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“Working from home again, Ethan?”

“That’s right man, another one” I brushed off the comment casually.

“What’s that, like, the third time this week?”

Parker straightened his tie as he asked me the question. He was only a few years older than me, but he acted like he had already made it as a senior.

“Yeah, about right,” I told him. “There’s just a lot of research and learning I’ve been tasked with. Didn’t make sense going into the office.”

“Sure,” Parker replied, still blocking the exit to my bedroom. “Just make sure they don’t get too used to not seeing you in the office, if you catch my drift.”

“I catch it,” I echoed. “Have a good day in the office.”

“Always do.”

With that, Parker finally left. It was nothing if not a relief. Thankfully my other housemate, Cameron, had been working so early and so later recently that I’d barely seen him at all. It was only Parker that I was really having to keep up the lie with. As I heard the door to the apartment close, I finally relaxed.

I felt like Parker knew something was up. The way he constantly commented on me being home earlier than him, or his reaction to my weak answers on what I’d been up to in the office, or even his questions about my colleagues. None of those things made me feel like he was buying my lies.

Because he was right. Something was up. And it was a pretty big something.

I had already lost my job.

On my first day in my new office, the leader of the graduate program had this line, which I could still hear in his voice to that day.

“Look around you. Look at the faces to your left and to your right. Do not get used to these faces. Of the thousands of you employed this graduate year, you will not see eighty-five percent of them again after the next three years,” there was a dramatic pause here, for effect. “Some of you will move onto bigger and better things. Some of you will move on to, well, things, at least. And some of you won’t move on at all.”

See, when most of the people in that room heard that, the majority probably don’t think that they’ll be the ones not to move on.

I did.

For guys like Parker or Cameron, they probably heard that speech, and they grinned to themselves. They probably thought they were moving onto bigger and better things. They wouldn’t be seeing the person sitting next to them again, until they were looking them in the eyes to fire them.

For me, I heard that speech and tried my hardest not to roll my eyes. It was so performative. So stupidly cutthroat. The guy up front was talking like I’d been selected to join some kind of secret branch of the army. This was not that. This was a finance job. We were being spoken to like soldiers about to jump out of a helicopter, when we were simply a room full of recent graduates, mindlessly walking into our first role at a finance firm.

Sure, to some people, that was a big deal. It was a very big deal if it was your dream to be a hedge fund guy or whatever. But that wasn’t my dream. That was my father’s dream. His dream for me to follow in his footsteps of being absent throughout my whole childhood, but at least owning a nice car by the end of it.

But what could I have argued? If it wasn’t for my dad’s job, I wouldn’t have been able to afford to go to college. I didn’t have much say in the matter, having been given either the choice of a finance degree or not going at all, but it still beat the prospect of continuing to work at a movie theatre forever. I didn’t even like popcorn.

If it wasn’t for my dad’s job, I also probably wouldn’t have managed to get the graduate role I did in the first place. Not that I wanted it. Dad insisted that I found a job with one of the big firms. He told me they’d set me up right for my career. And dad knew a guy who knew a guy who could get me on the graduate scheme, even with my slightly less-than-impressive application. Still, dad was thrilled when he saw my acceptance letter.

That less-than-impressive application was doing me no favors now, though.

Finding a new job - one that I actually wanted - had always been the goal. I prioritized searching for a new job, over the job I already had. So much so that it completely cost me that role. I was gone in the very first round of layoffs that year.

Not that I minded. I had some money saved from working at the movie theatre for my whole life, so I could keep paying rent for the month. I could keep up the lie for as long as I needed, so that I could find the job that I wanted.

Being alone in the apartment was great. It was a three-bed, where we all shared a bathroom, so the place could feel cramped at the best of times. I hadn’t even met Parker or Cameron before I moved in, either. I found the room off of a website where people searched for a new housemate. Their old housemate found a new job out of state, so I filled the room.

Realistically, had I known what Parker and Cameron were like, I doubted I’d have taken the room. They were brash, annoying, and downright disgusting. The shared bathroom was always filthy, there were dirty clothes strewn all over the shared hallway, and you had to wash up a plate just to be able to eat dinner. They were not good living conditions, but the guys insisted that this was just the cost of a high-pressure job.

That cost, to me, was not worth it. I hated living in those conditions. They were squalid. I considered myself a neat and tidy person, so my room and the things I used were always spotless. I just wished the other guys would extend the same courtesy to me.

At least it was cheap. That was the main thing. I was paying less than market rate to stay in that apartment, which was a good thing. I had probably enough money saved to stay in the city for the next month, before not having a job really became a problem. It had been a week since I was laid off though, and I still hadn’t gotten much closer to finding my dream job.

Not that I was deterred, I knew there was something out there for me. I just didn’t aspire to be an analyst. It didn’t interest me. Money didn’t drive me the same way it drove my dad, although I couldn’t exactly turn around and tell him that. He’d have killed me if he found out that I flunked out of the job he helped me get.

So, another day, another job search.

It was a weird time of year to hunt for a job. It was Fall, now. Most graduates were still happily in their roles, and there wouldn’t be another round of graduate intake until the next summer. Not that I necessarily wanted a graduate job. What I really wanted was a way into a company I actually cared about.

My real passion was cooking, but I didn’t exactly have any qualifications in that. The second best thing I could hope for was something finance-adjacent but in a more interesting field. Maybe a place in the city which focused on green futures, or a startup that specialized in cutting-edge tech, or even just a place that wasn’t so per formatively corporate.

I had to find somewhere which suited me. I needed a place where I could truly forge my own path. And I needed it fast.

For the time being, I was just outright lying to my dad. When he asked me how work was, I made up stories and fabricated challenges in the workplace. I absolutely could not let him know I had been laid off. My thinking was at least that, if I found a job I cared about, I could keep lying that I still had the graduate role then, after a few months, I’d tell him I’d moved on to whatever company I was at. Finance culture was all about churn and burn. I’d already taken the first step.

So far, the lie had been going fine. The pressure was getting to me, though. I was paying for an apartment I could barely afford. I had no interviews lined up. I was lying to my father about my job, and now I was even lying to Cameron and Parker about my job as well. I could barely keep up with my own web of lies at this point. Still, I was more than willing to stay tangled, as I could barely stand to think about how fucking smug and condescending Parker and Cameron would be if they found out I was one of the graduates who flunked.

That was only the third or fourth time I’d told Parker I was working from home, but he was clearly already suspicious. I made a note to head out - not that it was any business whether I had a job or not. I just didn’t want to see the look on his face when he found out. Equally though, heading out would be a good idea anyway as I was getting sick to death of the sight of our disgusting shared apartment.

It was annoying having to keep the lie afloat. If I lived alone, I’d never have had to worry about any of that kind of thing. Not that I’d have been able to afford living alone. Especially without a job.

That day felt promising. I wasn’t sure why, but I had a sense of optimism, even with Parker being obnoxious. I felt like I might have found the job for me that day. I picked up my laptop, moved through to the kitchen, and cleared a space at our kitchen table.

It wasn’t easy going. The table was coated in a layer of dirty dishes, scraps of half-prepared cooking ingredients, and fast food wrappers from god only knew when. I had no idea how or why Parker or Cameron lived that way. I couldn’t. Not that I wanted to clean up after them either, but I needed somewhere to work, and my tiny bedroom wasn’t exactly the dream workspace.

I made a somewhat passive aggressive effort of cleaning the table, only clearing and wiping down the area which I needed to work. I deliberately left the mound of trash outside of my working area, as if to tell Parker and Morgan that, yes, there was another way to live. I opened my laptop, loaded the job listings for the area, and double clicked the resume I’d been tailoring to tech jobs.

Things felt good. The quiet in the apartment was welcome. No sign of Parker acting like he was the world’s greatest junior analyst. None of Cameron’s weird speakerphone calls to women he was trying to screw - that guy tried to hit on women like he only had a week left to live.

