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Fall had always been my favorite time of year on campus. Don’t get me wrong, springtime and the start of summer was always unreal, but something about the fall felt even more special.

The crisp air was nice. It made soccer practice a little more bearable than in the blazing summer sun, plus I was a sucker for stepping on a crunchy leaf. But that wasn’t what I really liked about the fall. No, it was those perfect fall nights.

Something about night times in fall always brought out the fun side of everyone at my college. I always figured it was because it never got too cold on campus, in those evenings. It meant that you could get up to some real crazy stuff under the cover of darkness, but you’d only need to wear a sweater to do it.

I’d noticed it as soon as I joined the soccer team as a sophomore. I had partied a lot in my freshman year, but the soccer team meant I moved with a bigger crowd, and that meant I knew about a lot more parties going on. The peak party season was definitely the fall.

But, there was no bigger party than Halloween.

You could forget your birthday. You could skip Christmas. You could throw graduation in the trash. You’d miss all of those, for the chance to take part in Halloween at my college. That day, the sun would set at around half five and, as soon as it was getting dark, that meant the party started.

It was a tradition like no other. It didn’t matter what day of the week it was, or if you had to study, or if your grandmother had come to visit. You were partying the moment the sun had disappeared.

Students from every dorm or house or wherever they stayed would descend on, of all places, the soccer field. I wished I could have said that it was because the soccer team planned it, but it was a tradition that started way before I went to college. It might have even started before I was even born.

The real reason everyone met at the soccer field was because it was the furthest spot away from any office or administrative building. Soccer hadn’t been a particularly big focus for my college way back when, so they carved a field out of the last space they had left on campus. It was through a bunch of trees and backed onto some industrial buildings.

That made it perfect for the biggest party of the year.

It also admittedly meant that it was a ball-ache for me to get there for practice, three times a week. Still though, that one giant party almost made it all worth it.

The premise for the party was the same every year. You’d arrive as soon as the sun had set - as soon as it was spooky out. Everyone would bring drinks and make giant punch bowls by mixing anything they had.

Honestly, you were better off just drinking what you’d brought with you, but it was nice to feel a bit of a sense of community. Then everyone got kinda drunk. And that was when things really began.

The first stage of the party was the costume contest. That wasn’t even a joke. There was a student-run costume contest on the soccer field every year and people took it really seriously. Hell, I took it really seriously, and I’d never worn a costume in my life, before college.

It was a team game. You’d form up as a group of ten, and nominate somebody to be your leader. The five leaders with the best costumes would invite the rest of their team up with them, and then you’d all get judged as a team.

If your team then won that costume-judging faceoff against the other teams, you’d win the whole costume contest. You would feel like a god for the night. They’d get all of you up on top of one of the dugouts, in front of basically everyone from the whole college, and they’d be cheering for you. It was a way better crowd than you’d get for a soccer match.

Winning that also meant you got to host the costume contest the next year. That was a power trip in itself.

Anyway, after the costume contest, the next phase of the party started. The trick-or-treat. And that was exactly what it sounded like. It wasn’t like a big drinking game or anything, no, it was literally trick-or-treating. As soon as it started, everyone just dispersed from the soccer field for ninety minutes, left campus, and tried to get as much candy as they could.

But the trick-or-treat was a contest as well. After those ninety minutes were up, everyone would come back to the field. You’d pool your candy with your team, the same team as the costume contest, and then whoever had the biggest candy haul would win.

And then everything descended into drinking games and regular parting. Unless you’d won either of the contests. If you won those contests, the night was basically yours. You could do whatever you wanted. Things were even better if you were one of the hosts. People got laid, all the time, off the back of hosting those contests.

The one thing that nobody had ever done though, was win both of those contests in one night.

I intended to be the first person to ever do that.

Well, rather we intended to be the first people to ever do that.

The ‘we,’ in that case, was me and Elana. Elana and I had known each other from our freshmen year. We were in the same dorms together and had met in our first week. We’d hit it off pretty quickly. I thought most people figured we were going to start dating, but we were just friends. Well aside from the couple of times we did hook up.

But that wasn’t important. What was important, was our desire to be the first team to win the coveted double lantern.

“Winning the jack-o'-lantern,” was the term for coming first in either of the Halloween contests. The double lantern - winning both contests - had so far only been a dream for students. A dream for us.

We had admittedly never won either of the jack-o'-lanterns, in the two previous years we’d been at college. That latest year though, our third year, we had some confidence in ourselves. As freshmen, we’d placed third in the trick-or-treat. As sophomores, we came second in the costume contest. As juniors, we were going to win.

By that third year, we’d planned our trick-or-treat tactics to perfection. We had a plan that we were sure was going to win. On top of that, we knew our costumes were going to be winners. We were so close to victory as sophomores. Elana and I did a kind of gender-swap thing, and it killed. We just had to take what we did and do it better.

Our trick-or-treat plan was sort of a risk, admittedly. Our game was to go out, past those industrial units near the field, and head into the kind of weird part of town that everyone else avoided.

Most students left the soccer field and lost half of their trick-or-treat time to getting off campus and into the rich suburb near the main entrance. And sure, on paper, that made sense. Rich assholes meant big candy buckets. But, the time you lost on the journey was a big deal. Plus you were fighting everyone else for the same houses.

Where we went - that weird part of town - was basically going to be free rein for us. Nobody else ever tried knocking on doors there. Sure, not everybody in that part of town was happy to see college students trick or treating them but, on the whole, Elana and I were pretty sure it would lead to a better haul.

And then the costume contest. The other piece of the puzzle. In our second year, we came damn close to winning. I still pin the fact we lost on this guy in our group dressing as a dog. Who wins a costume contest as a dog? But mine and Elana’s costumes were killer.

We were the only people to do the gender-swap thing, and I had to give the credit to Elana for it. None of it was me, though she did have to give me the credit for going along with it. Her costume idea as sophomores meant that she was going as a priest and I was going as a nun.

But a kind of a sexy nun.

Which was a pretty funny look for me, a guy.

The costume was a black dress with a white collar - this white chestpiece kind of thing that came down from my neck to near my armpits. It had long sleeves but a short skirt, and it was ridiculously tight from top to bottom.

I had paired it with this cheap black wig, and covered that wig with the veil thing that came with the costume. It was like a black headdress, held in place by a white headband.

I borrowed a pair of Elana’s tights and they just about hid my leg hair. I also stretched them to hell and it meant Elana never wanted them back, but it was worth it to nearly win the jack-’o-lantern. With the busted tights, I just put on a pair of my own sneakers.

I always wondered if I would’ve won if I found some better shoes.

But I did at least do makeup. Or, I guess, Elana did my makeup for me. She did a pretty good job of it as well. I actually looked pretty hot.

She did her whole makeup routine on my face, so I looked like this kind of alternate universe version of her, but it worked. I had some pretty bold red lips, and these kind of bronze eyelids. She did a bunch of other stuff too, but I didn’t pay much attention to her explanation. All I cared about was looking good enough to win.

Elana looked pretty damn funny as a priest as well. She got a fake mustache and beard, a gray, short haired wig, and borrowed a pair of my dress shoes. They were like four sizes too big for her and that sort of made the costume what it was.

Still though, apparently it wasn’t enough. We didn’t win. But in our junior year, all of that was about to change.

That Halloween, our respective costumes were going to be a butler and a french maid. Naturally, with Elana as the butler and me as the maid. The gender swap thing went down a storm at the last Halloween party. My only fear about doing it again was having somebody else try and steal the idea from us.

So Elana was a butler. She had ordered a tophat and tails in her size, and was pairing it with my oversized shoes. Her idea was to combine that with a bald cap, to cover her otherwise out-of-place, light-pink dyed hair.

The finishing touch was to top things off with a gray mustache and some painted-on wrinkles. She’d even planned to dye her eyebrows gray, to make it look more convincing.

The part of her idea that I really liked was her little serving tray thing. She’d managed to get one of those silver dome trays, and a pair of white gloves. She was planning to walk around the party with that silver tray, and use it to offer out jello shots.

If that didn’t convince people we deserved the win, I didn’t know what would.

That wasn’t to say that my costume wasn’t equally as good. In fact, I could probably have even gone as far as saying mine was better. People might have called that vain, and I knew that, but I had worked damn hard on my costume.

Well, not the actual costume itself. It wasn’t like I made it or anything, I just bought it online and ordered some other things to go with it. No, the hard work was from what went into everything else about the costume.

See, this year, I was playing for keeps. I only had two years left at college. If I didn’t win the double lantern as a junior, there was no point winning it at all. If I won as a junior, it meant I was hosting everything at the Halloween party as a senior. Sure, I could still win the following year instead, as a senior, but for what?

I’d have graduated by the next Halloween. I wouldn’t even be able to bask in the glory.

So this was it. Do or die. That was what motivated me for every decision I made about my Halloween costume. Where the previous year, I wore tights, that year I was going to shave my legs. Where I wore sneakers as a sophomore, I was going to wear high heels as a junior. Where Elana did my makeup, I was doing my own.

That last bit was more of a necessity thing though, admittedly. Being juniors, Elana had actual college work to do on the day of Halloween. That meant she wasn’t going to have time to do my makeup.

Still tough, the reason wasn’t important. What was important was that she was going to teach me to do makeup on myself, just so we could win this damn contest. I was committing to shaving my legs, just so we could win this damn contest. I was going to learn to walk in a pair of high heels, just so we could win this damn contest.

I was playing for keeps.

I was going to be a french maid for halloween and, damn it, I was going to do it well.
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Maybe that was getting ahead of myself.

Don’t get me wrong, I was pumped to win the costume contest, but I hadn’t been quite that pumped right from the get go. Those early conversations about our costumes, I wasn’t so enthusiastic.

Elana and I were back in dorms in our junior year. We had both separately been in houses as sophomores, but all it did was make us miss the time when we lived in dorms. The college dorms were on campus, whereas most houses were out past the main campus gates, and then way over, past the other side of the rich houses in town.

For me, somebody who had to spend three mornings a week on the soccer field at the exact opposite end of campus, that was a real pain in the ass.

Being back in a dorm fixed all of that. It was a nice vibe, too. There were freshmen in my dorm, sure, but all kinds of students went back to dorms, even as seniors. It made for a decent mix. The people were fun, the atmosphere was nice.

Plus, again, it saved me hours of walking to and from the soccer field.

The first conversation Elana and I had about Halloween was before the semester had even started. We were messaging about it over the summer, we were so excited about it. We were so dead set on winning that we met right at the start of the semester, in Elana’s room, to discuss the Halloween plan.

Her room that year was kind of weird. It was way bigger than most dorm rooms I’d ever seen. Like, it looked as if it was meant to be a shared, double dorm, but she wasn’t sharing it. It even had its own ensuite, which I was pretty sure was also generally only a thing you could get in a double room on campus.

In typical Elana style though, a bigger room just meant she had more stuff. She wasn’t, like, messy by any means, but she was kinda untidy. She had way too many hobbies, so she had stuff for art, or stuff for rug tufting, or bits of a board game all over the place.

Her room was always like a metaphor or whatever for her brain, I always said. There was way too much going on in there. She was kind of a nerd, but in the fun sort of way.

Conveniently, she was in a set of dorms about five minutes from my own. It wasn’t as close as we were as freshmen, sure, but it was still close enough to see each other all the time. And we did.

It was one of those nights, when I finally understood what was going to have to go into my costume..

“We can do it this year,” I was insisting to Elana. “This is our last chance. If we don’t get the double lantern this year, we’re never doing it.”

“Well, I mean, we could literally do it next year instead,” she said with a slight pout. “But I get where you’re coming from. I’m not coming back from, like, my actual career or whatever, to host this thing.”

“Can you imagine?” I laughed. “Turning up to a college party in your work suit.”

“I’m dressed as corporate responsibility,” Elana wiggled her fingers dramatically, adopting a deep and ominous tone of voice for her sentence. “I will become your biggest fear.”

Elana really cracked me up. I figured that was probably why I was so on board with her costume ideas. If Elana thought something was funny, she was probably right.

“But seriously, we’ve got this. Between trick-or-treat tactics and our costumes, we have to win this,” I insisted.

“I’ve always liked your enthusiasm, Zac. Never let anybody take that away from you,” Elana told me. “You really reckon they’re even going to have candy in the weird part of town though?”

I sort of smiled and squinted at the same time. I wasn’t sure if she was joking or not.

“What do you mean?”

“Like, it’s called ‘the weird part of town’ for a reason,” she told me.

“Yeah,” I agreed, “but what for? Me and the guys from soccer would sometimes go over that way to this grocery store. They’d never ID us, so we could always get beers. People looked at us funny sometimes, but so what?”

“Do you actually not know why they call it that?” Elana tilted her head, now adopting my squint and smile expression.

“What?” I asked back.

“I’m serious, there’s actually a reason people call it that.”

Elana looked at me. All I did was frown and shake my head.

“No way,” she grinned as she said it. “That part of town is where they did witch trials. Like, ‘The Salem Witch Trials,’ witch trials. There was a part of this town, like hundreds of years ago, where the townspeople were convinced that there was this coven of witches.”

“Cool,” I chimed in.

“Well, yeah,” Elana admitted. “But they killed, like, six women over it.”

“Not cool,” I now chimed in instead.

“Thank you,” Elana said. “So they killed these six women, but there were meant to have been dozens of them living there. The witch hunters just couldn’t round them all up. I think some of the hunters died under, like, mysterious circumstances, even. They got scared and left them alone. The witches won.”

“Cool,” I said again.

I couldn’t really tell which side I was meant to be on, for Elana’s story.

“Yeah, but the witches never left. They made their own little settlement, and they were kind of left alone, as they were separated from the rest of the town by a woodland. That’s the woodland that eventually became our college. And now, everybody from that side of town is a descendent of one of the witches.”

“No fucking way,” I blurted.

“Yes way!” Elana insisted. “Like, I can’t do DNA tests or anything but that’s why everyone calls it ‘the weird part of town.’”

“Damn,” I said, after a deep inhale and sigh. “Maybe I should’ve gone as a witch this year instead.”

“I love the enthusiasm,” Elana told me, “but I’ve already spent like a hundred bucks on my costume, so we’re not changing it.”

“Same,” I agreed.

“Has it all arrived yet? Did you bring it all over?” she asked.

“Yup, right here,” I stood and retrieved a duffle bag I’d left by her door. “You got all your stuff?”

“Uh-huh. Except your shoes, obviously,” she added.

“Yeah, I’d hope so. Even I haven’t worn them yet this year.”

“Well I can break them in for you. On that note though,” she grinned a little before she spoke again. “Have you tried your costume on.”

I laughed.

“God no,” I almost spat the words. “I literally just moved into this dorm. I only know, like, five people from last year. I’m not putting on a dress as my first impression with the new roomies. Are you crazy?”

“Yeah, okay,” Elana laughed back. “Just thought I’d ask. Wanna try them out now, then?”

“Absolutely. First step towards winning is good team chemistry,” I said.

“What does that even mean in this context? Is that something you say at soccer?” she sounded confused.

“Yup.”

I emptied my duffle bag onto her bed. Elana saw my costume purchases for the first time. Or, at least, the packages that they had come in. I hadn’t opened anything yet.

“So what have we got here?” she asked.

I gestured towards a box, then a clear plastic package, and then a black plastic package.

“Shoes, costume, and wig. That’s all I needed, right?” I double checked.

“Should be. Though you might need a bag to keep, like, your cell and stuff in,” she said and then paused. “Actually, don’t worry about that, you can just borrow something from me.”

“Okay, great,” let’s see what you’ve got.

Elana opened her closet and retrieved a couple of coathangers. On one was a black suit jacket and slacks, on the other was a white shirt with an already tied bow tie. She placed them on the bed next to my items, and then took a grocery bag from the closet as well. Inside that was a bald cap and fake mustache.

“Nice,” I said, as I looked it all over. “What’s the deal with the bow tie?”

“Have you ever tried tying a bow tie?” she asked me, in response to my own question.

“Nope.”

“They’re impossible,” she explained.

“That seems fair. Let’s get this stuff on,” I suggested.

“Cool.”

Elana grabbed the hem of her black T-shirt. It was printed with the logo of a band I didn’t know. I watched as she raised the hem, and whipped it up over her head. As she reemerged from the head hole, the shoulder length strands of her cotton candy colored hair tumbled back down to where they naturally rested.

She saw me looking at her, now in just her jeans and black bra. She had a great body. And no, with that wavy pink hair, she had a nice look going on.

“What?” she asked. “Have you never seen a human body before?”

“No, actually,” I answered plainly.

She laughed and picked up the shirt and bowtie combo. I followed her lead. I stripped off my T-shirt as well, and then turned my hand to the pile of things I’d left on Elana’s bed.

Realistically, I should’ve gone straight for the dress to replace my shirt. But, I’d just had a skinfold test for the start of the sports season, and I was at my lowest ever body fat percentage. I was looking great.

Instead, I opened the shoe box and the contents tumbled out.

“Are you serious?” was Elana’s immediate response.

“What?” I shot back.

“Look at those things.”

I did. I didn’t see what the problem was. They were a pair of high heels. They were shiny, they were black, and they had heels. We agreed that me wearing high heels would make the costume better. I’d completed the assignment.

“Yeah. High heels. Like we said,” I summarized.

“These are ridiculous. Look at the height of them,” Elana said.

“Yeah, they’re high heels,” I reiterated.

