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People always told me that college was meant to be the perfect chance to reinvent yourself. It was a place to leave behind your parents and your hometown and your past life. And god only knew that I needed that.

See, high school wasn’t exactly bad for me, but it just felt like something I was getting through. Getting through for what? I wasn’t sure exactly, but I sort of hoped I was getting through it so that my actual life could begin.

There was nothing wrong with my life at high school, though a lot of the stuff I wanted from life, like independence and, more importantly, getting a girlfriend just hadn’t happened for me.

And that wasn’t for lack of trying. I spoke to a lot of girls. I knew a lot of girls. I was friends with a lot of girls, but that was the extent of it. And I always pinned it on one thing: gymnastics.

I was a gymnast. Not my idea. For some reason, my parents enrolled me in gymnastics from a young age and, also for some reason, I was good at it. It was one of those gifts that was maybe also a curse. Because no girl wants to date a guy who’s good at gymnastics. She wants to be friends with a guy who’s good at gymnastics.

And that was something I could totally understand. If I met a girl who was a defensive tackle for our high school football team, I’d want to be friends with her. I wouldn’t be exactly running to try and date her.

So I was the male version of that. And that was what I wanted to leave behind. Not that I was completely desperate to leave behind gymnastics - it was nice being good at something extracurricular - but I wanted to leave behind that image. That feminine, friendly vibe I somehow always gave off. I wanted that gone.

I wanted to leave everything behind.

Which was why it was a problem when I realized one particular thing about my college.

Cara Edwards was there too.

Of all of the things that I had wanted to leave behind, I had really hoped that she would have been one of them.

She had never done anything to me. She was never mean to me and she never said anything about me behind my back, but the reason for those things was probably because she never knew that I even existed.

I had no idea how it had happened but, despite never having spoken, I was completely infatuated with her. She was drop dead gorgeous, easily the hottest girl at school, and somehow only hotter now that she was at college. Long dark hair, glasses with a thick black frame, and kind of pouty lips. Oh and, of course, she was a cheerleader.

She was amazing. I was in love with her.

And I had never spoken to her. I just couldn’t. It was like I had some sort of defense mechanism in me that kicked in when I was even near her. I was nervous around her. Like, I clammed up and felt myself going red at even just the thought of having a conversation with her.

Which meant that I never did. I didn’t speak to her once in the whole time we were in high school together. And as much as I was completely head over heels for her, I never once made a move to try and even do anything about it.

It wasn’t just me, either. I heard about other guys who had the hots for her. Guys on the football team. Guys in the wrestling squad. Guys who were much more likely to have a shot with Cara than I was. But even they never seemed to have any luck dating her. She was untouchable.

I was terrified of her.

That was the reason I wasn’t happy that she was at the same college as me. I hoped that I would move a couple of states away and completely forget she ever even existed. But I wasn’t about to ever be able to go and do that with her at the same damn college as me.

This wasn’t something that I had learned from following her online or anything, either. No, I found out she was at my college because I saw her at my college. Twice. In the first week.

The first time it happened, I thought that I was seeing things. The second time it happened, I couldn’t pretend that was the case any more. I swore even she did a double take, when we saw each other across the little grass patch near my dorm.

It was confirmed. Cara Edwards was at my college.

I wasn’t going to be forgetting about her in a hurry.

But I could still forget about a couple of things. I could forget about gymnastics and I could forget about my parents. I needed both of those things. I didn’t want either of those to factor into my big reinvention.

And so I tried. I tried to reinvent myself.

I tried out for a couple of sports, although I didn’t get onto any of the teams. It turned out that if you try and get into soccer for the first time as an eighteen-year-old, you’re going to be a lot worse than all of the guys who have been playing it their whole lives.

I tried to date some girls, although that didn’t really go anywhere. I was very confident talking to girls - I had spent most of my time at gymnastics talking to girls - but I was never particularly good at doing anything other than making friends. I couldn’t help but think that the reason behind that was still Cara.

I tried dressing differently and listening to new music, but that turned out to be about the whole extent of all of my changes as a freshman at college.

All of those attempts at reinvention didn’t get me too far from where I was when I left high school, though. I was a few months into freshman year and I was basically the same person. I had hoped I’d ‘find myself’ or something a lot faster than the rate I was going at.

The worst part was that I felt myself starting to miss gymnastics. I used to do it more days than I didn’t, putting in countless hours just for practice, without even counting the hours that went into competing. It turned out that gymnastics was a big part of me, whether I liked it or not.

The really pivotal moment in my failure to reinvent happened on a sunny morning on campus. I was alone, focused on college, feeling good. Things were going fine, until I heard one simple word.

“Hey.”

That was all it took. It came from behind me, out of the blue as I was sitting on the grass outside my dorm, trying to make sense of a paragraph in my textbook. But it was a voice I knew all too well.

I pivoted as best I could in my sitting position and there, before me, was Cara Edwards. I looked up at her and the sun was directly behind her. She was surrounded by radiant rays of light. I could barely see her without squinting. I had to hold my hand over my eyes to not be blinded.

“Oh, hi.”

The words kind of fell from me. I felt as if I was about to stammer but, somehow, against all of my worst fears, I actually managed two whole syllables without embarrassing myself.

“Will, right?” she asked me.

I had no idea that she knew my name. I had no idea she was even aware of my existence. The sound of my name leaving her lips was like heaven.

“Yeah. Cara?”

I said her name like it was a question. I very much already knew the answer.

“Yeah!” There was excitement in her voice as she replied and she started to sit with me as she spoke.

Her orangey-brown skirt was long and swished around just above her off-white sneakers as she started to crouch. Her tight white cami-top showed off her curves.

“I had no idea you actually knew me,” she continued.

“Same,” I laughed.

“Well I remembered hearing you were really good at gymnastics,” she told me. “I always thought that was really interesting.”

“Oh, thanks,” I was completely taken aback by her saying it. “But I know your name because I knew you were on the cheerleading squad, which is like the cool version of gymnastics.”

“As if,” she laughed a cute laugh as she said it. “Cheerleading is just gymnastics for people who aren’t good at tumbling.”

“Hey, don’t be so hard on yourself,” I replied. “I could never do what you guys do with a pom pom.”

Cara laughed. The sound was sweet. She had a pretty laugh. I doubted anything about her wasn’t pretty.

“Well I’m sure you could learn if you put your mind to it.”

I laughed back.

“It’s so weird seeing you here though,” she said. “What are the odds?”

“Honestly, must be pretty slim,” I replied. “You seen anyone else from back home around campus.”

“Only you,” she told me. “How are you finding it?”

“Pretty good,” I told her, truthfully.

It was nice being away from home. It was nice having independence. It was nice speaking to Cara for the first time ever.

“I think I’ve sort of found my feet,” I continued. “How about you?”

“Kinda. It’s weird going back to not knowing anybody. Or like, not knowing anybody well at least. But I’m on the cheer squad, so things are starting to feel a little more normal again!”

“Oh nice, congrats!”

“Thanks,” Cara said. “It’s really nice. It’s an all-girl squad because, for some reason, there’s only all-girl college cheer leagues around here. I thought maybe it’d be weird to get used to, but the girls are actually really nice. But anyway, sorry, how about you, are you on the gymnastics team?”

“No,” I told her. “Honestly, I need a break. I feel like my entire life has been gymnastics.”

“Oh,” she said.

There was a twinge of disappointment in her voice. It was completely unexpected.

“Oh?” I echoed.

“Yeah, it’s just kind of a shame you’re feeling so burned out with it,” she paused for a second. “Cause that was also something I was hoping to talk to you about.”

“What, you wanted to talk about gymnastics?” I asked.

“Kind of,” she explained. “Well, I did actually just want to say hi as it’s crazy seeing you.”

“Hi,” I interjected with a brief wave.

“Hi,” she chucked. “But the cheer team are actually struggling with tumbling. The girl who was apparently crazy good at it last year was a senior, and now she’s gone. And, like, obviously we’ve got a coach, but she’s a cheer coach through and through, and doesn’t know as much about tumbling as an actual gymnast would.”

“You want tumbling advice?”

“Kind of, yeah,” she answered. “But if you’re trying to take a break from gymnastics then I totally get it.”

I thought about what she was saying. Somehow, what she was offering was the perfect combination of things. I was starting to miss gymnastics a little, but I sure as hell wasn’t missing the crazy schedule of training, and I wasn’t even really missing competing. But, I was missing the actual act of doing gymnastics.

So here was a chance to do gymnastics again, without having to go through the hell that was gymnastics training, plus I was going to be spending time with Cara.

Maybe college was the start of a whole new chapter in my life after all.

“Oh no way, I’ll totally help out,” I replied.

“Seriously?”

“Yeah!” I almost feared I sounded too enthusiastic in my response. “Like, I was kind of starting to feel a little empty without doing gymnastics at the moment. I didn’t realize how much of me it was.”

“Deep,” she joked. “But nah, I do actually get you. I feel like so many of my friendships and so much of my focus in life has all been about cheer. If I stopped, I’m not sure who I’d be any more.”

“Totally. And I think that’s what’s happening to me. So the chance to still do a little bit of gymnastics would probably actually be really nice. Plus it’d be nice to help teach somebody something,” I explained.

“Okay, this is so cool!” Her perfect smile was beaming as she spoke. “Thanks, Will! It was great finally talking to you.”

“You too, Cara. I wish we’d done this years ago.”

She laughed.

“Give me your number,” she spoke. “I’ll message you when we actually figure out how you can help!”

“Oh, okay,” my eyes widened for a moment as I said it.

Cara passed me her cell phone. The new contacts tab was open. She watched as I tapped my details in.

“Amazing, thanks so much!” she said as I handed her cell back to her. “I’ve got to go but this has been great!”

“Yeah, it has,” I told her. “Speak to you soon!”

She smiled at me as she stood up. She quickly waved at me and I watched as she turned away and moved out of my sight.

I couldn’t believe it. I had finally spoken to Cara. The girl who I had been completely obsessed over for years had finally spoken to me. My number was in her cell phone!

I was lost in my thoughts for a few minutes, feeling like the luckiest guy in the world. All of a sudden, my phone buzzed.

Hi Will! Thanks for giving me your number and thanks for offering to help us out! I’ll speak to you soon!




Her number was in my phone!

Hey Cara! You’re welcome! Looking forward to it!




It was like I was in a dream all of a sudden. Everything I wanted was coming together. The chance to do gymnastics casually. The chance to meet new people.

The chance to spend time with Cara.

And all I had to do was teach a few moves to some cheerleaders.

It looked like maybe college wasn’t going to be so bad after all.
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I didn’t have to wait long for Cara to message me. That was a relief. The fact that I had Cara’s number in my contacts was like having access to some big red button that said ‘do not press.’ I knew that I shouldn’t message her. It was smarter to just wait. But I still wanted to press the big red button, just to see what might happen.

Instead, I waited. After a couple of days, my cell vibrated in my pocket when I was in class. Usually, I’d ignore that. I’d keep studying. I’d listen. However, ever since there had recently been a chance that Cara might be the one making my phone buzz, I couldn’t ignore it any more.

Magically, it was her. Her name was at the very top of my screen as I looked at the notifications. All sounds in the room silenced. I could no longer hear the words being spoken, which may well have been vital for my exams. All of my focus had suddenly been swallowed by that single message.

Hey Will! It was fun running into you the other day. No pressure but would you actually be happy to help out with our training? We’ve got a session tomorrow night and we could use some advice. I know that’s super short notice but let me know if you can make it! Thank you so much!




She seemed really nice. The way she spoke and the way she wrote were so friendly and polite. I had always assumed that she was the kind of girl who was so hot that she could talk to people however she wanted without anyone ever complaining. People would have done stuff for her either way.

I mean, I guess she was hot enough to do that, so maybe it was even more impressive that she didn’t. For her, it was an active choice to be nice.

Glancing around, nobody seemed to be paying me any attention. Class was continuing as usual, my message meant nothing to anybody other than me. In high school, looking at your cell phone was almost like some kind of unforgivable infraction. In college, it was almost like I was being seen as an actual adult. It was kind of crazy.

Hi again Cara! No, tomorrow is actually the best day for me to do this week. What time and where do you need me?




No way! Thank you! Okay, we’re at the gym near the Telworth Building at 7pm. Do you know the one?




I actually don’t… I know the Telworth Building though. Is it easy to find?




Yeah kinda. I’ll just meet you at the front of Telworth. Meet me at the doors at 6:30pm. Is that okay?




Totally! See you then!




Amazing! Thank you, Will!




I stared at the screen a little longer. Having a conversation with Cara was like a dream come true. Messaging her and having her number in my phone were like some kind of wild fantasy forming in front of my very eyes. I had been so ready to try and forget all about her, in moving to college. This was a much better result.

The room around me began to return to focus. I all of a sudden remembered why I was in college in the first place; to get some kind of education. I tried to pick up where everything had left off but it was no use. Cara was all I could think about now.

That next day, I was only counting down the hours until half six. I had a few classes, which felt like they dragged by. Eventually, after an achingly long wait, it neared the time to meet up with Cara. The fact that I was also going to meet the whole rest of the freshman cheerleading squad seemed to pale into insignificance when I was thinking specifically about Cara. I could have been meeting twenty of the hottest girls in the whole college but it barely mattered.

I ate early and changed into my gym gear. Even though I hadn’t planned to do any gymnastics at college, there was a part of me that couldn’t let go of it. I still brought some clothes with me. I guessed I predicted that I might get dragged back into the one thing I was trying to escape. Still, I never could’ve predicted that I would’ve been because of Cara.

Not that this felt like getting dragged back into gymnastics. For the chance to talk to Cara, I’d have been dragged into a wood chipper. A little bit of recreational tumbling wasn’t exactly the worst thing in the world.

At exactly half six, I turned up at the Telworth Building. I had spent some time wondering whether to turn up early or late. I figured that, turning up early, I might look desperately eager, though it would maximize my time with Cara. Late would mean I looked casual, but risked looking rude. So I figured exactly on time was the right answer. Right on time was impossible to read into.

Amazing, Cara was already there. She was wearing a pair of tight black leggings and a loose, cropped white tank top. Her hair flowed gently past her shoulders, which I couldn’t help but think was crazy. The idea of a girl at gymnastics not tying her hair back before a routine was unthinkable. Maybe cheer and gymnastics were pretty different after all.

She also wasn’t wearing her glasses. Those, in my mind, were like a trademark part of her look. But she still looked amazing. Her eyes looked a little larger and brighter without the glasses. It was a nice look.

“Will!”

She had called out as soon as she saw me. Her voice was upbeat and sweet. Her saying my name felt so nice. I was really enjoying that part of college.

“Cara!” I called back, matching her enthusiasm.

“You’re very punctual,” she told me. “Thanks for coming!”

“Happy to help!” I replied. “I almost didn’t recognize you without your glasses.”

“Oh sorry, I should’ve warned you,” she laughed. “I always wear contacts for cheer. I used to wear glasses but one year, in an actual competition, my glasses literally flew off my face during a twist and I literally couldn’t find them ever again. I had to be, like, taken home as I couldn’t see where I was going.”

I laughed back

“No way.”

“Way! It was so bad!” her voice was a little high-pitched.

“Ah man, I’m sorry for laughing then. I never understood how hard it was out there in the glasses community.”

“We’ve actually got it so bad,” she joked. “You wouldn’t understand.”

“We’ll I’ll come support next time you run a protest,” I joked back.

“We’d love to have you,” she said. “Though genuinely I do kind of hate my glasses. I hate wearing contact lenses even more though, so it’s kind of annoying.”

“You hate your glasses?” I asked.

“Hate them,” she reiterated. “I’ve always been really self conscious about them.”

“For real?” I was genuinely taken aback. “I always thought they looked cool. Like they were a kind of a statement, almost.”

“I always thought they stated that I was a dork,” she smiled at me as she said it.

“Well maybe I like dorks,” I shot back.

She rolled her eyes but her smile hadn’t faded at all. I was pretty sure that we were flirting. I was definitely trying to flirt. And Cara didn’t seem to mind.

I felt like I should’ve been nervous. Somehow though, I wasn’t. I figured it must have been the context. I was so used to talking to girls when I was at gymnastics. I didn’t have much choice but to talk to girls at gymnastics. It had been that way since I was a kid. So, standing with Cara in my gymnastics gear, I was sort of on home-turf.

“Come on,” she gently patted me on the arm as she said it. “We should get going. I didn’t ask you to come here just so you could be mean to me.”

“You sure?” I asked.

She smiled and started walking. I followed, smiling to myself. I honestly could not believe what was happening. I was flirting with Cara Edwards. If I could have told my past self that, one day, I would be flirting with her, I would have probably been a lot happier to be doing all of those countless hours of gymnastics.

Cara led me to the sports building she’d mentioned in her message. Realistically, I couldn’t have missed it. It was right next door to where we met. It was nice of Cara to turn up to meet me. She definitely hadn’t needed to.

Inside, things were a little bleak. As far as sports buildings went, it was lacking. I had sort of expected to see all of the things I’d usually come across in one of the gyms I’d practice in. But this place was sparse.

It was essentially just a slightly springy floor and a bunch of crash pads. I couldn’t see a single foam pit or air track or trampoline. Like, I hadn’t turned up expecting to see a balance beam or rings or anything, but this place didn’t even have a ceiling that felt high enough not to hit during aerial work. It was also tiny. Any kind of running tumbling pass was probably out of the question.

“What?”

Cara must have been watching me take in the space. She had a wry smile on her face as she asked the question.

“Sorry?” I asked back.

“You look,” she paused for a second. “I don’t know. Almost horrified?”

She laughed after she said it.

“Oh god, sorry, it’s not that bad,” I quickly insisted. “It’s just, like, a bit basic?”

My voice rose as I ended the sentence. I wasn’t sure if it was basic, or if cheerleaders actually had to train like that.

“No, you’re right, it is a little basic,” she agreed. “There is a nicer space than this but we’re the freshman squad, so we haven’t earned that yet.”

“So is this worse than what you had at high school?” I asked.

“Way worse. Which is crazy as this is an actual college. But I actually don’t know if there’s much of a focus on cheer here. Like, our freshman squad has literally exactly enough girls to officially be a squad. We couldn’t have any less, otherwise we wouldn’t be able to compete,” she told me.

“That’s crazy,” I blurted. “Although didn’t cheer affect where you decided to go for college?”

“God no,” she blurted back. “Having a good biology course is what affected where I was going. Cheer is fun and it’s been a nice way to make friends but it’s not like I want to do it forever.”

“Huh,” I paused for a second. “I mean, obviously though I completely get you.”

“Totally. I kind of wanted to be a bit of a different person here,” Cara explained.

I laughed.

“You and me both.”

Cara smiled again. It was warm and strangely comforting. Like she had understood something I hadn’t even needed to explain.

“Okay, let’s talk about what we’re going to do tonight,” Cara said after a moment had passed.

“Let’s.”