I arose from my laptop and made a green tea. I wanted a coffee although, obviously, everything I needed to make one was completely filthy. I could at least clean a mug and boil some water without having to sort out too much of the guys’ mess. I returned to my spot and scrolled, stopping on any job title which sounded promising.

Senior client handler. Mid-weight project manager. Experienced technical lead. These were all things that I was not. These were all the kinds of titles I was used to scrolling past, day in day out, looking for something which a new graduate actually had any hope of getting employed as.

Not that I was seeing much that would have suited me. I was off to a bad start. All of the day’s listings were for people way more experienced than I was. I was sick of it.

That headspace was no good for me though. I wasn’t defeated, so I needed to stop believing that I was. It was definitely time for me to get out of the apartment. It was time for my plan B. Maybe it was time to visit some of the companies that I liked in person.

I stood up from the laptop again, grabbed my things from my room, and headed to the bathroom. Blasting away the remnants of body hair from Cameron and Parker, I stepped in. Clean body, clean mind. That was an unofficial motto of mine.

Toweling myself off, I took a look at myself in the mirror. No new pimples, my hair didn’t seem to be falling out, and I was still as skinny as ever. None of the stress of the job hunt had seemed to have taken its toll yet. I pulled my boxers on, and slipped into my black slacks and white long sleeve shirt. I felt I gave off the air of an approachable professional in that outfit, which was what I wanted if I was going to visit some companies in person. I stepped back out of the bathroom and back to the kitchen.

Or, at least, as far as the hallway.

My heart stopped. I froze in place.

I wasn’t alone.

Somebody had broken into the apartment. I hadn’t heard them mess with the lock when I was showering. But I was sure of it.

There was definitely somebody else in the kitchen.

I had to find a weapon. I knew Cameron used to play lacrosse. I wondered if maybe he had a lacrosse stick in his room. That was the only thing I could think of which might offer me any kind of protection. I crouched slightly, my heart now pounding, my brain hot with activity.

Cautiously, I moved. I took a near-silent step away from the kitchen. I reached my hand towards Cameron’s door. I was so close-

“Ethan?”

Oh no.

I knew that voice.

I wasn’t being robbed at all. This was much worse.

Parker was home.
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“What the fuck, Parker?!” I called back.

“What?” he hollered from the kitchen.

“I thought you were at work,” I told him, approaching the kitchen.

“And I thought you had a job,” he told me in turn.

He was standing at my laptop. He rotated the screen for me to see, as if I wasn’t already fully aware that the web browser was filled with job listing after job listing. I didn’t have much of a plan in place for the situation. I hadn’t actually anticipated either of the guys finding out my secret. Certainly not this soon, at least. I reverted to the only foolproof defense I could think of.

“Yeah, so?”

“So?” Parker parroted. “So you already lost your job?”

“What? No,” I blurted, screwing up my face as I tried to think. “No, I just- you know, I’m keeping my options open.”

Parker smiled.

“And so you’re looking to move up from a lowly junior analyst to… Let’s see,” he pivoted the laptop back to face himself and scrolled through the listings. “Senior account director? Might be a bit beyond your years, Ethan. Oh wait, no, here’s one; project lead for head of robotics. Is that you?”

“Obviously not,” I rolled my eyes. “Look, I just want to know what else is out there, you know, just- It’s good to have something to aim for.”

“Sure. So how does one go about starting as an analyst and ending up as a robotics lead?” he asked.

“How does one go about minding their own business?” I asked in return.

Parker laughed a short laugh.

“All right, I’m just trying to look out for you,” he told me. “If you ever need advice, I’m here.”

“Sure,” I responded in his own dismissive style. “Anyway, I gotta head out. Turns out I am needed in the office after all.”

“Oh, right. They’re not going to mind you being in so late?” Parker questioned.

“No,” was all I offered, grabbing my laptop from him and leaving the room.

I didn’t owe Parker anything - well, aside from my portion of the rent. I at least didn’t need to explain myself to him. Before I moved in, we had never even met. I didn’t want his sage advice or his constant prying questions or his smug fucking face. I was going to figure out a new job, I was going to pay my rent, and then I was going to find a better apartment to move into.

Slinging my laptop into my bag, I threw on the rest of my clothes, and left the apartment before Parker could think of anything else to say. Part of me wanted to stay out of the house as long as I could, hoping to completely avoid him for the rest of the day.

How possible that was depended entirely on Parker though. He desperately loved going for after-work drinks. He never missed an opportunity to try and kiss the asses of anyone more senior than him. Cameron was kind of the same. He was always out with colleagues after work as well, though I was pretty sure he only did it to hit on girls.

Admittedly, I was kind of missing the social aspect of having a job. I didn’t exactly love only socializing with my colleagues, but I did love socializing with people who weren’t Parker and Cameron. Those two were somehow now the only people I really spoke to, since being laid off.

That was about to change though, as I was off to set the course of my own destiny. I started at a print place, where I paid to produce a bunch of copies of my resume, and a few different styles of covering letters. I had written a little blurb about myself, explaining that I was a finance graduate but with dreams outside of hedge funds and trading. It was mostly truthful, I just sort of glossed over the part where I had been laid off.

With my bag loaded full of prints, I was ready to go. I had charted a map of the city, where I could go either on foot or by bus to hit the most efficient route between the companies I most wanted to visit. I had also researched my favorite prospects enough to know who I wanted to talk to. I had found names of employees who I figured I would be able to ask to speak to at reception, which would show both willingness and resourcefulness. I was feeling good about myself.

Unfortunately, the feeling didn’t last. Building after building, office after office, I was meeting nothing but resistance. I was told that I needed an appointment, I was asked to come back on another day, and I was simply told that certain places weren’t hiring again this year. By the end of the day, I hadn’t managed to speak to a single person who I had planned to track down. I hadn’t even managed to leave my resume everywhere I wanted to. Some receptionists wouldn’t even let me hand them a piece of paper.

Not that I was fully demoralized. I had started by visiting the big names. The places that I really aspired to work, regardless of whether I had a real shot of getting a job there. I was sort of just hoping that my enthusiasm and direct approach would have made them want to give me a chance. There were still plenty of other offices in the city which I could give my resume to.

The following day turned out to be more of the same. More rejections and still no meetings with anyone other than receptionists. The day after was the same. Then again, and again, and again. Before I knew it, I had spent two weeks hounding the business district of the city, with nothing to show for it, except a hundred dollars down the drain in bus fares.

Even with me being out of the apartment for the entirety of the workday, Parker was still grilling me about my days at the office. He was acting as if he was taking an interest in my progress at work, which meant really refining the lie. I had to look up what I would have been doing at my old job that week, just to keep on my toes against Parker. It was almost as much work pretending to work, as it had been actually going to work. He was being a nightmare.

By the end of the month, I was getting stressed. I hadn’t found work, I clearly hadn’t convinced Parker I was still employed, and the rent was due. After paying for my share of the apartment, I found myself with a new problem. I was broke.

In my mind I was fairly sure I’d have been able to stretch my cash for a couple of months, but it didn’t work out. Between paying to get around the city, covering bills, and spending money to hide from Parker at coffee shops, my money had drained way faster than I’d planned.

I had nowhere else to go. I hadn’t told either of the guys that I wouldn’t be able to stay another month, but I didn’t exactly plan on leaving. As the first days of the next month started to tick by, I was the only one who knew I was in debt to them. I needed to act fast.

“How was work?” Parker asked me, as I was in the kitchen preparing some pasta for dinner.

I had nowhere to go. My tomato sauce was half made. I couldn't exactly get up and leave.

“Yeah, good. Tiring,” I answered as vaguely as possible.

“Cameron!”

Parker suddenly announced my other housemate’s arrival back home to the apartment. I was grateful for the distraction. I turned my attention back to my sauce, hoping they’d keep each other occupied.