“Okay, I’m going to break this down as much as I can,” Elana slapped the back of her hand on her opposing palm as she said the last few words. “These are like five inches tall. They have maybe an inch platform underneath the toe. The heel is so pointy. These are like actual stilettos. Plus there’s no ankle strap or anything. These are, like, expert-mode for high heels.”

“Right,” I finally said.

“I still feel like you don’t get me.”

I didn’t. Elana still hadn’t put her shirt on. I felt it was a sign of third year maturity, that I had kept eye contact with her for most of the time she was talking.

“Just put them on,” she said.

“Sure.”

I kicked off my sneakers and pulled my socks off. I tossed them towards Elana’s door, as I was worried they would have a wicked stink to them. It was something I learned to play it safe with, from if I ever went to hang out with a girl after soccer practice.

On Elana’s bed, I brought the first shoe to my right foot, and slipped my toes into the rounded cup section at the end. The toe box. Whatever you’d call it. I’d never needed to know the parts of a high heel before.

But anyway, my toes slipped in just fine. I pulled the back of the shoe up, and it slipped over my heel. It fitted pretty well, all things considered. Like, it was a weird shape, there was no getting around that, but it at least went on my foot.

I did the same with the other shoe, and it also fit fine. I wasn’t sure what Elana was making such a fuss about. Until I stood up.

Then I understood.

As soon as I stood up, I sat down again straight after. I nearly rolled my ankle, just from getting out of a sitting position. If I missed practice because I injured myself like that, I’d never have been able to tell the team how I did it.

Elana just laughed at me.

“Get it now?” she asked.

“Okay, yeah, I get it,” I conceded. “So how the hell do you walk in these?”

“Honestly, I probably wouldn’t,” Elana told me. “I’d only wear those for, like, a really special occasion. I can’t even think of an occasion that would warrant them, actually.”

“This isn’t helping.”

“Sorry, sorry,” she held her hands up. “It’s something you kind of just have to learn. It’s not, like, totally different to walking in regular shoes, it’s just- I don’t know. It’s more challenging. Lean on the desk or something and try to take a few steps.”

I tried to slowly stand again. Elana must have noticed I wasn’t finding even that part all that easy, so she came over and offered me her arm. I grabbed onto it like it was the bar in a roller coaster car, and steadily got up.

From years of soccer, I had pretty good footwork. I could move quickly and turn on a dime. I knew how to position myself so that I could anticipate any kind of play. In the high heels, I had none of that.

My weight shifted. I was leaning forwards. It was like trying to stand up on tippy toes. It was so unnatural.

“Lean back a little,” Elana told me, probably seeing how I was standing.

“I feel like I’m gonna die if I do that,” I replied.

“Just do it. You’re still meant to be balancing your weight across your heels and toes,” she looked me up and down and frowned. “You look like some kind of hunchback, dude.”

“No way.”

That did not feel good to hear. And not just because it’d look bad for the costume competition. It was also because I didn’t want to get nerd-neck before I even had an office job.

I straightened up as best I could. I was already kind of towering over Elana in those shoes, and I only got taller as I stopped kind of crouching next to her. Not that I was, like, a giant compared to her or anything. I was only a few inches taller than her, though the shoes made it feel like I had nearly a foot on her.

It felt sketchy as all hell, but I did it. I moved my weight off of my toes, and over my heels. That meant I was leaning on just those stupid little points under my feet. My calves felt like they were going to cramp up. I was going to have to get a sports massage after this.

“You got it!” Elana excitedly chirped. “Okay, come with me to the desk.”

Elana took the tiniest step away from the bed and I tried to match her pace. I couldn’t. I shuffled my foot forward about an inch, barely lifting it off the ground. I knew that, if it was hard standing on both feet, one foot was probably going to give me a career ending injury.

“What the hell are you doing?” she asked, watching my feet slide along the floor.

“Walking,” I replied. “You try walking in these things!”

“I literally know how to walk in high heels,” she replied. “I do it all the time. That’s why I’m trying to teach you. Why are we even friends, again?”

“Because you need me to win the double lantern.”

I couldn’t help but grin as I said it. The costumes were Elana’s idea. The trick-or-treat tactics were her idea as much as mine. I just knew that it’d annoy her if I said that.

“I swear to god I will push you,” she fired back, without even a moment of hesitation.

“Please don’t.”

“All right, we need to stop screwing around, we’ve only got, like, a couple weeks ‘til Halloween,” Elana told me. “Let’s stop you walking like a dick and then figure everything else out.”

Elana told me what I was doing wrong with the way I was walking. It was basically the shuffling. She told me that I was meant to still be walking heel first, like I’d do in normal shoes. I found it kind of hard to figure out, until she got a pair of high heels out for herself as well.

“Like this,” she told me, now in a pair of shoes that looked even more deadly than what I was wearing.

They were like mine, that whole thing with the skinny heel and raised platform, but they were taller. They were also black, but hers had a kind of, like, velvety look to them. They also had a strap around the ankle.

“No fair,” I said to her. “You’ve got it easy.”

She looked at me like I was an idiot. She had given me that look before a lot of times. I was pretty used to it. She didn’t have to say anything more about my comment.

“Okay,” she said a little sternly. “So it’s heel first. And then you put your toes down. It’s all one fluid motion. You’re walking like fucking Frankestein’s monster, dude. Just try and be normal.”

“All right, woah,” I raised my hands and raised my eyebrows. “Firstly, I am not walking like Frankenstein.”

“Yeah, correct, you’re moving like his monster,” she replied.

“What?”

Elana sighed.

“Just do what I’m doing.”

I did. I watched her take a step, heel then toe, and then I tried to do the same. I was fully gripping onto the desk at that point. It was more like I was learning to walk tightrope than trying to take a few steps in Elana’s room.

“That’s it!” she excitedly announced after I must have done something right. “Like that.”

“Like this?” I asked, not entirely convinced.

It didn’t feel right. Nobody in their right mind would make a shoe that had to be used like this. Why would women do that to themselves? Like, they looked hot when they wore them, I wasn’t saying they didn’t, but it was a lot of effort.

Still, I tried to repeat what I had just done. I put the little point at the tip of the high heel down, and tried to put my weight on it. I roughly found the center of gravity on it, and then pitched over onto my toes again. It was hard going.

“I’m just gonna do sneakers,” I told her.

“Oh you baby,” she replied. “It’s literally not that hard. Just walk, dude.”

“Just walk, dude,” I mimicked.

Elana looked annoyed so I tried another step. That one felt a little easier. My heel hit the floor then, only a moment after, my toes landed as well. Sure, I was still gripping onto the desk for dear life, but I’d still done it.

“You’re doing it!” Elana said, after I’d taken a few more steps.

“I don’t know if I’m gonna be able to do this for the whole night, though,” I admitted.

“Well, yeah,” she agreed. “But that’s cause you literally just started trying to walk in them. You need more practice.”

“How much more?” I asked.

“I dunno, you tell me. Just keep them on for now and wear them in your room for a bit,” she suggested.

“Like, on my own?”

“Yeah, like, on your own. I’m not gonna be there to hold your hand all the way up to Halloween,” she scrunched up her face as she said it.

“All right, god. Just feels weird, is all.”

“Stop being such a baby! Just keep your door closed for, like, twenty minutes and do it then. You’ll be fine,” she said.

“All right, whatever, I’ll do it!”

“Well that wasn’t so hard, was it? And are you ever going to put any clothes on or what?” Elana shook her head as she said it.

“Yup, on it.”

Leaning on anything steady I could find, I made my way to Elana’s bed and tore open the costume bag. From it fell a few different objects. The biggest and most important one though, was the frilly and sexy dress, all either pitch black and snow white. The French maid’s uniform.

My French maid’s uniform.
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“Oh my god,” was Elana’s immediate response.

She was grinning wildly. I figured I must have done well. The costume idea was hers, though I was the one to buy all my stuff. I’d found everything online, and mostly just picked whatever was modeled by the hottest girl. It was nice that my plan had worked out so well.

“You like it?” I asked.

“Love it,” Elana confirmed. “Put it on, put it on!”

“Okay, okay,” I laughed.

As I lifted the dress from the bed, Elana finally started to put her white shirt and bowtie combo on.

“Goodbye, boobs,” I said as she did it.

“Dude,” she gave me a baffled look as she spoke. “Goodbye boobs?”

“What? I’m gonna miss them.”

“After we win this thing then we’re not friends any more,” Elana told me.

“Glad I said goodbye, then.”

“I literally hate you,” she immediately responded. “How’s the top look?”

She was in the shirt by that point. She did the top buttons and pulled the bowtie fully tight as I looked at her. It fit her really well.

“Yeah, off to a great start. Let me just-”

I cut myself off as I tried to get into my dress. I felt my feet wobble under me in the high heels. They were already starting to hurt and I was pretty sure that I was losing circulation in my toes. It was like I’d put my legs into a car compactor or something.

The way into the dress was also confusing by itself. It unzipped at the back but then, like, was I meant to climb in? The nun costume just slipped over my head like a T-shirt. I figured I’d just do the maid costume the same way and hope for the best.

But that was why I had to cut myself off mid sentence. I felt like I was lost in the damn thing.

The bottom of the dress was, like, ten layers of ruffly white material, underneath the actual black skirt of the dress. I was taking wrong turns even getting into the dress. I eventually figured out which one was the actual hole for my body, but then finding the sleeves was a challenge.

I could hear Elana laughing as I did it. It kind of set me off laughing as well, but it didn’t make it any easier. I felt my hand reach out of the dress, though that only made Elana laugh even more.

“What?” I asked, through my own laughter.

“What the fuck are you doing?” she asked back.

“I don’t know! I’m lost,” I told her.

“That’s the head hole, dude.”

“Whatever,” I shot back. “I just need a way out of this thing.”

I felt her hands on the dress. She pulled it down my body and then my whole torso emerged from the head hole. The skirt bit was mostly in place around my butt and the rest of it hung loosely from me. Elana lifted the arm holes to my arms and I put them through.

“You know I’m not gonna be here to dress you on Halloween, right?” she asked as she did it.

I laughed, but then she stopped what she was doing.

“No, I’m serious, don’t you remember?”

“What?” I asked.

“I literally texted you about this like two weeks ago. You need to start writing things down. I’ve got a project submission on Halloween afternoon. I’m gonna have time to get myself ready, then I can come to yours, and we can go together. But I’m not gonna be able to do anything to help you out though,” she told me, for what I was pretty certain was the first time.

“Oh yeah, my bad.”

It totally wasn’t my bad.

I finally kicked the shoes back off as I said it. I couldn’t handle them any longer, plus they were making everything even harder than it already was.

Elana tugged at the material behind my back, and then I heard a zipper. The costume tightened around my body, and I suddenly found myself fully dressed. I looked down at my own body. That was a French maid’s dress, all right.

The neck was this big square shape, which ran over my shoulders and across my chest. It was finished with a white, frilly material, which ran the whole length of the neck hole. Under that, the black dress started. It hugged my body really close, except for over my arms.

My arms were only covered at my shoulders and the very top of my arm. The dress had this pair of puffy sleeves, black like the body of the dress, but with matching white frills around the armholes.

That white was repeated at the waist, as well. At the middle of the dress - where it would really, like, cinch in, if it was on a woman’s body - was like this white kind of belt thing. It was just a couple inches of white material, which ran all the way around.

Attached to that belt though was the apron. It ran from the waist of the dress, down around a foot to cover some of the skirt. It was also pure white, with those same lacy frills around the edges, like on the arms and neck.

The skirt itself was black and pretty short. I had sort of hoped that I’d be able to get away with shaving, like, just the bottom halves of my legs, but I didn’t think that’d be likely any more.

It stopped about six inches past my crotch. The skirt kind of floated away from my body, though. Under that black material were those layers of frilly white fabric, which I’d got lost in, trying to get the thing on. It made the bottom of the dress all puffy.

Honestly, without having seen myself in the mirror, I could still tell that I was looking good.

“How’s it look?” I asked Elana, already knowing the answer.

“So good,” she confirmed.

I grinned.

“Although,” she continued, “there are a couple things?”

“What?” I asked, slightly taken aback that there were notes on my costume.

“Well, like, I can see your boxers there,” she gestured towards the skirt. “You got anything shorter than those to wear under it?”

“This is literally the only boxer brand I own. I have like fifteen pairs and they all look exactly like this.”

Elana pouted a little as she shook her head.

“All right, I won’t dwell on that. But also your chest looks really flat,” she added.

“Thanks,” I replied. “I’m at my lowest body fat percentage ever.”

She was doing a quiet laugh, shaking her head again.

“What?” I asked.

“I’m proud of you, Zac. You look great. But, like, I mean, it doesn’t totally fit the costume,” Elana explained.

“Ohh, right,” I replied. “And thank you.”

“You’re welcome. But we gotta do something about that,” she said.

“What are you thinking?”

“You could just get a bra and panties. Or is that weird?” she asked me.

“If we don’t win the double lantern then I will literally drop out of college,” was my summary of the situation.

“Okay, then get a bra and panties. Just, like, get a pair of women’s briefs. They’ll probably work for whatever you’ve got going on down there,” she told me.

“What do you mean whatever I’ve got going on down there?” I asked. “You’ve literally seen my penis. Multiple times.”

“God, and don’t I know it,” she said, through an over dramatic sigh.

“Okay well this is starting to feel personal so just tell me what I need to buy.”

Elana went over to her rug tufting things and got a tape measure. She unzipped the back of my dress, pushed the material off of my shoulders, and ran the tape around my chest. She then did it for a second time.

“All right, let me find something for you in your size and send you the link so you can buy it,” Elana said.

“Thank you.”

“I’d lend you some of my underwear but I wouldn’t trust you with it,” she added.

“I literally just said that this was starting to feel personal,” I replied.

Elana laughed.

“Sorry, easy joke, I know. I had to make it though.”

“Did you?”

Elana had moved onto the rest of her costume. She pulled her jeans down her legs, and kicked them off. I watched her wander over, back to her suit pants, and sit down to put them on. I followed her lead and rifled through the rest of my stuff.

My dress turned out to come with a few accessories, each of them as frilly as the rest of the dress. I rifled through them and looked at what I had to work with.

First was a pair of wrist-cuffs. They were just two black, elasticated bands that slipped over my hands, and were finished with big white frills on both sides. They were very similar to the garter, which also came in the pack. Black band with white frills. I slid it up my right thigh.

That theme continued with a collar, the second to last thing in the costume pack. It was slightly stretchy, with a hook and loop fastener, kind of like a bra strap. Unsurprisingly, it was also black with a white frill along the top and bottom.

I ran that around my neck and fastened it in place. It sat more or less perfectly over my Adam’s apple. Things were coming together pretty well.

The last thing in the packaging was a headpiece. It was a black headband with, shockingly, a huge white frilly thing that ran along the top of it. I was about to put it on, before I remembered my wig.

Elana was putting on her suit jacket. Her pink hair and her black tie were a pretty funny look already, even without her doing everything else that she had planned. I reached for the last package, the one containing the hair.

I opened it and saw what basically looked like the top of a human head. It looked like actual, real hair. The wig I had used the previous year for the nun costume was cheap and plasticky. This thing was, like, real. I pulled it out gently, and then removed it from the netting that it came in.

The hair was a dark brunette and, as I shook it out a little, it tumbled to a pretty decent length. A hairnet fell out as I shook it, and I picked it up off the floor. Gently, I placed the wig on Elana’s bed, and pinned my own brown hair back, under the hairnet. I lifted the wig back up, and slid it into place over my head.

The wig felt weirdly nice. It was sort of tight around my head but the hair on it was soft and cool, and it tickled slightly as it touched my exposed back and collarbone. If it felt that nice, it must have looked great. If we didn’t win the costume contest, I was going to go ballistic.

I forced the shoes back onto my unwilling feet and got Elana’s attention. She had just put the bald cap on, herself, so she was nearly ready as well.

“Oh damn,” I said, as she turned to face me. “That’s looking so good.”

“Oh my god, you too!” she said. “Come to the mirror!”

I tried to do as she suggested, but my walking pace wasn’t really getting me anywhere in much of a hurry. Elana came over to offer me a little support again and I very readily took it. We worked our way over to the mirror, cautiously.

The sight of both of us was too much. I started laughing straight away, which set Elana off as well.

“We look amazing,” I eventually told her, when I’d caught my breath.

“We really do.”

“This is our year,” I added.

“This is our year,” Elana echoed. “Aside from those points earlier, obviously. Gotta fix those.”

“Course,” I confirmed.

“Are you happy to figure out shaving your legs?” Elana asked me.

“Yeah, course,” I confirmed again. “I’m guessing it’s just like shaving any other part of me, except it’s my legs.”

Elana laughed again.

“Yup, that probably about covers it.”

“Nice. Honestly, I reckon that, as soon as I’ve shaved my legs, and you’ve done my makeup, I’m gonna look hot,” I told her.

“For god’s sake, Zac,” Elana said.

“What?” I looked at her confused. “You got a problem with vanity, now?”

“No,” she sounded a little exasperated. “You’ve got a problem with your brain.”

“What?”

“I literally just told you I can’t help you get ready on the day. I swear to god I’m gonna go through our messages later and print out, like, evidence of how bad your memory is,” she told me.

I still hadn’t quite caught up with what she was telling me, now, for the first time.

“But, like, who’s gonna do my makeup on Halloween?” I asked her.

“You are. Zac, I swear to god we talked about this,” she was laughing as she said it, now.

