falls from my lips when he lifts me off the ground. I’m staring down the at the nightclub carpet with my ass sticking up toward the ceiling and a strange man’s arm wrapped around my waist. My eyes follow the path as we head from the room to the hallway to the back alley entrance. He pushes the door open (no kick this time) and brings in the harsh light of day.

“Ahhh, fuck,” I hiss, squinting and shaking my head against his back. His black t-shirt blocks most of the sunlight, yet there’s enough surrounding us to make my stomach churn. I’ve been bouncing between nightclubs, lounges, and casinos for the past three days, hiding away in those dank sin caverns while miles away my family’s empire falls.

The world’s still here. We’re in a nondescript parking lot surrounded by high-end cars parked neatly within faded white lines. My captor takes me to a mid-range sedan with rental plates and a small dent in the bumper.

The trunk opens with a clicking sound, just enough for me to see the roadside emergency kit inside. He jerks it the rest of the way up, a black empty expanse with a ‘property of Sav-A-Cent Rental Car’ sticker on the interior.

“Get in.” He dumps me down into the fabric interior. I barely fit, curling my knees up toward my stomach and putting my hands in my lap in a fetal position. There might be a blanket inside the emergency kit sitting zipped up by my feet. I don’t need it. Nap-time already calls.

Until he starts to shut the trunk. Then I look up at him with wide, wild eyes.

“Hey, wait!”

Nothing doing. The trunk slams, my world goes dark, and my desperate hands can’t find an inner escape latch.

For a moment memories of my childhood come back. What to do when you’re kidnapped - lectures I listened to over and over again from various crooks, goons, and players. Abduction is a real risk for the son of a crime boss, one I should’ve taken pains to avoid.

A moment’s reflection is all that passes my mind before I fall into my deep, dead, drunken sleep.

Whatever happens will happen.

I’m not sure I even care anymore.

This life isn’t mine to live.
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