For a time, they did. They caught up about their days and some girl Cameron was trying to sleep with. They traded finance lingo like it was going out of fashion. They were everything that made me want to get out of that job in the first place.

“But that’s the market,” Parker said, tying up some inane line of conversation. “Hey, I’m glad we’re all here though.”

“Why?” Cameron asked. “What’s up?”

“Ethan,” Parker spoke, mysteriously.

“What about me?” I rebutted.

“Are you going to make rent this month?”

I hadn’t anticipated the question at all. He had been so coy up until this point, skirting around the subject, trying to annoy me about it. His new, direct approach was unsettling.

“What?” was all I asked in return.

Cameron had a grin creeping onto his face. He sensed what I did. Parker was going to be a dick.

“Well I ran into Mike from your office- you know Mike, right?” Parker asked me.

“Mike Wright?” I asked, amazed I managed to remember the name.

“Yeah, right! Mikey Wright,” he smiled as he said it. “Have you spoken to him recently?”

“I, uh- not, like, this week or anything,” I spluttered.

“Interesting. He said he hadn’t seen you in a long time,” he told me.

“Oh, did he?” I asked.

“Yeah, had to jog his memory a little to remind him who you were, even,” Parker continued.

“Yeah well I’m just a junior,” I argued.

“Were, just a junior,” Parker said, pointedly. “Look, stop bullshitting me, Ethan. I know you got laid off.”

“No!” Cameron vocalized, clearly caught up in the drama which Parker was spewing.

“Yes!” Parker replied. “And you’ve been pretending like you still have a job because you don’t want daddy to find out!”

“What?”

I had no idea how he knew that part. I wanted to ask him, but didn’t dare admit he was right.

“Drop the bullshit, Ethan,” he commanded. “Look, I’m not doing this for fun. I’m doing this because you owe us a third of the rent on this place every month. If you’re not going to be able to cover rent because you don’t have a job, you need to tell us now because that gives us enough time to find a new housemate who can pay.”

I recoiled. Annoyingly, I kind of saw where Parker was coming from. I thought he was only being the way he was to mess with me. I sort of hadn’t thought about what would happen if I actually couldn’t pay the rent. I had fully imagined that I would simply get a job and it wouldn’t come to it.

“It’s all good,” I lied. “I’ve been meeting at loads of companies around here. I’ll have a job before the month is out.”

“What job?” Cameron asked, getting properly involved now.

“Uh, something with a tech company,” I almost murmured.

“Yeah, see, something with a tech company isn’t exactly a job title,” Parker argued. “Show me a start date and you can stay. Otherwise, you’ve got to find a new place to stay by the end of the month.”

I didn’t exactly have an argument here. I didn’t have anything to contribute, financially. I couldn’t even really get a non-career job in time. Plus if my movie theatre pay was anything to go off, even if I started that day, I’d have barely scraped together enough to pay my share by the time the month was over.

“Okay,” I finally said. “You’re right. I’ve got nothing.”

“See, isn’t honesty always the best policy?” Parker asked.

“But look, it's just a slow couple weeks for employment! I’m sure I can find something before the month is out. If you guys can cover me for this month, I’ll pay you back next month,” I bargained.

“No way,” Cameron immediately rebutted.

“Why?” I asked.

“I’m not lending money to a housemate. If you can’t pay next month either, then what?” he argued.

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “I’m sorry. I don’t want to be a burden or anything but I can’t go home! If my dad finds out I flunked out then he’ll kill me.”

“Yeah and I’m sorry for you and all but that can’t be my problem,” Cameron told me.

I looked to Parker, for some reason hoping to find help with him. Instead, he had a peculiar look on his face.

“Well maybe there is one way I’d cover your rent,” Parker told me.

“What?” I almost begged. “What do you need?”

Parker smiled.

“You can be the house girl.”
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“What the hell is that?” I sneered.

I had no idea what he meant by the suggestion. It sounded gross. Out of the corner of my eye though, I saw Cameron smiling.

“Like at a frat?” Cameron turned to Parker as he spoke.

“Exactly that!” Parker enthused. “Look, Ethan, this place is a mess and you’re the tidy one. If you do all the girl jobs around the apartment, Cameron and I can cover your rent and bills. If you’re in, Cameron.”

“Yeah, I could go for that. God knows I can’t bring an actual girl back here in the state it’s in,” Cameron agreed.

“What are the girl jobs?” I asked, bemused.

I had never heard the term before in my life. Probably because I had never joined a frat. As much as my dad encouraged it, I just never got it. I still had friends at college and none of them acted like they were in some weird tribe. This part of frat life was wasted on me, and felt just as weird as any other aspect. I almost found it funny to think that Parker and Cameron probably found me weird for not getting involved in any of that.

“Just all the shit we don’t want to do,” Cameron said.

“Yeah,” Parker chimed in. “You’d normally have different freshmen be the house girl, and they’d do the tidying and cleaning and cooking. It’s basically all the stuff you’re doing anyway, you just do it for us as well.”

“And you’d pay my rent just to tidy up after you? Wouldn’t it be cheaper to just get a cleaner?” I questioned.

Despite my initial repulsion, the deal now actually sounded almost too good. I certainly wasn’t going to be any better at cleaning than somebody who Parker and Cameron could’ve paid a hundred bucks a week to sort the place out.

“Yeah but you’re not just cleaning,” Cameron explained. “You do all of the girl jobs, like Parker said. So laundry as well, grocery shopping, ironing - just whatever a girl would do.”

Ignoring the obvious sexism in the room, the deal actually sounded weirdly beneficial. Parker and Cameron were two of the messiest people I’d ever met but, even with that, they probably weren't talking about more than a few hours of work every day. After cleaning and cooking and whatever other basic tasks they needed help with, I’d probably still have most of my day free.

With the two of them covering my rent, and neither of them pressuring me about not having a job, I’d have so much time left in the day. I surely didn’t need much more than a month to find a new job. I could put up with some housework for a month, if it gave me time to figure out my real job in the meantime. I still had some money left over, so without any outgoings

“Sure,” I finally said. “I’ll do it.”

Cameron grinned.

“Great,” Parker nodded with a warm smile. “I want that in writing though.”

“What?”

I looked at Cameron and his grin now looked like it was going to be a permanent fixture of his face.

“That’s normal,” he told me. “The house girl always signs a contract.”

“I’ve probably still got a contract saved from final year,” Parker told him.

He left the room as he was speaking, and I heard as he walked to his room. He moved with purpose. He seemed excited about this prospect.

“So, uh,” my brow furrowed as I turned to Cameron and formed the words. “Were you ever the house girl?”

“What happens in a frat stays in a frat,” Cameron told me. “Parker won’t answer that either.”

“But, like, was this just a normal thing you guys did?” I continued to probe.

“Yeah,” was the whole of his answer.

Parker returned, holding his laptop. He slung it onto a small clearing on the kitchen side. My pasta sauce looked to be nearly done so I turned off the heat. My dinner plans had been blindsided. I was going to be reheating whatever I made that night.

“Here it is,” Parker said. “It actually works pretty well for our apartment. Let me just change a couple of things.”

I loosely looked over his shoulder as he typed, highlighted some occasional words, and deleted a few things. A few minutes later he looked even more pleased with himself than usual.

“How’s this,” he began to read aloud from the screen. “I - this is you, here, so you’ll write your full name and sign it - agree to be the direct employee of Cameron and Parker, blah blah blah.”

He scrolled past a bit which listed their full names, our address, and some other contact details. He had tried to make the contract look very formal. His enthusiasm was like he was a child showing a rudimentary painting to an encouraging parent. He continued reading.