“But I don’t know how to do makeup,” I told her.

“Yes, I know. You told me that over summer. That’s why we’re doing this today.”

“Doing what, today?” I asked her.

“I’m teaching you how to do your makeup, you idiot.”
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Yet again, that was news to me. I was fairly certain that I hadn’t agreed to get Elana to teach me to do makeup. It wasn’t really something I’d ever intended to learn. But somehow, out of nowhere, it was going to be literally vital to me winning the double lantern.

I didn’t really know what my other options were though, either. Like, I could have asked another girl I knew to do my makeup for me, but most of the girls I was friends with were way further from my dorm than Elana was.

As for girls in my dorm, I didn’t properly know any of them yet. They all seemed really nice, but I wasn’t really friends with any of them. Getting any of them to do my makeup was a weird icebreaker. Plus, if they weren’t on my team for the costume contest, then they would probably sabotage me and make me look like ass, deliberately.

So, as far as I saw it, it was Elana, or it was me. Those were my options. And Elana apparently wasn’t an option, all of a sudden.

Which left me.

“How the hell are you gonna teach me to do makeup?” I asked her. “I’m a guy, I’m not gonna be able to do that.”

“Do you, like, just think that girls are born knowing how to do makeup?” Elana asked in return.

“Well-” I thought for a moment. “I’ve literally never thought about that. Where do you learn how to do makeup?”

“I mean, it’s not, like, innate.”

I wasn’t sure if I knew the meaning of the word but I let her continue anyway.

“I learned it from my older sister,” she continued. “I think she got it from magazines or something.”

“Wild,” I answered.

I didn’t really know what else to say. Elana started talking again.

“All I’m saying is that I got taught and so you can, too,” she looked at me as she said it and then rolled her eyes at my blank expression. “You do realize that this is just makeup, don’t you? It’s not, like, brain surgery. Women do this shit in the car on the drive to work. It’s not that hard, dude.”

“God, sorry,” I raised my hands as I spoke. “Let’s do it then, whatever.”

“Okay,” she sounded much happier all of a sudden. “Come sit at the desk, I’ll talk you through everything.”

I slowly made my way to where she’d indicated. I was hobbling across the room in my high heels again and it felt like it took forever. As soon as I was in the seat, I kicked the shoes back off my feet again.

“So what are we doing?” I asked.

“Okay, first, for you, you’d need to shave. This is fine for now, though”

“Bet,” I replied.

I usually wet shaved most days. It was pretty rare that I had much stubble, so when I was sitting at Elana’s desk, I mostly just had some light five-o-clock shadow. She explained to me that I’d need to be clean shaven, otherwise the darkness of my facial hair would show through the makeup. After that, she got going with the actual tutorial.

The first thing she did was talk me through what I’d be using. I’d spent enough time hanging out with girls to know what was what already, so I kind of just wanted her to get on with it. I didn’t like interrupting Elana when she was in the flow of something, though. She got pretty locked in when her mind was set on something.

When she finally finished the explanation, she handed me the products she used for her eyes.

“These are all the colors I’ve got,” she told me as she did it. “You don’t get any choice.”

“You’re killing me,” I replied, as she passed me this kind of light, shimmery pot.

“You’ll look a million bucks, trust me,” she told me. “Because you’ll look like me.”

She put the outstretched fingertips of her hand under her chin, like she was presenting herself. She closed her eyes and smiled for a second. I laughed but, to be fair to her, she was pretty hot.

“So what do I do?”

Elana spoke to me and mimicked the instructions on either me or herself, without actually applying any makeup. After she was convinced that I understood her, having repeated herself a bunch, she let me try it out. I took my wig off and got to work.

“Yeah, I got this,” I told her, as I dipped a small brush into her pot.

I swiped the brush all around my upper eyelid, most of the way up to my eyebrow, as Elana had just spent forever explaining.

“Not that high,” she blurted out as I ran the brush into my eyebrow.

“All right, sorry.”

I adjusted what I was doing a little and, after a while, my eyelids were both a kind of shiny off-white color. It was weird watching myself do that, in the mirror. I’d never needed to do anything in reverse, the way my reflection made it. It was probably good for my brain. If it somehow made me better at soccer coordination, I’d never be able to tell anyone why.

“Can we still tell people you did my makeup?” I asked Elana, as the thought came into my head.

“Only if you look good,” she replied with a short laugh.

“Great.”

Elana passed me a sort of bronze color, and a new brush. She reminded me what to do, and I got some of the color on the new brush. I swiped it across my eyelids, and then into the crease in the lid above my eyeball. I wondered if that bit had a name.

Before long, both of my eyelids had a base coat that was pale and shiny and then some kind of decals of shimmery bronze. They weren’t all that bad.

“Eyeliner next,” Elana told me as she passed me what I first thought was a pen.

I took the cap off and there was a short tip under it, like some kind of skinny sharpie.

“Is this just a pen?” I asked.

“Yes, Zac, it’s just a pen,” she answered.

“You know that sarcasm is the lowest form of wit?”

“Just trying to get on your level, babe,” she replied, starting to explain the eyeliner before letting me get in any kind of comeback.

She told me that I just had to run it along where my eyelashes came out of my eyelids, before clarifying that she meant the top lid only. I did what she suggested. Or, at least, I tried.

The pen was, like, impossible to use. It’d come out thick in some places or wouldn’t come out at all in others. I was just trying to do a straight line but it was broken or something.

At one point, I nearly finished my right eye, but then it dripped. A block of black ink went into my eye and it made me get all teary. I welled up and this slightly black tear dropped from the corner of my eye.

“How the hell are you meant to do this?” I finally asked.

“You just gotta do it the way you’re doing, dude,” Elana explained. “Just try and keep steady pressure the whole time and it’ll come out even.”

“Keep steady pressure?”

I had literally no idea how I was supposed to do that.

“Well this is why you’re trying this out now,” she told me. “You can practice a bunch before Halloween and you’ll figure it out by then.”

“How many times is it going to take?”

“Ten,” she replied.

I looked at her, my eyes were wide. That was crazy.

“Ten?” I repeated.

“I don’t know, dude,” she laughed as she said it. “Just as many times as it takes. I’m not, like, a textbook.”

“Great. I’ve always appreciated how helpful you are.”

“You know me. But it’s fine, you didn’t do that bad. Just come over and practice a few more times and you’ll get it,” Elana said.

“Sure.”

Even practicing it that once felt like enough. But, I did really want to win the double lantern. I was willing to do it. For me.

Elana unscrewed the top of a bright orange tube of mascara, and gave me the brush. I swiped it up against my upper eyelashes, while she instructed me. I kept leaving little dots of mascara on my eyelid and, when I added a little to my lower lashes, I caught the corner of my right eye. A black tear welled up again as I did it.

“That’s not so bad!” Elana assured me, even though I wasn’t totally sure I believed her. “Give me your fingers.”

I held out my hands and she squeezed some foundation out onto the fingertips of my forefingers.

“Dot that all over your face.”

I moved my hands towards me.

“Except your eyes,” she quickly added.

“Uh-huh.”

The foundation left a series of little mounds on my face, which Elana eventually told me to rub in with the same fingers. I smeared it all over my face and, before long, it had all spread pretty evenly. It felt a lot easier than the eye makeup, at least.

“Now dab some of this under your eyes, and then a little more up your nose and between your eyebrows,” Elana said as she handed me the wet applicator of a tube of highlighter.

I followed her instructions and left a shiny patch under each eye, and then a stripe on my nose.

“Like this?” I asked.

“Yup, now tap at it with your fingers until it blends in.”

Once again I dabbed at my face with my fingers and, as I did, I could see in the mirror the way the makeup kind of merged with the foundation around it.

“Yeah, great, now dash some of this on your cheeks, and then on the sides of your nose and around your hairline.”

Elana passed me a contour stick as she said it. It was a dark brown, way darker than the foundation.

“A little lower,” she instructed, as I went to place some strokes of it on my cheeks.

“Here?” I checked.

“Yup.”

I left little swipes of the contour stick in the hollow of my cheek. It was like paintbrush strokes. I then ran solid lines up the sides of my nose, and then around my hairline. I went to blend it in with my fingers, but she handed me a big poofy brush, before I did anything.

“Try this instead, you don’t want the contour coming out too dark,” she explained.

The brush fluffed gently over my face, as I stroked it back and forward across my skin. I remembered the feeling from when Elana did my makeup the previous year. It felt pretty nice, all soft and light. It was weird doing it myself though. Elana made all of it seem so easy, when she did it for me.

“Amazing, you’re doing great!” Elana told me, as the brown became kind of a gradient with the foundation round it.

“Oh, thanks,” I replied.

I wasn’t expecting earnest praise from her. A lot of our conversations were full of jokes at each other’s expense. Usually, whenever we had something nice to say about each other, we’d hide it under a layer of dumb insults.

“Don’t mention it. We might still win the lanterns yet. Here’s some blusher.”

“Thanks,” I said, as I took a pre-loaded brush from her.

“Don’t go crazy with it,” she warned me. “You’ll look like a clown.”

I cautiously brushed the pinkish powder over my cheeks. Elana told me where to start applying it and where to stop. I’d managed to more or less follow her advice, and ended up with kind of rosy cheeks, although they were a little clownish. It was harder to stop that happening than I realized.

In the mirror, I turned my head back and forth. I looked at my eyes and my cheeks. They weren’t all that similar, between one side and the other. It was a pretty rookie attempt, though it was my first try. I literally was a rookie.

“What are you thinking?” Elana asked me, as I was analyzing myself.

“I’m not sure how it’s going. Is this gonna be all right?” I asked her.

“Uh, this?” she asked in return. “Probably not. But you’ll get it. Like, you haven’t done bad by any means. You just don’t look amazing, is all.”

“Okay, I needed that confidence from you, Elana,” I told her. “We’ve got this. Hundred percent, we’ve got this.”

“We’ve got this,” she echoed. “Now do this last bit and we’re good to go.”

She handed me her matte red lipstick, and I tried my best to paint it onto my lips. It was way harder than I expected. Elana told me to start at the Cupid’s bow and, after I stared at her blankly, she told me to start at the top center of my lips.

The end of the lipstick was really hard to, like, aim, for lack of a better explanation. It was a fat, flat tube, but Elana was telling me I needed to draw over the dip at the top of my lip with it. I couldn’t make it work, I kept going outside the line, then having to wipe it off and try again.

Eventually, I sort of got it right. I had managed to get a kind of cross of lipstick in my “Cupid’s bow,” and that was enough for me to move on. I couldn’t face trying to get that bit right again.

But then filling in the rest of my lips was just as hard. First my left side was too thick, then the right was even thicker to try and match it. Then I wiped it off and had to reapply some foundation that I took off with it. I must’ve spent ten minutes trying to get lipstick on.

If there wasn’t so much riding on it, I would’ve given up after about thirty seconds.

Finally though, I did it. I had finished my makeup. Like, it wasn’t great, but it was done. Elana handed me my wig, I put it on and looked at myself in the mirror, to assess my finished look.

It wasn’t perfect. There was no getting around it. My face was pretty asymmetrical. My eyeliner was patchy on my left eye and smeared on the right. My blusher made my left side look over exaggerated, and my lipstick had spilled over my bottom lip since I finished doing it.

But that wasn’t important. What was important was that I had sort of proved that maybe, just maybe, we were still in with a shot at winning the costume contest, even if Elana didn’t do my makeup for me.

“What do you think?” Elana asked me.

“I was hoping you’d tell me,” I replied.

“Like, it’s a little clumsy, but you’ve got promise,” she told me.

“I was kind of thinking the same thing,” I agreed. “You reckon we might be able to make this work?”

“Absolutely! Just come over and practice a few more times, and you’ll be able to do this yourself in no time.”

I put the high heels back on, and wobbled back onto my feet. Elana and I walked to her full length mirror together, her still having to help me with every step. Immediately, we were both laughing at what we saw.

If you ignored the fact that Elana’s costume was missing a few pieces, plus you got over the way my makeup looked, and that I hadn’t shaved my legs, we were looking great. It was way better than the priest and nun costumes. And if those went down well, these were going to kill.

Elana looked great as the butler. She had picked a great suit, and the bald cap was such a funny look. I could already picture the wrinkles, and the thought alone was cracking me up.

My look, on the other hand, was just as funny. But that was mostly because it was me, and I was looking kind of sexy.

My long, dark hair with the fabric tiara on top. The sexy collar and cuffs, and tight-fitting black dress. The towering high heels and my athletic legs. My sort of messy but still pretty feminine looking makeup. All of that combined was a hell of a sight.

This was going to be our year. We were winning the double lantern.

But not without a little more practice, first.
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And that’s what we did, practice. Or, at least, I did. I still had a couple of kinks to iron out. Elana’s costume was more or less good to go, she just had to figure out the literal wrinkles.

Makeup and shoes, those were the two things really holding me back. So I did what Elana suggested. When I was alone - generally if I was either studying, or just before I went to sleep - I wore the high heels.

It felt weird doing it in secret. Like, I wasn’t ashamed of doing it or anything, I just didn’t want anyone knowing what Elana and I were planning for our costumes. I didn’t want anyone stealing our idea. So under the cover of night - or study - I wore the high heels. I just didn’t want anyone to walk in and think I was doing it for any reason other than the costume.

At first, it was hard as hell. I thought I was gonna roll my ankle at best, or straight up die at worst. I wobbled and tripped and did actually full on fall down a couple times.

I wondered what the freshman on the floor below me must’ve thought was happening when I smashed onto the ground. I was just relieved I didn’t end my sports career in those things.

I also did what Elana suggested and ordered some underwear. She gave me a link to a set of bra and panties that she figured would be in my size. I ordered them and picked them up from the campus mail place. The packaging was not at all subtle about the contents, and I kind of wondered what the guy who handled the packages thought about that.

Not that it mattered. He wasn’t going to win the double lantern.

The bra and panties were a strange addition. I tried them on, just to make sure they fit. And they did, but they felt weird. Maybe it was cause I’d been wearing the exact same boxers for years - not literally the same boxers, but the same style - but women’s underwear was built weird.

This pair was like black briefs, so they just about held my junk in place. I was glad that wasn’t a problem, at least. But the material and everything felt so different to what I was used to. There were lacy trims around the leg and waist holes. There were swirls of lace all over the rest of the material as well. They were dainty.

And they were so soft. They were, like, silky or something. I wasn’t sure, I’d never needed to know the name of any material in my life. They weren’t as comfortable as my favorite boxers, but they did feel weirdly nice. Definitely not nice enough to wear them instead of my real underwear, but I was pretty confident that I’d be okay wearing them for Halloween night.

The bra was kind of a different story. I’d never worn anything like a bra before. In the nun costume, I just wore my boxers under it and nothing else, so the bra was all new to me. I couldn’t even figure it out, at first.

Not, like, I didn’t know how a bra worked. I’d taken bras off girls before, but I’d never had to put one back on. Obviously, it was just the opposite of taking it off. You just had to put the hooks into the loops instead of the other way round. But doing it on myself felt impossible.

My arms were through the straps, and then stretched behind my back. My right hand and left hand were in reach of each other. But, for some reason, the hooks just wouldn’t go in. It was like they were all loops or something, they just wouldn’t work together.

I’d been at it for, like twenty minutes, and couldn’t get it to work. I had to text Elana to ask for her help. I messaged her and told her I couldn’t get it hooked behind my back.

Obviously, being her, her first response was a bunch of crying laughing emojis. After that though, she gave me some advice.

Have you never touched a bra before?




obviously i have




you know i have




i’ve literally taken your bra off you before




God




Don’t I know it




are you gonna help me or not?




How long have you been trying to figure it out?




like, two minutes, tops




Oh, I was hoping you were gonna say a half hour or something




nah not even




Okay, fine. Anyway, all you’ve gotta do is bring the closure round to like your rib or something, where you can see it. Do the hooks there, then turn it around so it’s behind your back. And then you put your arms through the straps




bet




thank you




I tried it her way. I took my arms back out of the straps and held the bra, like, backwards on my body. I could see the hooks and loops that had been my enemies when they were behind me. Here though, I could figure it out. The bra closed like it was nothing. Why had that been literally impossible before?

The bra twisted around my body and I got it into place. I pulled the shoulder straps up my arms, and slid my arms into position. And that was it, I was wearing a bra.

It wasn’t super comfortable. I wasn’t sure if it was the wrong size or what, but the feel of having something tight around my chest wasn’t great. The straps pressing into my shoulders, as well, didn’t feel right.

Nothing felt like it was wrong, it just felt weird, I guessed. Maybe that was how girls felt all the time.

I realized all of a sudden that I was alone in my room wearing a bra and panties. I quickly checked my door - thankfully, it had been locked the whole time. I’d suddenly imagined that one of the guys from soccer could’ve walked in on me, and I would have needed to do some serious explaining.

It was all good, though. So I went to my mirror and took a look at myself. There I was, wearing a bra and panties. I didn’t know what else I expected, but it was still a weird sight. I didn’t dislike it or anything, again, I just wasn’t used to it.

To be fair, with my new lowest-ever body fat, I looked pretty good, even.

I got the maid outfit back out of its packaging. Elana told me it’d probably be easier to step into it, rather than put it over my head like I did the last time. I also tried that her way and, in fairness, it went way better. I didn’t get lost, at least.