With that, Cara launched into where her squad was at, and what they were lacking. Mainly, it seemed like they were lacking numbers, as they had exactly twenty girls. That was the minimum number needed for the majority of competitions in the divisions that they were entered in.

What they lacked in numbers though, they made up for in enthusiasm. I felt like they almost saw themselves as underdogs. They had all come from strong high school backgrounds, but had all gone to a college where cheer wasn’t exactly a priority. It meant that they had a lot to prove against those colleges that actually seemed to care about cheerleading.

So they were at least experienced and competent. But they lacked good training and certainly now lacked anybody with real knowledge of tumbling. And that, clearly, was where I came in.

Almost on cue, after Cara had told me about the team, they started to filter in. A couple at a time was how we met, with Cara introducing me, and them very excitedly introducing themselves back. Before I knew it, I’d met the whole team. Well, almost, one girl, Alice, was missing.

Annoyingly, Alice was the only name that seemed to stick with me. I’d never been great with names but learning eighteen at once was surely a challenge for anybody. I tried to make a joke about that but the girls immediately had a comeback.

“Oh come on Will, we remembered your name,” said a girl who I was pretty sure was called Abby.

“And I remembered yours,” I paused with dramatic effect, screwing my face up a little and shaking my head as I did. “Abby?”

The girls all laughed. I had no idea if I was right or not.

It was at that moment that I realized it was probably only my years of gymnastics that meant I wasn’t shaking like a leaf. Talking to nineteen incredibly attractive girls was something I was only comfortable doing because of the amount of girls I spoke to during all of my time doing gymnastics. I guess I had my parents to thank after all.

“Can you show us some moves?” a blond girl whose name I had no idea of, asked me.

“Like, a quick display routine?” I asked.

“Yeah, like, if you don’t mind. Not like I don’t trust you can’t do gymnastics. I just wanna see some.”

“Yeah, totally,” I told her.

I had absolutely seen this coming. I had almost hoped for it to happen. Since finding out that Cara seemed to think that it was actively cool that I was good at gymnastics, I was going to take any opportunity I had to flex, just a little bit, in front of her. I wasn’t going to mention it to her, but I had already spent a half hour warming up in my room before I walked over to meet Cara.

The girls naturally all moved to the side and left the sprung floor clear for me to work. I positioned myself to the edge, closed my eyes, and took a breath. For a moment, it was the same feeling as any other time I had performed. I wished that it didn’t feel so good - this feeling of performance. I wanted to leave that behind. But, apparently, my love of performing wasn’t ready to leave me quite so soon.

When I opened my eyes, I was already moving. The routines and actions in my mind were so innate to me that I felt as if I barely thought them before my body created them. It was almost as if I was understanding what I was doing, only after I had done it.

A power roundoff into a backspring and double back tuck. A front handspring, using a front layout step-out to change direction within the limited space. The moves flowed. A side aerial. A back handspring. A full twisting layout. It was almost like I was commentating on myself in my own mind, until I no longer needed to. My body was in control. I was simply there to experience it.

The whole thing must have only lasted thirty seconds, tops. It was a short routine but one that pulled out some of my favorite moves. All of my showpieces. The things I had spent years mastering. My feet were still, my arms extended, my chest puffed. There was silence now.

“Holy shit.”

I had no idea who said it. I was looking through those girls, the way I had been taught to zone out any audience. They were a blur to me. But then their applause. That was another feeling I had missed. All of them were clapping at once. For me. It was like a high. It always had been.

I broke from my finishing stance. The room came back into focus.

“You trust me to help out, now?” I asked.

Cara’s smile beamed at me.
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The session went incredibly. This wasn’t my first time teaching, but it was maybe my favorite. It was more or less an unwritten rule, where I used to train, that the older kids trained the younger kids at least once a week. I didn’t necessarily realize it at the time, but it was good for development. Seeing the mistakes the younger kids made, or the ways in which they were maybe better than me, helped inform my own technique.

That meant that I was in my element, with Cara and her girls. And what they lacked in good gym equipment, they made up for in enthusiasm. The girls practiced almost like they had a death wish. They were completely unfazed by trying a new move without a foam pit or air track. I was almost nervous at times when they tried to insist on trying something that I wasn’t sure they were ready for. It was a small miracle that they actually listened to me when I told them to stop.

By the end of the session, the girls were starting to flag. I hadn’t really put too much structure to the lesson, as I was trying to tailor it to the moves they had been told they needed to learn, so it kind of just went on and on until the last girl standing.

“I’m beat,” a girl who I now knew to be called Sarah had finally said, after sitting for about ten minutes.

“Thank god,” Lilly spoke up as well. “I didn’t want to have to be the first one to say it.”

A couple of the other girls laughed.

“Want to call it a day?” I asked, as I looked generally around at the now collapsed and deflated looking cheer team.

“Please,” came a voice from one of the three girls all lying on their backs together, staring vacantly at the ceiling.

“I mean, I had scheduled another hour and a half of this though.”

I could help but grin after I said it, as probably four of the girls all dramatically groaned at me at once.

“Okay, fine. But, seriously, this was a great session,” I told them. “I learned a lot about what you’re all capable of, and it felt like you’re capable of a lot.”

One of the supine girls pulled herself to a slouched, sitting position against a wall.

“Are we doing this every Thursday?” she asked. “Are you free?”

“Oh,” I looked at Cara quickly, who had also found herself a spot on the floor to lie down.

“Oh I hadn’t actually asked that, yet,” Cara admitted, talking at the ceiling.

“Come on Cara,” Lilly dramatically called out, to laughter from a few of the girls, Cara included.

The girls had a fun dynamic. They must have only been a team for a few weeks, since everyone was a freshman, but it felt like they all got on really well. I was kind of enjoying being a part of it all.

“No pressure, Will,” Lilly added.

I just laughed. I wanted to say yes then and there but I figured I should chat to Cara about it first. I had a million reasons to say yes. The chance to perform, the chance to teach, the feeling of camaraderie I was feeling with the girls. The chance to spend more time with Cara. I honestly couldn’t really see a single negative. It wasn’t like Thursday nights were ever busy for me anyway.

With that, the girls slowly started to regain their motor functions and began to gather their things and filter out, thanking me as they left. Before long, it was just me and Cara alone in the hall.

“I felt like that went really well,” I told her.

“Will, that went great!” she corrected. “That was literally the best tumbling session I’ve ever had.”

“You serious?” I asked.

“Serious!” she insisted. “You’re so good at this.”

“Thanks. You weren’t so bad yourself,” I smiled.

Cara laughed and then quickly looked to the floor.

“Would you be up for helping out again?” she looked back at me as she said it.

I didn’t even need to think about it before I spoke.

“Totally!”

Without another word, Cara threw her arms around me, embracing me tightly. I could feel her slightly damp tank top pressing against me and the floral smell of her hair filled my nose.

“You’re the best,” she spoke from within the hug.

The evening literally could not have gone any better.

Cara told me she was exhausted and had to head back to get some sleep before her early class the next day. We said our goodbyes and I was floating, thinking about that hug. It was clear that there was something growing between us. The way she spoke to me - the way she hugged me - it felt different to the other girls I had spent time with at gymnastics.

I was pretty sure that Cara liked me, too.

Not that I wanted to blow my chance. I wanted to be absolutely certain before I asked her on a date or anything. I had waited my whole high school life for this moment and I wasn’t about to get over-eager and ruin it. I wanted to give it a little longer, flirt a little harder, and then ask Cara out on a date. That was the sensible move.

So I took it slow. We spoke a little via text, then we organized some more sessions where I’d be teaching the girls, then those sessions properly started. I agreed to do the next four Thursdays, and see how things were feeling after that, in the buildup to their first cheer competition.

Our next session together went even better than the first. It was as if the girls better understood what they were capable of. I also got the feeling that they were trying to impress me. They seemed so grateful that I was there, spending my free time helping them, and they seemed desperate to show me that they cared about that. It was honestly kind of nice.

But then, the following Tuesday, everything changed.

Tuesday night was meant to be their actual cheer class. A four hour session from six to ten, with a proper instructor. She was a lady named Chloe who was an ex-professional cheerleader. And she hadn’t shown up for the first hour.

I knew this, as Cara called me.

“I don’t know why I called you,” she admitted, after she explained this to me. “I just called around the college and, apparently, Chloe quit. So now we just don’t have an instructor.”

“Like, permanently?” I asked.

“Yeah, they didn’t seem to be in a hurry to replace her, at least,” Cara told me.

“What the hell? So where does that leave your team?”

“Like, without a team, I guess,” she sounded defeated.

“Surely you can keep practicing or whatever, though?” I asked

“Yeah but, like, we probably won’t get anywhere,” she argued. “We don’t have anyone to teach us anything.”

“Well I’ll just come down tonight. I’ll do some more tumbling with you all and then you won’t lose any progress while you try and fix the proper coach situation,” I offered without even a moment of hesitation.

“No way,” Cara objected. “I can’t ask you to do that.”

“You didn’t ask, I offered,” I rebutted.

“It’s really kind of you but I don’t want you to have to drop everything just like that to help us.”

Her voice was still so sweet as she spoke. I felt like she was being genuine as well. I didn’t think she had actually called me with the intention of having me come help out, which definitely meant there was something happening between us. In a way, that was more of a reason for me to head over than if she’d actually asked me to.

“I’m doing classwork right now,” I told Cara. “There’s literally nothing I want more than a reason to drop this.”

Cara laughed over the phone.

“Are you absolutely sure?”

“Certain. Give me twenty minutes to get changed and come down. You all get warmed up,” I instructed.

“Will,” she paused after she said my name. “You’re the best.”

The smile on my face no doubt looked stupid as all hell. I was giddy with warmth Cara’s words had filled me with.

“See you soon.”

I practically sprinted back to the cheer practice hall, having stripped and put on my gym clothes in record time. I had to catch my breath before I walked in, just to make sure it didn’t look like I had actually run there.

The doors swung open with a metallic clunk as I pushed them, and all eyes were instantly on me.

“Will!”

My name was called out in unison by a few of the girls. The room was scattered with greetings and words of thanks and gratitude for my arrival. Part of me felt like I was crazy for being the center of attention of these literal cheerleaders, and still only thinking about Cara. I couldn’t help it though, especially not when she came over to greet me with a hug.

“Everyone good to go?”

With that, we got underway. We practiced the techniques I’d run the girls through on Thursday, and I started trying to introduce some new moves as well. After about an hour, though, Shelly spoke up.

“I don’t think I can do this for the whole four hours,” she admitted to me.

“You beat?” I asked.

“Then some,” she said, sitting on the floor. “This is hardcore. Not that that’s a complaint!”

“Didn't think it was,” I raised my hands as I said it.

“Sorry, I didn’t want to come off ungrateful for you being here or anything. I just think my body might be about to stop working forever.”

Shelly laughed at her own comment as she said it and I couldn’t help but join her.

“Okay,” I said. “I admittedly only know about tumbling, but I know that’s not all you do, so what else do you do in a session?”

“Well we haven’t done a full routine practice,” Shelly told me.

“And we can’t,” Laura interrupted.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“Because Alice hasn’t turned up,” Lisa added. “Again.”

There was some real venom in the way she said the word. The other girls seemed to loosely agree with the venom, however.

“You need literally all twenty of you for this routine?” I asked, a little puzzled.

“Yeah,” Cara told me. “Well, plus we specifically need her. She’s a big part of the lifts we do. Plus she’s actually our best tumbler. Aside from you, of course.”

She shot me a cutesy smile after she said it. I loved her.

“Will, can you just be Alice for us?” Shelly asked.

I laughed and so did the girls, though it didn’t help the situation.

“Actually,” Tara started, “could you fill in for her? Like, you don’t have to learn the actual steps or anything, but if you could join in for the lifts and the throws and catches then we could still practice the whole routine without her.”

“Uh-” my word trailed off into a kind of skeptical laugh. “Like, how would I know what to do?”

“Honestly, you barely need to. If we just run through the routine and then shout when you actually need to help with something, that’d be enough to help us keep moving,” Tara explained.

“Oh,” I thought for a moment. “No, that actually seems easy enough.”

The girls looked at each other.

“Yeah? So shall we just pause and shout when we need Will?” Lisa asked Tara.

“I think that makes sense,” Abby agreed.

“All right,” I chimed in. “Go for it, I guess.”

With those words, the girls formed a unit with almost military efficiency. They formed three rows of five and one of four, clearly where Alice was missing. Cara tapped at her cell phone screen for a few moments before tossing it across the sprung floor. Moments later, a metronome began to sound from the hall speakers.

Upbeat, bubbly pop music started pouring into the hall. As soon as the first drum beat started, the girls were moving. I was being treated to a private cheerleading show. I had no idea college could get so good.

The routine felt more like dance than gymnastics. The first twenty seconds was pure floor movement in time with the music. That was enough time for more or less a full gymnastics routine, if you wanted it to be. But the uniformity of their movement and their synchronicity with one another was genuinely impressive.

But then the tumbling started. The girls broke their ranks a little wider, and the row of four girls performed a series of flips between their teammates. Their ability to land the moves in the tight space left by the other girls honestly took me aback. They had a lot of promise.

The girls started to form into four groups but, just like that, all movement stopped, and Cara called out to me.

“Will, this is where we need you!”

“Oh, my bad!” I answered like I should have somehow known already. “Where do you need me?”

“Come over to me,” she commanded, then looked around to the other girls. “I’ve put the music on loop by the way, so we’ll just stick to the beat.”

I followed her lead and joined her in her group of five girls. She explained to me the process of how four of us were going to lift her, throw her, and then catch her. She asked me if I was confident doing that and, thankfully, it was the sort of thing I had some experience in already.

With no more conversation than that, Cara counted the girls - and now me as well - back into the timing of the music, and the action resumed. I felt the movements of the three girls around me as Cara rested on our connected hands, and we hoisted her above us.

The timing of it felt amazing. Seeing four girls all thrust into the air at once was sort of magical. We lowered Cara, prepared her for a throw, and then executed that just as smoothly. After the catch, Cara was smiling at me from ear to ear.

“You did it!” she announced.

“I did it!” I agreed, then looked at the three other girls who also lifted Cara. “Well, we did it. I sort of followed your lead.”

“You’re an honorary cheerleader,” Shelly joked.

“And it truly is an honor,” I joked back.

The session continued like that. I watched them perform, someone would shout for me to come in, and I’d help out. I even filled in for the tumbling part that Alice usually would have done.

At the end of the routine, the girls were all giddy with enthusiasm.

“That felt like the best we’ve ever done it,” Abby said, after all of the girls had caught their breath. “Can you just be Alice from now on?”

The girls and I laughed.

“Honorary cheerleader is one thing,” I said, “but honorary Alice might be a little too far.”
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While the session with the girls was a lot of fun, things didn’t necessarily feel great for their team. I saw them again on Thursday for focused tumbling training, but they had no good news to share with me about a replacement coach.

Things seemed even worse when Alice was missing from practice yet again. I hadn’t met her once, and I was beginning to feel like I was never going to. Without her, they didn’t have a regulation size squad and, practice or not, they wouldn’t be allowed to enter any competitions at all.

Still the Thursday night tumbling session was a lot of fun. Even with the threat of losing any chance to compete in their main passion, they were still enjoying the chance to take part in it in practice. I couldn’t say that I didn’t understand them.

On Sunday though, I got a text from Cara that felt like a real gut punch.

Hey Will. Thanks for all of the help you gave me and the girls. I think we’re going to have to call it quits though. The college don’t seem to care about getting a new coach, and Alice finally text Lisa and told her she’s dropped out of college. We don’t have a coach and we don’t have a full squad, so I think our season’s over.




The text absolutely sucked to read. It was weird. I had, in all honesty, only agreed to help Cara because I wanted the chance to hit on her. But that wasn’t where I was at any more.

Obviously, I still had a crush on her that held me like a vise - there was no getting around that - but that kind of felt like things were beginning to naturally blossom between us. And, more than that, I cared. I actually really cared how this cheer squad were doing. They were underdogs but they were so committed, and they were so talented. And they were making me realize why I might have loved gymnastics, after all.

No way! Can I call you?




Course!




I pressed the dial icon by her name and she picked up before it even rang.

“Hi Will,” she sounded down and it hurt to hear.

“Hey Cara,” my tone echoed hers. “Sorry about what’s happening. That sucks so much.”

“It does,” she agreed. “I was actually really starting to feel like I was getting somewhere with cheer again with those girls. I don’t want to have to stop.”

“I don’t want to have to stop,” I agreed.

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t know, I was just really getting a lot out of working with you,” I explained. “I was having a lot of fun and it kind of made me feel like I could maybe want to get back into gymnastics again because of this.”

“Really?” Cara asked.

Really,” I repeated.

There was silence on the line for a moment.

“Hey, does it actually have to be the end of your season?” I asked.

“Like, kind of?” Cara spoke the words like a question.

“Well could you just run Tuesday sessions without a coach for a while, if I keep doing Thursday with you?” I said, and then thought for a moment. “And if I filled in for Alice on Tuesdays like I did last time, surely you could keep practicing while you tried to find a replacement for her.”

“Will, that would be asking so much from you,” Cara rebutted.

“Would it?” I asked. “Like, I’m not giving up any more of my time than you or anyone else on your team.”

“Yeah, but we get to compete because of it. You won’t get that. Even if you wanted to, there aren’t any co-ed divisions we could enter into.”

“That’s fine,” I laughed, “I wasn’t feeling competition ready. But honestly I don’t care. I wanted a break from competing. This was a good change of pace.”

“Are you sure?” Cara asked.

“Totally.”

And I meant it. I had meant everything I said. It was strangely easy being honest and open with Cara. It felt good. In fact, everything had felt good, since she had stepped into my life. Talking to her felt good, working with her cheerleading team felt good, college felt good. Hell, life felt good. Of course I wanted to carry that on.

Come Tuesday, I was back with the girls. There was a strange excitement in the air. Even though things were completely falling apart, there was a weird sense of possibility. The girls, for the first time in their cheer career, were fully responsible for their own destiny. Without an assigned coach, they decided their routines, they decided their goals. They decided how they were going to win their division.

That only made me more invested than ever. I was the closest thing they had to a coach. How I went from gymnastics dropout to cheer cornerstone was almost worthy of a documentary, it was so much of a surprise. And I was weirdly proud of it. I liked them a lot.

So, every Thursday, I was teaching tumbling, and every Tuesday I taught some more and then filled in for Alice, while they looked to replace her. It started small, just waiting for my cue to come into the group for a lift or catch but, before long, I couldn’t help but get more involved.

I drew a line in my mind. I didn’t go as far as doing the dancing that the girls were doing but, as the sessions went by and their routines became ingrained in my mind, I found myself moving around the group where Alice would have been.

That line felt important to me. With my background in gymnastics, I was always worried that girls would see a feminine side in me. I had tried my whole life - and generally failed - to shed that association. I knew that a feminine man was not what girls wanted.