“The employment, hereafter referred to as House Girl will be continuous rolling employment. The value of the employment will be directly tied to the cost of housing, including rent and associated bills. The House Girl will be paid by the day. I.E. in a thirty day calendar month, the House Girl’s daily pay will be one thirtieth of the value of rent and bills owed. If the House Girl does not complete their work for the whole calendar month, they will have to pay their rent another way, and repay the money ‘earned’ up until that point of the calendar month.”

“Wait,” I interrupted. “So if I decide I don’t want to do this after two weeks, I still owe you the whole month’s rent?”

“Yeah,” Cameron answered on their behalf. “You’re still living here for free. We’re losing money when you stay here, so you’ll screw us if you decide you’re not doing it any more. We need a new housemate if you’re not going to do this.”

“All right, just checking,” I raised my hands defensively.

“Yeah, so you have to finish a whole month of this if you want to stay the month,” Parker agreed. “Anyway, where was I? The House Girl’s duties will primarily be household maintenance. Cleaning, cooking, tidying, laundry, ironing, grocery shopping, etcetera. These tasks are at the direct discretion of The Employers, and these duties can be altered at any time. Any new duties will still fit within the scope of what would be expected of a House Girl. These duties are based upon the traditional stereotypes of the duties of a housewife. The Employers will not ask for anything which could not be considered reasonable to ask a traditional housewife.”

“And the guys in your frat seriously signed this?” I asked Parker.

“Course they did. They wanted a place to stay,” he smirked. “So this next bit is about uniform. It states that you’ll wear a uniform as required.”

“Why would I require a uniform?” I squinted.

“It was just something we did when we were hazing the freshmen. And then after that, there’s a section which relates to closure of contract,” he pointed to a large paragraph on his screen. “Essentially either you or us, The Employers, can request this contract is closed. If you want it closed, you have to work until the end of the month to cover your rent. If we want it closed, we’ll give you at least two weeks so you’re not out on your ass. You won’t have to keep working if we close the contract.”

“Oh, uh, thanks,” I said, puzzled.

It felt unexpectedly generous. Two weeks of free rent was a pretty good deal if they got sick of keeping me around.

“What?” Cameron asked. “This isn’t all a big joke or anything, you’re going to be working for us.”

I guessed he was right. It was just weird that it was under the guise of how they lived at their frat.

“Yeah, this is work first and foremost,” Parker agreed. “Which is why there’s also this part about infractions. If you do not complete your duties to the expected standard, or do not complete the tasks explicitly laid out by The Employers, we can end your contract without notice, unless you manage to rectify the situation. I don’t think this is unfair. So if you’re happy with this, I’ll print it, and you’ll start tomorrow.”

“Oh, all right. Yeah, sure, I suppose,” I murmured.

“Great. Two minutes.”

He left the room again.

“What are you cooking anyway?” Cameron asked me, just the two of us now in the kitchen.

“It’s only a basic tomato sauce, like an arrabbiata kind of thing,” I told him. “I just wanted something quick.”

“It smells great,” he said. “You’ll have to make it for us.”

I laughed, then realized immediately what he meant.

“Oh yeah, of course. I can do that for you.”

“Nice! Honestly this could be really good for all of us. Work is way too stressful at the moment. I barely have time to eat anything that doesn’t come out of a packet,” Cameron explained.

“Yeah, that can’t be good for your health,” I agreed.

“Yeah, if I wasn’t still able to go to the gym in the morning then I’d look like shit,” he laughed.

He was surprisingly in shape for a guy who worked as hard and ate as badly as he did. Both he and Parker were, to be fair. They were both way bigger than me, both in terms of height but also in muscle definition. I never cared about working out, aside from some cardio - being skinny was fine by me - but I did feel small when I first moved in with them.

Parker returned. He was holding the five pages, which the contract somehow spilled over. It was annoying spending money on resume printing when there was a printer in Parker’s room, but there was no chance I’d have asked him to borrow it.

“Here you go!” he almost sang out. “Sign at the top, initial at the bottom of the page, then there are a couple of other places to sign. Here’s a pen.”

He wiped the kitchen side with his cupped hand, pushing crumbs and vegetable peel aside. He placed the contract in the semi-clean space he had created, and made way for me to sign it.

I had nothing really to lose. I was going to be cooking and cleaning anyway, it wasn’t going to be much more to do it for three people instead of one, especially if I had basically all day between job hunting to do it.

Part of me was almost excited. I already had to clean up after Parker and Cameron a lot more than I wanted to anyway. Any time I wanted to use the kitchen, I had to clean up after them. More than anything, to have them pay me to do what I was already doing anyway felt justified.

I found myself stifling a grin as I signed Parker’s stupid frat contract. I was getting a pretty good deal out of this whole thing, and it was almost embarrassing to see a man still so stuck in the past. The fact that Cameron and Parker - two adult men - would still refer to basic housework as “girl work” was so juvenile. Part of me was surprised Cameron was so good at hitting on girls when he had that mindset.

Not that I had much experience in that field, to put it nicely. Still, I couldn’t believe girls were into that. Obviously, Cameron was tall and toned and - I presumed - handsome, but surely women wanted more than just that.

Still, my ink was now on the paper. My signature and initials had been put against all of the nonsense that Parker and his frat buddies had written over however many years.

I was now the house girl.

“Great!” Parker said, as he snatched the contract back from the counter. “You start tomorrow.”

“Fine,” I shrugged. “Is there, like, a rota for chores or anything?”

“No,” Parker replied.

“Yeah, we just expect the place to be clean and tidy,” Cameron chimed in.

“Okay, that’s fine,” I confirmed. “Though this place is a complete trash heap. It’s not going to be, like, spotless by tomorrow.”

“Well, yeah,” Cameron laughed. “But obviously we want to see some improvement. I’m happy to cover your rent as long as the place keeps getting tidier and then stays that way.”

“Yeah, totally,” Parker agreed. “And as for stuff like laundry, I’ve got a heap in my room, so either just do that on a set day of the week or do it when I ask.”

“Yeah, a set day would work for me. We can figure that out later in the week,” Cameron spoke. “And just clean and tidy our rooms when we’re out, unless we tell you not to. If we want you to clean them when we’re home, we’ll let you know.”

“Okay, easy enough,” I finally said.

“Yeah, should be,” Parker agreed.

They laid out a few more ground rules. When they ideally wanted dinner and what to do if one of them was out, which things they would want ironed and which they didn’t, what parts of their room I wasn’t allowed to touch. It should have been a lot to take in but they turned out to have pretty simple ideas of what made for a tidy home. I didn’t even need to write anything down.

Much like my first day of my ex-job in that finance office, I had been onboarded. I knew what was expected of me and, honestly, it didn’t sound like much. If that was all I had to do for free rent then it was going to be an easy month. Part of me was worried about getting too comfortable.

I was ready to be the house girl.
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The first day was admittedly a challenge. With so much stuff everywhere in the apartment, I almost didn’t know where to start. I woke up reasonably early, relieved by the fact that Parker and Cameron at least didn’t expect me to make them breakfast. I saw them both before they left and asked them if they needed any laundry done or anything, but they were happy to simply leave me to all of the other chores.

They had left destruction in their wake, as they always did. There were toast crumbs on the kitchen side, a milk ring on the table, and plates left wherever they had last been used. That was just them though. It wasn’t like they had deliberately been more messy or anything, that was merely the standard I was used to living with.

I figured the best place to start was by getting rid of all of the actual trash. Previously, I had kind of felt like I was proving a point by never touching the garbage which Parker and Cameron left in their wake around the apartment. By never tidying their food cartons and empty cans, I hoped they would finally realize the mess they were making.

Clearly, this had never worked.

Instead, I was now left to finally get rid of it all. I was almost excited by the premise. I’d wanted all of that junk gone from my first day living with the guys. I hated the sight of it. I was literally living in filth. Well, now it would be no more.

I threw out all of the garbage. Trash bag after trash bag made its way out of the apartment. Every time I thought I was done, I realized that one mound of trash was simply hiding even more trash. By the end of the first day, all I had managed to do was fill up an entire waste container out behind the apartments. The neighbors probably wouldn’t have been happy with me, but I sure was.