The dress slid up my body, over my panties, and I slid my arms into the sleeves. Thankfully, doing the zipper behind my back was way easier than doing the bra. I found the end of it and pulled the zipper closed, up my body. I had to swap arms at one point, when it went behind my shoulders, but other than that it went pretty smoothly.

Back at the mirror, I felt good about things. The dress fit, and looked way better for not having my boxer shorts showing out the bottom. Plus, with the bra on, the chest looked way less baggy and empty. I grabbed a couple socks and put them in my bra, and that was enough to finish things off perfectly.

My body looked great. There wasn’t any doubt; I was going to win the double lantern. I put the high heels back on and got to work hobbling about the room. That night, I hobbled until it was time to go to sleep.

Over the days after, the hobbling became less of a hobble and more of a slow walk. After that, the slow walk was a regular walk, and I was nearly ready for Halloween itself.

My makeup was a similar story. I went to Elana’s a load before Halloween, and most of those times, I practiced my makeup again.

Within a couple of weeks, I was pretty confident. My makeup wasn’t, like, perfect, but it was definitely good enough. Sometimes my eyeliner would be wonky, and sometimes my lips would look weird and I couldn’t figure out why. But, still, it was definitely good enough for the costume, at least.

In the week buildup to the event, we were feeling good. Elana had got her old-person makeup looking good, and I was walking in heels and able to do my own makeup like it was nothing. The pair of us had done it. We were guaranteed to win.

We talked more about our trick-or-treat plan, and we were sticking to the idea of going to the weird part of town. We were happy with everything. All we had to do was wait for the day, get our costumes on, and do a little trick-or-treating.

All we had to do was win the double lantern.
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Halloween. That dreaded day had arrived.

Well, not dreaded for us. We were going to win the double lantern.

It started like any other. It always did. Everyone still had classes. Elana had a schoolwork submission. I needed to study. But there was still a kind of magic in the air.

Even in the morning, people in my dorms were talking about the night ahead. My classmates were discussing costumes before lunch. By the afternoon, I’m pretty sure nobody was focusing on anything but the halloween party.

When my final class of the day ended, I literally ran home. I had a couple hours before Elana was coming over, but I wanted all the time I could, so I’d be able to get ready. I wanted to make sure I could screw up my makeup, like, three or four times before she turned up.

I wasn’t the only person on campus running, either. I obviously didn’t stop to ask why anyone else was running, but it had to be because of the party. That party didn’t just mean a lot to me. It meant a lot to the whole college. It was basically our main thing. When you got home for summer break or whatever, it was what you’d brag about our college for.

Back in my dorm, I pulled everything back out from their hiding places. I emptied everything onto my bed, like I did that first time in Elana’s room, and sorted through it all. First step though, I needed a shower.

I went down the hall with my stuff. Like, not my costume stuff, just my shower stuff. I got in a cubicle, stripped off, and turned the water on. I had a quick wash and I was ready for the main event; shaving my legs.

I’d never done it before but, like I’d told Elana, I figured it couldn’t be much harder than shaving my face.

It was, it turned out.

It took way longer than I expected. Nothing felt like it was going right. The razor kept getting clogged by all the long hairs on my legs. I went through basically the whole bottle of shaving foam. It felt like there was so much leg on me that I’d never be out of the shower to even get to the party on time, let alone get ready for it.

I would shave an area, rinse the hell out of the razor, then have to blast the razor under the shower, and do it all over again. I was pretty sure that two other people came and had full showers in the time I was in there.

No idea what they thought I was up to in my cubicle.

But it was starting to work. From under the shaving foam began to emerge hairless skin. I had been so focused on shaving each area, bit by bit, that I hadn’t really stopped to take in the whole picture.

Where there had been hair, now there was none. Looking down - if you ignored the fact that I could see my junk, which was a pretty big caveat - my legs looked like a woman’s legs. They were slender and soft and, vain or not, I thought they looked kind of pretty.

Finally, I was done. My legs were smooth. Kind of bumpy in a couple places, sure, but I figured that would probably fade before the night. I got that when I shaved my neck sometimes, and it never really seemed like it lasted long.

I toweled off, put my jeans back on to cover my hairless legs, and went back down the hall to my room. The feeling of jeans on hairless legs was a weird one. I’d never felt that before. Or, like, maybe I did as a ten year old or something, but not since I could remember.

The denim slid against my legs in a way that was hard to describe. It wasn’t a bad way, by any means. There was something almost nice about it, even. The material felt like it flowed around my leg more, like it swished with each step and felt cooler.

As in, temperature wise. I didn’t feel like I was being cool for having shaved my legs.

On the walk down the hall, I was almost thinking that I liked the feeling. My legs felt airy and light. They were kind of tingly when the denim brushed against them. I almost considered doing a second lap of the hallway, just to figure out if I actually liked it or not, but I knew that I couldn’t get distracted. The night was ready to begin.

Back in my room, the first thing I did was my makeup. I needed to get that right. To make that happen though, I needed to give myself enough time to get it wrong, and then to fix it again.

Elana had swung by my dorm on the way to her first class that day, and dropped off everything I’d need. All I had to do was apply everything I’d learned.

It was my first time doing makeup without Elana there. Every other time, she’d been in the room with me. At the start, she was always giving me hints and pointers but, after I’d given it a few tries, she was kind of just doing her own thing while I worked. She seemed pretty confident that I’d figured it out, I just needed to get the actual, like, mechanics and skills up.

Still, it felt a little weird, not having her in the room with me. Maybe I felt more comfortable, having her to joke around with when I was doing it before. Doing my makeup alone was a new one.

Not that it mattered, it was simply something that I had to do. So I did it. Elana had taught me everything she knew - or, at least, everything that I needed to know - and I felt ready for it.

I put my hair net on and started with my eyes, as Elana had shown me before. I coated everything from my upper lid to that bit above the crease with a light and shimmery, off-white powder. I added a little under my inner eye as well, as Elana got me to start doing after I’d gotten a little better at everything else.

Bronze followed, leaving a streak from the fold of my eyelid, forming a kind of a gradient towards the outer eye. These were all words that I’d picked up from Elana. I had literally never heard of any of them, before she was preparing me for Halloween.

Next up was eyeliner, my nemesis. I had started to get my eyeliner right about, like, seventy percent of the time, roughly. I was nervous doing it for real, though. Doing it for the night where it actually mattered. I swore my hand was shaking, which didn’t help.

The tip of the eyeliner pen dotted against my upper lashes. I pulled my eyelid gently with my fingertip to try and stretch it out and make it easier to work on. If I didn’t get it right, I’d have to wipe it off, which meant redoing my eyeshadow as well. I couldn’t afford to do that.

I started the stroke of eyeliner. A line of black formed across my lash-line. It kept going and going, flat and level, as I willed it to stay neat, with all my might.

I did it. The right eye was done. But that was the easy eye. For some reason, doing my left eye with my right hand always felt like way more of a challenge. It was like I couldn’t see what I was doing, even. Still, I had to get it right. So off I went again.

The line formed and things were looking good. It was even. It was flat. It was- it was done! I managed to do both eyes, both on the first try. I was, like, ahead of schedule now. I’d expected to mess that up at least twice. I just had mascara to go, and that was it for my eyes.

Admittedly, mascara posed almost as much of a risk. If I accidentally dashed it across my eyelids or under my eyes or whatever, I’d have to redo something. I wasn’t out of the woods yet.

I started with my right eye again - the easy one - and swiped up at my upper lashes. They immediately started to become fuller and thicker and blacker with each stroke. Before long, they were done. They were dark as night - very fitting for Halloween. A few brushes of the lower lashes as well, and my right eye was fully finished, with zero errors. The best of my brief career.

Repeating the process on my left eye, things looked like I was going to go two for two. The upper lashes went clean, they were voluminous and sexy, executed with textbook precision. And then the lower lashes were a mess.

All I had to do was, like, one corner of them. I only had to make them that little bit more emphasized, to frame my eyes - Elana’s words, not mine - but somehow I screwed it up. There was a huge streak of black, directly beneath my left eye.

Not that it was that much of a problem. The good thing about doing my eyes first, was it meant that I kinda could go outside the lines, and it wasn’t like I’d mess anything else up.

So I took one of the cotton swabs Elana left me, and dipped it in the makeup remover, which she’d also left me. I rubbed that under my eye, and the error vanished. It was like I’d never messed up at all. I was still golden.

Foundation was next, so I took Elana’s tube and squirted some out onto my fingers. Really, it was lucky that I had a similar enough skin-shade to Elana so I didn’t have to buy any makeup of my own. The costume and shoes and wig had already cost enough, for someone like me with a pretty poorly paid summer job.

The liquid smeared into my face, and left me looking all even and slightly dead. All the actual color from my face was hidden under the fake skin shade. But that meant I’d done it right. I could move onto highlights and contour.

As before, the highlight went under my eyes and up and around my nose. I dabbed that in, and then did the same with the contour in my cheeks and to emphasize my nose and hairline. With the blusher on as well, I was looking good.

There was no getting around it, I was hot as a girl. I always figured I was pretty hot as a guy, as well, but the hot-as-a-girl thing was sort of a surprise. I wasn’t sure if maybe the two kind of always came hand in hand anyway or what, but it worked for me, at least.

Like, if I was a girl on campus, I’d hit on her. Or hit on me. Whatever would have made that sentence make sense.

Lipstick was the final step. Elana’s matte red, which always looked great on her. Even with the light pink hair she’d been rocking recently, it looked very nice. I could’ve sworn she got hotter over summer.

I placed the tip of her lipstick to my lips, right in the Cupid’s bow. I dragged it towards the outside of my mouth, more or less right on target. I switched to the other side of the bow, and tried it again. That worked too. I had matching top lips. A couple more strokes along my bottom lip, and I was done.

They weren’t the best lips I’d ever painted on myself. Over the previous few weeks, I’d managed to do some pretty perfect lipstick. This wasn’t that good, but it was close enough. And, if anything, I was just being overly critical. Looking at myself in the mirror, I was looking real good. I was hot.

And, most importantly, I was done.

My makeup was complete with minimal mistakes and a pretty good finish. It was a hell of a relief. It felt like the whole rest of the costume hinged on how well my makeup came out. Well, it was more than a feeling, it literally did hinge on the makeup.

I was really in my own head with this whole costume thing. It wasn’t even like I thought about soccer games as much as that. But then, there was never a soccer game that had mattered as much to me as the double lantern. I decided to put on some music and try and stop overthinking things.

My jeans came off, and I was naked as the day I was born. I took the panties and slid them up my legs. The experience of that soft material against my bare legs was also a weird one. It felt kind of nice as well, in a way. It had that same, cool feeling that the jeans had, but nicer.

I guessed the roughness of jeans wasn’t as nice on shaved legs, but women’s clothes were probably made to be against hairless skin. Maybe that was why women shaved.

After adjusting my junk to be properly secured by the panties, the bra was next. I did the hooks and fasteners up when the closure was next to my ribs, and then swiveled it around my body. I put my arms through the straps, and stuffed the cups with socks.

For some reason, I couldn’t help but take a look at myself in the full-length mirror. I’d not seen myself with all of that stuff at once. I’d seen most of my outfit separately, but the makeup and underwear and shaved legs combo was a new one.

Seeing myself in the mirror was also pretty bizarre, because it wasn’t me. Or, like, obviously it was me, but I didn’t exactly recognize myself. With my bare legs and women’s underwear and makeup, I looked like a girl. I looked like a mostly naked girl. It was kinda hot, if you ignored the hair net.

All of a sudden, I wondered what I’d look like with the wig on, as well. And then the high heels, too. I got both of them, put my shoes on, and then slipped the wig into place. I walked back to the mirror - pretty easily now. I was almost comfortable with the shoes by that point.

Now, the image in the mirror was replaced with, like, an actually hot girl. I’d not really felt that way when I was in the nun costume the year before. It was funny being dressed as a nun, but I wasn’t hot. My sneakers and cheap wig all kind of saw to that. All the costume stuff I had now, though, looked pretty good. And so did I.

I looked myself up and down. My legs, shaved and smooth, looked great in the high heels. They looked longer and even more toned than they usually were. And I was toned. I’d scored my lowest body fat ever that season, I was keen to remind people.

But then the bra and panties were pretty sexy, too. They were just a basic black with some lace trims, but they were still a bra and panties. Bras and panties were always sexy when they were on a girl. And for all intents and purposes, it looked like they were, when they were on me.

And my makeup, that was looking pretty good too. Actually, nah, that was an understatement. I’d done a great job with my makeup. I was being way too critical, I looked hot. With my face framed by that soft, bouncy, brunette wig, I - honest to god - looked sexy.

I pivoted in my high heels in front of the mirror, watching my body move as I did it. Watching that nearly-naked girl in the mirror move as I did it. There was no getting around it, she was hot. If it wasn’t me, I so would have tried to get with her.

It got me wondering, like, what my life might have been like if I was born a girl. I’d never really considered it before. Never needed to. Would I have been hot? I approached the mirror and leaned into it, getting a proper look at myself. I was liking how I looked. I was-

I was interrupted by a knock at the door.

I was not ready for visitors. I could have explained away the whole costume, but being in makeup and heels so I could pose in the mirror wasn’t really a situation I had an answer about.

The shoes came back off my feet, as I almost kicked them hard enough to shoot them through the wall. I pulled the wig back and hung it from the back of my desk chair. The knock came again. But this time, with a voice.

“Zac, you in?”

“Elana?” I asked back.

“Yeah dude, who else?” Elana answered.

“Oh god damn, Elana, you scared the shit out of me.”

All I heard in response was her laughter. I walked to the door, unlocked it, and opened it. I hid behind the door as I did it. I didn’t want anyone in the hallway to see me.

“You okay, dude?” Elana asked as she made her way into the seemingly empty room.

“Yeah, just, like, not ready.”

The door closed and Elana got to see what I meant. Her head recoiled a little, and her eyebrows raised for a fraction of a second.

“Oh shit,” she said.

“What?”

“You look hot, dude,” she replied. “Like, you make a sexy girl. You know that?”

“Honestly, I did think I look pretty hot,” I told her.

“Of course you did. I should never say anything that would further boost your ego. You’ve had enough of that,” she said with a slight laugh.

“How’d the submission go?” I asked her.

“Great. That’s why I’m a little early. Is it weird that we’re having this conversation when you’re in a bra and panties?”

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “I hadn’t thought about it.”

“I think it probably is,” she added.

“Can’t take your eyes off me?”

Elana rolled her eyes. Although, truthfully, I was pretty sure that she hadn’t taken her eyes off me, before she rolled them.

“I wish I had literally any other male friends that would do this costume with me instead of you.” She paused for a moment. “Or, like, no male friends. That’d probably just be a way better life.”

“You’d miss me,” I corrected her.

She rolled her eyes again.

“I gotta finish getting ready,” I told her. “You can use the desk if you need, I just need to get the dress on.”

We both got to work, chatting as we did. I put the dress on, then the garter, wrist cuffs, and collar. I took the wig back off of the chair, put it on my head, and put the frilly headband thing over the top. I slipped my high heels back on, and was ready.

“God damn,” Elana said, as she saw me put the final piece of my outfit on, watching me in her mirror.

“You like it?” I asked her.

“You actually look so sexy. I like this side of you,” the little laugh came out again as she said it. “That reminds me, I brought you a purse. You can put your cell and stuff in there for the night without ruining the costume.”

Elana got out of her chair, went to her bag of stuff, and pulled out a black bag. It was pretty simple, just like a matte leather with a pair of straps long enough to hang the purse off of my shoulder. It fastened with a gold zip, and easily had enough space for all my stuff. I thanked Elana, and she did the finishing touches of her own costume.

“I wish I could say the same to you,” I told Elana, as she stood up, having finalized her fake wrinkles and facial hair.

“Say what?” she asked.

“That you look sexy,” I explained. “I dunno if I like this side of you or not.”

“I’m not your type, any more?”

“Any more?” I echoed.

Elana rolled her eyes again. She was always good with jokes like that. I always thought it was cool that we could be friends, the way we were, even after hooking up in the past.

“But you look sick,” I told her. “Like, not sexy. Nobody’s gonna say you look sexy. Or, like, I kinda hope they don’t, but that’s a good thing. It means you got the costume looking great.”

“That was a confusing sentence but I think I appreciate the compliment,” she responded.

“Bet.”

We went to the mirror together and took a look at ourselves, as a pair.

Elana was, for all intents and purposes, a weird old man. I’m glad she didn’t commit to smelling the way she looked, as it would’ve been, like, musty. But her wrinkles looked legit, her facial hair looked real, and her bald cap somehow hid all of her pink hair.

The suit fit great, too. The bowtie was flawless and, standing there in the oversized shoes she borrowed from me, she looked so funny.

I, on the other hand, didn’t exactly look funny. It was funny when you knew it was me but, if you didn’t, I just looked hot. My high heels and maid’s dress. My frilly cuffs and headpiece and collar. My brunette hair and bold red lips.

I’d said it before and I was willing to say it again; I’d hit on me.

And that was enough to convince me; we were ready to win the double lantern.
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The costumes felt like an easy win. The trick-or-treat was the only part that was kind of out of our hands. Like, we had a plan for hitting the weird part of town - and that was a good plan - but we still had to nail it.

Because it wasn’t like we were the only people who took this shit seriously, either. We were up against basically the whole rest of our college, and I was willing to wager that probably three quarters of them would kill to win the double lantern.