And spending my whole upbringing with girls meant that I had a lot of feminine traits which came naturally to me. If I wasn’t careful, I stood in a feminine way, I would walk in a feminine way, sometimes I even worried that I thought in a feminine way.

Dancing with the cheerleaders probably wouldn’t have helped my image. Standing and moving and occasionally tumbling where Alice would have, though, felt fine.

Sometimes, it even felt nice. I would move next to one of the girls and they’d share a secret smile with me. Cara would whisper little jokes to me when we were huddled together. The girls were be so grateful for me getting involved.

The only problem with that was Cara. Because of covering for a missing coach and a missing teammate, I had accidentally found myself really caring about this team. They felt like my team. I wanted them to succeed. And it made me feel weird about asking Cara on a date.

I figured that, if I’d read the signals wrong and she only liked me as a friend, it’d ruin everything. Practice would get so awkward. Even if she didn’t tell the girls, the whole vibe in the room would change. I wouldn’t be able to coach them if I made things difficult with Cara.

Or, even worse, what if she didn’t want to date me but said yes anyway because she felt like I’d stop coaching if she said no? I couldn’t put that kind of strain on things. Somehow, getting closer to Cara had gotten me a different kind of further away from dating her.

So I decided I’d put a timeframe on it. There was a competition at the end of the month. There were only a few more practice sessions before that, then it was months until the next competition. That was my window of opportunity. If we - rather, if the girls - won the competition, I’d ask Cara then and there to go on a date. If they lost.. Well, I’d maybe give it a day or two.

But as the days ticked by towards the competition, one thing was becoming clear; there was still no replacement for Alice.

“If we’ve not found a replacement in three weeks already, how are we going to find a replacement in the next two?”

The voice of dissent was from Lisa. She seemed pretty miserable about the whole thing. Well, most of the girls did. We were all sat on the sprung floor.

“This is the best I’ve ever felt for a competition,” Laura chimed in. “There must be one freshman on this campus who could fill in.”

“I’ve posted in every group I could find and nobody’s messaged me. I went to the freshman gymnastics team and they basically laughed at me for asking,” Lisa started.

“Gymnasts always are assholes,” I added.

“True that,” Lisa smiled at me as she said it. “But I’ve printed literal posters with my actual phone number on and still nothing.”

I had expected somebody else to speak but there was silence in the hall.

“Well what do you want to do?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” replied Lisa. “I honestly don’t think there’s anything left to do. We’re not getting another girl in two weeks. We should probably email to drop out now, so we can defer entry for the next meet.”

“When’s the next meet?” I queried.

“Next year,” Cara said. “This is the freshman divisional qualifier. If you don’t do this, you don’t get to compete in any other events for the rest of the year.”

“The rest of the year?” I repeated in disbelief.

“Yeah, always works like that,” Abby explained.

“So if you don’t replace Alice in the next two weeks, you’re not competing in cheer for a whole year?” I tried to understand the gravity of what they were telling me.

“Yeah,” Cara said.

I joined the girls in their silence. I hadn’t really grasped how big of a deal this first competition was.

“We’ve got to find a replacement for Alice,” I quietly said.

“Even if we did,” Shelly spoke for the first time in a while, “we’d need to get her to learn our routine in two weeks. Like, it’d be a lot of work. For her and for us. And for you.”

She was looking at me as she said it. I didn’t know what to say. The silence resumed for a moment. I looked at my hands as I rested them on my knees, staring vacantly at them for a moment, until I felt the urge to look back up.

Shelly was staring at me.

“Can you just be Alice?” she asked.

I laughed. It was a kind of a sad laugh. It was a funny joke but it didn’t help the despair in the room.

“There might be one slight problem with that,” I joked back.

“No, I’m serious,” Shelly said.

My eyebrows raised. I didn’t understand how she could be serious about this.

“You know the routines, you know how to tumble, you’re good at it. You’d be perfect for it,” she explained.

“Yeah,” I started, “but this isn’t a co-ed league. I could be the world’s best cheerleader but it wouldn’t matter for your competitions.”

“Could you just-” Shelly paused and looked around the room for a moment. “Pretend you were one of us?”

I looked at her, expecting her to laugh after she said it. Hell, I expected somebody to laugh, but there was just silence. Silence and stares. All of the girls were looking right at me.

“No way,” I laughed as I said it, even if nobody else thought it was a joke. “You’ve still got two weeks. You’ll find a replacement in two weeks.”

“I honestly don’t think we will,” Laura added.

“Yeah, we might just have to drop out,” Cara agreed.

“Surely not,” I argued. “Like, why can’t you just keep looking for the next two weeks and then if you can’t find a replacement Alice, then you drop out like the day before.”

“I don’t know. Even if we got somebody now, they’d have to learn the routine and stuff. And also, if we drop out within a week of the event, the whole college gets points deducted if they compete. If we drop out too late, every cheerleader in the college will hate us,” Laura told me.

“Okay, one week,” I grasped for an idea as I started talking. “You’ve got one week until you have to drop out.”

“It’d be better if we did it sooner though, to be honest. The organizers would have more time to correct the league if we told them now. They might still dock points from the older girls if we don’t tell them now,” Cara clarified.

“Okay, fine, but technically, you have one week. Give me one week to find your replacement, and then you can drop out if I don’t manage it,” I offered.

“But what if we try to drop out and they tell us it’ll cost the other girls their spot as well?” Sarah asked.

“Uh-” I didn’t have an answer for that.

“Then you’re Alice,” Shelly chimed in.

That time, we laughed.
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Nothing was particularly funny after that moment however. After the session, we all went out separate ways, and I got to thinking about how I could possibly find a replacement for Alice.

I was desperate for the girls to be able to compete. At this point, their success was my success. Even if I wasn’t doing gymnastics, the girls winning a cheer competition would feel like me winning a cheer competition. And, it turned out, I needed to win things. Years of gymnastics had ingrained a necessity to win, in me. If I wasn’t winning, I was nothing.

Honestly, I would have joined their team for their competition, if it was allowed. To me, it was weird that I wasn’t. Apparently, colleges in the region had pushed for the league to go co-ed for years, but the organizers vetoed that move again and again.

Rumor was that every college and cheer squad in the area wanted to go co-ed, but the one guy who actually signed off all of the decisions in the league was some old creep. Everyone apparently always joked that he wouldn’t have been happy if he wasn’t watching girls perform, but I got the feeling that nobody was really joking.

So my chances of joining the team were slim to none, though part of me wished I could, for the girls’ sake. Instead, I got to work pulling any strings I could, to try and find a replacement.

The thing was, if the girls were willing to consider entering me as a replacement for Alice, it basically meant that we needed anyone who could fill in for her. So I got to work messaging the gymnastics groups that I was a part of.

Hey everyone! This is crazy but could literally ANYBODY fill in for a missing member of a girl’s cheer team at my college? They’ve got a meet in two weeks and they’re down a girl. If you’re in the area, I’ll cover bus fare and basically do anything for you to do this. Thank you so much!!

With my message out to the world, I almost considered my work done. Then I realized that I should have gotten Cara and the girls to do the same with anyone else they might have known from outside our college.

By that point, I had been a part of the cheer squad group chat for around a week - I truly was an honorary team member - so I just messaged them all there.

+Hey team! I just messaged my old gym groups to see if anyone can fill in for Alice at the meet. Have you all got anyone nearby who might be able to fill in?




Cara


Oh, sorry Will! We’ve already done that, Nobody’s been able to help me though. Anyone had any luck?




Lisa


Same




Lisa


As in nobody has been able to help. This one girl told me she didn’t even know we did cheer at our college




Cara


lol rude




Shelly


Yeah, I couldn’t get anyone either




Oh, right. Okay, well I’ll let you know when somebody gets back to me!




My sudden burst of confidence had been immediately extinguished. Things only got worse when I received a message directly from Cara a few minutes later.

Hey, I didn’t want to say in the group, but I actually emailed the organizers already. I told them we were down a girl and asked them what our options were. They gave me two days to drop out or the college were getting points deducted.




What the hell? That’s so unfair!




Please give me another day so that I can try and find somebody.




Will, I really appreciate it but you don’t have to do this! It’s unfair on you.




It isn’t! I’ve had such a good time with you and the team. You deserve to compete. These last few weeks have been so good!




They have! And I want us to compete. I just don’t want to stress you out.




I’m not stressed! Just competitive lol. I’ll find your replacement. If you don’t, then I’ll take Shelly’s advice and go be Alive for the day.




*go be Alice




But I’ll do both




Hahaha okay but I’m going to hold you to that.




Deal.




I was glad we could still joke, even when the whole sporting year was falling apart in front of our eyes. I had to get a replacement though. And fast.

The next day was our Tuesday training session. The final day that I had to find a replacement, before we had to drop out. Unfortunately, by the evening, I still wasn’t any closer. At the start of practice, it was all anybody was talking about.

“You?” Tara asked.

“Nope, still haven’t found anybody,” Lisa replied.

“Same,” Shelly added. “Turns out our reputation for cheer is not good here, either.”

“Yeah, people seem to think we’re really bad at it,” Abby joined the conversation, laughing.

“Did you have any luck, Will?” Sarah asked me.

“I’m really sorry, but no,” I told them. “I’m still messaging people now though, so maybe by the end of the night I might have gotten a reply!”

Cara smiled at me warmly.

“Thanks, Will. We might have to quit now, though,” she told me.

I didn’t want to admit it, but she was right. Deep down, I knew that we weren’t finding a replacement. A silence fell over the room.

“Shall I email them now?” Cara asked.

“Maybe,” Abby replied.

“Let’s do it together,” Laura suggested.

“Okay,” Cara chuckled lightly.

She pulled out her cell phone and opened the email chain with the organizers. She wrote the message.

Hi again,

Sorry about this, but we will not be able to compete in the upcoming meet. What are the steps required for deregistration from the competition?

Kind regards,

Cara Edwards

She threw her phone down on the sprung floor, and the silence continued.

“Still wanna practice?” Tara asked.

“Not against it,” Lisa replied.

Almost robotically, the girls got to work stretching and readying themselves for the session. In the middle of all of them, Cara’s phone screen lit up. It was an email from the organizers, already.

“Let me check that,” Cara spoke as she moved to pick it up.

A moment later, she spoke again.

“Oh what the hell?”

“What?” I asked, panicked.

“Dear Cara,” she started reading aloud to the group. “The deadline for deregistration has already passed. If you wish to leave the league, please confirm this. Your other college teams will each be docked three points, and your team will not be able to compete as sophomores next year. Please let me know by end of play tomorrow, or the point deduction may increase.”

The girls murmured in disbelief.

“He signed that off with ‘kind regards,’ by the way,” Cara added.

“So what the hell are we supposed to do?” Lisa asked. “We quit now, we’re screwed, and if we turn up without a full team then we’re disqualified and everyone loses points anyway.”

“Wait, can you just get one of the older girls to fill in for Alice?” I asked, struck with inspiration.

“No,” Cara immediately replied. “Every age group from the same college performs at more or less the same time. There’s so many teams to get through in one day, they run four competitions at once, to speed up the rankings.”

“Oh,” was all I had to say to that.

“Looks like you’re Alice, then” Shelly laughed.

“Looks like I’m Alice,” I laughed back.

The silence resumed for a moment.

“You could actually be, though,” Abby spoke.

The comment was greeted with more silence. A couple of the girls were looking at me.

“How,” I asked, not sure if I was wanting to hear the answer.

“I honestly think I could make it work,” she continued.

“Yeah, but, how?” I repeated. “I don’t exactly look like an Alice.”

“Yeah, not yet,” Abby rebutted. “But, like, I reckon we could make it work.”

“No way,” I immediately argued.

“It wouldn’t be a big deal! You could just pretend to be Alice for this one meet and then we’d have, like, months until the next competition to actually replace her,” Abby argued.

Laura was looking at me, smiling.

“Honestly this would be the best thing any team has ever done,” she spoke. “Like, this would be a huge screw you to the weird guy who doesn’t let guys compete.”

“Plus it would mean we could actually compete,” Shelly chimed in.

“Yeah but,” I looked around the room. “I don’t want to pretend to be a girl.”

“Yeah, you definitely don’t have to do this,” Cara sided with me.

“No, you definitely don’t,” Lilly agreed. “But it’d be cool if you did.”

“And what’s wrong with being a girl?” Tara asked.

The other girls laughed.

“Well, I mean, nothing,” I couldn’t help but smile back. “But there’s something wrong with me being a girl.”

“And what’s that?” Lisa asked.

“I, uh-” I trailed off immediately.

My actual justification for why I didn’t want to pretend to be Alice was solely because I didn’t want Cara to think less of me. I was trying so hard to shed the notably effeminate vibe that I felt I gave off from years of gymnastics. This wasn’t exactly going to do that.

“I think half the freshmen here are going to have to dress as a girl before the year is out, if they want to join a frat,” Shelly spoke.

I laughed at that. She wasn’t wrong.

“This feels different, though,” I rebutted.

“How?” Lilly asked.

“Well, I don’t know. Wouldn’t you all find it weird if I did this? Like, I still can’t tell if you’re all just messing with me,” I looked around at the girls.

“I genuinely think I’d find it cool,” Cara chuckled a little as she spoke.

“Seriously?” I asked. “Now I really can’t tell if you’re messing with me.”

“No, I’m actually serious!” She looked mortified that I was accusing her of it. “Like, that would be the most impressive thing anyone had ever done for me.”

What the hell was I supposed to say in the face of that? That Cara Edwards, the love of my life, would be impressed with me pretending to be one of the girls on her cheer team.

“Let me think about it,” I said.

“Seriously?”

Now Sarah clearly thought that I was messing with them.

“Yeah, I’ll think about it. Like, it was my fault that you didn’t email to drop out the other day, when I said that I’d find a replacement. It’ll be my fault if the college all gets docked points and you don’t get to compete next year,” I said.

“No, it wouldn’t,” Cara argued.

“Okay, but I’d still feel like it was, even if none of you did,” I disagreed.

She frowned, a sympathetic look on her face.

“I would actually love it if you filled in for Alice,” Shelly told me. “You’re better than her anyway.”

“Yeah you’d kill it,” Sarah agreed.

“I’m literally so excited that you’ve even said you’d consider it,” Lisa laughed as she spoke. “Shall we go through the routine?”

“Yes!” Abby shot up from her sitting position.

She rushed over to me and held her hands out. I couldn’t help but smile and take them, and she hoisted me upwards with a surprising amount of force.

“Just see how it’d feel to be Alice with us,” she said. “Properly this time, so do the moves that aren’t just the bits where you usually fill in.”

“Fine,” I was shaking my head and laughing. “This had better not all be some kind of long prank that’s finally paying off here. Like, none of you are filming this?”

“I mean, I might,” Tara laughed.

“Only if you’re good,” Cara added.

“Great. Fine. Let’s go.”

Cara fired up the music through her cell and, moments later, that metronome I’d grown so used to hearing was ticking through the room. Ridiculously, none of the girls even paused to ask me if I knew the dance-side of their routine. I’d seen it a hundred times. I’d stood in the middle of it. I’d moved around it. I’d tumbled through it.

I knew the dance.

Laughing, I moved in time with the girls. It was such a silly situation to be in. I didn’t entirely believe that it was happening or, even if it was happening, that it wasn’t a prank. I felt like somebody was about to point out hidden cameras, or the door was about to open and reveal that my middle-school bully was watching the whole time.

But, as the routine went on, it felt less like a prank. It started to feel - well… It felt kind of fun. Moving in time with the girls, being a real part of their routine, landing the tumbling section; all of it felt so right. It was competition. It was performance. It was gymnastics.

Well, it was gymnastics and it was dancing. And it was very effeminate dancing. It was all body rolls and drops and flexing. It was stuff I could do, due to half of them basically just feeling like warmup moves, but it wasn’t a very manly thing to be doing.

Despite doing everything I could up until that point to shed it, it was hard not to notice the sheer feminine energy that exuded from me with each step.

After the last throw and catch, the girls all broke into applause. I looked around and they were all beaming at me, smiles on every face.

“You were so good,” Shelly told me.

“Amazing!” Lilly agreed.

“Will!” was all Lisa said, but I figured I appreciated the sentiment all the same.

“Will, that was amazing,” Cara added. “How the hell did you pick up the moves so fast?”

“I’ve been training with you all for weeks,” I told her. “I’ve seen your routine, like, a thousand times.”

Cara laughed.

“Well it was really impressive.”

With that, she took my hand. She was standing in front of me, our hands together between us. My heart fluttered.

“If you’re actually okay doing this, it would mean the absolute world to me,” she said.

“I mean, yeah, I’d love to help,” I told her. “But, like, doing the moves is one thing. There’s still the whole not looking like Alice thing.”

“We can fix that,” Shelly told me. “That’s the easy part.”

“The easy part is making me look like Alice?” I asked, a little mockingly.

“Oh you’re not just an honorary cheerleader any more,” Shelly spoke. “You’re one of the girls now.”


six
. . .




“What size are you?” Abby asked me.

“As in-” I didn’t want to finish the sentence myself.

“Yeah, as in clothes,” Abby clarified.

“Uhh, like a twenty-eight in jeans. Usually a medium in tees? And a size seven shoe,” I told her, already slightly doubting my offer to help.

“Let me go to the store out back and see what they’ve still got,” Abby said before disappearing.

I laughed. It was feeling ever more surreal. The sense that this was all a prank was once again overwhelming. I wasn’t quite sure what I was thinking. Part of me suddenly wanted to take Cara aside and tell her that I loved her. Everything was already so crazy and felt so silly that what would this one extra thing possibly do?

Before I could let the thought develop, Shelly was talking. It wasn’t to me, but it was definitely about me.

“I one-hundred percent could do his makeup,” she was saying. “And Lisa, you have hair extensions, don’t you?”

“That’s supposed to be a secret,” she laughed at her own joke as she said it.

At least the girls were having a fun time…

“But yeah, and they’re definitely a close-enough shade.”

“This is going to be so fun,” Laura added.

I was looking around in disbelief. Everything had shifted very dramatically. The girls were suddenly alive with excitement. It was easy to see why; they had gone from thinking that their cheer career had died, to thinking that they had a movie-plot-worthy scheme to fix everything.

Somehow, I was the lead role in that movie.

“They’ve actually got so much stuff back there,” Abby was speaking to the whole group as she reentered the room

I looked at her and her arms were filled with a bundle of clothes. Cheerleading clothes. She was holding tight tops with those instantly recognizable red and white trims of the team colors. She had some of the girls’ tiny red and white skirts with the built-in, tiny white shorts. She even had a few pairs of the white, knee high boots with the block heel.

Things suddenly felt very different. Moments ago - looking into Cara’s eyes and her telling me that it would mean the world for me to help her - I was about willing to do anything. Now, seeing the actual requirements involved in helping her. Things felt different.

“Here you go,” Abby said as she approached me with the clothes.

“Uh-” was, once again, all I could think to say.

She unloaded what she was holding and I tried my best to catch everything. One of the white, patent leather boots fell from my arms and onto the floor.