My tidying had to come to an end when it was roughly time for Cameron and Parker to come home. I knew I had to make them dinner, and I didn’t want to annoy them on the first day by letting that slip. I decided on making spaghetti carbonara.

Cooking was something I earnestly enjoyed. If dad hadn’t been so set on me becoming a finance bro, I would have loved to have looked at culinary courses to study. Still, at least cooking was something I could do with or without a degree. Cooking for Parker and Cameron now as well didn’t even feel like it was going to be much of a chore. It was always rewarding when people enjoyed my food.

Carbonara was easy. It was quick, delicious, and impressive - when it was done right at least. I prepped the few ingredients which it needed, and set everything aside until the guys got home. I hadn’t totally figured out what the easiest way to cook for them both would be, considering their different schedules. I hoped an answer would simply present itself to me, that evening.

During the wait, I used it as a chance to clean the kitchen sides, and finally make our food prep area less of a health risk. It was as I was wiping everything down that I heard the door open.

“What’s for dinner, honey?” I heard Cameron call.

I laughed. I maybe shouldn’t have, but it completely caught me off guard. I watched as Cameron slung his work bag carelessly onto the kitchen table as he entered the room. It was very obvious why the apartment was always such a mess, seeing how natural it was for him to discard things like that.

“I’m doing a carbonara,” I told him. “Are you cool to wait for Parker?”

“I can wait,” he nodded. “I think he’s home on time.”

“Great,” I said.

I made a little small talk with Cameron. We didn’t have masses in common with each other, but I found him a lot more tolerable than Parker. I asked a little about work, and he asked a little about my cooking ability. When I told him of my passion, he seemed to be intrigued.

“You’d honestly rather cook than work in finance?” he asked.

“Probably, yeah,” I confirmed. “I know it doesn’t pay as well, but at least I’d care about the work.”

“I honestly don’t get how anyone couldn’t care about finance,” he laughed.

I laughed as well. I was pretty sure he was joking but I did equally get the impression that both Parker and Cameron loved their jobs.

“But maybe it’s not too late to do some kind of chef training,” he told me. “I don’t know though, I’ll see if I still think that after dinner.”

I laughed a short laugh. Cameron felt like a whole different person when Parker wasn’t around, sometimes.

“What are you two giggling about?”

Unfortunately, that time had passed. Parker had returned and strolled right into the middle of our conversation.

“Ethan is going to be the country’s next top chef,” Cameron told him.

“Well isn’t that good news for us?” he asked, rhetorically.

I finally got to work on dinner. My housemates carried on chatting, which freed me up to focus my attention on the meal. I started cooking the spaghetti, whisked the eggs, and grated in my parmesan. I knew that it wasn’t the traditional cheese for a carbonara, but neither was the bacon I was preparing. Still, I trusted myself to make the recipe well enough to make up for the shortfall in ingredients.

The recipe was quick. The guys were still in the middle of talking as I added the cooked spaghetti into the bowl of whisked eggs. A smile formed on my face as the sauce thickened, the egg mix sticking to all of the pasta strands. I split the food across three bowls, and placed them on the now mostly vacant kitchen table.

“Ready,” I announced.

“Oh damn,” Cameron muttered.

“Okay, looks good,” Parker said, as if he were suddenly a food reviewer.

The three of us sat down together. It was maybe only the third or fourth time we’d ever all eaten at the same time. We generally didn’t, either due to our different schedules, or simply because I didn’t exactly want to spend more time with those two than was strictly necessary.

Today felt different though. The new dynamic was odd, I’d admit. Working for those two was not what I’d ever expected of my time moving to the city. Still, I was technically being paid to cook. Maybe this was a dream come true.

“Damn Ethan, this is actually really good!” Cameron announced.

“Oh, thank you,” I nearly stammered.

I wasn’t sure why, but I got weirdly nervous hearing the compliment. I was worried I was blushing. I guessed there was actually a hell of a lot riding on them enjoying the meal. If I didn’t want to have to go home and tell my dad that I’d already been laid off, I kind of needed my housemates to like my cooking.

“Yeah, you know what?” Parker paused for dramatic effect. “I think you’ve done okay here. Maybe you’ll make a good girl after all.”

Cameron laughed. I did not. Instead, I screwed up my face. It was a weird thing for an adult man to say. They were both still clearly frat boys at heart.

“What?” Parker protested, seeing my reaction. “That’s literally your job now!”

“Yeah,” I admitted, not sure what else to add.

Thankfully, Cameron suddenly remembered something from work which he seemed desperate to discuss with Parker. The conversation moved on, leaving me to only dwell on the title of my new job. The house girl.

Dinner had been a success. Both of the guys were happy with what I’d made, and seemed genuinely excited by the premise of me cooking for them regularly. I didn’t even mind the idea. It felt good seeing somebody enjoy what I had prepared.

The rest of the week seemed to go well, too. For the next few days, I cleaned, threw out trash, cooked, and did whatever else needed doing around the house. The time I spent doing these chores was time that I felt oddly focused. It gave me a real chance for perspective and to figure out what I actually wanted to be doing with my life. I hadn’t sent any more job applications, but I was at least internally feeling like I was gaining a sense of direction.

Cleaning had also made a visible improvement in the quality of living in our apartment. You could now actually sit down and not worry about staining your clothes. Cameron and Parker both seemed to actually like me a lot more than before as well, for how well the cooking was going. They had decided they would start giving me a hundred bucks for groceries every week, if it meant I could keep cooking to that standard.

Heading out for everything the two of them wanted was a little embarrassing though, admittedly. Having to buy protein bars and condoms along with all of the food I’d need for the week made me feel awkward, seeing as how I’d personally never had need for either in my life. Still, they were giving me enough to ensure that I could start buying more experimental ingredients, meaning I could try some recipes I’d previously only dreamed of.

That first week, I didn’t even have to do any of the guys’ laundry. Both of them were doing sports over the weekend, so they wanted to sort their own clothes out. I felt like I was having a much easier time than I expected. In fact, I was having a much nicer time than I expected.

Until Monday night, that was.

I had been the house girl for nearly an entire week already. It had kind of flown by, but the apartment was definitely better off for it. I had technically earned a quarter of my rent, and I was feeling pretty good about that fact. The arrangement seemed to be mutually beneficial. I almost hadn’t expected it to work out like that at all.

That Monday, Parker had received a giant package. This was nothing unusual. The guys had both received a handful of deliveries over that first week, which I’d had to head down to collect. So, like with all of them, I left Parker’s latest package just inside his bedroom. When he returned home to find it though, he seemed oddly excited by it.

“It’s here! It’s here!”

He was almost singing the words as he came into the kitchen, where I was once again preparing food. I had decided on a casserole, as it meant I could keep heating it for as long as it took both of them to get home. As Parker entered the room, the large box looked a lot smaller when he was holding it.

“What’s here?” I asked.

Cameron was already home. He must have heard Parker’s commotion, as he emerged from his room, grinning.

“What’s here?” I repeated.

“Your uniform,” Parker enthused.

I looked at him blankly.

“My uniform?” I asked.

“Your uniform,” he repeated.

I continued my vacant stare.

“Do you want to open it?” he asked me. “It is yours, after all.”

Cameron quietly laughed. All of a sudden, it felt like I was dealing with the frat boys again. As a matter of fact, I was dealing with the frat boys again. This was the uniform that had been mentioned in the contract. I sort of figured they were joking about that bit. Part of me thought they still were. I could definitely sense that I was being hazed.

“Sure,” I called Parker’s bluff.

“Well, off you go.”

He tossed the package onto the kitchen table, and I shifted it in place to face me. I had no idea what to expect. It could have been literally anything, from an apron to a bunch of exploding confetti. All I knew was that it felt like a prank.