So I was both excited and nervous to step out of my room. But I was only nervous at the idea of not winning. Elana asked me that - how I was feeling - before we stepped outside. She asked if I was feeling weird about going out as a girl again and I told her that I really didn’t care. I’d step out as basically anything, if it got me the win.

Everyone in my dorm was getting lively, ready to head out for the party. There was movement in the hallway, people coming in and out of rooms, in all kinds of costumes. We had ghosts, pumpkins, girls as cats, some freshman as an aluminum foil and cardboard box robot - basically all of the classic costumes were covered.

But ours were the only ones stopping people in their tracks.

We got double takes and earnest confusion in my dorms. People stopped to check who we were, we’d done so well. When either of us spoke though, that was the best bit.

Nobody expected Elana’s cute and chirpy voice to come out of that creepy old butler. Even less, I reckoned, did people expect to hear my voice come out of some - realistically, very sexy - French maid.

That was proof. We were gonna win that double lantern. It was destined.

We started to make our way across campus, though we were a little slower than usual. I was- I dunno, I guess I was competent now, walking in high heels. I wasn’t walking as smooth and fast as an actual girl, but I was doing the job.

It also didn’t feel weird walking those paved campus paths in women’s shoes. It sounded weird, having some constant clicking following me around with every step, but I didn’t feel weird about it.

I’d never really been one to shy away from anything. I’d always considered myself confident and outgoing. You had to be though, if you wanted to be anybody at college. I always put myself up for things like class president at school and had never had a problem with public speaking. I didn’t really know if those things were related, but I at least now didn’t worry about being seen in a pair of high heels.

The one thing I was admittedly worried about was the trick-or-treat. Those high heels weren’t getting me anywhere particularly quickly. I was still being a little cautious not to destroy my ankles. Equally though, if the chips were down, I felt I maybe could have gone faster if I really needed it.

So I was grateful that Elana suggested that I took some flip flops with me in my purse. After a little more walking, I whipped them out the bag, and we agreed it’d be a good idea if I wore them most of the way to the party. I needed to save my feet for when it counted.

That was enough to get us there faster. It was still a hell of a walk, but we made it in decent time.

And that was important. If you got there early, when there were less people, you had more chance of everyone seeing your costume. You could, like, work the room and talk - even though we were on a field and not in a room. And we needed to do that, so everyone would realize why our costumes were so good - the gender swap bit.

We got near the soccer field and could already tell that the turnout was looking good, even at that early hour. It always was a good turnout, but it was still exciting to see. The Halloween spirit was alive and well. People wanted this night as much as ever.

I switched back to my high heels, and we made our way past the trees and into the party. Elana pointed out that it was lucky the ground was still dry and hard, otherwise my high heels would have been a nightmare.

I was sort of annoyed at myself for not thinking about that. If it had rained, as unlikely as it was, my costume would have come apart. The fact that Elana didn’t have a contingency plan for us was something we’d need to discuss in the post-game summary. I wasn’t the ideas guy. I was blameless.

Not that any of that really mattered, it was dry and still fairly warm outside. Warm enough to be in a short dress with shaved legs, at the very least. We made our way into the crowd, searching for a sign of people that we knew.

Immediately, we were drawing attention. People looked at us on the way through. We got eyeballed by aliens, cowboys and horses, and any horror movie villain you could picture. No matter what people were wearing, they still couldn’t help but be distracted by our costumes.

After a short walk, we ran into Hunter and Liza. They were our friends from freshman year, and by that third year, they were a couple. They were both dressed as skeletons, but not in, like, a generic off-the-shelf costume kind of way.

Liza and Hunter were both art students, and they were showing that off with their outfits. They were both in skintight black shorts with bandages over, and Liza had a similarly tight bandeau thing with bandages over her chest. But the rest of them had been painted.

Their faces were skulls, Hunter’s chest was a super real looking rib cage, and Liza had eyeballs painted on her eyelids, which was so creepy when she blinked.

We needed them on our team.

As we approached them, I could tell they weren’t sure if they recognized us or not. Hunter’s head was tilted slightly, his brow was furrowed. He titled his head the other way, and started staring harder, a smile slowly forming.

“Elana?” he asked, his eyes now slightly squinting.

“You got it!” she replied, with some real excitement in her voice.

“Oh man, you look great!” Hunter said back.

“You too!” Elana echoed. “You two are way too talented. It’s stupid how good you are at painting. Your eyes are freaking me out, Liza.”

“I’m freaking you out?” Liza laughed. “Have you seen what you look like with facial hair?”

“Hey, I grew this specially,” Elana replied.

Liza laughed again.

“Who’s your friend, sorry?”

“Zac,” I spoke, loud and clear.

Liza and Hunter’s eyes shot wide open. Liza’s real eyes, that was. Their heads kinda, like, recoiled a little as I announced myself.

“What the hell?”

“No way!”

The pair of them said stuff over each other until they managed to start speaking one at a time.

“Dude, this is probably weird to say,” Hunter started, “but you look hot.”

“Yeah, that is weird to say, but you’re not wrong,” Liza added. “Did you shave your legs?”

“Yeah, took forever. I dunno how you do it,” I directed my response at her and Elana.

“I feel like this has been great for your growth as a person, Zac,” Elana said.

“You’ll be majoring in women’s studies, next,” Liza chimed in. “Your makeup looks amazing though. I really didn’t even recognize you.”

“Thanks,” I replied. “All Elana.”

As much as I loved a compliment, I was still very hesitant to admit that I did my makeup myself. I wasn’t, like, ashamed that I did my own makeup. I just figured it was sort of weird to have been good at it. It was a lot easier to let Elana take the credit.

“Anyway, we’re doing the double lantern this year,” I quickly said next, to move the conversation on. “You two want in on our team?”

“Hell yeah. Love that confidence,” Liza answered, as Hunter just stood there, nodding.

“Then let’s find the rest of the gang,” I replied, already turning to leave.

The thing with the Halloween party was that you weren’t really supposed to make a whole team before you arrived. That was kind of the icebreaker part of the whole thing. You found people with costumes you liked, and then you banded together.

Sure, you could chat to nine of your friends and do a big group costume, but where was the fun in that? Elana and I easily could have done that, but if I was doing the double, it was because we did it properly.

People were steadily arriving, so Elana and I went off as a pair again, and so did Hunter and Liza. We figured splitting off would double our chances of building a good team. I admittedly also figured that my costume felt like it made more sense when I was with Elana.

It was funny, being on the hunt for our team. Our costumes were getting a lot of attention. People were staring as we walked past but, when we actually spoke to them, they were going crazy. People kept asking for us to join them, but we weren’t in the position to be accepting any old offer. We were forming the dream team.

And we did. After about an hour of socializing and Elana handing out the shots she had prepared, it had all paid off. We had our team. It was me, our maid, Elana, our butler, and our two skeletons, as the first four. Then we had a very detailed mummy, a freshman in a surprisingly convincing looking old-timey diving suit, and a zombie.

The zombie didn’t sound that special, admittedly. The thing was though, the zombie was this sophomore guy called Steve, who had a below-elbow amputation. He’d used that to hang a fake arm from, and covered himself in blood. It looked like his arm had just been torn fresh off, and it looked crazy good.

Our final three were a criminal, who had built prison bars on wheels to drag around with her, then a horrifically creepy clown, with extremely well done makeup, and a ghost. The ghost was literally just a girl with a sheet over her head, but there was something kind of funny about seeing someone do that ultimate classic costume.

We got to know each other in our team, and everyone seemed like fun. Everyone was hyped for the costume contest, equally as excited for the trick-or-treat, and even more keen when they heard I was planning on leading us to the double lantern.

I was deep in captain mode. I was used to getting a team inspired, and having everyone in the right mindset for a win, so that was the first part of my plan for the evening. Even if there was something funny about having a gaggle of costumed people gathered around me, a french maid, for inspiration.

It seemed like it was working, though. Plus, I felt like the additional height from my high heels gave me a sense of authority. I was just about the tallest in our team because of it, and that was a feeling I’d never had before.

We decided - as in, genuinely, we decided this as a team, it wasn’t all me - that I should lead for our costume contest entry. I was going to be the one to represent the ten of us, and then, when I inevitably won, everybody else would come up for judging as well.

When judging time came, we were raring to go. Last year’s winners, their leader this year being dressed as a cactus, called up the new team leaders. Considering there were hundreds of people at the party, it always meant that there were a hell of a lot of team leaders.

Still, I joined the walk to the front. The rest of my team wished me luck as I moved away from them. Elana was clutching her hands together like a proud parent, which I wanted to rip on her for, but didn’t really have time. I had places to be.

In the procession of judgment, I was slowly shuffling towards the front. This time though, the slow pace wasn’t because of my agonizing pace in high heels, it was just because of the judging process. Last year’s winners were having a brief chat with every entrant, and making notes about their potential winners.

The whole thing took time but, like I said, it was because everyone took the whole thing very seriously. And as they should. It was a great event. It deserved that level of respect.

Finally, I was at the front, and was about to be interviewed by a pirate. She was pretty cute, with a nose ring and a shirt ripped to reveal a lot of bra. I thought I loosely recognized her, a senior, but I couldn’t remember where from. As I waited, I noticed the cactus look over at me and look me up and down.

That was such a funny feeling, seeing a guy check me out, knowing how crazy they’d find it when they realized I was a guy.

“Name and year,” the pirate spoke to me, with an air of authority.

The authority was earned, to be fair to her. I was planning on feeling pretty authoritative the next year, when I was doing the judging.

“Zac, junior,” I replied, trying to make my voice as clear and bold as I could.

“Oh fuck, what?” she blurted. “Oh my god, I thought you were gonna be some freshman out to get laid tonight. Your voice was not what I was expecting.”

“Oh no, I’m totally trying to get laid,” I joked.

The cactus had wandered over to join our conversation, while the pirate was laughing at my comment.

“Who’s this?” the cactus asked.

“Someone trying to get laid,” the pirate answered.

“Nice to meet you,” the cactus said to me, with a tone to his voice that implied he was kind of joking.

I recognized the tone very well. It was a voice I’d used many times myself, when I was trying to pick up girls.

“Sorry pal, cacti aren’t my type,” I told him.

“What the hell?” his voice no longer sounded like he was in on any kind of joke. “No way dude, that’s crazy. Who are you?”

“Zac, junior,” I repeated.

“Oh no way, from soccer?” he asked. “Yeah, we’ve totally met! Damn dude, this costume is wild.”

“Thanks. Elana is with me-” I cut myself off. “You know Elana? Either way, Elana is with me as a creepy old butler. She’s sort of hard to look at.”

I’d noticed our conversation had gone on a lot longer than most other people’s. That felt like a good sign. I was in with a good chance of winning this thing.

“That’s so good,” the pirate said. “I love the idea.”

“Dress for the job you want,” I joked.

I’d been planning that joke for literally weeks, fully intending to say it during the judging. It paid off. Both of them laughed. If I wasn’t already on for the win, that was going to be what did it. We were going to win the double lantern.

“Hey, be careful what you wish for,” the pirate said, after the laughter had passed. “Someone sees you looking like that, they might take you up on the offer.”

I laughed back, probably a little harder than I had to, but making the judges feel good about themselves was as important as anything else, when it came to winning. With that, I moved on with the rest of the contestants. I returned to my group.

“How’d it go?” Elana asked, as soon as I was close enough to hear her.

I updated the team. It felt like my confidence was rubbing off on them, and we all seemed pretty convinced that we could actually do this thing. We discussed tactics, and decided to slightly deviate from mine and Elana’s plan.

The thing was, our plan did very heavily rely on the people in the weird part of town actually wanting to take part in Halloween. If they were all descendents of executed witches and all, Halloween might not be such a good day for them. I just hoped they didn’t mind men wearing high heels.

So we decided we would split up. About half of us, including me and Elana, would brave the weird part. Everyone else would go join the classic race against everyone else, hitting the rich houses and trying to maximize candy per house.

It was as we were finalizing that plan, that the cactus got back on the microphone. The results were in for the top teams.

Conversation everywhere stopped dead. Nobody dared speak over the announcement. Hearing those names was more important than knowing your final grade for your degree.

The first name was delivered to a volley of applause, then the second to roars of excitement, and then the third with equal enthusiasm. I was starting to get nervous. I was so sure I was going to win this contest. I had sort of expected to hear my name right at the start.

But then it happened. There it was.

“Zac, junior.”

My team exploded. We had done it. We were yelling and applauding and jumping around in a circle like we’d already won. Well, everyone else was jumping, at least. I wasn’t jumping. I was kind of bobbing up and down with my knees. Jumping in my high heels felt like suicide.

Plus I was pretty sure that my dress would have floated up if I actually jumped. I didn’t really care if people saw that I was wearing panties, but I wasn’t, like, in a hurry to show off about it.

But none of that mattered. We’d made it to the group judging stage, meaning we were that step closer to the double. Our group all filed through the crowd around us, making our way up to the front.

We were all lined up, in full view of the crowd, along with the four other selected teams. The previous year’s winners were walking up and down as we stood there, like they were appraising us. Or, well, they were, I figured. They had to pick the top two teams, now, and then let the crowd vote on the actual winners.

That last part was the only bit I was actually nervous about, in the whole costume contest. I had to make sure people knew that it was me in the French maid dress. The whole thing fell apart, if people didn’t know it was me and Elana. But that was why we had spent so much time talking to everyone. I just hoped we’d done enough.

After some theatrics, the cactus was ready to announce the top two teams. Our hosts had chatted to everyone on the team briefly, getting a handle on who was who and what they were dressed as. The vibe seemed good when they spoke to our team. I just hoped they liked our costumes as much as we did.

And they did.

We were the first of the two teams to be announced. We were led up to the raised platform in front of the ‘home’ dugout, and told to stand there. Our rival team was announced, and led to the ‘away’ dugout platform. The final stage had started.

A microphone was held in front of every single team member, and everyone announced their name, year, and costume. I swore that my announcement of my name got the loudest reaction out of anyone. I was feeling good.

I decided to cap things off with a little turn of my high heel, and I blew a kiss to the crowd. That went down great. The laughs and cheers felt pretty promising. I had the audience on my side.

Once everyone had been introduced to the crowd, it was time. The crowd vote was underway. Everyone on the soccer field had to either walk onto the home end or the away end, as the way to cast their vote.

I’d never been so nervous. If we didn’t win the costume contest, our hopes for the double lantern were already dead. But things were looking promising.

There was a lot of movement on the pitch, people moving both ways, streams of students making their way to either end of the field. But after a while, things were becoming clearer. The home end was filling out way more. And more. And even more.

We had done it. We had annihilated the other team. There were so many more people on our side of the field. There wasn’t any doubt about it. We had won the jack-o’-lantern.

Or, at least, the first lantern.

I had done it. I had led our team to victory. My sexy little dress and insanely high heels had only gone and done it. There was just one more thing to do.

I had to go into town, dressed as a French maid.
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There wasn’t even much time for celebration. Obviously, we did celebrate. We all had a drink on top of the dugout and soaked up the applause. But the turnaround between the end of the costume contest and the start of the trick-or-treat was pretty short.

It was funny, trying to be authoritative in a dress. I was talking down to them, literally, I meant, as I was in high heels. It was hard to take myself seriously, and we all kind of couldn’t stop laughing whenever I tried to get everyone to listen to me.

Eventually though, they did. The team focused. Our potential downfall was spending too long up on that dugout when, what we really needed to do, was get going as soon as we were given the ninety minute timer. I sneakily slipped out of my heels and into my flip flops.

Admittedly, neither me nor Elana were really in any state to run. I couldn’t run in heels or flip flops, and she couldn’t run in my ill fitting dress shoes. But, still, I needed to save my feet for walking around town.

When the timer went off, we still rushed towards our assigned exits as fast as we could. The plan felt strong, right from the start. Everyone, and I mean everyone, was rushing towards the main exit to the field.

That wasn’t where Elana and I were going, though.

We kinda snuck out with Liza and Hunter, to form the rest of our mini-team. We got down off the dugout, and went behind it to move through the trees away from the main exit. I got us towards the little exit that I knew about, and we made our way through.

The industrial units on the other side were dead. The workday was well and truly over by that point, and there wasn’t a soul in sight. I did figure that running past a bunch of mechanics or whatever, dressed as a French maid, could’ve gotten weird. It was good not to have to face that.

So our little team kept going. Through the industrial units, past the entry gate, and to our goal. The weird part of town. I put my high heels back on, and the slapping of flip flops from beneath my feet was replaced with the clicking of dangerous shoes.

The part of town we found ourselves in did always kind of live up to the name. Elana and I split off into a pair, from Hunter and Liza who had also come our way, and got to work. We were kinda distracted by what we were seeing, though.

“These houses are so old,” Elana said as we walked by. “They’re, like, decrepit.”

“Oh yeah, you’ve never really been out this way, have you?” I asked.

“Nah, always tried to avoid it. And I’m glad I did. If you had a frat house out here, it would be, like, one hundred percent haunted,” she added.

“Your whole afterlife would be a party, though,” I argued.

“Sigma Phi Die.”

We turned onto a street that looked a little more alive. None of that part of town really had blocks, it was sort of this sort of mess of twisty turny streets that all felt like a maze. We kind of had to be on top of that. I didn’t want us getting lost and missing the candy count. Still, it felt like the right way.

We came across some houses that had some decorations outside and - I hoped - fake blood in the window. Best of all though, there wasn’t anyone else trying to trick-or-treat them. So we made ourselves the first.