“Whoops, sorry,” Abby chirped.

She crouched, picked it up, and added it to the pile which now filled my arms instead.

“Here you go,” she started again. “They had basically everything in every size, so I grabbed you a few different sizes as this stuff is really inconsistent.”

“Oh, okay,” I spoke, not entirely sure what else to say.

“You should try that stuff on tonight and see what fits,” she continued, seemingly oblivious to my discomfort. “Then we can go from there.”

“Okay,” I repeated.

“Yeah, let’s call it quits for now,” Shelly said. “I don’t have time to try your makeup tonight anyway, so let’s figure out a time to try it after the next session.”

“Okay.”

I was beginning to sound like a robot. The girls either didn’t notice, or didn’t mind, as their excited chatter was still continuing between them.

“Great, we can do it in my room,” Shelly continued. “I’m rooming with Lisa and we’ve got an ensuite, so you’ll be able to get changed and stuff.”

I didn’t bother to reply to that one. It didn’t seem to matter if I did or didn’t. Things were feeling like a strange dream, more than anything. Everything was just happening around me, being decided for me. I wasn’t too sure when I was supposed to have put a stop to the whole thing but that moment had seemingly passed.

“Hey, can we walk back together?” Cara asked me.

“Please,” I replied.

My reaction to her question wasn’t exactly what I imagined it should have been. Cara asking me whether we could do anything together should have inspired sheer ecstasy in my mind. At that moment however, I was a little overwhelmed by the insanity of it all.

By what it seemed that I’d gotten myself into.

“Let me take that stuff,” Cara gestured to all the clothes in my arms.

“Oh it’s fine,” I immediately objected, not wanting to even slightly inconvenience her.

“Yeah but, if I take it, it looks like it’s my stuff,” she smiled softly as she said it.

“Oh, right.”

I half-laughed. I’d not even considered what people might think if they saw me lugging a haul of cheerleading clothes across campus. I handed everything over to Cara, grateful that her brain was still working, even if mine wasn’t.

“Let’s go,” she said.

The girls around us were still buzzing with chatter. Usually, I’d have been more than happy to chat with them, but I was feeling weird, after everything that had just transpired.

Cara led the way. I grabbed our bags and opened the big double doors for us, her arms all but overflowing with cheer apparel. The evening was even cooler than it had been recently, which was a welcome surprise. My head felt like it was on fire from everything happening. I needed the fresh air.

“You okay?” Cara asked me, once we were a few paces away from the front doors.

“Uh, not entirely,” I replied.

Cara laughed. It was a strangely nice laugh, though. It was friendly, sweet. Understanding

“Yeah you just signed up to the craziest thing I’ve ever heard,” she said. “But also maybe one of the coolest things I’ve ever heard.”

That part surprised me.

“You think?” I asked.

“Honestly, yeah. It’s kind of-” she paused for a second and I looked at her as she searched for the words. “I don’t know, kind of punk or something. Kind of edgy and cool.”

Now I was the one who laughed, though mine came from a place of surprise.

“You really mean that?”

I had to check. I couldn’t believe her thoughts on it. Of everything I had expected her to say, that was not one of them.

“Totally!” her voice was lively as she said the word. “I’ve been doing cheer since I was really little and the one thing that is always a big deal is anything to do with gender. I’m actually so bored of the amount that I have to deal with male and female stereotypes, just because I like cheerleading. Just let me have a hobby.”

“So, what, me joining your team would be fighting that?”

I was sort of skeptical of what she was saying, but I had at least stopped feeling like it was all a weird prank. Cara seemed earnestly enthusiastic about what was happening. Passionate, almost.

“Yeah, absolutely!” she said. “I’ve always wished it would change but I never knew how to make that happen.

“So this is a protest?” I asked.

“Something like that,” she shifted her shoulders up and down, rearranging the bundle of clothes in her arms. “Hey, you want to come back to my room and try this stuff on?”

I blinked. Did I want to come back to Cara’s room? That was one hell of an invitation. Almost enough to make me point blank ignore the second half of the sentence entirely. I tried to formulate the right words but she began speaking again before I could.

“I don’t know,” she resumed, “is it weirder to try this on with me? Or on your own?”

“Maybe on my own would be weirder,” I responded.

I wasn’t sure if that was true or not. I wasn’t sure if I had only suggested that answer as it meant more time with Cara. Part of me did think she was right, though - that being alone in my room trying on cheerleading clothes would have felt strange. It would have felt embarrassing. Although part of me did wonder whether having the actual love of my life trying the stuff on would be a different kind of embarrassing.

“Okay, let’s do that!” she spoked with enthusiasm in her voice. “I’ll look away unless you tell me I can look.”

I couldn’t help but laugh.

“Thanks.”

Back at her dorm, I held the door for Cara, and then held the pile of clothes for her as she found her key. As she opened the door, my heart fluttered. Being in the bedroom of Cara Edwards was something that I had previously only imagined. During high school, I had almost even pictured it in my mind before, all pristine and pink and soft.

The reality of her room was a little different, however. It was pink and soft - there were throws and pillows and pop posters and makeup scattered around the room - but it wasn’t exactly pristine. Her clothes were strewn across the bed, schoolwork obscured her desk, and her laundry pile was a mess of clothes in the corner of her room. Maybe we had more in common than I realized.

“Sorry,” she said, clearly noticing the chaos as well. “I would have tidied if I knew you were coming over.”

“Hey, I’m just glad you didn’t suggest we went to my place,” I joked.

Our laughter cleared the slight tension in the air. Her tension from me seeing her room, and my tension from what I was about to do.

“I’m sad we didn’t do this years ago,” Cara suddenly said.

“What, this?” I laughed to myself as I slightly raised the clothes in my arms to highlight what I was talking about.

“Not this,” Cara laughed. “Talking to each other. I’ve had a really nice time getting to know you.”

I smiled but it came with a pang in my heart. She was right. I had loved getting to know her, but not doing that at high school felt like wasted time. I could have done this years ago and my life would have been on a completely different path.

“Yeah, I wish we did this years ago too,” I admitted. “But hey, at least we’ve started now.”

“At least we have,” she smiled at me. “Okay, I’ve cleared the bed. Dump all that stuff on there and then we can figure out what’s in your size.”

“Oh, right,” was all I offered as a response, being somewhat dragged back into the reality of the situation.

I dropped the clothes and Cara and I started silently sorting them into like-items. Skirts with skirts, tops with tops, boots with same-sized boots. Cara looked at the labels and organized them by size.

“Okay, maybe start with these,” Cara suggested. “You kind of want this stuff to be as tight as you can get it, as you don’t want anything to move when you’re performing.”

“Okay.”

I took the clothes she handed me and I looked at them. Now that I was looking at the individual pieces, they looked tiny. The top was barely anything, just some material made to cover my chest. It had a high, tight neck, but nothing covering the shoulders, and it was barely a foot and a half long in total. It was such a bold, eye-catching red, with a white horizontal stripe around the collar and another near the top of the chest.

The skirt was no better. It was white but with that same saturated red hidden underneath, revealed as pleats when it moved. Some red ribbing followed the bottom of the skirt, which led my eyes under the skirt and to the shorts within. They were barely shorts. They were shorter than most of my pairs of boxer shorts, and looked way tighter. I wasn’t even sure if I was going to fit into them.

Finally, the boots. Those were maybe the most serious concern. At no point in my gymnastics career had I ever tumbled in two inch heels. At no point in my life had I even walked in two inch heels. But these boots, in a shiny patent white, were somehow part of the team uniform. If I wanted these girls to win, I was meant to land an aerial in these boots. I was meant to dance in high heels.

It was almost enough to make me come to my senses. To say, ‘sorry Cara but maybe your team should lose those points after all.’ Until she spoke.

“You okay, Will?”

I had come to love my own name. Cara saying it was as sweet as honey and felt like it had been sung every time she spoke it.

“Yeah,” I laughed, slightly caught by the absurdity of the situation. “Just figuring this all out.”

“Okay, well I’ll turn around and you can tell me when you’re ready. There’s a mirror here.”

She opened her closet to reveal a full-length mirror. A smell of floral perfume wafted from within. That, admittedly, was how I had expected her room to smell when I had imagined it in the past.

With that, Cara took her desk chair to the corner of the room and faced away from me. I glanced over a couple of times but she seemed to genuinely be paying me absolutely no attention. She picked up a book and flicked through the pages to where her bookmark was, and appeared immediately absorbed.

I still felt a little strange getting changed in her room. But, then again, I guessed who wouldn’t feel at least a touch uncomfortable, slipping into a cheerleading outfit right beside their lifelong crush?

There was no point waiting any longer. It was, at this point, inevitable. I had told the girls on the cheer team that they wouldn’t have to be disqualified. I had given them every reason to believe that they wouldn’t be the reason that the whole college got docked points in the competition. I had all but promised them that I would be Alice.

Backing out now would do nothing. They would still lose everything and, as embarrassing as the idea was of putting that cheerleading outfit on, the idea of letting all of those girls down was beginning to feel even worse.

In those past few weeks, teaching them and helping them train had become the most important thing in my life. Being the reason for it to all fall apart was too much to even consider. That group of girls was beginning to feel like the best group of friends I had ever had. And the fact that it meant I was finally talking to the love of my life was too much to give up.

So I did it. For them. For Cara. Maybe even for me.

I put on that cheerleading costume.
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I kicked off my shoes, pulled off my tee, and slipped out of my track pants. I took another look at Cara to make sure she wasn’t looking.

Admittedly, this part I wouldn’t necessarily have minded her seeing all that much. I was still as slim and toned as I ever was when I still routinely practiced gymnastics. I hadn’t lost an ounce of muscle.

Still, she was looking away, so I got to work. Tentatively. I didn’t entirely know where to start. Despite the clarity in my head that I was doing this for the greater good, there was still just as much clarity in my head that what I was doing was potentially going to be very embarrassing.

I tried to push that thought - maybe that logic - aside for a moment, as I grappled with the tiny tank top. I decided that was the easiest place to start, so I pulled the collar over my head, and squeezed my arms through the holes.

The tank top all but snapped into place. It was so tight around my neck and torso - or what little it covered of it at least. But there was one issue; it was weirdly baggy around my chest. Clearly, this thing was made for a person who had boobs. I was not that person. I instead looked a little like I was half human, half deflated balloon. It wasn’t a great start.

Not that I expected the skirt to go much better. The tiny built-in shorts were probably the exact minimum size that they could be to still fit on my body. As they slid up my legs, it became very clear to me that they were going to be a lot tighter than my boxers.

Once they were in place, things didn’t look much better than the top. My boxer shorts were poking out of the bottom of the skirt, and the tightness of those shorts was compressing my junk in a severe way. These clearly were not made with male genitals in mind.

Finally, the boots. I wasn’t exactly convinced that these were suitable for any sport, but somehow the girls put up with them. I sat down on the floor and pulled the right boot to my foot. It was, at least, the right size. My foot slid into the white, patent leather so exactly that the slight sound of air escaping came from the shoe.

The other boot went on just as easily, so I pulled the zippers, and the tops of the boots settled just below my knees.

I hadn’t exactly considered how I would stand up, wearing those boots, so I pivoted around onto my knees and pushed myself up with my hands. I rocked over my toes, and onto my whole foot, which found the floor earlier than I had expected. I could feel those two inch heels immediately.

Continuing to push with my hands, I made my way onto my feet properly. I raised myself steadily, expecting to topple at any moment, but oddly it never happened. I gained my footing almost immediately, pretending I was on the balance beam in my old gymnastics class, until I was confident I was standing safely.

I almost surprised myself with how easy I had found it to stand in the heels. That was a sudden confidence boost. A sudden hint that, just maybe, this wasn’t so crazy after all.

But then I looked in the mirror.

What I was greeted with did not inspire confidence. What I was greeted with was a grim caricature of a cheerleader. The boots admittedly did look fine, but anything above that was not good.

My leg hair filled the gap between my boots and my skirt. The bottom of my skirt wasn’t long enough to hide my boxers, and the top wasn’t high enough to hide my little trail of belly hair. Lifting the skirt, things were even worse, as the compressed bulge of my junk was visible through the shorts. Any tumbling I did while looking like that wasn’t going to win points for anybody.

The top wasn’t much better. Again, it fit my body nicely but it also massively highlighted the fact that I didn’t have boobs. It sort of ruined the illusion. A lot. It wasn’t helped by the straggly strands of armpit hair poking out under my arms, that looked like spiders trying to crawl out of the tiny tank top.

The only thing that was in favor of the outfit was that my boyish face and soft features seemed as if they were emphasized by the look. I felt that, somehow, the outfit made me look more feminine in my features. It was a lot to take in.

“Oh god.”

“What’s wrong?” Cara asked.

I hadn’t even really realized that I’d spoken the thought out loud. I looked over to her and she had kept her word of not turning around. I appreciated that.

“Oh, sorry,” I felt on-the-spot all of a sudden. “I just, uh- I just don’t think that this looks very good.”

“Okay, why not?” her voice sounded reasonable and patient.

“Uh, a lot. My leg hair, I don’t have boobs, and these shorts were not made for men.”

“Ah,” Cara laughed. “Okay, yeah, I can imagine that. But that’s all stuff we could fix. Can I take a look?”

I paused for a moment. Did I want Cara to see me like this? Probably not. But her voice and attitude were so calming and kind. And she had been so grateful to me for even considering trying the stuff on.

“On one condition,” I said.

“What?”

“This does not, in any way, change what you think about me,” I said.

She laughed again.

“Deal.”

She turned in her chair and looked at me for the first time. I had sort of expected a grimace or even a laugh, but she just smiled softly. That same, kind smile which I had fallen even more in love with over the few weeks I had actually gotten to know Cara.

“I think we can work with this,” she almost murmured.

My eyebrow raised.

“What do you mean?”

“You’ve got a really nice body, you just need it to fit the clothes better,” was her suggestion.

The main part of her sentence that I had focused on was her telling me that I had a nice body. That was really the part that mattered. So I let her explain what she meant.

“So the leg hair has got to go,” she started.

“Uh-huh,” was all I uttered.

I wasn’t entirely sure how I felt about that. No part of what I was doing felt particularly masculine, but losing my leg hair felt like a difficult bridge to cross. Losing my leg hair wasn’t like putting on the clothes, where I could just take them off again and have everything go back to normal. My leg hair would have been gone for - well, however long it took leg hair to grow. I’d never needed to know that before.

“It won’t hurt or anything,” Cara tried to reassure me.

“That wasn’t exactly what I was worried about,” I explained. “Like, what if somebody sees? I can’t be the guy on campus who shaves his legs.”

“Who would see?” Cara asked. “Are you seeing a special somebody?”

Her voice had a singsong tone to it as she said those last words. It felt like flirting. She must have been flirting with me.

“You know my only love is cheerleading,” I told her, trying to sound as standoffish as I could in a pair of high heeled boots.

“Of course,” Cara laughed. “Always the professional. But then that means you should shave your legs.”

“Right.”

“Like, when are you next going to wear shorts anyway? Surely not for the next couple of months. They’ll have hair again by then!” she argued.

I paused for a moment. There were three options here. First; call the whole thing off and let the team fail. Second; help the team but not shave my legs, so I’m the gross looking member of the team. Third; just shave my legs.

The first option was clearly never going to happen so, out of the other two, shaving my legs felt like the lesser of the two evils. If I was going to join this cheerleading competition, the one thing that I really didn’t want was for people to know that it was me on that team. I needed to do anything in my power to prevent that.

Even if that meant shaving my legs.

“Okay,” I finally spoke.

“Then let’s do it!”

Cara leapt up out of her seat and went to a shelf that had a couple of wash bags on. She started rooting through one of them, searching, presumably, for something to rid me of my leg hair.

“Oh, just like that,” I said, seeing how quickly she had jumped into action.

“Yeah, let’s do it now!” she excitedly spoke. “The showers are going to be empty and it means we can get on with everything else.”

I didn’t bother to say anything else. Cara was clearly on a mission. She seemed earnestly so excited and enthusiastic about my involvement with her team. This little scheme of me filling in for Alice was beginning to look like a passion project for her.

She had pulled out a small cardboard box. Its design was all shades of soft pinks and cream whites. The clarity that this was not a product made for men would have been visible from space. Apparently, we were doing this.

“Let’s go to the showers,” Cara said.

Once again, it was a sentence that I had always dreamed that Cara would say to me. “Let’s go to the showers.” God, I would have loved nothing more. Somehow though, she’d found a way to completely change the context of that sentence. It wasn’t quite what I dreamed it would be.

“Uh,” I uttered once again, sounding increasingly monosyllabic with each new suggestion from Cara.

“What’s wrong, are you worried about somebody seeing us?” she asked.

“More worried about somebody seeing me,” I clarified. “What if somebody figures out what we’re doing?”

“They won’t.”

She sounded so confident, as she grabbed her towel. Maybe that was because she wasn’t the one risking everything here. If she got caught helping me shave my legs, that’d be a bit weird for her. If I got caught shaving my legs with her help, that’d be very weird for me.

“Easy for you to say,” I remarked.

“Well, for one, nobody showers at this time. Trust me, they’re always empty after I come back from practice. And two,” she continued, “if somebody catches us in the shower together, what do you reckon they’d think we were doing?”

I almost blushed at the remark. She had been so blasé. The idea of people thinking we were fooling around in the showers apparently didn’t worry her at all. And that was very important.

Cara Edwards was happy for people to think that we were together.

If you ignored all of the strangeness happening - which, admittedly, there was an awful lot - this was a dream come true. Suddenly, I didn’t care what Cara was suggesting we were doing together. She could have said “would you like to step into the raging inferno?” I would have done it, because it felt like we were on the cusp of all of my dreams coming true.

“Well, if that’s what you want them to think.”

I smirked at her as I said it and she rolled her eyes. It looked cute, framed in the thick borders of her dark glasses. God I loved her.

“Let’s go,” she commanded.

I followed.

In the shower room, Cara had been proved right and we found it deserted.

“You got a favorite?” I joked, assessing the six empty cubicles.

“Oh, always number three.”

Cara led me to a cubicle furthest from the door. Whether or not she was joking, I’d have understood why it would have been a favorite. Unlike the showers in my dorms, this one had little shelves, way more space, and even a window. Mine had an extractor fan which sounded like it was going to electrocute me.

“A fine choice,” I said as we entered.

“I’m a girl of taste,” Cara spoke with a dramatic flair. “Now get your pants off.”

I paused for a moment, laughing gently through my nose. I was in such a ridiculous situation. I had no idea I could have so much loyalty for anybody, let alone a cheerleading team. So much loyalty that I was willing to completely throw out my masculinity, something I thought that I desperately wanted to claw back thanks to a life of gymnastics.

“You feeling weird?” Cara asked.

“A little,” I admitted.

“Want me to take my leggings off as well?”