Cautiously, I peeled the packaging tape from around the seams of the brown cardboard. I tore at the last scrap and lifted the flap on top to open the box. For a second, I wasn’t sure what I was looking at. I reached in and pulled out the first thing I found.

My eyebrow shot up.

The piece of fabric I had grabbed onto unfurled as I lifted it from the box.

In my hands, unmistakably, was a dress.

I had been given a dress to wear.
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It took my brain a second to mentally parse what I was seeing, during which time Parker and Cameron started laughing.

“Like it?” Parker managed to say, once he’d caught his breath.

“What is this?” I asked, hoping the answer wasn’t what I was expecting.

“I told you, dude,” he laughed again. “It’s your uniform.”

“You can’t be serious.”

I looked between my two housemates. Parker was still laughing and Cameron was grinning wildly.

“It’s in the contract, man,” Cameron told me. “The clue’s in the name.”

“Like, why, though?” I asked, genuinely bewildered. “What do you gain from me wearing this?”

I turned the dress back and forth in my hands. It was pink with a darker pink check pattern. It had a couple of ruffled shoulder straps an inch or so thick, with a tight body and a looser, almost frilly skirt. It was clearly picked out primarily because of how embarrassing it looked.

“Well, clearly it’s funny,” Parker replied.

“Okay, great,” I replied bluntly.

“Yeah but also it means you’ll want this shit over with, sooner,” Cameron added. “Nobody should want to be the house girl. The whole point is you’re only doing it for as long as you have to.”

“Yeah. Like, we don’t want to pay your rent forever,” Parker agreed. “This should hopefully encourage you to get it over with.”

“So you seriously want me to go put this dress on?” I asked them both.

“Well, no,” Parker smirked. “Not just the dress.”

I looked in the box. It wasn’t just a dress. With the dress out of the box, it was clear that it had been hiding layers upon layers of other things. I started pulling out things at random, and placing them on the table. Each item seemed more surreal than the last.

The dress I had found wasn’t the only dress and, once I’d taken those out of the box, I felt my face go red. Beneath them, there was a pack of bra and panty sets. Like, multiple pairs of each in multiple colors. It looked like there were enough pairs for an entire week.

“You like those?” Parker asked, much to Cameron’s delight.

“Did you seriously wear this as a freshman?” I asked, trying to pivot the embarrassment onto them.

“What happens in a frat stays in a frat,” Cameron smiled.

“Yeah, this isn’t about us, buddy,” Parker chimed in. “This is your special day.”

The underwear was thrown onto the table with everything else. I felt so weird about those. I would never ever admit it to either of my housemates, but I’d never actually touched a piece of women’s underwear in my life. I had managed to go through my whole college career without ever having sex with a girl. I had kissed two. Those two times were the furthest that things had ever gone for me. If Parker or Cameron found out that I was a virgin, they would have eaten me alive.

Moving on as quickly as I could, I kept pulling things out of the box. I had no idea how much everything must have cost. Things just kept coming. Under the underwear was a wig. Long, wavy, blond hair filled my hand as I pulled it from the package. It had bangs which parted in the center. It was insane that they expected me to wear that.

It turned out I wasn’t close to understanding insanity. This wasn’t the end of it. There was makeup. There was a huge pink box which, in cursive sparkly text, described itself as “everything a girl could need.” I didn’t dare open it. It was too embarrassing to even consider doing it. Next to that was a pink razor and some shaving foam.

Their plan was working. I was already humiliated. I didn’t want to have to wear any of that stuff.

Least of all the last thing in the box.

Somehow, out of everything, the last thing I found somehow felt the most degrading. A pair of high heels. They were a kind of soft, blush pink. They had a round toe and an ankle strap and a rectangular heel which must have been almost four inches high. There was no way in hell I was wearing those. There was no way in hell I could wear those. The redness in my face returned. I was worried tears were trying to form in my eyes.

“No way,” I announced.

“What?” Parker laughed.

“No way. I’m not doing it,” I told them.

“Okay, your call,” Parker replied. “I’ll return this stuff, you can give me the money for this month’s rent, and you can be on your way at the start of next month.”

I stood there, dumb a second. I definitely didn’t have the money to pay them for the month. Because of how busy I’d been with sorting out our apartment, I didn’t get any closer to having an actual job which paid.

“No, I can keep cooking and cleaning and stuff,” I argued. “Please, just don’t make me wear this.”

“Why not?” Parker asked, that damn smirk still on his face.

“Because I’m a guy,” I rebutted.

“Okay, and you just signed up to be the house girl,” he emphasized the words as he said them.

“Yeah but, like…” I trailed off.

“But?” Parker parroted.

“But I don’t want to,” was all I managed to murmur.

“Yeah and we don’t want some freeloader living with us,” he argued back. “I get that you’re doing the housework, and you’re doing it great, but we’re not paying you for any longer than we have to. So it’s your choice. Do you want to be the house girl? Or do you want to tell daddy that you lost your job?”

I didn’t respond at first. I actually couldn’t believe what they were expecting from me. I wasn’t stupid, I knew exactly what I had signed, and I knew exactly what the guys were like, but for some reason I still didn’t expect this. I didn’t think anybody could seriously want to make somebody else do anything this embarrassing.

But that was the frat boy brain, I guessed.

“Hey, is dinner nearly ready?” Parker suddenly asked.

“I- uh, yeah,” I stuttered.

“Okay, well great,” he said. “You go put that dress on and then come back and we’ll have dinner.”

I stared blankly at the dress I’d discarded on the table. I couldn’t believe the choice I was being given. Not that it was much of a choice. More of an ultimatum. If I didn’t put the dress on, my lie was over. My dad would have killed me if he found out I’d been laid off. He probably wouldn’t have been much happier to find out I’d been wearing a dress, but I hoped this was a secret which would hide a bigger secret.

Forcing the thoughts from my mind, I grabbed the dress. I didn’t take the underwear or wig or whatever the hell else Parker had bought for his prank. I could wear the dress. I could still live with myself if I just wore the dress.

“That’s our girl,” Parker said, as I left the room. “Dinner smells good.”

The last comment was addressed to Cameron. I could hear the two of them talking as if they hadn’t just been a part of the most fucked up conversation of all time. A conversation where they’d just committed to making me dress as a girl in our apartment. Apparently that didn't even warrant a second thought, for a couple of frat boys.

My bedroom suddenly felt hostile. Even alone in there, I could feel the approaching and searing embarrassment of putting on a dress. The window in my room faced a brick wall, but I could still picture the faces of people peering in, to see the house girl. I closed my laptop screen, imagining the webcam watching me as I got changed. If I was that paranoid alone in my bedroom, I dreaded to think how I was going to feel in front of Parker and Cameron.

Still, what choice did I have? There was every chance this was all just a prank anyway. Maybe I’d have walked out of the room and they would laugh and tell me to put my actual clothes back on.

I took off my hoodie and jeans, folding them and putting them on the bed for later, when I didn’t have to wear the dress any longer. I took off my t-shirt and added it to the collection. I studied the dress one more time.

Pink on pink. This was such a deliberate move from Parker. I couldn’t help but wonder how long he had spent dress shopping to find that for me. I almost wished I had thought of that comment when I first saw the thing. It probably would have been a good burn.

There was a tiny zipper on the back of the dress, which I spotted only after a solid minute of figuring out how to get into the thing. I wasn’t sure if it was meant to go over my head like a shirt, or if I was supposed to step into it like pants. I unzipped the fabric, and committed to stepping into it.

The move felt successful. Gulped as I stepped into the tunnel of material, and pulled it up my body. It was soft and frilly and slightly cool to the touch. It wasn’t what I had expected it to feel like. I had never really touched many dresses before. Having not really had much experience with girls, it meant I didn’t really have much experience with their clothes, either.