Elana knocked on that first door, and a couple, dressed as a witch and wizard, came out to meet us. When Elana and I said “trick-or-treat,” they were so shook by our voices that we were laughing right away. But that set them off as well, and that netted us a whole load of candy. And that was just the start.

From there on, we had a good run. Chocolates from zombies, candy from superheroes, toothpaste from a really well meaning older lady. We didn’t include that in the trick-or-treat haul, though. We wanted to win, but we weren’t about to break the rules.

Our costumes were going down so well. That was something I had kind of been worried about. When we trick-or-treated in the rich part of town the year before, we had some weird responses to our nun and priest costumes. Although, admitted, that could have been because the nun and priest aspects were the controversial part.

Still, nobody in the weird part of town seemed to bat an eye at what we were wearing. Well, I mean, they did, but never in a negative way. The only weirdness was when this one guy seemed to spend the whole conversation looking at my legs. I was pretty quick to grab the candy and run from that one.

There weren’t many trick-or-treaters out where we were - absolutely none from college, either - which meant we were getting a decent serving at each house. All in all, the plan was going great.

Until we came up on a mansion.

“Is that, like, decoration?” Elana asked as we approached it. “Or does it just look that way?”

“Surely that’s decoration,” I looked at the cobwebs on the fence outside. “Nobody’s home could actually look like this.”

Elana swiped a fingertip across a bar in the metal gate and looked at the blackish tint that now stained her skin.

“Should we go up?”

“Yeah, hundred percent! Look at the size of this place,” I replied.

I pushed the gate open with an almost, like, cliche creak. It could have been straight out of a horror movie. I didn’t know how they did it, but it really added to the whole haunted house effect.

“This is too creepy,” Elana said, as we made our way through the overgrown garden.

Trees were gnarled and leafless, flowers were withered and wilting, and the grass was somehow both overgrown and dead at the same time. We passed stones that looked like graves and listened to the low wind blow dead leaves across the ground.

The commitment to Halloween was really impressive.

It was a mansion, no doubt. It must have been one of the bigger houses in town even, and I meant including the houses in the rich part. The exterior walls were all these gray and weathered horizontal wood boards, some of them chipped and broken away. Some of the windows were boarded up with the same, damaged woodwork. One window on the front was broken, and a set of thin drapes was being blown outside into the evening air.

The roof was high and pointy and adorned with spires. The highest point had a weather vane on top, a rusted metal compass with a silhouette of a cat on top. It seemed to spin without any real purpose.

As we got closer, I noticed we were walking past a stack of dropped roof tiles, which were seemingly collected together, despite being cracked or shattered or otherwise completely broken.

“Too creepy,” I finally repeated. “Reckon they’ve got candy, though?”

“I actually don’t know,” Elana said. “This doesn’t feel like decoration any more, Zac.”

“Reckon it’s just, like, an old person living here alone?” I asked.

“Maybe. Like, it could be just them here and they don’t have the strength or whatever to even look after it any more.” Elana elaborated. “Should we even knock?”

I was about to say yes. We were already practically at the door. Plus, if it was a lonely old person, then that was an absolute score. We might have been the only people to come knocking all night. We might get all of their candy. We had to do it.

Or, at least, I thought. Until I realized there was nowhere to knock.

“They don’t have a door,” I told Elana.

“They what?” Elana asked.

“They don’t have a door,” I repeated, as she walked up next to me.

“Is this place just, like, abandoned?” Elana questioned, as she peered into the darkness within the mansion.

“Maybe,” I answered.

“Should we leave?”

“Probably,” I told her. “We don’t really have time to waste.”

“You’re saying that like we do have time to waste. What are you thinking, Zac?” she asked me.

“Well my garbage bag is, like, full of candy already, and we’ve still got a half hour before we even need to start heading back.”

I shook my already stuffed trash bag and the sound of wrappers rubbing against each other sounded like those dead leaves blowing around on the grass.

“Sooo…” Elana prompted me.

“Shall we just poke our heads in?”

She smiled at me. With her fake facial hair and wrinkles, it was actually quite uncomfortable to look at. Elana generally had a pretty cute smile. This was not it.

“Isn’t this literally the biggest Halloween cliché in the world?” Elana asked.

“Isn’t what?” I asked back.

“Going into the abandoned house on Halloween. If this was a horror movie or ghost story or something, it’s the exact bit where people in the audience would be like ‘why are you going in there, obviously you shouldn’t go in there’ or whatever,” she explained.

“Well it’s a good thing this isn’t a horror movie then.”

I stepped over the threshold of the house as I said it, leaving my candy by the door. My high heel made contact with the bare wood floor. The sound it made was dramatic. It must have been hollow or something beneath us, as the point of my shoe boomed as I entered.

Out in the street, I was growing used to the delicate tapping of the high heels. The click that each step made was starting to sound like I had a tap dancer with me on my walk. It was setting a rhythm to my movements that I was almost starting to enjoy.

But in the creepy old house, the merry sounding clicking was gone. My high heels were making a sound loud enough to wake the dead.

The interior of the house wasn’t much nicer than the exterior. We had to walk carefully, as the wooden floorboards were even more wrecked than the boarding on the walls outside. Wind blew through the hallway in which we had found ourselves within. All those broken windows were letting the evening air blow through the house in every direction. It felt colder in there than it did outside.

“Okay, like, two minutes, and then we gotta get back to work,” I told Elana.

“Bet.”

We looked at a series of portraits on the wall. They were all framed with peeling, gold painted wood, and not one of the subjects in the paintings looked happy to be there. Half of the canvases were torn and peeled out of their frames.

The staircase up looked completely useless. It only had anything resembling steps right at the very edges, under the equally as broken railings. The center of the stairs had caved in completely, leaving only a pile of wood beneath.

Doorways all around us were just as bad. Not a single room had a door, just a wrecked and barely attached frame. We stepped through one of them, and we were met with piles of wet looking paperwork.

“They could use our services here,” Elana said

“What?” I asked.

“Cause, like, you’re dressed as a maid, and I’m dressed as a butler,” she explained. “And it’s a mess.”

“Ohh, right,” I laughed as I said it.

“Did you forget what you were wearing or something?”

“Kind of,” I admitted. “I was starting to get used to it.”

I meant it as well. The high heels had sort of stopped hurting and the wig had stopped feeling tight, it just felt nice and warm on my head in that cold house. I had even gotten used to how wide that maid’s dress was making me. The puffy skirt was probably twice the width of my actual body, but I had figured that out well before the time we were inside.

“What’s this?” Elana said, as she picked up a droopy piece of paper from the top of a pile.

“What’s what?” I asked.

Bang.

Our conversation was suddenly interrupted by the sound of a door slamming.

But there weren’t any doors in the house.

I stuck my head out into the corridor. The front door had shut.

Where there wasn’t a front door before.

“What the fuck?” I blurted, as I saw what had happened.

Elana rushed over to me and looked as well.

“How the hell did that happen?”

“I don’t know,” I answered. “We should go.”

The sound of us both hurrying down the hallway was deafening. My booming high heels combined with Elana’s oversized shoes, thudding along, was like the percussion from a marching band. Me, the snare, her, the kick.

Elana turned the doorknob. But nothing happened.

“It’s locked, dude,” she told me.

“Let me try!”

I grabbed at the doorknob as well but she was right. It just rattled in my hand and wouldn’t turn.

“What do we do?” I asked.

“Leave this place!”

The voice wasn’t Elana’s. I had no idea whose voice it was. It was a screeching, bellowed voice, as angry and old as the house itself.

We both looked behind us and, at the top of the shattered staircase, was the shadowy figure of an old woman. I could barely see her, but she looked as if she was only loosely dressed in torn rags and not a whole lot else.

Even from where the door was though, I could see the shape of her wild and untamed hair. Her arms were outstretched. Her fingernails looked long and broken, jagged, as if they had been used to claw at something.

“Go, dude,” Elana spoke with a shaky voice.

“You wish to play? This is all a game to you?” the woman at the top of the stairs called out to us. “You wish to play the maid and the butler? You wish to play the working people?”

“What the hell is she talking about?” my hand kept rattling the doorknob as I said it.

“Their lives are no game,” the lady continued. “You will do well to learn. Their lives are no game! I would curse you.”

Her voice was strange. It was an accent I’d never heard before, maybe something kind of european. Words sounded like they were being forced from her, rather than being spoken by her.

“We’re sorry!” Elana called out to the lady.

It didn’t seem to mean anything to her. The old woman kept rambling.

“I would curse you to their servitude! You, a lifetime as a maid. You, a lifetime as a butler. I would curse you both. See if their lives are still but a game to you.”

All of a sudden, the doorknob turned. It twisted in my hand and the door fell open. Behind us, the woman was still speaking, but not any words I could recognise. It sounded like another language, but not one I’d ever heard before. It was all vowels and consonants in places they shouldn’t have been.

But the voice was receding. We stumbled out of the door. I nearly tripped over our bags of candy, my high heel catching in the loop of Elana’s trash bag. Elana grabbed my arm and steadied me, and I was maybe never more grateful to have her as a friend.

We scooped up our bags and moved as fast as our inappropriate footwear would take us. My shoes clattered beneath my feet, the tapdance noise I’d gotten used to was now more like a jar full of dice.

I felt like my dress was flying up, the wind catching under all the white ruffles. I didn’t even bother to try and hold it in place. I needed one arm to hold the bag and the other to try and keep my balance as I ran. If that crazy lady saw my panties then so be it. She could curse those, too.

The gate was still open, so we slammed it closed behind us and kept running further down the street. We ran until our feet hurt which, admittedly, wasn’t all that far. But it felt far enough to be safe from that freaky haunted mansion.

“What the hell was that?” Elana asked, through sharp inhales of breath.

“I don’t know,” I told her. “Was that one of the witches?”

Elana laughed when I said it.

“I dunno, dude. Could’ve been.”

“Well she kept saying the word curse and stuff. I feel weird about it,” I admitted.

“It’ll be fine. And hey, you gotta get your head in the game anyway,” she said. “We’ve still got to win this trick-or-treat.”

I’d somehow almost forgotten about the trick-or-treat in those few minutes in and after the house. I had genuinely been so frightened by it that my mind went, like, fight or flight.

“I was honestly so scared,” I told Elana. “When that woman appeared out of nowhere, I legit thought we were in a horror movie.”

“Me too, dude! And how about whatever she was yelling at the end?”

I couldn’t help but look Elana up and down as she spoke to me. The look of her, combined with her voice, still hadn’t stopped being funny. After that little rush of near-death experience as well, I was running off endorphins.

So I burst out laughing. And then so did Elana. We were in hysterics, in the street, having maybe just been cursed by some witch from the weird part of town.

“God damn,” Elana finally said. “Let’s go win this trick-or-treat.”
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There was another street, right by the scary mansion, that looked just as good for candy as the first one we tried. We went door to door, and started raking it in again pretty quickly. We needed that. Not because we were behind on our candy haul - we were probably ahead of schedule, if anything - it was just good to settle our nerves.

Eventually, everything was back on track. The weird mansion was behind us and we had reached the point where we couldn't carry another piece of candy. We called Hunter and Liza to check if they were also going to be back on time, and then we made our way to the industrial units. We were back in the soccer field exactly when we needed to be. It was already packed.

Looking around, I was feeling pretty confident once again. Very confident, for a man in a dress. On the way to finding the rest of our team, we passed pretty modest buckets and grocery bags of candy. Elana and I looked like we had more than some teams did combined.

We met with our group and the judging began. Teams went one by one to load their candy onto the big industrial scales that some of the engineering students stole from their lab each year.

Those guys were the unsung heroes, in a way. Without them, none of this would have been possible. Also, I guessed, the soccer team were the heroes too. This was our field. I made a note to remind everybody of that, when we were hosting.

There were some good numbers coming out. A lot of teams had some heavyweight candy, though equally a few only had a few pounds. Some teams had giant bags that weighed nothing, some teams had tiny bags that weighed a ton.

That was a tough part of that contest. The whole judgment was done by weight, so if you came back to campus with a truck full of marshmallows, you were still going home a loser. That was on you, though.

When it was our turn, we had managed to do the best of both worlds. Giant bags which weighed tons. As all of us tossed our bags onto the scales, the number just kept going up and up, and then up some more. There were still a few teams that needed to weigh in, but it felt pretty conclusive. It only meant one thing.

We had won. We had done the double lantern.

We were legends.

Back up on top of the dugout, I was celebrating harder than I had for any soccer win. We all were. I didn't think I’d ever seen Elana be so excited about anything.

There I was, king of the world. Or queen. I was teetering right at the edge of the dugout roof, trying not to fall out of my high heels and into the crowd below. I realized they could probably see up my dress from down there but, by that point, I didn’t care. They could see what they wanted. We had done the double.

The rest of the night was a complete blur. We had more drinks, we talked to, like, half the college, as everyone wanted to congratulate us, and we partied. I even kissed two girls, which was wild, seeing as how I was dressed as a girl. I remembered that I had to bend way down to be at their level, cause I was like a foot and a half taller than them in my high heels.

But that was what winning the jack-’o-lantern could do for you.

That was more or less the last thing I remembered. I must have blacked out after the second kiss, as the next thing I knew, I was in my bed and it was like I had just teleported there.

I briefly assessed my surroundings. I was in my own room, but it was trashed. I must have knocked a bunch of stuff over when I came in, and it looked like I had thrown my costume from the night before all around the room.

I was naked but, unfortunately, I was alone. I didn’t usually sleep naked, so I figured that I must have gotten sick of wearing my bra and panties in the haze of the night before. I rolled over to my side, and saw them there next to me. At least I hadn’t taken them off when I was still out on the soccer field.

Well, hopefully I hadn’t.

After I managed to drag myself out of bed, I went over to my mirror to check the damage. I’d managed to kind of smear my makeup off, but not very well. I didn’t look as bad as I expected.

In fact, I’d never felt so good after a college party in my life. I’d usually be near death, if I couldn’t remember the night before. That morning though, I was fine. Maybe it was the fact I was still riding high off of the double lantern win. That’d probably cure most things.

That was the main thing I remembered about the night before. The win. Everything else was kind of hazy, but I at least knew that we’d won.

Making the most of the fact that I felt kind of okay, I decided to hurry down the hall and have a shower. I dry-swallowed a couple of the pills on my desk, to hopefully keep the hangover at bay forever, then I got myself together. I grabbed a towel, wrapped myself in it, and found a free cubicle.

I soaked myself with hot water, lathered up, and washed it off. Then, I blasted myself with some cold water to make sure the hangover would stay at bay. The hot and then cold felt kind of strange on my hairless legs. It was like they were more sensitive without the hair. I gently toweled off, and headed back down the hall.

Back in my room, I suddenly didn’t know what to do with myself. The whole of summer and then the start of term all felt like they had led to that one moment. Without the Halloween party to look forward to, there was kind of nothing to do.

Like, aside from school work.

But in terms of things I was actually going to do, I was at a loss. I looked around. I was surrounded by the mess and little remnants of the night before. I looked at the dress and the high heels and Elana’s makeup. She was coming by to pick it up later that day. She didn’t give me a time, she just told me it’d be when she didn’t feel like shit.

Her words.

So I had time to kill. I doubted anyone else in my dorms were up yet. And, to be fair, my head kind of wasn’t in the game to make conversation with anybody else yet, either.

I went over to my desk, sat in my chair, and pivoted around. I stuck my legs out as I spun. They were still as bare and hairless as the day before. Not even a strand of hair had started to grow back yet. I kind of didn’t hate how they looked. They looked fine without hair. Maybe that was secretly why cyclists did it, they just liked how it looked.

When I had done a full three-sixty, and was back facing the desk, I picked up one of Elana’s makeup brushes. It was funny that I’d invested so much time into learning to do my makeup, all for that one night.

Like, it paid off, it was totally worth it, but it was kind of funny, in hindsight. All that time and effort, and I was probably never going to use it again.

But then, why shouldn’t I have used it again? I wondered that to myself, as I looked at the brush. I was good at it.

In that moment, something about it was drawing me to it.

Something about all of my costume from the night before was feeling weirdly appealing, all of a sudden.

Without anything to do for a while, I figured there wouldn’t be any harm in it, if I did put it on, one last time. I decided I’d just try on the bra and panties again, for old times’ sake. I wandered over to where I’d discarded them.

The soft panties slipped up my smooth legs, leaving me with that same, kind of exciting, tingling feeling as it went. They settled into place, and they felt comfortable. They felt kind of great, even. Better than I’d remembered them feeling the night before.

And then the bra. I still had these red marks around my ribs, where the strap must have been around me. Those marks didn’t hurt or anything though, they were just there. And when the bra settled back into place in those subtle, red grooves, it felt like the bra was back home. I stuffed some socks back in and it filled out perfectly.

It all felt so right.

So I went back to the desk. I pulled out all of Elana’s makeup from the day before, and I retraced my steps. My eyes turned shimmery white and then had that bronze streak in the cease. My eyelids were framed with eyeliner and then made bolder with mascara.

It was crazy, even after a night of drinking, my eye makeup went way better than it did any of the times before. It was like something had switched inside me. It was all coming back so naturally. It felt like I was suddenly born to do makeup.

I added my foundation, then applied highlighter. I complemented it with the contour, and blended everything together seamlessly. I looked better than ever. My face looked so feminine, so different from my male face.

The blusher went on and livened my cheeks. They looked raised and cute. Only one step remained; my lipstick.