It took everything in my power not to have my brain completely shut down then and there. It felt like I was one wrong move away from my whole consciousness restarting, leaving me drooling in front of Cara. Because, yes, I did want that. I wanted that a lot.

Mustering all of my courage and sense and cool, I channeled everything I had into saying something casual. Something which said ‘yes,’ but not ‘yes oh god please Cara, please take off your leggings.’

“I guess it’d only be fair,” were the words that came from my mouth.

I almost fist pumped after saying it. It had sounded slick. It hadn’t sounded gross or desperate or embarrassing. It had sounded flirty and fun. I had only gone and done it.

“Okay,” Cara smirked. “We’re in this together now. No backing out. Deal?”

“Deal,” I agreed.

Once again, I’d have agreed to anything in the context of it meaning her taking her leggings off. Cara could have asked if I wanted to go and have my organs harvested and I’d have agreed to the deal all the same.

“Then let’s go.”

A moment later, Cara was kicking off her chunky white sneakers and sliding her socks off from where they were pulled up over the ankles of her leggings. I figured that it was probably best not to stare, as much as I very much wanted to. I followed her lead, kicking off my sneakers and socks. I glimpsed at Cara and she was peeling her leggings down her legs. She was actually doing it.

All of a sudden, I felt hot. I felt my heartbeat speed up and my mouth felt dry. I couldn’t believe what was happening. I blinked and had to focus on my own gym pants for a second to try and ground myself. It was almost too much.

I pulled down my pants, leaving myself wearing my gym top and my boxers. I took another look at Cara and she was something else.

Before me was Cara, wearing nothing but her little tank top and a pair of black panties. They were simple, no frills or lace or anything, just plain black gym panties. But if they weren’t still the most incredible thing I’d ever seen in my life… Her legs were perfect. Her body was perfect. She was perfect.

I looked up and Cara was smiling at me. I didn’t know what to say. She said nothing either. I simply smiled back and we gazed at each other for a moment longer.

“Let’s get to work,” she finally said.

“Okay,” I agreed.

Cara opened the box she’d brought with us and emptied the contents. From within fell a blush pink tube and a cream colored flannel-mitten looking thing.

“It’s super easy,” Cara told me. “We just spread this all over your legs, wait ten minutes, and then wipe it off. Oh, and we need to do your armpits and the bit on your belly.”

“Oh yeah,” I said, remembering the sight of the tufts of hair bursting from the outfit.

Without any more hesitation, I took my gym shirt off. That wasn’t something I was worried about at all. As I’d thought before, I looked pretty great with my shirt off. Having the chance to let Cara see that wasn’t an opportunity I was going to turn down.

A moment later, I was just in my boxers. Cara smiled at me again. I was feeling pretty great.

“Okay,” Cara said, and that was the signal that we’d started.

She crouched down and I felt her hand on my ankle. The cool white foam looked like a generous layer of whipped cream as she spread it up my legs. Her hands were so gentle and delicate as they moved. Before long, she was on my thighs.

“Is this okay?” she asked.

She looked up at me, making eye contact with me from down by my waist. It was very okay.

“Yeah, keep going!” I replied.

Her hand was right at the top of my thigh. She pulled the legs of my boxer shorts all the way up, making them look like briefs, and she applied more cream. Her hands must have been less than an inch away from my penis. If she didn’t have a handful of hair removal cream, I’d have thought something was about to happen between us.

I felt her just above my boxers, now. Applying the cream on the tuft of hair which poked out the top. She pulled the top of the shorts down just a little, to make sure the cream could reach everywhere that it needed to go.

One last spread of the cream on my underarms, and she looked pleased with herself.

“That wasn’t so bad, was it?” Cara asked.

I just chuckled. But then stopped dead.

The door to the shower room had opened. Somebody had walked in. My eyes widened. Cara saw my reaction and she giggled. All that did was set me off.

I was trying not to, but I was quietly laughing. I covered my mouth but the air was still escaping through my nose. I looked at Cara and she was doing the same, looking like she was laughing even harder for how funny I was finding it.

She put her finger to her mouth, her eyes creasing closed with amusement, as if to tell me to shush. She pointed the shower head at the wall and turned it on, the noise being only just louder than the giggling we were doing.

“Okay,” she breathed, whispering quietly into my ear. “We have to leave this for ten minutes. I’ve got a timer going on my phone.”

“So we’re going to have to quietly hide here for ten minutes?”

Cara laughed silently again.

“I think so.”

“Okay,” for some reason I was laughing as well.

The next few minutes were, for some reason, some of the funniest moments of my life. Any time Cara and I made eye contact, we were stifling our laughter and trying to look elsewhere. In that little shower cubicle though, the only other place to look was at Cara’s bare legs.

After what must have been a very luxurious shower, a couple of cubicles away, the other person finally turned off their faucet and left. We were finally alone again only moments before Cara’s ten minute alarm went off. That meant one thing; it was the moment of truth.

Cara took the mitt and hovered with it, just above my left leg.

“You ready?”

“Ready?” I laughed again. “I just need to get out of here, after that.”

Her smile filled my heart with warmth. But as my heart swelled with emotion, Cara dived into her work - removing my leg hair.

The mitt swiped down my leg in a smooth and firm motion. I watched as the thick foam disappeared from my legs, then felt my heart skip a beat. My leg hair was actually disappearing. I didn’t know what I expected to see or to feel but, with each stroke of the mitt, more and more of my hairless skin was being exposed.

I looked on in disbelief. My legs didn’t look like my legs any more. They looked like a girl’s legs.
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“There we go!” Cara’s voice sounded upbeat and merry. “Wasn’t so hard at all.”

“No,” I hesitated for a moment. “I guess not.”

Cara chuckled gently.

“How are you feeling?”

“A little weird, I’ve got to admit,” I told her.

“Yeah?” she asked. “Never shaved your legs before?”

“Never.”

I tried to say it convincingly and with confidence. For some reason, the idea of her seeing me with shaved legs now was nowhere near as bad as the idea of her thinking that this was something I would have routinely done in my past.

“Well, you might like it,” she said.

I screwed up my face.

“How?”

“Trust me,” she answered. “It actually feels really nice when you’ve got just shaved legs and you get in bed, or if you feel the breeze on them. It feels fresh and comfy.”

“Well, lucky me,” I joked.

Cara laughed and took the shower head off of the wall. She sprayed the water at the ground, testing the temperature with her hand. She looked at me and I nodded, before she hosed the residual foam and straggling leg hairs off of me. She rinsed the mitt and used it to wipe just above my boxers and under my arms.

After putting the head back on the wall, she retrieved her towel and began to rub me down with it. I absolutely could have done that myself, both of us knew it, but Cara took it upon herself to do it.

I could feel her hands on my body, barely disguised through the towel. Her fingers caressed the subtle definition on my abs and worked around the toned sections of my quads. It felt great.

It felt romantic.

“There we go,” Cara repeated.

“There we go,” I echoed, quietly.

There was a tension in the room. I didn’t know how to break it. Surely I wasn’t meant to kiss her then. I wanted to, but surely that wasn’t the time to do it. We both simply looked at each other without saying anything. I smiled. Cara smiled back.

“We should get back,” she finally spoke.

“I guess you’re right.”

I guessed she was. We couldn’t stay in that shower forever, even though I happily would have. She passed me my clothes and retrieved her own leggings. She slid them back up her legs, hiding her perfect body. I followed her lead and got into my clothes.

Immediately, Cara’s comment made sense. My gym pants were a fairly soft and stretchy material - it had to be for the kind of movement I needed. It turned out that that material felt amazing on hairless legs.

It was hard to really put my finger on what it was, but it was like a tingle ran across my whole skin as my pants slid up my legs. Like a pleasant static electricity was running over me. I almost didn’t want to admit it, but it felt great.

Cara opened the cubicle door just a crack, checking the coast was clear. She looked back at me and giggled again - the drama of somebody else using the showers at the same time as us had clearly not left our minds. She pushed the door all the way open and stepped out, leading me out of the room and back to her room.

“Okay, let’s try that again,” she said to me, wasting no time.

“What, the outfit?” I asked.

“Yeah, the outfit!” she clarified. “I reckon you’ll look way better in it now.”

My face twitched. I wasn’t entirely sure that I agreed. My legs would look better in the outfit, but it wouldn’t solve any of the other problems.

“What’s wrong?” Cara sensed my hesitation.

“Well my boxers and my junk still don’t look great in the shorts,” I admitted, not really bothering to hide my feelings after what we had just done together.

“Okay, I reckon there’s an easy fix to that as well.”

“An easy fix to my junk?” I raised my eyebrows.

“Literally, yeah!” Cara chirped.

“That sounds horrific,” I spoke without even thinking.

Cara laughed.

“I mean you could try tucking.”

For a word I had never heard in this context before in my life, Cara delivered it with real casual confidence.

“Tucking?” I repeated, with a slight cynicism in my voice. “Is that a front tuck? Would you like me to do a handspring after?”

Cara laughed again.

“Well, it’s a front tuck in a way,” Cara said.

“Okay, I’m just going to need you to cut to the chase as the gymnastics metaphor is now only getting more confusing,” I told her.

“Okay, okay,” Cara laughed. “It’s what drag queens do”.

I didn’t say anything. I didn’t even know the right question to ask.

“So, like, when drag queens are performing, they tuck,” Cara continued. “They, like, hide their junk so that they look better in women’s clothes.”

“How do they hide their genitals?” I asked in disbelief. “They’re right there.”

Cara laughed again. It was good that she was enjoying this, at least. Equally though, I would have been lying if I said I wasn’t enjoying the amount of one-on-one time I’d been having with Cara, thanks to the whole crazy situation. It wasn’t necessarily how I had ever anticipated getting to know Cara, but I’d have been happy getting to know her in a swamp, if that’s what it took.

“You need to start watching better TV shows,” Cara told me. “Look, let me find you a video.”

Cara opened her laptop. She tapped a few words into her search bar and clicked one of the videos. It wasn’t the first video on the list either, I noticed. She picked one from a few videos down.

“Here, watch this,” she said.

“Why did you pick this one?” I had to ask.

“Oh, I’ve seen it before,” Cara answered.

“Why?” I continued with my questions.

“This is Miss Anthropic. She’s one of my favorite drag queens,” Cara told me. “She’s really funny.”

“Huh,” was the only noise I made in response.

I never knew Cara was into drag queens. I guess I never knew much of anything about Cara, except for what I had imagined during high school. It was interesting finding out that there was even more depth to her than I had imagined.

The video began, and a drag queen on screen introduced herself and introduced us to the topic of tucking. It was, to Cara’s credit, surprisingly amusing. That was no easy feat either, considering the subject.

That was because it quickly transpired that tucking involved pushing your nuts inside your body.

Through the use of some fruit as a metaphor, Cara’s favorite drag queen explained how to push your nuts up into a cavity. She went on to tell us how to pull everything else back so it looked like there was nothing there, holding everything in place with some tight panties.

“See?” Cara said, once the video had ended.

“See what?” I asked.

“I meant, like, it’s not that crazy,” she clarified.

“I guess not,” I conceded. “It looks painful.”

Cara rolled her eyes. It was annoyingly hot.

“There was literally like a whole two minute bit about how it didn’t and shouldn’t hurt.”

“Okay, fine. I don’t know if these shorts are tight enough to keep everything in place though,” I told her.

“Then borrow a pair of my panties,” Cara offered immediately.

It took every fiber of my being to not do or say anything strange in response to the offer. In all honesty, I wasn’t entirely sure what I said to her. I hoped that I said “oh, if you’re sure,” but I actually had no idea. My mind was racing with a million thoughts, all of them about Cara offering to give me her underwear.

I must have said something normal. Cara’s expression didn’t change. She didn’t look freaked out.

“Yeah, course,” Cara said. “My exercise panties are really tight, so they’re actually probably perfect.”

“Okay, great,” I said, my brain still on fire, words simply forming without thought.

“Let me get them for you.”

I watched as Cara moved over to her closet and pulled out a drawer. I wasn’t sure if I was meant to look or what, but she revealed a drawer full of underwear. Sports bras, lacy panties, and everything in between.

“Here you go.”

Cara pulled out a pair of panties and threw them over to me. I caught them and my brain somehow went even more haywire.

I was holding a pair of Cara’s panties.

They were simple and black and plain, much like the pair she had on in the shower, but they were still her panties.

The fact that I was going to put them on had sort of somehow slipped my mind. I was just blown away by the power of what I held within my hands.

“Reckon you understood the video?” Cara asked.

“I think so,” I told her.

“Want me to leave the room?”

“Nah,” I answered. “Just look away again. That way you can hear if I scream.”

Another laugh. I felt like I was doing well out of our weird evening together.

Cara handed me her laptop with the video loaded, and went back to her spot and her book, no longer paying me any attention. I took my pants and boxers off, and scrubbed the video back to where it properly explained what I was doing. After a minute of rewatching, I was ready to follow along.

I had no real idea what I was doing. And I meant that in a few senses. Obviously, I didn’t know how to tuck. I didn’t even know what tucking was, up until a few moments before. But, more than that, I had no idea how I had even gotten into the situation where I was in the bedroom of the girl I loved, tucking so that I could perform with her cheerleading team.

Like most crazy situations, I figured it was the kind of thing which happened gradually. If I had turned up to college one day and somebody said “hey, would you go learn this trick from a drag queen, so that you can pretend to be a girl cheerleader for a competition?” I would obviously say no. But this had all happened so gradually, but by bit. The heat had been turned up without me ever feeling it.

And each of those gradual steps had only made me care more about the girls on the cheerleading team. Every setback and way in which I found I could help them made me love them. Because that was what it was. Love. Not in the way I loved Cara. This was something different. This was a shared love of them and their passion which meant that their success was my success, and their failure would have been my failure.

But obviously I still loved Cara in the usual way. So maybe if she asked me that question about tucking so I could pretend to be a cheerleader on my first day, maybe I’d have said yes anyway.

My mind returned to the room I was in. It sort of had to. My left testicle was in my hand. I was gently pushing it towards my body. I was about to attempt to tuck.

I pushed a little, and my eyes widened as I felt a little give inside my body. I had found where my nut was meant to go inside of me. I took a deep breath, and I cautiously pushed. Just like that, it was gone.

It had almost been sucked up. Not only had it gone into my body, it had almost popped in. Like my body was waiting for it to go there. I flinched, I was so surprised. I was about to cry out in pain. I was sure that it was going to be agony.

But it wasn’t.

That was the end of it. No feeling. No pain. No discomfort. Just a testicle, all of a sudden, inside my body.

Just as suddenly as my testicle disappeared, I started to panic. Obviously, my testicle wasn’t supposed to be go up there. It was supposed to be outside of my body.

My breathing sped up. What if it was stuck there? What if it would never come back down? What if I had to go to a doctor about this?

I noticed the bump that had formed above my junk. I pressed it gently and, just as easily as it went up, my testicle came back down out of my body. It was apparently absolutely fine. My breathing calmed again.

Maybe this wasn’t such a big deal after all.

I repeated the process with my left testicle, then tried it with the right. It was just as easy to make the pair disappear with barely any effort. I grabbed everything else and pulled it back between my legs. Again, still no pain, still no discomfort.

The whole process had been so surprising, I had all but forgotten that Cara had given me a pair of her gym panties. All of a sudden though, they were integral to what I was doing.

I was stuck in a slightly compromising position. My left hand was stuck to my body, holding my newly hidden junk in place, so my right hand grabbed the panties, and slid them up my legs as best I could.

That feeling came back to me again. The feeling of gentle tingles on my skin as the panties slid across it. The material was so soft and smooth and, on my soft and smooth legs, it made my mind think of how sleek and subdued the surface of an undisturbed lake looked. My legs were that lake.

And somehow they were in Cara’s panties.

I pulled the panties all the way up, without releasing the tuck, and I managed to move the material over my hand and release it without undoing my work. They almost snapped into place, they were so tight, but I guessed that was what I needed. The drag queen in the video hadn’t set me wrong yet.

My hands were no longer doing anything. I had tucked and Cara’s panties were now holding everything where I had left it. I had tucked. It very much was not where I had expected the evening to go. It was very much not how I had expected my first evening in Cara’s room to go. Still, it had happened. There was no denying that.

“You all good?” Cara asked, maybe sensing that the commotion behind her had died down.

“Yeah, I think so,” I told her. “Let me get the shorts back on and you can turn around.”

“Sure!”

I grabbed the skirt-slash-shorts combo and stepped into them. Once again, the feeling of the material on my hairless legs was electric. I all of a sudden wondered why women had kept this a secret for so long. Maybe men all over the world would have been shaving their legs, if they knew that it felt that nice.

This time, the feeling was entirely different. Not just because of the hair, but because of the way that the shorts sat on my body. There was no weird bulge. There was no outline of my junk. There was simply nothing.

Beneath the skirt, it looked like I had nothing there. It was kind of amazing. I had no idea that the human body was capable of that.

Now, the skirt and the shorts didn’t look weird and gross. They looked almost good on me.

“Okay,” I said to Cara.

She rotated around in her chair and looked at me.

“Wow.”

I was only wearing the skirt and my own gym top, but I could see myself in her mirror. I could see why she had said it. From the waist down, my body looked like a girl’s body. And not just any girl’s body. It looked like a hot girl’s body.

Cara’s face was nothing like what I had expected to see. I wasn’t sure what I had expected. Surprise, maybe. Amusement I could have even expected. But this was something else.

Her eyes were wide, her eyebrows raised. Her mouth was slightly narrowed. She was staring at me. Locked onto my legs, as if there was nothing else in the world but them. We remained in silence for a moment longer, until she spoke again.

“You look sexy.”

There was silence again. I had never imagined in a million years that this would be the context in which Cara would call me sexy. I had always hoped that she either did or would feel that way about me at some point, however this was not how I pictured it. Still, I’d have been lying if I said it didn’t feel great. To hear the love of my life call me sexy for the first time.

She spoke again.

“Let’s see what we can do about the rest of you.”
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Cara told me to take my top off and I did as she asked. She was back in her underwear drawer and rummaging for something. A moment later and she had returned with a sports bra. It was as black and plain as the panties, a same sleek looking material. She walked back to me.

“Turn around,” she commanded.

There was something in her voice that sounded different. It felt more serious. More confident. I didn’t know where it had come from, but she sounded good.

I did as she asked. I turned to face away from her, and her arms came around me, holding the bra.

“Put your arms in,” she continued her commands.

I wasn’t even thinking at this point. Something about her voice and the way she was talking to me felt amazing. She was a whole different Cara all of a sudden. It was exciting. The nerves about wearing girl’s clothes, even the weirdness of putting on her bra had completely dissolved. We were just two people, doing something. I wasn’t sure what. But it was just the two of us, and that was all that mattered.

I put my arms through the main loops in the bra, and Cara pulled it into position. I felt it tighten behind me, as Cara must have been doing the bra up. The material squeezed around my ribcage. It wasn’t uncomfortable but, like the panties before, the bra was tight.

“One more thing,” Cara said.