That lack of experience felt like it showed when I tried to do the dress up. I slipped my arms into their respective holes, and then reached for the zipper behind my back. Immediately, it was nowhere to be found. It was like it was just completely missing. I knew where it should have been, but my fingers simply weren’t finding it.

A zipper that small had no reason to exist. When I finally managed to touch it, I could scarcely believe that was what I was working with. I pinched it as firmly as I could muster, and I dragged it up behind my back. My arms felt like they were being contorted, as my right arm raised the zipper as high as it could, before my left hand had to take over from there. It was a nightmare. If I was a girl, I’d definitely have only ever worn jeans and tees.

Somehow, I had done it. It was a surprise in a few ways; physically, it was a challenge, but more than that was the emotional aspect. I didn’t want to wear a dress. Guys did not wear dresses. I didn’t want to be the kind of guy who did wear dresses.

I knew the feeling was even worse for the fact that I’d never really been with a girl. It was probably all fun and games wearing a skirt if you’d actually slept with a girl before, and touched a skirt that a girl was wearing. To be a virgin and wearing a dress only felt humiliating.

All of those emotions had come to me before I’d even stepped out in front of my bedroom. I had barely considered how I would feel when Parker and Cameron saw me. It suddenly dawned on me that I was about to have to face exactly that.

I sat on my bed. My heart was racing. I had to take deep, steady breaths, as the urge to vomit had suddenly set in.

I couldn’t do it. I had to-

“Ethan!” Parker called for me,

I closed my eyes.

“Is dinner nearly ready?” he continued to yell.

“Y-yeah,” I stuttered, hopefully loud enough to be heard.

“Well get out here and serve it!” he hollered.

He knew what he was doing. I didn’t want to get out there. The last thing I wanted was for Parker and Cameron to see me in that dress. I hadn’t even had the nerve to look at myself wearing it. I had to see it, though. It was too embarrassing to consider stepping out there without at least knowing what I had become.

I opened my closet door so I could see myself in the full length mirror. What I saw was so much worse than I even expected.

I looked like a girl.

Obviously not exactly - my face still looked like my face and my short, messy hair was still my own. But everything else suddenly all looked so different. In that pink on pink frilly dress, nothing was the same.

My slender body and short frame looked almost at home in a dress. My skinny arms and narrow legs looked like a girl’s arms and legs. The dress cinched in at my thin waist, and billowed out past my hips. It was a blessing that my legs were hairy, otherwise I would have been mortified at how feminine they looked.

I had never disliked my body before - I had always been fairly confident in my slight frame - but this felt as if it had completely changed that. I had a girl’s body. That was so embarrassing. I hated to admit it, but Cameron and Parker were right. I should have started going to the gym. I was going to do that as soon as I had some money coming in.

“Okay Ethan, hurry up,” Parker said. “Either come out or we’re coming in.”

“I’m coming!” I called, somehow petrified at the idea of them interrupting the sanctity of my room. “One second!”

I slammed the closet closed, now also horrified at the thought that the guys could have burst in and seen me looking at myself in the dress. I never would have lived that down. I was pretty sure I was physically shaking now. It was like I was dizzy. I just hoped I wouldn’t faint in front of the guys. Collapsed in a pink dress. God.

My hand was on my door handle. I was amazed the metal wasn’t rattling in my hand from my nerves. I didn’t want Parker and Cameron to see me. I didn’t want them in my room. I didn’t want to get kicked out of the apartment. I didn’t want my dad to know I’d flunked.

I didn’t have any choice.

I had to go out there.

The lever pushed down. My door popped open. I stepped out, my sock muffling my footstep on the fake wood floor. I wanted to move quietly for some reason. As if not being heard would mean my housemates didn’t see me either. Not that it was that easy to be quiet with the dress swishing with every step. Whatever that girlish material was seemed to bounce with the slightest motion, brushing softly past my legs with each move.

“There she is!” Parker continued to speak far more loudly than he needed to. “The new girl!”

Cameron laughed.

“Oh hey there,” he said. “Pleased to meet you.”

I said nothing.

“So what’s your name?” Parker asked.

I stayed silent.

“Oh, the silent type? Cameron, you’re always a hit with the ladies. Reckon you can get an answer out of her?” he continued.

“She might be a little out of my league here, buddy,” he laughed.

There was nothing to say. I was absolutely humiliated. Their plan had worked. They had won. I needed a job and I needed it fast. There was no way I could ever do this again. I could feel my face heating up. I must have been beet red.

“I think she likes you, dude,” Parker told him. “Look at her. What do you think she’s called? At least we could take a guess.”

The two of them laughed together.

“Uh,” Cameron cocked his head and smiled. “Does she look like an Emily to you?”

Parker let out a short, sharp laugh.

“Oh yeah, she’s an Emily all right.”

When they went full frat boy mode like this, it felt like they were speaking a different language. Like they’d have used ‘Emily’ as a code word to mean a horrible thing about a girl without her knowing. Usually, when they went frat-mode, I would just tune out. They weren’t exactly giving me that option here.

“Okay well, Emily, it’s a pleasure to have you working with us,” Parker said.

With no more warning than that, he flicked his cell phone in my direction and took a photo.
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“What the hell?”

Those were the first words I had spoken since stepping out of my bedroom.

“Oh, she does talk!” Parker laughed.

“No, Parker, what the fuck was that?”

I was incensed. My nerves had suddenly disappeared. All that was left in their place was fury.

“Insurance,” he casually remarked.

“Insurance?” I repeated.

“Relax,” he told me. “Nobody’s going to see it. Unless you try to burn us. Then people will see it.”

“Burn you?”

I had forgotten how to talk, except for in repeated snippets of Parker’s stupid sentences.

“Yeah, like if you fuck with our stuff. Look, I don’t want to have to show this to anyone, but I don’t know what you’re actually like. If you fuck up the housework, that’s fine, you’re fired. If you fuck with my work laptop while I’m out, or you poke holes in my condoms or something, then people are seeing this,” he explained.

“Why would I do either of those things?” I demanded.

“Well hopefully you won’t,” he said. “But I don’t know that. If I’m letting you in my room when I’m out, I need to be able to trust you. This photo means I can trust you.”

“I-” was all I said.

I had nothing left in me to argue.

“So we’ve got an understanding?” he asked. “Good, let’s have dinner.”

I was almost grateful for him to suggest it. If they were eating, hopefully I wouldn’t have been the centre of attention any more. I moved past Cameron and Parker, and saw Parker smirk as he watched my dress bounce with my every step. I tried my best to ignore it, but it was impossible. I’d seen it happen. How was I supposed to ignore that?

Dinner smelled good, that was the only positive that I could hold on to. It was a chicken casserole, which I had previously been almost excited to serve. I made a good casserole, and this was going to have been one of them. The excitement was diminished however, by serving it in a dress. I plated the portions and set them on the table for the guys.

“I might go eat in my room,” I told them.

“No,” Parker dragged out the word dramatically. “Eat with us! We’d like to get to know you.”

I sighed. I knew it wasn’t a request. I put my plate down with theirs and sat. The pink fabric bunched up as I sat down, and I had to pull at the skirt to make sure it didn’t reveal my boxer shorts.

“So, Emily, how are you finding the new job?” Parker asked.

Cameron had already started eating, either already bored of the game or just hungry.

“I liked it a lot more before today,” I answered.

“Oh come on,” he said. “Surely this isn’t that bad.”

“It is!” I argued. “I will happily do anything around this apartment, as long as I can do it in my regular clothes.”

I probably shouldn’t have made it clear how much I was hating wearing the dress. It would have only made it clear to the guys that they had won.

“Yeah but you’ll also do anything around this apartment wearing that,” Parker told me.

I said nothing. I didn’t have much to say to that.

“So here’s how it works,” he paused to take a bite. “Oh this is delicious.”

“Yeah, really nice,” Cameron chimed in, his mouth still full.