That went on like a dream as well. I drew in my Cupid’s bow and the rest of my lips filled out flawlessly. They looked thick, and the vibrant matte red was so sultry. I made a sexy woman. Nobody would deny that.

Across the room were various bits of my costume. I stepped into the dress and zipped it up, then found the wrist cuffs, garter, and collar. I fastened everything, then picked my wig up off the nightstand I’d left it on.

Weirdly, despite it being kind of just abandoned there, it was still in great shape. It wasn’t tangled, and it didn’t look as if I’d damaged it or lost any hair from it at all, the night before. The hair net was still inside it, so I placed that over my real hair, and then put the wig into place. I put the headpiece on over the top and only had one more step to go.

My high heels. I found them by the door, somehow not abandoned on the walk home, and placed my right foot into its shoe. It slipped straight in. My toes found their place on the platform, and my heel slotted in, over the heel. I leaned on the wall to steady myself, and repeated the motions with my left food.

It was strange. The day before, I still didn’t feel massively confident in those things. There were a few times, all throughout the evening and night, where I thought I was going to outright fall out of them. But, the day after, on that slightly hungover morning, they felt fine.

In fact, they felt better than fine. They felt great. They were so comfortable. It was like my feet had formed to their shape. Like being flat wasn’t right any more. I needed that elevated heel and those low toes. I loved high heels.

I was ready. I walked to the mirror to see what I had done. And there she was. That girl was back. Me.

Her brunette hair. Her flawless makeup, sultry eyes and bold lips. Her sexy collar and raunchy maid’s uniform. The cuffs and garter, the endless and perfectly smooth legs. Those high heels that only a woman could tame.

She was me.

And I needed that.

But no, that wasn’t all I needed. It wasn't enough. It wasn’t enough just to be her. I needed more.

There was something else calling out to me. I looked around my room, trying to figure out what I had missed. If it was the purse, or if it was something that I had forgotten from the maid’s uniform.

But then, I realized what it was.

It was the tidying.

I had to do it. The whole room was a mess and I needed to fix it. I strutted back over to the desk, feeling the way the point of my heel hit the ground, and then my toe landed so softly to meet it. I screwed the caps onto all of Elana’s makeup, and I neatly placed the tubes and palettes into the corner of my desk. I stacked all of my school work, and put things back into the draw, glancing at the rest of the room.

My laundry was strewn all over the floor. I bent over to collect it, but I didn’t just crouch in a regular way. What I did instead came so naturally to me. I folded my body at the hips. I kept my legs straight, my high heels together, and I bent over. I looked over my own shoulder into the full-length mirror, and could see my own panties, exposed under my dress.

I saw my painted lips part and form into a smile. I was proud of myself.

The laundry was gathered up and placed into its basket, and then my textbooks were the next thing to be sorted. I picked them up, one by one, and made my way over to my shelf. I found myself standing on one leg as I placed them, my other leg bent at the knee, my high heel pointing upwards by the hem of my dress.

Once again, the view in the mirror was that of a sultry French maid. And, once again, she was smiling at herself.

That tidying and staring at my reflection continued. I found more things to put away, then something to clean, and then another reason to strut around the room or to pose for myself. I couldn’t get enough of it. That costume had taken me entirely. I wanted to be that maid. I was that maid.

It was completely crazy, I had to admit that. I had no idea where the urge came from, but it was there. In fact, urge wasn’t even a strong enough word. It was like some kind of compulsion. Some internal programming which had been written into me, demanding that I dressed as a French maid. Some kind of desire.

Oh god.

Some kind of curse.
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Something was taking a hold of me. My bedroom wasn’t enough. Within about a half hour, it was tidy. It was cleaner than it ever had been, in fact. But I wanted to do more. I needed to do more.

So I stepped out.

I opened my door without hesitation and I placed my high heel out beyond the threshold. I stepped out and started down the hall. I felt the way my body moved when I was in those shoes. The way my hips swayed and my back straightened out and my chest stuck out that little bit more.

The dress swished and swayed about me, the material bouncing with each step. I looked down and admired the way that the white frills caused that black dress material to sail above it along the walk.

A few more steps and I was in the kitchen. Nobody else was in there but, as usual, it looked like a disaster movie. Dirty dishes were piled up. Food was left out of the refrigerator. There were stains everywhere. But I knew I could fix it.

I found myself on my hands and knees, scrubbing patches on the floor tiles. My hairless knees felt cold and almost uncomfortable on that hard ground but they also somehow felt right. It felt so good being down there, cleaning.

I arched my back a little as I did it, knowing that it would be exposing my panties to anybody who walked in. But I didn’t care. It felt so good.

The food went back into the refrigerator, and the dishes were next. My high heels clicked across the kitchen tiles and I pulled my cuffs a little higher on my arms so they didn’t get wet. I ran some water and started washing. I sighed as I did it. It was blissful. And I usually hated doing dishes.

I caught glimpses of myself on reflective surfaces in the kitchen. My face would appear in a knife. The glass on the stove would show my whole body. I even admired the way my poofy dress swished and moved when I looked down at my shadow.

It was wonderful. Last night’s costume had become that day’s life. I had never felt so good in my life. I loved being a maid.

“Z- Zac?”

The voice was unexpected. I had been so lost in my own world of cleaning and tidying that I must have missed the door being opened. I turned around and saw Liv, holding a towel. She was a Sophomore in my dorms who I’d started to get to know since the start of term.

She seemed nice. She was brunette, very similar to the hair of the wig I was wearing, and had very cute features. She was wearing a loose gray sweater and tight black cycling shorts. She was barefoot, so it was lucky for her that I’d already cleaned our kitchen floor. I’d have hated to step in whatever I just wiped up.

“Oh, hey Liv,” was my response.

I wasn’t sure how I felt, seeing her. On Halloween, it made perfect sense for me to be dressed as a French maid. The morning after, that wasn’t really true. But I wasn’t embarrassed by it or anything.

The overriding feeling that I still felt was, for some reason, pride. I felt great in that maid’s uniform. I looked great, and I was doing a great job of cleaning the dorms. So I had every reason to be proud.

“Oh shit, it is you!” Liv said. “Damn, did you wake up like that?”

“Uh, yeah,” I lied.

It was a lot better than explaining what had actually happened.

“No way! You gotta tell me what makeup that is, mine would not survive a night,” she replied.

“You gotta ask Elana,” I told her. “This was all her.”

The dynamic of the conversation felt pretty funny. Me, in my dress and makeup, Liv in the kind of clothes I’d wear to soccer practice.

I was quite a bit taller than her, thanks to my high heels. I was actually kind of liking how tall they made me. I had never been particularly tall but I was a good build for soccer. I was slim and under six foot which, combined with the kind of speed and balance that I had, I was great at the sport.

But that all meant that being an extra five inches taller, thanks to my high heels, felt great.

“Well I figured it must have been you in here,” Liv told me. “I heard, like, clicking from the kitchen, when I was walking to the shower. You’re a natural in those things.”

“Honestly, I practiced a lot. But, hey, it paid off.”

“Yeah I literally cannot believe you did the double lantern! Sorry, I came in to congratulate you again but got kinda distracted seeing you in your costume still,” she said.

“Thanks. I’m feeling pretty great about it,” I replied.

I wasn’t sure if I meant that I felt great about the win, or about the costume. I just hoped Liv would assume it was the win.

“You should. I can’t believe you’re the first to ever do it. So cool. But hey, I feel awful right now, so I need to get in the shower. I’ll catch you on the way back.”

She turned to leave but I called out to her.

“Wait, one thing,” I said. “Do you want me to tidy your room later?”

“Uh,” Liv looked slightly puzzled. “Do you actually want to do that?”

“Yeah, I think I’m on some kind of cleaning hype at the moment. I’ve done my room and the kitchen and I could definitely do more. No idea where this energy has come from,” I explained.

That was a lie. I absolutely did know where the energy had come from. It was the curse.

I needed to clean. Cleaning and tidying had become all that I cared about. If Liv wasn’t going to take me up on my offer to tidy her room, I was probably going to have to clean the toilets or something.

“Uh, sure. Let me have a shower and then I’ll come get you,” she said.

And thank god. I wasn’t sure if I was ready to clean the toilets.

Liv left the room and I did the final bits of maid work. Dishes were spotless, there wasn’t a thing left out on the side, and you could have eaten off of the floor and surfaces. I’d done a hell of a job. So all that was left to do was wait for Liv. And enjoy my outfit.

I felt along the soft and poofy hem of my dress. I straightened the frills around the neck hole and leveled my collar. I adjusted my headpiece and ran my fingers through my long brunette hair, so it landed over my shoulders just right.

Then, I stood up straight. I put my heels together, stuck my butt out a little, and did the same with my chest. I put my arms down by my side and bent my wrists, so that my palms were horizontal, in line with the floor, and straightened my fingers out.

I looked down at my posture. It was feminine and patient. It was the body of somebody waiting for their orders. Glancing at myself, I sort of wished that I had thought to paint my nails.

While I waited for Liv to return, I practiced my walk a little more. I had previously just learned to walk as a way to not fall out of my high heels. I hadn’t yet walked, thinking about what would look good.

So I took a few little steps, remembering the advice that Elana had given me but I’d never taken. I walked as if I was on an imaginary tightrope. I put my right heel down with a satisfying tapping noise, and then had my toes tap down after. I placed my left heel in front of my right toes, and repeated the motion and the noise.

Before long, I was walking laps of the kitchen, around the central table. And I was walking well. The worry about falling over was long gone. Now, my only concern was whether I looked good. But I did. I knew I did. I was a maid, through and through.

The door opened again. It was Liv. She was still wearing the same clothes, but now her hair was wet.

“You sure you don’t mind helping out with my room?” she asked, rather than actually greeting me in any kind of way. “It’s, like, a total mess in there. I kind of could use the help.”

“Of course!” I replied.

I couldn’t think of anything I wanted more.

Liv led me down the hall to her room and opened the door. Inside, it was like a bomb had gone off. Clothes were everywhere, I couldn’t guess what was laundry and what just hadn’t been put away. She had dirty drinks tumblers on her desk, schoolwork stacked on the floor, and the bed was unmade.

“Does your room always look like this?” I asked. “Or is it a Halloween party thing?”

“Hey, I asked for help, not for judgment,” Liv replied.

“Sorry, sorry,” I said, making my way over to the drinks glasses.

Immediately, I heard Liv laughing.

“What?” I asked.

“It’s just, like, the way you’re walking,” she told me.

“What do you mean?”

“I guess it’s the high heels,” she explained. “You’re walking like a girl, it’s kinda funny.”

“Oh yeah, Elana had to teach me how to walk in them,” I said. “It took forever.”

“Why are you even wearing them now? Did you sleep in those as well?” Liv asked me.

“Oh, uh, nah,” I hastily tried to think of a better lie. “I just needed to head to the restroom and I think I lost my flip flops last night. These are my house shoes now, I guess.”

Liv started laughing, and I figured I was in the clear. Plus, it wasn’t a total lie. I hadn’t found my flip flops anywhere in the whole time I’d spent cleaning my room.

“Maybe try and find some comfier house shoes than that,” she said, as she started to pick up some stuff off of the floor.

We got to work. I took the empty glasses and washed them up in the kitchen. We made her bed, and started organizing her schoolwork. As I leaned over to pick up her clothes from the floor, bending at the hip like I’d practiced in my room, Liv was laughing again.

“What?” I repeated.

“This situation,” Liv said.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, the whole thing is pretty funny. Like, having a guy in the year above me cleaning my room dressed as a French maid,” she explained. “It’s not really what I expected my college experience to include.”

“Is it better or worse than you expected?” I joked.

“Oh, way better,” she told me. “I could get used to it, honestly. It’s nice having a maid around. You look kind of cute.”

“Well, if you wanna start paying me, I do need a new pair of shoes.”

Liv was laughing but I wasn’t totally sure I was joking. I had earnestly started to like the feeling of those high heels. Well, I liked the feeling of all of it. The dress, the makeup, the long hair. It all felt so right.

It must have been the curse. That woman in the house was a witch, there was no other explanation. She had done this to me. She had done this and I was cursed to a life of servitude.

“I’m sure we could come up with some kind of arrangement,” Liv said.

It felt like she was flirting with me. In a maid’s dress and makeup, she was flirting with me. I hadn’t expected that.

“I’m open to offers,” I replied.

She just smirked at me, and didn’t say anything else. We kept tidying, putting things in drawers, finding homes for things that Liv had seemingly never put away before in her life. She laughed at me a few times as we worked, when I walked across the room, or bent at the hips, or lifted my high heel up behind my butt as I reached a higher shelf. Liv was enjoying herself.

When we were finally done, Liv thanked me. She told me she wanted to see me in my maid’s uniform again, and I told her that I would see what I could do. She grinned at that, and waved at me as she closed the door between us.

I didn’t feel like I had much choice in the matter, though. I wouldn’t be “seeing what I could do.” I would probably just be stuck in that maid’s uniform forever. I had to wear it. Liv would absolutely be seeing me in it again, as I was cursed to never take it off.

Walking back down the hallway, I heard the main door to my floor open behind me. I instinctively looked over my shoulder. As I did it, my heart fluttered a little. The interaction with Liv went well, but I had just realized something; what if it was one of the guys from soccer who had seen me? Would it have gone so well?

Thankfully, it was a much friendlier face. It was Elana. She was holding my shoes from the night before, but otherwise she was dressed normally. She had a pair of chunky black boots on, over a pair of black jeans. Her look was finished off with a white knitted sweater, which looked great with her pink hair. She had clearly decided it was time to dress for fall.

“Zac?” she asked as soon as she saw me.

“Oh, hey,” I replied, slightly cautiously.

“You’re still in your costume,” she stated.

“You’re not?” I said it like a joke but it was a serious question.

“Still soaking up the win, or something?” she laughed.

“Something like that,” I answered. “Why did you come over?”

“My makeup, dude,” she said. “Did you forget what you’re wearing, or something?”

“Uh, kind of,” I admitted. “Here, let me help you.”

I opened the door to my room, and we both walked in. Elana looked surprised when she entered. She looked even more surprised, when she saw that her makeup was all so neatly arranged and organized.

“Your room doesn’t usually look this tidy,” she told me. “Like, I know you’re usually pretty tidy but this is, like, military precision.”

“Thanks.”

I wasn’t sure what else to say. I also wasn’t sure why Elana wasn’t dressed as a butler. Maybe the curse hadn’t taken a hold of her yet.

“Hey, thank you for keeping it all so nice. Most guys probably wouldn’t have appreciated how much this stuff all costs,” she told me.

“You’re welcome. Thanks for letting me use it.”

I earnestly meant that, and not just because of the win the previous night.

“You’re welcome. But hey, I gotta love you and leave you. I’m literally already behind schedule today. I need to tidy my own room, because I’m an idiot and I offered to host a group study in my room this evening,” Elana said.

“The night after Halloween?” I clarified.

“The night after Halloween. Again, I’m an idiot. I dunno how I’m gonna find the strength to sort everything out.”

“I could-” I hesitated for a moment. “I could help.”

Elana laughed, then stopped.

“Oh, you’re not joking,” she said.

“Not joking,”I confirmed.

“Oh. Yeah, okay then, that’d be great,” she told me. “Do you wanna get changed first?”

“Nah,” I replied, “it’s fine.”

“But we’re going to have to walk, like, five minutes. Outside. Are you sure?”

“I’m sure,” I reiterated.

I needed more time with Elana. I needed to talk to her about the curse. I needed to warn her to destroy her butler outfit. I also needed to do some more cleaning.

“You’re going to clean my room, dressed as a French maid?” Elana double checked.

“Yes.”
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We left my room and made our way out of my dorm building. My high heels clicked onto the paving outside, and the air was brisk and cool on my naked legs. Campus looked pretty quiet, presumably from everybody else still being in bed from the night before.

As we walked further, there were eventually some more signs of life. Athletes out for morning runs, students with books on their way to the library, a couple members of the security team off in the distance, probably still dealing with the fallout from the night before.

I drew some looks. The people jogging did a double take and I was pretty sure the security people were watching us from afar. Nobody said anything, until some girl I didn’t recognize was walking the other way to us.

“Walk of shame, Zac?” she asked with a knowing laugh.

“Something like that,” I called back, to which she laughed again but didn’t stop.

“Who was that?” Elana asked me.

“No idea,” I admitted.

“Must be famous, after last night.”

“Must be,” I agreed.

We got to Elana’s room without any more interaction with other students, which was kind of a relief. I had started feeling a little self conscious all of a sudden. I was beginning to realize that the outfit would be a lot harder to explain, now that Halloween was over.

There was a chance that some other people would have also thought that I’d only just woken up, and not taken it off, like that girl we’d met on the way to Elana’s. But that excuse would only work for one day. What about the day after, when I was still cursed to wear it? What would I say then?

As ever, Elana’s room was chaotic. Her hobby stuff was all over the place. It looked like she had slept with her art supplies, as they were somehow in the bed. I flattened the apron on my dress and immediately walked over and started collecting them up.

“Oh, just like that?” Elana asked.

“Just like what?”

“You’re just gonna start tidying?” she said.

“Yeah, like-” I didn’t even know what she meant. “What did you want me to do?”

“No, I guess I did want that, I just didn’t expect you to be so into the whole maid thing,” she explained.

“Yeah, I need to talk to you about that,” I said, as I straightened her bedsheet a little. “You gotta destroy your butler costume.”