She went to the drawer one last time and retrieved a pair of socks. She bundled them up and put them into the cups of the bra.

“Now put everything else back on.”

I hadn’t said a word since Cara had called me sexy. All of a sudden, the dynamic had changed. Cara was in charge. And I didn’t mind that in any way. My brain had stopped questioning everything. It was just happy that I was with her.

I picked the top back up and slid it over my head. The tight tank felt different, this time. As opposed to the last attempt, where it was unflattering and hung loose at my chest, this felt like a whole new top. This hugged the shape of the bra which Cara had put on me. It somehow now fit me like a glove.

The boots were the last piece of the puzzle. I stepped back into those and did the zipper back up. That was it. I was dressed.

I looked in the mirror and I saw Cara in the reflection, also gazing at me.

The sight was completely unexpected. Unlike the last time, where I looked like a kind of a gross parody of a cheerleader, this time I simply looked like a cheerleader. Well, from below the neck, at least.

My body no longer looked like my body. The bra filled out the top perfectly, making it look like I had an actual pair of boobs. My shaved underarms looked feminine, and so did the bit of my tummy which was showing beneath the red of the tank top and above the white of the pleated skirt.

I rotated my body gently back and forth, which swished the skirt as I moved. The red pleats were exposed behind the white material, and I felt like I was looking at the movement of a girl.

Below the skirt, my legs looked like they didn’t belong to me. Somehow, the high boots made my legs look longer. And without the hair, Cara was right. They looked sexy. In those high heeled boots and in that skirt, I looked sexy.

It was hard to figure out how I felt. It mostly felt like an out-of-body experience. Looking in the mirror and not recognizing the person looking back was the kind of thing that happened in dreams. Nightmares, even. So this felt hallucinatory.

I didn’t have long to think, as Cara spoke again, completely shattering my train of thought.

“You look hot.”

I had not expected the words. She had already called me sexy, but this had a different ring to it. I was sexy in the context of the trick we were trying to pull off. Calling me hot was something entirely different.

Turning to face her, I caught her looking me up and down. She wasn’t even trying to hide it. She looked at me like she was seeing something for the very first time. Like she couldn’t control her reaction to me.

“Can I-” she cut herself off before she got any further.

There was a silence. I didn’t know what she had wanted to ask me. She looked up at me. Our eyes locked. Her expression was different. She almost looked nervous. Her eyes showed me something within her that I couldn’t quite understand. Then I felt it.

Her hand. Her right hand was on my side, on my ribs. We were gazing into each other. Her other hand touched my hip. It brushed down, tracing the skirt over my thigh. Her right hand moved across my body, and I felt it cup the bra that I was wearing.

Her expression changed. The nervous eyes narrowed a little, and a grin formed on her face. Her left hand moved from my hip to the inside of my thigh. I felt it at the base of the shorts.

It wasn’t how I expected this to go, but something took over me. It was clear what was happening. My body went into autopilot. I placed my hand on her hip, and another behind her head. I pulled her closer to me, and I did it.

I kissed Cara Edwards.

Her lips were how I had always dreamed they would be. Soft and perfect and mushy against my own lips. I could taste her, sweet and delicate. Her breathing was louder now, and I could smell the floral scent of her hair. Our lips had locked together.

I could feel her hand moving higher, now. One hand on the stuffed bra, the other now pressed where my tucked genitals were. I felt something happening, where her hand was touching. A quiver. A strain, almost. I definitely would have been getting hard, if everything wasn’t all pressed in Cara’s panties.

Her hand softly rubbed between my legs as our kiss continued. Despite not getting hard, it felt good. Cara’s hand on me like that, it was incredible. It was the best thing I had ever felt. Our breathing had become frantic, deep gusts of air passing through our noses. I had waited my whole life for this moment. It felt like Cara had been as well.

Cara pushed her body against mine, forcing our kiss to be even harder. I felt my feet rock back over the heels of the boots a little, making me set my foot back to not fall down. Cara’s mouth suddenly separated from mine, as I felt it form a smile. A laugh escaped from her.

“Sorry,” she offered.

“Don’t be.”

She pulled back just enough to properly look into my eyes again. She was smiling. I was smiling. What had just happened had been incredible.

“Sorry,” she repeated. “That was fun.”

“That was fun,” I echoed.

“We should do your makeup,” she said. “I want to see how you’re going to look.”

It wasn’t entirely what I had expected her to say but my mind was completely fried. I had just kissed Cara. Nothing in life would ever matter again. I had finally done the one thing I had always wanted to.

“Sure,” I agreed.

Cara took my hand and led me to the chair which she had been sitting on. I sat down, and she picked up a bag that was about a foot long, colored a very pale pink with floral designs all over. She emptied the contents onto her desk, to the sound of the clattering plastic of makeup tubes and tubs and boxes, all spilling everywhere.

She sat on me. Without warning, she straddled across my legs, and sat on my lap, facing me. She looked at my face for a time, both of us in silence, before she picked up something from the desk next to me.

“If I do your makeup now, it’ll be less scary when the girls do it later,” she insisted.

“Okay,” was my only answer.

I wasn’t sure if I truly believed that was why she was doing this. Still, I wasn’t going to argue with Cara when she was sitting on my lap, gazing into my eyes like that. When she had just kissed me.

She took a shallow tub of something and a big fluffy brush. She popped the cap off of the tub and swished the brush around inside the container, liberally. She looked at my face, and began to paint my face with the brush.

“This is the foundation I use,” Cara told me. “I always liked the way it made my skin look.”

“I always liked the way it made your skin look, too,” I found myself saying.

I wasn’t sure if it was dumb or flirty. Either way it was true. And, either way, Cara smiled.

The brush had touched every inch of my face, the front of my neck, and had gently touched my ears.

“We’ll do something subtle with your eyes,” Cara’s voice was soft as she spoke. “We normally do a dramatic look for our shows, but this is just for us. Close your eyes.”

Cara took a tray of eyeshadows from the side and a stubby brush. She picked up a light, silvery white color from the collection and I closed my eyes. I felt as she transferred the color onto my eyelids. Gentle, caring strokes of the brush, running from near the top of my nose, to the outer corner of my eye near my eyebrow.

It was strangely serene. Romantic, almost. The closeness. Feeling Cara sitting on me the way she was, feeling the care she was taking in doing what she was doing. Doing that to me. There was a sense of togetherness that I had never expected, although a sense that I had always wanted.

“Other eye, now,” Cara told me.

Her voice was soothing. I wanted to believe there was something in there, only for me. Like a feeling of love in her voice. Something was happening between us. I wanted that to be true.

Cara repeated the motion on the other eye, the strokes of the brush feeling like perfect symmetry, compared to the first eye.

“You can open them for a sec, if you need.”

I did, in time to see her picking up a darker color of eyeshadow on the brush. It was a similarly shimmery bronze color. Subtle as well, like the first color she had chosen. Without being asked, this time I closed my eyes in anticipation. She moved in silence, to bring the brush of bronze from the center of my eyelids, out towards the outer corners again. She repeated this motion twice on each eye, methodically and with a feeling of great attention.

“Okay, now I’m going to do your eyeliner,” Cara explained.

I opened my eyes and watched her put the eyeshadow palette and brush away. She took a black tube, which looked like a pen, and unscrewed it. The longer side came away to reveal a brush, shining with a jet black liquid.

“Eyes closed again.”

I followed her command and, a second later, I could feel the cool trail of liquid forming above my upper eyelashes. The thin brush traced along the opening of my eyelid, before trailing off just beyond the outer corner of my eye.

Without another word, she dragged the brush just under the outer corner of my bottom eyelid, towards where I could still feel the cool trail she had left on my outer eye. She matched the motions on my other eye.

“Done,” she announced. “Mascara next, then we’re done with your eyes.”

“Great.”

I wasn’t entirely sure what else to say. I didn't know if it was great or not. I didn’t know how I felt about Cara doing my makeup. It was not something I had ever considered wanting before, but there was something so intimate about it. What we were doing together felt so personal and open and intense.

The eyeliner went away, and a vibrant orange tube was the next thing in Cara’s hands. She unscrewed that, and the brush in this one was chaotic. It had little spokes in every direction, and the black on this one was more like a goo, the way it was so thick and sticky looking.

“We keep our eyes open for mascara.”

With that, the big exaggerated brush made contact with my eyelashes. She wiggled the brush from side to side as she pulled them through the lashes, which I could feel being gently tugged at.

Cara looked at me, smiling. Neither of us said anything. There were questions in my mind. I wanted to know why this feeling was blossoming between at this moment. I wanted to know if Cara had always felt this way towards me. Hell, I also wanted to know how I looked.

But I couldn’t bring myself to speak. I feared my words would dissolve whatever it was that was happening there, in Cara’s dorm.

“Let me do your blusher,” Cara eventually said.

She took another big brush and another shallow pot. Similarly to the foundation, she swirled the brush in the pot, and wafted big, exaggerated strokes over my cheeks. There was a slight, sweet smell in the air. I felt a wave of calm wash over me.

“Nearly done,” Cara told me. “Just your lips last.”

She emptied her hands and picked up a couple of tubes of lipstick. She took the top off of both, and held the colors to my face. One was a soft, subtle, peachy pink, and the other was a bold red.

Without speaking, she put the cap back on the red tube, and put it down on the desk. She put her hand on the back of my neck, as if she was going to kiss me, and then pressed the lipstick to my lip. She dragged the color across my lips, my skin clinging to the tube as it went. My mouth was pulled along with the lipstick, until Cara was satisfied with the work she had done. She messed with my hair a little bit, before stopping and looking at me.

Again, silence. Again, staring. I was looking at Cara’s face. At her beautiful smile and the glasses which she was apparently so self-conscious about, but I had always found so pretty.

Similarly, she was looking back at me, her eyes scanning my features. The smile on her face broadened as she did. It was a warm smile, not a smile that was amused by my look or the predicament that I’d found myself in. It was a pleased, accepting smile. A smile that I hoped was formed of love.

As if she had read my thoughts, she put the lipstick down, her hand still on the back of my neck, and she leaned towards me. She planted her lips upon mine, where they rested for a time. A long, passionate, slow kiss, our eyes closing so that we could truly focus on the feeling between us.

When she pulled back, a trace of the pale-pink from my lips was now on hers. I couldn’t help but laugh.

“What?” she immediately spoke, chuckling slightly herself.

“You’ve got lipstick on you,” I told her.

“You’ve got lipstick on you,” she joked.

“Great,” I rolled my eyes. “How do I look?”

“Amazing.”

She leaned towards the back of the desk and retrieved a mirror. She positioned it so that we could both see ourselves. What I saw was a hell of a sight. Cara sitting on my lap, her hand now resting gently on my shoulder, my hands on her waist. But none of it was the me that I knew and recognized.

I looked like a girl.

The tight tank top with the filled-out bra had been one thing, but the makeup was something else entirely. Sure, I still had my regular boy hair, but Cara had swept it into side-bangs, which looked a little more feminine. Plus, the makeup was more than enough to make up for any masculinity you’d have seen in my hair.

My eyes were shimmery and smoky, with a cat-eye of black eyeliner. My eyelashes looked about twice as long, and like there were twice as many of them. My cheeks looked full and alive with the pink dusting Cara had given them, and my skin looked so healthy and smooth, with the foundation.

There was something about my lips that had really captured my attention more than anything else, though. Cara had made them look so much more full and feminine. They looked plump and pillowy. I could see why Cara had wanted to kiss them.

“Wow,” I finally said.

“You like it?” Cara asked.

“I mean,” I paused for a second. “There’s something about it that I like.”

Cara giggled.

“We look good,” she said.

“We do.”

The moment was interrupted by the buzz of her cell phone on the table. The screen lit up and we both looked over, without even thinking.

“Oh my god how is it half midnight?” she asked.

“No way.”

“Yeah, I’ve got class at nine. Are you in at nine tomorrow?” she asked me.

“Nah, not until mid-morning.”

“Oh, good,” she breathed a fake sigh of relief.

“Want me to get going?” I asked.

I knew what I wanted her answer to be. I hoped with all of my might that she wanted the same thing.

“No.”

The word was music to my ears.

“Stay with me tonight.”
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Everything had happened so fast, from finally talking to Cara, to kissing her, to now staying over in her room.

“Can you do one thing, though?” Cara asked me.

“Of course,” I replied.

“Can you leave the outfit on?”

She was still on my lap, her hands still on my body. My heart still within her hands.

“Of course,” I repeated.

She kissed me once more, before getting off of my lap. She got her toothbrush, and pulled out a pack of new toothbrushes and offered one to me. All of a sudden, we had gone from kissing to brushing our teeth together by her sink. After we finished, she kissed me one more time, and walked over to my clothes, which I’d abandoned on the floor.

“You’re not using this, are you?” she said, picking up my gym top.

“I guess not,” I laughed.

“Turn around.”

She had done the same for me, so I did the same for her. A moment later, she came back around to me and was wearing nothing but my gym top and her panties. It was the sexiest thing I had ever seen in my entire life.

“How do I look?” she asked.

“Honestly, you should keep it.”

She laughed, before taking my hand and leading me to her bed. Me, still fully dressed in the team’s cheerleading uniform. She lifted the cover, as if to invite me to climb in first. I sat and took the boots off, before sliding into the bed.

Cara climbed in after, and she immediately made herself comfortable within the positioning of my body. I was lying on my left, facing her, and she pressed her butt into my hips. I could feel her pressing against my tucked genitals.

I placed my arm on her side, and she pulled at it so that I fully embraced her. She shuffled her body a little, until the whole of her was pressed against the whole of me.

“I had a nice time tonight,” Cara told me.

“I had a nice time, too,” I agreed.

She turned off her bedside light. A satisfied sigh filled the dark of the room.

“Good night,” she spoke after a time.

“Night, Cara,” I said.

Those were words that I had always dreamed of saying. I didn’t care what the context was, lying there in makeup and a cheerleading outfit. I was there in Cara’s bed and it had finally happened.

The feeling was unlike anything else in the world. Being in bed with Cara was one thing, but this was so different to what I had expected. My hands feeling her. My breathing synchronized with hers. This closeness that I had never shared with anybody. But then it was more than that.

My bare legs were tangled with hers. Our smooth, hairless skin playing against each other. She must have felt it, too. She dragged her leg up and down mine, the feeling between us being a soft and gentle sharing of sensation. She pressed her butt even more firmly against my hips. I could feel my penis strain a little against the panties of hers which I was borrowing. I wondered if she knew what she was doing.

After a time, it felt as if we had explored the whole of each other’s bodies in small, subtle movements. I felt so satiated. So fulfilled. And that was the last thought that I remembered having, before falling asleep.

The next thing I knew, Cara’s alarm was going off. She slapped at her table to turn it off, before energetically rolling over to face me.

“Morning, beautiful,” she said to me, smiling.

“Morning, beautiful,” I said back.

She laughed, before planting a quick kiss on my lips.

“I gotta hurry but take as much time as you need. Makeup remover is by the sink. Keep the stuff I loaned you.”

With that, she was out of the bed and out of the room. I must have fallen asleep again, as the next thing I knew, Cara was coming back in and saying goodbye to me.

“I’ll miss you,” I told her.

I meant it, but I tried to make it sound playful.

“Stay pretty,” she told me.

I wondered if she was doing the same thing.

The door closed and she was gone. Alone in her room. I enjoyed the tranquil sensations which I was filled with. Satisfaction, happiness, so much more than I could even really grasp using words alone.

Last night was all I had ever wanted, and in so many more ways than I had expected.

With Cara out of the room though, I figured it was time to return to my real life. The previous night had been some kind of strange but magical dream. The clothes and makeup had been kind of strange, I’d be the first to admit, but being with Cara like that was more than worth it.

I took off all of the clothes, and allowed my genitals to rest freely for the first time in however many hours. Strangely, they felt absolutely fine. I pulled on my boxers and gym pants and searched for where Cara had tossed my top, before heading over to the sink. I found the makeup remover and some pads, and liberally soaked them. I dragged them over my face, and watched as the slightly melted-looking makeup from the night before disappeared from my face.

After a couple of minutes, I was greeted with the me that I knew. The male version of myself.

Seeing that made me laugh. The night before was not how I expected things to go. Still, I was glad that it had happened.

Walking back to my own dorm, I couldn’t help but go over everything again and again. The feeling of Cara’s lips on mine, the feel of our legs together, our hands on each other. It was all so natural and so easy and so right.

So right. The words made me truly realize something that I thought that maybe I already knew - I’d almost not cared at all about wearing that cheerleading outfit.

In the past, I had watched some stuff online about masculinity. I’d have been lying if I said I hadn’t. As a guy who had spent so much time around girls, doing a ‘feminine’ sport, I had worried about not being seen as masculine.

I had mostly done that as I had been led to believe - maybe by those videos - that women only wanted masculine men. That I needed to shed my feminine hobbies and ways for any girl to respect me. Somehow though, the opposite had been true for me.

Cara had never paid me more attention than she had when I helped her cheerleading team. The girls on the team seemed to earnestly really like me for being my natural self around them, masculine or not. Cara liked me more than ever, seeing me with makeup on.

It was like my authentic self - the me which did have feminine traits and didn’t try to stifle them - was what people wanted. Maybe those guys online didn’t have it all quite so figured out.

And, because of that, did it matter if I entered the cheerleading contest as a girl? The girls on the team seemed to love the idea. Hell, Cara definitely loved the idea. So what did I have to lose? Nothing that I actually cared about. All I cared about was their success and Cara’s love. And I felt I was right on the cusp of both of those things.

Those were the people I cared about. Those were the people who cared about me. Not some weird guy online who posted videos online four times a week.

Back in my dorm, I readied myself for the day ahead, but my thoughts were consumed by the night before and the day ahead, when I would be performing with the girls.

As the day went by, I found myself trying to hone how I felt about the idea of performing with them, as a girl. It felt strange to say but, I felt that my primary emotion was excitement.

I had two weeks until the competition. It wasn’t very much time for me to get used to the idea of performing as a cheerleader but, realistically, that was probably a good thing. At that moment, I was still awash with feelings of love for Cara. I was happy to do anything, if it meant feeling like that again. If I waited for more than two weeks, maybe I’d have come to my senses and realized that it was an absolutely crazy idea.

But still, I wanted to help them. Hell, I wanted to compete. I wanted this.

During our Thursday session, we practiced as ever. It was the first time I had seen Cara since I stayed over at hers, though we’d been messaging. Just casual, friendly texts, but they felt like they meant a lot more, considering the evening we had shared.

At that practice, it took a surprising amount of time for the conversation to go back to me pretending to be Alice in more than just doing the moves in the routine.

During a break to catch our breath again, Lilly asked me how I was feeling about performing with them. There had been a scatter of conversation amongst the girls, but that stopped it dead.

Cara looked at me, smiling, as I gathered my thoughts.

“Weirdly fine, I guess?”

Lilly laughed.

“I was hoping for more enthusiasm.”

“Oh you’re enthusiastic, aren’t you, Will?” Cara asked me, a playful tone in her voice.

I felt like I was going to blush.

“I’m trying to play it cool,” I joked.

“Well I reckon you’re going to do great,” Lilly told me. “You’re so good at this!”

“Oh, thank you,” I said. “I guess it’s just, like, as long as nobody realizes it’s me, then it’ll be fine. I think that’s the only thing I’m actually worried about.”

“What, cause the cheerleading is so easy for you, the gymnast?” Shelly now joined in with a healthy dose of sarcasm at my expense.

“Well, if you must know,” I mocked back at her.

“God you’re so full of yourself,” Shelly rolled her eyes dramatically as she said it. “But being serious for a minute, Abby and I were saying that next Tuesday should be a full dress rehearsal. Are you cool with that, Will?”

“Oh, okay, I guess,” I almost stammered.

“Is that okay? Or is that too close to the event. Do you need to make sure you feel comfortable with what we’re doing before that?” she asked.

I shot a quick glance at Cara, who looked like she was trying to stifle a grin.

“Uh, no,” I replied. “We can just do Tuesday. That’s fine for me.”

“Okay, amazing!” Lisa chimed in. “Do you want to meet at our dorm like a couple hours before practice?”

“Yeah, I guess that’s fine.”

“I actually can’t wait,” Shelly said. “This is going to be so fun.”

“I hope so,” I laughed. “I hope so.”
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The weekend went by and Cara and I didn’t manage to meet up at all during it. I wanted to, and I was pretty sure that she wanted to, but we both had way too much school work, with the amount of time that practice had been taking from our lives.

That meant that it was Tuesday before I knew it, and I wasn’t going to be seeing Cara until practice. I had considered asking her to come and be with me, Shelly, and Lisa during the makeover, but I didn’t know if that would have been weird.

There had been a real intimacy between me and Cara, when she was doing my makeup. Would there have been a strange feeling in the room, if Shelly was doing my makeup? Would it have felt as intimate? And would that have made things awkward between me and Cara?

I messaged Cara. I told her that I was excited to see her that evening for the practice, and she told me that she was excited to see what the girls made of me. She signed that message off with a winky face. I figured that maybe things were going to go well after all. Maybe I was overthinking things.

That afternoon, I didn’t have class, so I went over to meet with the girls. I was almost exactly on time to their dorm, and they seemed abuzz with excitement to see me. I couldn’t say that I entirely felt the same. Nerves had overcome me again.

Cara seeing me in that outfit was one thing but it went very well. This was not the same. This was two other girls seeing me dressed as a cheerleader. This was one of those girls doing my makeup and the other putting extensions in my hair, however the hell that worked.

“Heya, Will!” Lisa almost yelled, opening the door in what felt like less than a second after I knocked.

I could see Shelly standing just behind her. Both of them were already dressed in their cheerleading uniforms, and both of them had flawless makeup set on their faces. They looked amazing, I had no hope of ignoring it. They were the stereotypical cheerleaders, with big fluttering eyelashes, bold pink eyeshadow, and vibrantly red lips, matching the red of the team colors.

“Heya,” I repeated back. “How are you both?”

“Great!” Shelly answered, matching the energy. “Have you got your stuff with you?”

My stuff, in this scenario, was the cheerleading outfit that I’d tried on the other day with Cara. I had it with me, hidden away in a rucksack. I looked up and down their hall before I replied.

“Yeah,” I answered with a hushed tone.

“Oh you literally don’t need to worry,” Shelly told me.

“Yeah, there’s actually nobody else on our floor,” Lisa explained.

“What?” Suddenly, my nerves were replaced by sheer confusion. “But there are like five other rooms on this floor, how are you two sharing a room?”

“I honestly don’t know. We asked, like, everybody we could think to ask, but they won’t let us have separate rooms unless we pay for them,” Lisa told me.

“Even though nobody is paying for them either way?” I asked.

“You know what colleges are like,” Shelly said. “Nothing’s for free.”

“You can say that again,” I laughed. “But you’ve got no neighbors?”

“Nope,” Lisa reiterated. “Apparently nobody else wanted a shared ensuite. I guess it’s pretty intense, sharing a bathroom with a person you’ve never met.”

“Yeah, I guess you two got kinda lucky,” I agreed.

“Would’ve been luckier if they let us have the empty room as well, though!” Shelly said.

“Yeah.”

I finally stepped into their room as I said the word. The dorms all of a sudden felt hauntingly empty. But, in a way, maybe that was a good thing. I didn’t exactly want Shelly to be doing my makeup in the biggest party dorm on campus.

“Wanna get changed?” Lisa asked.

“Oh yeah, of course,” I answered, finding my way to their ensuite.

I heard the two of them chatting as I closed the door, and they went about gathering all of the things they needed for my transformation. Alone in their ensuite, I shook my head, smiling. It was such a weird situation, but the girls didn’t seem to think so. Oddly, even I wasn’t completely overwhelmed by how strange it was. I was mostly just excited to see Cara again.

Holding her bra and panties in my hands, she was all I could think about. Her reaction to me the other day was incredible. To finally allow a love between us to bloom was perfect. Having her there to support me, in supporting her and the team, had made it so much easier. It made it so much more worthwhile.

I took my clothes off and repeated the process that I had learned for the first time on Thursday. I hadn’t tried it again since but it really wasn’t the sort of thing you forgot in a hurry.

My testicles slipped inside my body again, and I used Cara’s panties to hold everything in place. I pulled the skirt up my legs, and the tight shorts settled over the underwear.

I stripped my gym top off, and slipped my arms into the bra. But then I realized something; I had been given help with this, last time. I turned my back to the mirror and looked over my own shoulder at the bra, to the best of my ability.

I apparently had a bra to do up.

There were a pair of clasps and hooks which I had to make meet. Cara had done this for me last time. Now, without her, it felt strange and, frankly, a little embarrassing to ask the girls for help. So I resolved to do this one on my own.

The one great thing about a lifetime of gymnastics, it turned out, was that I could get my arms pretty far behind my back. I never really pictured that this would be the way in which that paid off, but there I was.

Thankfully, my range of motion was enough to easily find the clasps behind my own back. I pulled them together, and more or less just clawed the hooks at the loops until they finally met and went together. I felt like a less agile person probably would have dislocated a shoulder, doing that. I was almost proud of myself.

I stuffed the bra with the socks which Cara had left with me, and I slid the top over my head. I stepped into the white patent boots and zipped them up. I was done.

In the mirror, I once again admired myself. I was bizarrely happy with the result. Compared to the first time I tried - back before I had shaved my legs, and when I didn’t know about tucking and I hadn’t borrowed Cara’s bra - I was pretty pleased with what I was seeing. I was confident in how I looked, almost.

That was what I tried to hold onto as I walked to the door of the ensuite. I placed my hand on it, opened it a crack, and paused. I wasn’t sure if I should have announced myself. If I should have told Lisa and Shelly that I was coming out. I didn’t know what difference it would have made. They were going to see me either way, and it wasn’t like they didn’t know that I was in there. It just felt like it was kind of a moment.

I pulled the door towards me, and stepped out. The sound of my block heel on their floor was more than enough to get their attention, without even needing to say a word. Their gaze locked onto my direction. Shelly’s eyes widened. Lisa’s mouth opened wordlessly.

“Oh my god,” Shelly’s voice was lively. “You already look amazing.”

“Doesn’t he?” Lisa asked, a little rhetorically.

“How do you look so good?” Shelly asked me, maybe not rhetorically.

“Uh,” I hesitated to try and figure out exactly how to answer. “Cara gave me some help figuring out the clothes after Thursday night.”

“No way!” Lisa said. “Oh my god you did such an amazing job.”

I couldn’t help but smile. Their enthusiasm was infectious. It wasn’t necessarily praise that I had ever wanted before in my life - looking good in a cheerleading outfit - but it was hard not to appreciate the girls’ high spirits.

“So what now?” I asked.

“Lisa can sort your hair extensions, and I’m going to do your makeup,” Shelly told me, matter of factly. “Does that sound good?”

“I guess?”

I was being a little coy. I honestly didn’t mind. I was weirdly excited even. I’d had a lot of friends at gymnastics, but never before had I had a group of friends like this. I was so included. More than that even, I was so important. I was valued and respected and supported. I was wanted.

This was all just a part of that. It meant a lot.

“Okay, good or not,” Shelly laughed, “are you okay with that?”

“Okay, yeah, I’m okay with that.”

That was maybe the first time I really had any idea that the girls actually realized how crazy this whole situation was. When they first came up with the idea of me filling in for Alice, it had all happened so fast and with so much enthusiasm. It almost felt as if they didn’t even think that I was having to do anything out of the ordinary.

It had been so surreal, until finally that moment of understanding from Shelly.

Shelly guided me to her desk chair, and she got to work. She already had all of her tools laid out, though with some differences from Cara’s setup on that other night.

“Okay, comfy?”

I nodded, eliciting a smile from Shelly.

primer first,” she told me.

She took a squeezy tube and loaded her finger up with a clear, almost glue-like liquid. She patted it into my skin and, while she was doing it, I felt Lisa brushing my hair from behind me.

“I’m going to get to work, too,” she announced, after already having gotten to work.

“Sure,” I said.

“Thanks for doing this, Will,” Shelly said to me, as she finished patting my face with her fingertip. “Foundation now.”

“Oh, uh, okay,” I replied, not entirely sure if it was in regards to the first or second part of her sentence. “Thanks for saying. I’m sort of terrified about it, if I’m being honest.”

I hadn’t really formed that thought in my own head before saying it out loud. I maybe hadn’t realized that I was terrified about it, before saying it. But I was.

It had been hard not to get swept up in the excitement and enthusiasm of the girls. It was hard to separate what I was doing from my feelings for Cara. But the idea of going out to a cheerleading competition, dressed as a girl, was insane. Of course that was terrifying. Even if I was doing it for a group of girls who thought it was legendary - not just for helping them but also for protesting against their cheer league - it was still a crazy thing to be doing.

In spite of that though, it was exciting. I wasn’t sure if that had just come from everything being wrapped up in my feelings for Cara as well, but there was truth in it regardless. Something about the whole thing filled me with excitement. Joy, even. Since that first night with Cara, the idea of pretending to be Alice again was an earnestly fun thought.

Shelly had started applying the foundation. This was a liquid, unlike Cara’s. She pumped a tube onto my face in a few blobs in different spots, before she started patting at the blobs with a little, rounded sponge.

“That’s totally fair! Are you worried about the competition at all?” Lisa asked me.

“Like, the actual routine?” I asked back.

“Yeah, or do you not get nervous about competitions?”

“I guess not so much,” I admitted. “I’ve been competing since I was a kid. I always get nervous literally right before it’s my turn, but then, during and after, it feels totally fine.”

“Well that’s good at least,” Lisa reassured me. “So you’re worried about the being Alice part of it?”

“Yeah,” was all I offered.

“I promise you - I swear on my family - that I won’t let anything bad happen because of this,” Shelly told me.

I had to try and control the reaction in my face when she said it, as to not ruin what she was doing with the makeup. It was such a strong response from her. It had caught me completely off-guard. Nobody had ever said anything so defensive of me in my whole life.

“Yeah, one-hundred percent,” Lisa agreed. “I will literally protect you at all costs.”

I laughed a little.

“I don’t know what that means, but thank you.”

“I mean it though,” something Lisa was doing tugged at my hair as she spoke. “Like, we all know you’re doing the kindest thing anyone has ever done for us. You’re not going to have to speak to anybody, you’re not going to be left on your own for even a moment, we’re going to make sure that all you have to do is kill it like you always do.”

“Thank you.”

I meant it that time. It was such a sweet sentiment. And, also, a well thought-out sentiment. I’d not even considered the fact that my voice would be a guy’s voice if I spoke. I was glad they’d already figured these things out.

“Okay, contour time!” Shelly told me excitedly.

Clearly, Cara’s crash course in makeup hadn’t quite set me up for everything that I needed to know. This one was new to me. Not that I was any kind of expert, by a long shot.

Shelly took a light stick and a dark stick, and drew on my face with each in turn. The light stick went up the center of my nose, under my eyes, on the outer edges of my eyelid, the center of my forehead, just above and below my lips, and on my jawline. The darker stick followed my hairline, my temples, just below my cheekbones, and the sides of my nose. She began to pat at my face again with a new sponge.

“One of the girls from the senior squad is driving the minibus to the meet, by the way,” Lisa told me. “We’re not going to say anything to her but, even if she knew, she definitely wouldn’t care.”

“Oh yeah, you mean Carrie?” Shelly asked.

“Yeah, Carrie!”

“Oh, totally,” Shelly now chimed in. “Her sister is actually trans and she literally hit a guy who said something about her one time.”

“Like, really hard,” Lisa added.

I couldn’t help but laugh again. They had a really funny dynamic between them. Like a high energy, no-filter kind of conversational style that I could only sit back and enjoy. So much so, that I was completely distracted from what they were both doing to me. Before I knew it, Shelly had already done everything to my eyes that Cara had done before.

“I’m going to do some false lashes as well,” Shelly told me. “Not that yours aren’t great.”

“Thanks,” I chuckled.

I watched as she took a small brush from a small tube and ran a line of clear liquid to a strip of disembodied eyelashes. She put them into the blades of a pair of tweezers, and gently blew the liquid she’d applied.

“Gently close your left eye,” she instructed.

I did, and I felt the stickiness immediately. I could feel her subtly adjusting the lashes with a couple of prods and pulls of the tweezers, but it was so gentle and accurate that she somehow didn’t tug at my own lashes even once.

She did the same with my right eye and, from behind us, Lisa told us that she was done.

“Looks amazing!” Shelly told the pair of us.

“It actually does,” Lisa agreed. “And not just because I did it.”

Again, their dynamic was really amusing to me and, again, the time disappeared because of it. Shelly applied blusher to my cheeks, but also a tiny bit to the tip of my nose and just above my lip. Then, she took out the same, deep red lipstick that she and Lisa must have been wearing.

“We’re going matte, this year,” Shelly told me. “It looks so much better, and it basically doesn’t come off. Well, unless you use makeup remover, obviously.”

“What?” I asked. “Who’s Matt?”

The girls laughed.

“God, you’re lucky we’re not going to let anybody talk to you,” Shelly said. “You’ve got a lot to learn about being a girl.”

I exhaled a long breath through my nose.

“I’m sure I do.”

“But that’s it!” Shelly announced. “We’re done.”

“How do I look?”

I asked the question with genuine curiosity. Much like at Cara’s, I couldn’t see what they were doing to me. Unlike at Cara’s though, Shelly had managed to do the whole thing without sitting on my lap.

“Take a look,” Lisa said, spinning my chair around. “How do you think you look, Alice?”
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For the second time in only a few days, I was in sheer disbelief at what I was seeing in the mirror. In Cara’s room, I looked kind of pretty in the makeup she had put on me, though that was kind of lost in everything that happened after.

This, however, was something entirely different. In Shelly’s room, I looked downright gorgeous. My eyes had that same flash of pink that her and Lisa adorned their eyelids with. My eyelashes looked huge and glamorous. My lips were bold and sexy. And my face looked entirely different. I guessed it was from the contour, because Cara’s routine the time before did not manage to make me look this way.

That was coupled with my new hair. I didn’t really understand what Lisa was doing while she was doing it, but now I understood now what she had done. She had weaved in more hair - clipped it in maybe, magically made it grow, I wasn’t sure - and somehow it looked like my own hair.

We had pretty similar hair colors, Lisa and I, and she had used her hair extensions to basically make my hair look like her hair. It was a little beyond shoulder length, with subtle waves to it, and she had swept my own hair into bangs, pushed to the right. I had a cute, dirty-blond bob.

“So what do you think?” Lisa asked.

That was a tough question to answer. Suddenly, my thoughts about the whole thing being crazy had melted away. Sure, it was crazy still - I was still planning on sneaking into an all-female cheerleading competition, pretending to be a girl. Nobody would say that wasn’t crazy. But that wasn’t the feeling that formed most prominently in my mind.

The main feeling was happiness.

It was hard to explain, hard to even really comprehend in my own mind. But something about seeing myself like this - as this girl who I had never really seen before - was wonderful.

I had spent so much time trying to shed anything feminine about me. I had given up my lifetime passion of gymnastics and left behind the friends I had made through it, all for the pursuit of some imagined kind of masculinity. But this was the exact opposite of that.

I had embraced the feminine side of myself to its fullest, in the most literal of ways. And I liked what I was seeing. I liked what I was feeling. It was like I had finally let go of something that I didn’t need to be holding on to.

It was release.

“I’m, like-” I paused to try and figure out what to say. “Am I hot?”

The girls laughed.

“Hell yes you are!” Shelly told me.

“You look so good in that outfit,” Lisa added.

“Yeah, you look amazing,” Shelly reiterated.

“Thanks,” I said, almost solemnly. “You both look great as well. Sorry, I just realized I hadn’t said that yet.”

“It’s fine,” Shelly said. “Alice was always the mean one on the team.”

Lisa and I both wheezed with laughter. I felt like the surreal feeling of the evening had fully overtaken us. What we were doing was crazy, and I couldn’t pretend it wasn’t for another moment longer.

I had meant what I said as well. Obviously I meant that they looked good, they were cheerleaders after all, but I was grateful. It was weird to have found so much acceptance in such an unusual setting, but being with those girls in their cheerleading group was the most accepted I’d ever felt in my entire life.

With gymnastics, I had teammates, but it was still a solo discipline at the end of the day. The people I was best friends with in the gym could be people I hated when it came time for someone to win a medal.

Cheerleading was different, though. Everyone had the same goal and the same dream. It was an actual team. I had never experienced that. And the acceptance and inclusion which that offered had given me a bond unlike any I had ever felt before.

Plus it wasn’t exactly minor that it had given me a chance to kiss Cara.

I wanted to thank them. I wanted to thank them for all of the things their team had made me feel, and I wanted to thank them for how I felt, seeing myself in the mirror. I couldn’t find the words, though. It was too much to try and put to words alone. They had helped me become someone I never knew I wanted to be.

“Should we go? Or are you nervous?” Lisa asked.

“Yeah, are you okay to go out?” Shelly added.

“Uh, I guess?” I cautiously answered.

I was and I wasn’t. I was feeling great, though that relied a little on being in the safety of Lisa and Shelly’s room. I hoped the protective sphere of their encouragement would follow me outside. I felt like I was ready to go out, as long as they were with me. I felt like nothing bad could happen, when I was with the girls.

“You’re going to do great,” Lisa told me. “Here, borrow this.”

I watched as she opened her closet and pulled out a big, furry jacket. It was off-white and looked very cosy.

“Trust me when I tell you that these uniforms do not keep any warmth in,” Shelly told me, as she also found a jacket for herself.

“Oh, thank you,” I replied.