“I gotta do what?” she asked.

“Destroy it. Burn it, or something,” I suggested.

“Why the hell would I do that?”

“Look at me!” I urged her.

“Yeah, you look cute. I can see why you put the costume on again,” she said.

“No, Elana,” I hissed. “I can’t take it off.”

“You can’t take it off?”

Her eyebrows raised as she said it.

“Yeah,” I insisted. “I’m stuck this way.”

“As in, you couldn’t get it undone? Or the makeup wouldn’t come off? Or-” she trailed off.

“No!” I was getting frustrated that she couldn’t feel what I was trying to explain. “I had to put it on this morning. I saw the dress and I couldn’t stop myself. And now I need to clean. I can’t help it! I tidied my room, then I cleaned the kitchen, and then I helped Liv in my dorm sort her room out as well.”

Elana was laughing at me.

“Why, dude?”

“The curse, Elana! Do I need to spell it out for you! You need to destroy that butler costume, before it happens to you, too.”

“This costume?” she lifted the suit jacket off the back of her chair and held it up for me to see. “Ooh, scary.”

“Stop playing around!” I warned her. “I’m not joking.”

“Oh no.” She sounded serious all of a sudden. “Oh no, no, no.”

She put one arm into the sleeve of the jacket, and then put her other arm in as well.

“Oh no. I can feel it,” she told me. “Oh god, it’s too late.”

“Elana!” I called out to her.

“It’s too late for me,” she said. “I must clean.”

I watched as she picked up some things from her table and then shuffle them around and drop them randomly.

“Must… Clean,” she repeated.

She opened and closed some drawers, and kicked some clothes about on the floor.

“Elana,” I spoke, not sure what I actually wanted to say to her.

Elana just burst out laughing.

“What?” I asked.

“What the hell, dude?” she pulled the jacket back off after she said it. “Curse? What the fuck are you talking about?”

“Last night!” My voice sounded like I was pleading with her to understand. “In that house. That woman in there, she said she was cursing us to a life of servitude. She must have been one of those witches you were talking about.”

Elana was now laughing even harder.

“No fucking way, dude. Are you serious?”

“I’m serious!” I insisted.

“Oh god, I’m sorry. I was totally fucking with you when I said about the witches. There weren’t any witches here, dude! This town is, like, ninety years old. The only witches around here are those weird girls on campus who do shitty art,” she explained.

“But it’s the weird part of town!” I argued. “What about the woman in the creepy house?”

“Yeah, it’s called the weird part of town cause half the students here are rich pricks. That’s just the part of town where they had to build cheap housing for people who work in the industrial units,” Elana continued. “It’s called the weird part of town because poor people live there, and all the rich kids think it’s weird to be poor.”

“But the creepy house,” I repeated.

“It was real creepy, yeah, but that’s just cause it was a wreck. Before that woman chased us out, I picked up a piece of paper saying the place was condemned and due for demolition. It said to keep out, but somebody must have taken it down,” Elana told me.

“Then what about the woman?”

“She was probably living there, dude,” Elana said. “There’s homeless people out there, hence why it’s ‘weird.’ She probably took the condemned notice down, actually. She probably didn’t want somebody knocking down the place she’d found to live.”

“Well she said she’d cursed us,” I reiterated. “And now look at me!”

“Yeah, she did, but maybe she just had a service job or something. Maybe she thought we came out there to make fun of poor people, I dunno. She sounded kinda batshit to me.”

“And then she was chanting something. It sounded like some dead language,” I carried on.

“It sounded like Polish, Zac. I think she was from Poland,” Elana explained.

“What?”

“Like, what’s Poland? Or...”

I felt dumbfounded. If it wasn’t a curse, then what was it?

“Then why did I wake up this morning and feel like I had to dress like this?” I asked.

“I dunno,” she admitted. “Maybe cause you like it? We’ve done gender swap costumes twice now, you clearly don’t hate it.”

“But then what about the cleaning? I don’t like cleaning,” I argued.

“Well you also clearly don’t hate it. You’ve always been a pretty tidy person,” she paused for a second. “But hey, also you’ve been taking those stupid study 'supplements.’ I told you to stop taking those things, you keep getting, like, super focused on stuff, and then you can’t take your mind off it. Did you have one of those this morning?”

“Yeah, course,” I told her. “I always have one at the start of the day as soon as I wake up, and then before studying.”

“And I told you not to!” she laughed as she said it. “This is literally exactly why I said not to keep taking them!”

“Oh,” I said.

“Oh,” she repeated.

“So, I’m not cursed?” I asked.

“Not cursed,” she repeated again.

“So I can just take this maid’s uniform off at any time?” I questioned.

“Any time. Do you want to borrow some makeup remover?” Elana asked.

“Not really,” I admitted.

“What do you mean?”

“I kind of want to help you tidy anyway,” I told her.

“Oh. Right.”

So I got to work. I carried on putting away Elana’s art supplies, then made her bed, and sorted her laundry. I put her makeup back where it came from, and dusted around her windows. We organized her schoolwork, and made space for the study session.

“So…” Elana paused after she said the word. “Do you like the maid uniform?”

“I guess I do,” I admitted.

“Can I tell you something?” Elana asked me.

“Course.”

“I like you in it?”

I laughed, but Elana wasn’t laughing.

“You’re serious?” I asked her back.

“Serious,” she echoed. “I love seeing you dressed like that.”

“Well, like, what do you wanna do?”

Our conversation felt really clunky. I was normally so much more comfortable talking to Elana than this. It was just uncharted territory, compared to what we normally spoke about.

“Keep doing it?” she said, in a way which sounded like a question.

“I think I’d like that,” I admitted.

So we kept going. Or, rather, I kept going. I tidied her giant room. I created some kind of order in the chaos she seemed to permanently live in, and all the while she just sat on her bed and watched me, or sat in her desk chair and chatted to me.

I liked that. It was weirdly nice, just having her sit there and watch me, as I teetered around on my high heels and showed off my legs in my dress. I felt sexy and kind of naughty. I knew that I was an attractive guy, but that didn’t feel the same as feeling like a hot girl.

More than once, I caught Elana looking me up and down. It would happen as I bent down to get something off the floor, or as I leaned over her desk to put her stuff away, or when I did that thing where I stood on one leg and kicked my high heel in the air. I was loving the feeling of all those movements and, clearly, Elana was loving how they looked.

After a while, the tidying was almost done, and Elana had just been staring at me. We weren’t even talking any more, which wasn’t really like us. We normally managed to chat endlessly about nothing.

“What?” I finally thought to ask, as she was watching me, grinning.

“You missed a spot,” she told me.

I looked at where she was pointing, right in front of her on the bed. I walked over to where she had indicated, and looked at it.

“What?” I asked again.

“Get a closer look,” she instructed.

I leaned over, bending at the hips as I had been doing those previous times. I had no idea what Elana was talking about. I’d just fixed her sheets, and I hadn’t seen anything wrong with them.

And then she grabbed my collar. She hooked a finger under it, and pulled me towards her.

Elana kissed me.

It was crazy unexpected. I had hooked up with Elana before, but it was generally when we were drunk. This was the first time we’d ever kissed when we were sober. It was definitely the first time we’d ever kissed when I was wearing a dress.

I had to plant my hand on the bed to steady myself, but my other hand was immediately on her waist. The knit of her sweater was soft and I could feel the curves of her body beneath it. I moved my arm up, and dug my fingers into her cotton candy hair.

She tugged harder on my collar, and I fell onto her on the bed. Her hands were on my bare legs. Then she was feeling the bra through my dress, Next, she was touching my panties. Whenever our lips parted, I could see the red stain that my lipstick left on her lips.

Elana had both hands on my panties, now. She had pushed the white ruffles of my underskirt up. It felt like she had control of me, by holding on to me that way. My underwear came off. I tore at her jeans, getting them undone and peeling them off of her body. She was on her back, now. My brunette wig was draped over her face and she was giggling as it tickled her.

We kissed again. She pushed my maid’s dress up again. We hooked up.
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It wasn’t the first time Elana and I had sex but it was the first time we did it sober. It was also definitely the first time we did it when I was wearing a dress. And, either in spite of or because of that, it felt incredible.

It was the best I’d ever felt.

As we laid there together, Elana now naked and me still in my dress, wig, and high heels, I told her that. Elana grinned as I said it. She seemed like she agreed. She told me we should do it again, but only if I promised that I would help her keep her place tidy.

It seemed like a win win, to me.

After we had laid there for a while, chatting, I got up from the mattress and gathered Elana’s clothes up for her. I fixed the bed, and tidied a couple of final things I’d spotted, as I moved about the room.

I felt pretty satisfied with myself. Obviously, hooking up with Elana was great, but acting like a maid - and, specifically, doing that for her - felt just as good. And I wasn’t sure that it was just the study meds that were making me feel that way. Something about being dressed as a woman and doing chores for Elana was so rewarding.

That definitely wasn’t going to be the last time I did it, if I had anything to do about it.

Elana’s room was the best it had ever looked. She looked at me, pleased with either me, or herself, or both. She hadn’t put her clothes back on and she looked amazing for it, lying there.

“Stop staring and get back to work,” Elana laughed as she said it.

“Yes, miss.”

I had spoken the reply as a joke, yet Elana grinned, but didn’t laugh.

“I like that,” she told me. “Keep that up.”

Her grin had turned to a wicked smile. There was something about it, somehow both naughty and stern, all at once. I felt as if I was seeing a whole new side of Elana, which had revealed itself to me on that morning.

“Yes, miss,” I repeated.

I fully understood what she meant. If it felt good for her to hear, it felt great for me to say. Her smile only grew more broad, that second time. I felt like something in our friendship was irreversibly changing, as I said the words and Elana heard them from me. I didn’t care. I liked it.

There now wasn’t much left to actually do in Elana’s room any more. Everything was clean, everything was tidy and in its right place. Still, she didn’t stop telling me what to do.

She had me strut back and forth in front of her, showing off how well I’d learned to walk in high heels. She got me to bend over the desk chair, seductively leaning away from her. She made me sway back and forth on the spot, like I was dancing, just so she could watch my dress swish back and forth over my smooth legs.

Her commands, and my willingness to obey them, all felt very sudden. We had never done anything like it before. And yet it all felt incredible. I loved how it felt - having her tell me what to do, and me doing it without question. Something about it just felt right in my brain. It was so rewarding and good. I didn’t want it to end.

It had to though, eventually. Elana had to prep for her study session, and I had to leave. I probably would have stayed for the session, in my dress, if she asked, but it was maybe for the best that she didn’t make that request.

Heading back out onto campus in my dress was now starting to feel like a weird idea, though. In the morning, it was the only thing I could do, or so I thought. With that ‘curse’ looming over me, I had to wear the maid’s outfit. Now that I knew it was kind of just me wanting to wear the dress again, it wasn’t the same.

“You wanna get changed, or keep it on?” Elana seemed to be reading my thoughts.

“What do you think?” I asked her.

“As much as I would love to see you keep that on forever, I won’t be with you for the walk back,” she explained. “Take it off for now. But I want to see you in it again.”

“Yes, miss,” I replied.

The words felt nice on my tongue.

“Good girl.”

It was weirdly exciting to hear Elana call me that. She had such a commanding tone to her voice, as she said it. I had never seen this side of her before. Even when we’d hooked up in the past, she somehow kept it a secret from me.

“I’ve still got some of your clothes here that you left behind literally last term,” Elana told me. “And I’ve got your flip flops. You were going to toss them in the trash on the walk home last night and I had to take them so you didn’t do it.”

“Oh, that’s where they went.”

“Yeah. So use some of my makeup remover, and then you can get changed into the stuff I’ve been trying to get you to take home since last year,” she instructed.

“Yes, miss.”

“Just come here, one last time,” she said to me.

I walked next to where she was still relaxing on the bed.

“Now turn around,” she commanded.

I did as she asked, pivoting on my high heels.

“Bend over.”

I once again followed her instruction, bending at the hips, keeping my legs straight. I felt her hands on my bare legs, and then I felt her lift the ruffles of my dress. My panties must have been exposed.

She slapped my ass.

I flinched as she did it. I hadn’t expected it. Elana laughed, either at what she had done, or my response to it. I couldn’t explain why, but every part of that felt good.

“That’s a good girl,” she said after she had stopped laughing. “Now you can go and get changed.”

Elana let me use her makeup remover and I changed into my abandoned clothes. She put her own clothes on as well, as I kicked off my heels and undid the collar. I found it kind of funny - as I stepped out of the dress, and placed the wig on the back of Elana’s chair - the whole thing about the curse. It was funny it happened in the first place and it was funny that I believed it.

Still though, the thing that wasn’t funny was that I really wanted to wear that maid’s outfit again.

“Can we do this again?” I asked Elana.

I knew she had already said that we could, I just so desperately wanted to make sure that we did. I had a good time. I didn’t even bother to try and make it sound like I didn’t enjoy it.

“I would like that a lot,” Elana responded. “Let’s keep this stuff here, and you can come over and wear it any time. The sooner the better.”

“Deal.”

After changing into a pair of shorts and a sweater I’d left with Elana forever ago, I walked back from her dorm and over to mine. The click-clicking of my high heels had been replaced with the steady slap of my flip flops. The curse had lifted.

Not that I wanted to wear that dress any less.

So I kept wearing it. Elana and I put aside time every week, so that we could have some maid time. Sometimes I would actually tidy her place, sometimes we’d just hang out, and sometimes we’d hook up. Whatever we did though, it always felt great.

Eventually, what we were doing kind of turned into a relationship. We were spending more and more time together, with me in and out of my dress, and it just sort of happened. People told us they always figured we’d end up dating, but it was kind of funny that they didn’t know the real reason that we wound up together.

After our junior year ended, we decided to move in together, into an apartment off-campus. It was way more expensive than a house share, but it meant one thing; we could keep doing what we were doing.

It didn’t even feel that much of a big step, moving in as just the two of us. We’d been friends for so long, and had been a couple for most of third year, so we figured we’d be happy.

And we very much were. After we moved in together, we had so much more freedom and time to share together. We felt closer to each other, which let us push further into what had finally brought us together in the first place.

Over the course of that junior year - after we first discovered our new mutual hobby - Elana either bought, or got me to buy, a few new things. By the time we were living together, I had my own makeup, two new maid’s uniforms - another in black and one in pink, and a couple more pairs of high heels.

Elana suggested I needed a pink pair of shoes for my pink dress, and then an even taller pair than my first pair, as I seemed to be getting too used to walking in my old ones - her words.

The pink pair was very similar to my black ones, with a little platform under the toes, and a near five inch heel. The taller ones were black, with a pointed toe, no platform, and a six inch heel.

They were a challenge.

Elana seemed to really enjoy that, seeing me struggle a little in my highest heels. They had these four, narrow straps that crossed my foot, and one that went around my ankle. Whenever I put them on, she would always put a padlock through one of the holes in the ankle strap, to make sure that I couldn’t take them off before she was ready for me to.

That was when I truly realized that Elana wore the pants in our relationship, in every way.

It also turned out that I liked that. Elana had always kind of been the brains behind our friendship, and she then kind of led our relationship. She came up with the idea for my Halloween costume, and then turned that costume into a lifestyle. And I loved that.

By the time we were living together, I had stopped wearing my guy clothes in the house at all. As soon as I was home, regardless of whether she was back or not, Elana expected to see me in a dress. I was at least as excited for that as she was.

I did all of our housework. I brought Elana breakfast in bed on Sundays. I called her ‘miss,’ and did what she told me to. When we were at home, at least.

Out in public, we were a normal couple. And I liked that, in all honesty. It was good to have both - a girlfriend who I could see my friends with, and a woman who I could love and serve in private.

Not that it was always totally private. Elana eventually started sending me outside for little chores here and there. Taking out trash, or getting the door if we had ordered food. She said it was good for my confidence.

Eventually, Elana asked me if she could tell a few of her closest friends about me. It was this group of three girls, who Elana had known since freshman year. I was happy for her to do it, as I knew I could trust her. She wouldn’t tell anybody who she didn’t think it was safe to tell.

Those girls turned from Elana’s close friends, to our close friends. But that also made for kind of a funny setup. Some days, we’d all go out and get food or something. Other days, Elana and the girls would come to our apartment, and I’d bring them drinks and cook them food.

Generally, it was the second thing, that I preferred.

It was a weird kind of fun, not the sort of thing we’d tell anyone else, but something the girls all seemed to enjoy. Elana seemed to pretty quickly get them into the idea of it, it seemed. I think a couple of them were probably even jealous of her.

That group had a great time every time they came over, and so did I. They enjoyed it even more, once Elana had started offering them my services. If Elana was going round to one of their apartments, I’d come along, just so I could tidy the place. They were always grateful for it, but I was probably way more grateful than they were.

It was crazy. Ever since that first time I tried cleaning my dorm room in a maid’s uniform, I was hooked. I couldn’t get enough of it. The feeling was unlike anything else I had ever experienced. I’d never known it could feel so good to feel feminine. To do things for women and to try and be more like them. It was perfect.

It was so funny to think that it all started because of Elana’s Halloween costume idea, as well. All I thought about on that day in October was that I wanted to win some dumb contest. But I won a hell of a lot more than that, in the long run.

It was even funnier to think that it all started because I thought I’d been hit by some kind of curse. Because it turned out that what happened on Halloween wasn’t a curse at all.

It was a gift.
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