The three of us wrapped up in an extra layer, and I looked in the mirror one more time. With Lisa and Shelly by my sides, I was feeling oddly confident. Well, maybe the confidence wasn’t odd. It sounded like they were ready to kill for me. I guess that would inspire confidence in anybody.

We looked like we could have been a girl band. Our matching looks but different jackets were a genuinely cool vibe. We looked sexy and confident, and it was that moment at which I truly appreciated the feeling which had been growing within me.

I liked how I looked.

“You ready?” Lisa thankfully snapped me out of my trance.

“I think I am,” I replied.

“Then let’s go.”

With that, Shelly opened their door and ushered Lisa and I out. I knew that their hallway was going to be completely empty, but my heart rate shot up anyway. Suddenly, my breathing was heavier. My hands felt shaky. I could feel my anxiety rising.

But it was anxiety that I knew. It was the exact same kind of anxiety that I felt before a gymnastics routine. The same kind of anxiety that would always fade away as soon as I actually started my routine.

And that was what I tried to remember, as we left the hallway and went into the stairwell. And, just like that, it started to work. The first step outside was huge. The sound of my block heel hitting the concrete was like a bomb going off but then, as I started walking, flanked - protected - by Lisa and Shelly on either side, the pre-routine feeling of nerves began to fade away.

My anxiety dissipated. Suddenly I was filled with something else. Some kind of ecstasy. It was hard to pinpoint, but the madness of the situation had hit me once again. I was walking with these two beautiful girls, pretending I was one of them, to take part in something outrageous.

It was maybe the most fun thing I’d ever done in my life.

The walk to the practice gym was short. So short in fact, that I was almost disappointed when it came to an end. Admittedly though, there was barely anybody out on campus when we were walking. Maybe if we actually crossed paths with anybody, I’d have felt differently. Regardless, the feeling in my heart was good when we got to the gym.

Shelly walked in first, then I followed, with Lisa behind me. We were the last three to get to practice, and that meant one thing; all eyes were on us as we walked in.

The hall was filled with the usual chatter, all the girls splitting off into groups and catching up, but that chatter stopped dead when they saw us.

The looks on the girls’ faces was unlike anything I’d ever seen. More than anything, they were looks of confusion. I scanned from face to face, stopping for a moment to focus on Cara. Even she looked as if she wasn’t sure who had just walked in. Her pretty face, with her bold red lips to match the other girls, looked lost.

“Heya girls,” Shelly said, clearly not in a hurry to ease the confusion.

“Yeah, hey everyone,” Lisa joined in the game.

I didn’t speak. It would have given away what was going on immediately, and I would have been lying if I said I wasn’t finding it really funny. Also, more than that, it was reassuring. If these girls - who I’d spent the last however many weeknights with - didn’t recognize me, maybe that meant that nobody would recognize me.

Hell, Cara had seen me in this getup already, and even she didn’t seem to recognize me.

“Heya,” Lilly spoke first, after a moment of silence in the room.

“Hi girls,” Abby sounded more confident than Lilly’s muted response. “Who’s your friend?”

“Our friend?” Shelly asked, a little dramatically. “Oh, you don’t remember Alice?”

There were more confused looks in the room. I was trying my best not to burst out laughing. I wanted to ask Shelly and Lisa if they had planned for this, if they had prepared to mess with the girls in this way, but I couldn’t talk without ruining things.

“Is that-” Sarah started. “Is that Alice?”

Shelly broke first. She started laughing, which set Lisa off, which meant that I couldn’t hold it together any more either.

My laugh was still my laugh. It was a guy’s laugh, and that was what finally tipped the girls off.

“No way!” Laura literally yelled.

“What?” Abby asked, still not fully grasping what had happened.

“That’s Will!”
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What happened next could only really be described as carnage. The girls all but sprinted at me. They were screaming, they were jumping up and down, and they were hugging me.

“You look so good!”

“This is amazing!”

“You’re so pretty!”

I couldn’t keep up with who was saying what. The atmosphere in the room was unlike anything else that I had ever experienced. The positivity and excitement and - I wasn’t sure if I could put my finger on it - inclusion, maybe, was incredible.

The girls were so excited for me.

After everything had subsided, I noticed something. Cara had stood back a little from the fray surrounding me. She was just beyond the circle of girls around me, looking on, a warm smile on her face. The girls’ chatter had moved on to congratulating Shelly and Lisa on what a good job they had done, so I snuck through them and approached Cara.

“You okay?” I asked.

“More than okay,” Cara told me. “I can’t believe you’ve done this for us.”

“I told you I would, didn’t I?”

“You did,” Cara admitted. “But I still- I don’t know. You just mean a lot to me.”

I could feel the smile forming on my face. The words enveloped me like a warm blanket on a cold day. Like the sun finally breaking through clouds on the first day of spring. Like the love of my life telling me that I meant a lot to her.

“Well, you mean a lot to me,” I told her back.

“Can we talk? After we finish practice?” she asked me.

“Of course we can.”

Our conversation was cut short by the girls realizing that I wasn’t part of the chaos any more.

“Will, are you ready to practice?” Sarah asked me.

“Oh, yeah, course,” I nearly stumbled on my sentence, still wrapped in the blanket of Cara’s words.

“Then let’s do this!” Lisa said.

Within no time, I was hearing the telltale click-track to warn us of our impending routine. The girls and I sprung into action, and went through the moves which even I was now able to do as second nature.

Although things felt a little different this time. Dancing in those block heels wasn’t the same as it was before. Feeling the swish of the skirt as I stuck the moves wasn’t the same as doing it in my own gym gear.

It wasn’t harder, though. It was something else entirely.

It was sexy.

I couldn’t think of any other word to describe it, but I felt so in-tune with the moves. I felt sensuous and weirdly confident and, more than anything, I felt feminine. And that was a good thing.

My mind couldn’t help but drift back to the idea of masculinity and how important I thought that was. But I was learning more and more that it didn’t matter. What mattered was love and acceptance and being treated like a human being. Acceptance from others, self acceptance even more so. And offering those same things to the people around me. Whatever shape that took.

I could feel the bra in my top and I could feel my hair flick back and forth as I moved with the music. I could feel the soft lining of the boots against my hairless legs.

I could feel Cara subtly find ways to touch me when she was near.

Somehow, despite years of competition - years of medals and celebrations and highs - this was the best thing I had ever been a part of. I had never felt better than now. Dressed as a girl, cheerleading with all these other girls.

When the music ended, and our routine had finished, the girls were even more excited than they were when I first walked in. We had performed flawlessly. And I had been a part of that. The excitement in the room was so high that we all immediately launched back into the routine for a second time, and then a third, until we were convinced that we actually had a shot at this competition after all.

The session ended with everybody exhausted. We had performed to our fullest, and we had performed well. There was a lot more talk about me and how great I had been, which was obviously so nice of the girls, but my mind was now only focused on talking to Cara after the other girls had left.

That finally happened probably a half hour after the session usually would have ended. Everyone was keeping each other so full of energy and high on enthusiasm that nobody wanted to go home. It was only Laura pointing out the time that finally made everyone spring into action to leave.

“Do you want to come back to ours to get your makeup off?” Lisa asked me.

“Oh, thanks,” I said, looking at Cara. “Though Cara already offered to let me do it at hers.”

“Oh, okay, great!” Lisa said. “This was fun. I’m looking forward to doing it again for real!”

“Same,” I agreed, before a pause. “Oh, wait! I’ve got your jacket. And your hair.”

“Keep it,” Lisa said. “You can have it for the competition.”

“Oh, thanks Lisa.”

“That’s what girls are for!” she told me.

It was a very cute sentiment. The amount of acceptance I was finding as one of the girls was unlike anything I had ever felt. It was so nice. I sort of wished it would last forever.

“Bye for now!” Shelly chimed in, as the two of them left, leaving Cara and I alone, finally.

The door closed behind them. It was just Cara and I in the room.

“You look beautiful,” Cara told me.

“You look beautiful,” I told her back.

She approached me slowly and leaned towards me. Our lips met. We shared another perfect kiss.

“Can I tell you something?” I asked her.

“Of course.”

“I’ve had a crush on you for so long,” I admitted. “Before we even spoke, I always thought you were so beautiful.”

Cara smiled softly, but then looked a little pained.

“What is it?” I asked. “Sorry, should I not have said that?”

“No, nothing like that,” Cara said. “It’s just- I don’t know, this feels complicated.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

The quiet of the otherwise empty hall felt like it was audible. Things were so silent in the time that it took for Cara to speak again.

“You know the thing we were saying way back when we first spoke? When we said about being able to be different people at college?”

“Yeah, I remember,” I said.

“Well I felt trapped at high school. I could never tell people what I really wanted because everyone in that town was so closed minded,” she told me.

“What are you trying to say?” I asked her.

“I was trying to say-”

She cut herself off mid-sentence. I didn’t dare speak. Didn’t dare interrupt her on the cusp of what felt like something so important. The stillness of the hall felt as if it was closing in.

“I’m trying to say that I like girls,” she blurted. “And I’m sorry, because that makes this so complicated. Because I really like you. You, Will, seem like a great guy, but this version of you that I’m seeing right now- Well, I am so stupidly attracted to this version of you.”

“Me as- As a girl?” I had to ask.

“Yeah, you as a girl! Like, I think you have a great personality and you’ve been so genuine and so good to me but I don’t feel attracted to you as a guy. But, as a girl, you make me feel so different. I’m so lost because of how seeing you makes me feel.”

I paused for a moment. I had no idea what to say.

“Like, is this what you want?” Cara resumed talking “Is this the you that you’ve always wanted to be?”

I still didn’t know what to say.

“I don’t know,” I told her, pausing for a moment. “Like, I’m having a really good time with the girls and I’m having an amazing time with you. I’m kind of happier than I’ve been in a long time. I’m happy right now.”

The pain faded from Cara’s eyes a little.

“So, what, this isn’t just a thing you’re doing to help us?”

“I don’t know,” I repeated. “It was at first. Like, I hadn’t ever planned on doing this. But, then, I haven’t disliked doing it. Well, I mean, that’s not even right. I like feeling like this. Honestly, I’m confused.”

“That makes sense.”

“Like, I’ve never done this before. I never wanted to do this before. But I’m happy doing this now.”

“So what do you want?”

“I want to be with you,” I told her. “Like this or not. I wouldn’t care.”

Neither of us spoke.

“So what do we do?” I asked her.

“I want to be with you,” Cara told me. “But I don’t know if that’s realistic.”

“I want to be with you,” I agreed.

“So what do we do?” she echoed.

“See if it works?” I asked.

“Like, spend some time together. Like this?”

“Yeah?” I questioned.

I wasn’t sure what else to say. I really wanted to be with her. And I was having a nice time pretending to be Alice. It took a lot to admit that to myself, seeing as how I thought before that I wanted to be away from my feminine past. But maybe I didn’t want to be away from that at all. Maybe I was trying to cut out something that truly made me me.

“Can you stay over at mine again tonight?” Cara asked me. “As Alice?”

“Of course.”

It went without saying that I wanted that. I needed to be with Cara.

Even with her in my arms that night, it took me a while to fall asleep. My face was buried in her dark hair and with every breath I could smell her. I knew I wanted that. I didn’t know what else I wanted.

The thing was, I was so happy. I had never been happier than being ‘one of the girls,’ whether that sentiment started as a joke or not. I had spent my whole life around girls. They’d been my best friends and it had gotten to the point where I almost felt like I didn’t have much in common with guys any more. Sometimes, I could barely stand to talk to guys. I had never had that problem with girls.

And a part of me had been missing, since stopping gymnastics. Then I found that piece again when I was with the cheer team. Obviously, it made sense to me that I was missing the competition and the sport, but maybe it wasn’t that.

Maybe I was missing being one of the girls.

I fell asleep wondering that. Wondering if maybe I was happy being one of the girls. I was definitely happy being one of the girls if it meant being with Cara, but that felt like such a love-blind thought. Even I could sense that.

But it was more than that. It was more than infatuation. It was more than my crush on Cara that was driving this. Most guys never would have even considered doing what I was doing, for anything. Yet I barely put up a cursory fight against pretending to be Alice, around the girls.

Part of me even wondered if I’d wanted it right from the very start.

That night, I dreamed that I was a girl. I dreamed that Cara and I were older, in our twenties maybe, and we were drinking a coffee together out the front of a cafe. It must have been Fall, as the leaves on the trees were golden.

Cara had been wearing a white pant-suit, with a black tank top underneath and a pair of black high heels. I was wearing a black turtleneck and a black leather skirt, with a caramel colored jacket over the top. The air was crisp and our conversation was light and we were both so happy.

When I woke up from that dream, I felt like something had been taken from me. I felt an emptiness unlike anything I had ever felt before.

I almost cried.

Cara woke up a little after me, and I told her about my dream. Her eyes tightened into a sympathetic frown, and she held me. She didn’t need to say anything. I didn’t want to say anything.

I suddenly knew what I wanted.

I wanted to be Alice.
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The buildup to the competition was a wild ride. I was still practicing with the girls, but then my evenings in between were spent with Cara. Every time the two of us met, it would be in her dorm room. Every time the two of us met, it would be another day that I explored being Alice.

After just a few days of us starting to spend this time together, I went to a store with her, off campus. It was there that we bought the bits of makeup which Shelly had used, and that Cara didn’t own. We worked together to try and recreate the makeup look which Shelly had created for me in her dorm room. I wore Lisa’s hair extensions, and I even wore the cheerleading outfit a few times as well.

Before long though, Cara had suggested that I try some of her clothes on, and that opened my eyes to a whole new experience. I sort of hadn’t expected it, but wearing a dress felt amazing.

Cara had a few dresses with her which she wore for parties and nights out. She let me try on this baby blue, shimmery, tight dress, and I felt incredible. It showed off my shaved legs, and in a new bra I had borrowed from Cara. I felt like an actual girl.

I had no idea how much I wanted that feeling.

The competition came around in no time. The days flew by, as now almost all of my time had been spent with Cara. Time which felt so precious.

On the day of the cheer meet, I still had Shelly and Lisa help me with my makeup and hair, even though I sort of felt like Cara and I could have done almost as good of a job.

Admittedly, I turned out to be wrong on that. Shelly and Lisa pulled out all the stops for my makeover for the actual big day. I couldn’t even put my finger on what she had done differently, but Shelly made my skin radiant. I looked like I was glowing.

Lisa as well made my hair look fit for a princess. She had gently curled it, so it flowed and bounced with even the most subtle of movements of my head.

Stepping outside that day, my nerves never even appeared in the first place. I guessed it must have been from spending so much time as a girl with Cara. Or maybe it was from feeling so safe and so protected with my group of girls. Whatever it was, we walked from their dorm to the minibus, without me even feeling a touch of nerves.

The nerves only reappeared when it was actually our time to compete. I had the same pang of tension that used to hit me before a gymnastics routine but, somehow, it came to me almost like an old friend. Like something which I had begun to miss.

We performed flawlessly. The girls and I moved together, our bodies in sync and our movements as one. For those few shining minutes, I was one of them. I was one of the girls. And our routine was amazing. I was so proud of what we had achieved together without any outside training or a single bit of support from our college.

Despite that, it wasn’t enough to win. We were exactly in the middle of the results table. That didn’t matter to me, though. What I had found was worth more than a trophy. It was worth more than all of the gold in all of the medals in the world.

I had found Cara, and I had found acceptance.

I had found myself.

The other girls didn’t necessarily feel the same though. The mood in the minibus was mixed, as we waited for Carrie to drive us home. There was still the enthusiasm and excitement that we had done all of this ourselves, but I felt like maybe the girls had hoped that it would have been worth more.

“It does kind of suck, though,” Lilly summarized. “We put in so much more work than probably most of these teams combined.”

“Yeah, I honestly thought we did so much better than that,” Lisa agreed.

I was sitting next to Cara. Her hand was subtly on top of mine, between us in our seats. I looked at her, and she was smiling at me.

“I bet they just didn’t score us higher because we were going to pull out. I bet they’re still mad about that,” Laura chimed in.

There was a general murmur of agreement.

“I’m really proud of you all, though. I thought you did so great,” I told the girls. “ Especially considering the state of your tumbling, just a few weeks ago.”

“Oh come on,” Shelly said, to the laughter of all of the girls.

“I do mean it though. The thing about being proud, not the tumbling thing,” I laughed at my own comment. “And, hey, this was just the first meet. We can always do better next time.”

“We?”

Abby had immediately picked up on my phrasing.

“Yeah, I think we,” I clarified.

“You serious?” Shelly asked.

“I mean, if you’ll have me.”

The bus exploded with excitement. It was as if my agreement to carry on as part of their team was enough to undo all of the sour spirit that not winning had put into the team. Cara was grinning at me even more widely than I had ever seen.

“What are you girls so excited about?”

The voice was Carrie’s. She had managed to get onto the bus right at the peak of the girls’ enthusiasm.

“Uh,” Lilly started. “It’s a long story.”

“Sure,” Carrie laughed.

I kept my word to the team. I kept practicing with them, and I even went on to compete with them again, as Alice. But that wasn’t where it ended for her. For me.

Alice stopped being confined to just cheerleading practice, or to Cara’s room.

After a while, it felt like too much to hide. Mine and Cara’s love had become stuck in her dorm, although we wanted it to blossom as far as our love could possibly reach. That was why we eventually told Shelly and Lisa.

It admittedly wasn’t only done so that it could be our first step into telling other people about us. Shelly and Lisa were still way better at my makeup than Cara and I could ever hope to be. We told them that I was enjoying being Alice outside of practice, and they were thrilled for me. We told them that we’d been dating, and they were thrilled for us.

That was the part that was somehow even more scary. The girls had all seen me as Alice a few times now. Admittedly, it was mostly for the sake of helping them through their competitions, but I still figured that seeing me as Alice really couldn’t shock those girls any more.

Telling them that Cara and I loved each other probably could, though.

But it turned out that none of them were even slightly judgmental. And it felt like none of them spoke about it behind our back. Every time we told someone new on the team, it sure felt like it was the first time they’d heard about me as Alice, or Cara and I as girlfriends.

As that was what we had become. Girlfriends. Any time I was with Cara, or any time I was with the girls, I was Alice. I practiced as a girl, I hung out as a girl, and I loved Cara as a girl. And I was happy.

Things moved fast, but never faster than I wanted. It went from being a secret in Cara’s room, to a secret with the whole cheerleading team in no time.

When we went back for the summer, Cara and I never had to be apart then either, and it meant I never had to spend time as Will, unless I was around my family. I wasn’t quite ready to tell them anything.

But that was fine. College was a chance to change. It was a chance to leave these things behind. It was a chance to be who I discovered I really wanted to be.

Alice.

I made a huge decision that summer. I re-enrolled for my sophomore year. Cara and I spoke about it a lot, and it was something I really wanted. So much so that I was almost nervous to first bring it up with her. But Cara told me she would support me in anything. So I re-enrolled as Alice.

I no longer had to hide anything from anyone. I could be who I wanted to be.

I could be Cara’s girlfriend.
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