“Th-thanks.”

The compliment had caught me off guard. Having them say something nice to me in the middle of everything they were doing felt like it broke part of my brain.

“Anyway, so to us, you’re now Emily. You will respond to that name. When you’re at home, you’re dressing as her. Starting tomorrow, you’re shaving, you’re putting on makeup, and you’re wearing the dress and wig,” Parker explained.

“I don’t know how to wear makeup,” I argued.

“You’ll learn,” he casually dismissed me, chewing the food I’d prepared.

“How?” I pleaded.

“I don’t know, the internet?” he answered. “Or ask a girl. That’s what you’d do in a frat.”

Cameron had a knowing smile on his face which made me think he had definitely been made to do this when he was a freshman.

“I’m definitely not calling some girl and asking her to teach me how to do makeup,” I stated.

“Okay, then it looks like you’re doing some online research,” Parker said.

I took a mouthful of casserole and chewed contemplatively. It was delicious but it was almost impossible to enjoy it, thanks to the company I was surrounded by. Thanks to the dress that I was wearing. No part of me had stopped feeling embarrassed about the dress. I was certain I must have still been beet red.

“It’s honestly not that big a deal,” Cameron told me.

I looked at him. He was still looking down at his plate, clearing up the last scraps. The only word I could think of to describe the way he ate the meal was ‘devoured.’ I didn’t know what to make of what he had said. It was that bad. Maybe that was why I never had any interest in being in a frat. I didn’t want to get hazed. Hell, I didn’t want to haze other people! It was crazy.

“Okay, so starting tomorrow, you’re doing this properly,” Parker informed me.

I just carried on eating.

“Which means makeup, shaving, and the clothes, shoes, and wig.”

“Wait, shaving what?” I asked.

I hadn’t noticed that demand the first time around. I was more concerned by the idea of makeup but now this also felt like a new danger. They clearly spotted my expression, as the pair of them were trying to stifle laughter.

“Everything,” Cameron said.

“Yeah, if it’s below your eyebrows, it’s gotta go,” Parker clarified.

“Wh-what?” I mumbled.

“How many girls do you know with hairy legs? Or hairy armpits?” he asked me.

I stared blankly. I didn’t know many girls at all. I certainly didn’t know any girls I could ask about their shaving routines.

“Exactly,” Parker took my silence as an answer. “So your body hair has to go.”

“Why?” I begged. “I don’t want people to see me without body hair.”

“Who’s going to see?” Parker asked.

“Yeah, even I’m not wearing shorts any more,” Cameron added.

Realistically, the answer was that nobody was seeing my body. It was cold out. And I didn’t exactly have many romantic prospects in the pipeline. No girl was seeing my body any time soon. I didn’t want either of the guys to figure that out though. If I thought things were bad then, they would have been much worse if they realized I was a virgin.

“Fine,” I blurted.

I needed the conversation to move on. I didn’t want to have to talk about who might and might not see my naked body. Agreeing felt like the fastest way to get it over with.

“Great, good girl!” Parker said. “So we’ll expect you to be in your uniform unless we give you explicit permission that you don’t have to wear it.”

“Wait, how am I supposed to go and hunt for jobs if I’m wearing all this stuff?” I asked.

“Well you’ll get permission if you’ve got a reason,” he was staring at me like I was an idiot. “Just message the apartment group chat. And don’t think you can get away with not wearing this stuff. If either of us comes home and you’re not wearing your uniform, you’re out.”

“Seriously?”

“Seriously,” Cameron said, standing from the table. “I need to get some work done for tomorrow. Thanks for dinner. It was really nice, Emily.”

I frowned. It was a very conflicting feeling. A compliment about my cooking was nearly impossible not to appreciate, but the dress and the name was making it damn hard.

“You’re welcome,” I said, not entirely sure how else to respond. “Hey, how am I meant to have time to learn to wear makeup and do all the stuff that needs doing around here?”

I thought I had outfoxed them here. I hoped that they would prioritize dinner and a tidy apartment over embarrassing me.

“You’ll figure it out,” Parker told me. “You’ve not even started doing our laundry or anything yet. You’ve got spare time. Just make sure the place is tidy and you’ve made us dinner for the next few days, so you can focus on your looks. Everything else can come after.”

“Right,” I replied, dryly.

“Plus you’ll be able to do this stuff pretty quickly, after a few tries,” Cameron added.

“Great,” I said, maintaining the same tone.

“Cool,” Parker said, mocking my tone. “Nice work with dinner though. Cameron was right, you’re good at this. Pleased to have you working for us, Emily.”

“Thanks,” I replied, once again not sure how else to respond.

With that, he stood up and left the room, leaving me with a pile of dirty dishes. At least they left me with silence as well. That conversation was the most degrading conversation of my whole life. I couldn’t even begin to imagine how embarrassed I’d be after I actually tried wearing the makeup and wig as well.

As I started washing the dishes, I wondered if all of this was truly worth it. Surely, my pride was worth more than what I had signed up to do. Because that was the root of all of this. Pride.

It was my pride which made me want to get out of that finance job. It was my pride which meant I didn’t want to tell my dad I’d got fired. It was my pride-

Wait, not it wasn’t. It was my dad. My dad was the root cause of all of this. And I couldn’t face him. If I thought that conversation with Cameron and Parker was bad, the conversation with my dad would have felt a thousand times worse. The clothes and makeup and chores were the absolute worst thing which Parker and Cameron could possibly do to me. I had no idea what my dad would have done when he found out the truth about my job, but it would have been way worse.

Somehow, wearing this dress was by far the lesser of two evils.

I did the dishes. I wiped the kitchen sides and the table and reset the chairs. It was spotless. If there was one positive about this whole thing, it was that I finally didn’t feel like I was living in squalor. That was something.

The evening had taken it out of me. Having to try to fight against Parker and Cameron had been exhausting. And pointless. The two of them were still complete and utter frat boys. Frat boys weren’t exactly known for their sharp intellect, so trying to have a civil conversation with them was a lost cause. Especially when it was something that threatened their delta phi lifestyle, or whatever Greek bullshit they no doubt meaninglessly spouted.

Despite being tired, I was so hesitant to go to bed. Going to be meant being asleep. Being asleep meant that it was tomorrow.

I dreaded what tomorrow would bring.

Not least because I knew what tomorrow would bring. It would bring shaving, makeup, high heels, and a wig.

Not that there was anything worth staying awake for. I was just delaying the inevitable. I was just delaying my fate.

As Emily.
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The next morning, I woke up before both Parker and Cameron. I had slept terribly, kept awake by the thought of what I was going to have to do when my day started. I could have gotten up and showered first, but I didn’t want there to be any chance of the guys seeing me before they left for work.

I lay in bed for two hours, waiting for both of them to wake up, shower, and leave. I then waited another half an hour for good measure, just to make sure neither of them were coming back if they’d forgotten anything.

When I was finally convinced that I was alone, I got out of bed. With serious trepidation, I once again opened the giant package which Parker had ordered for me. I looked through the contents again, still in complete disbelief that he had bought so much stuff just to mess with me.

The razor package was lost somewhere near the bottom of the box. It served as a grim reminder of the various things I was expected to wear and use on that morning. The shoes. The makeup. A dress. The wig. It was all so degrading.

At least it meant not telling my dad. That was the only thing I was holding on to. My dad didn’t have to find out, for as long as I put up with the frat boy bullshit.

I held only that thought as I found the shaving cream, and unpackaged the razor. A soft pink piece of plastic with a bunch of replaceable heads. I hoped Parker only bought that because it was cheap or something, and not because he expected me to be doing this for long enough to need replacements.

I walked to the bathroom. I brushed my teeth, taking longer than usual in a bid to delay my fate. I had never shaved my legs before. Why would I? I barely even shaved my face, seeing as how I grew nothing but the lightest fuzz. And everything below my eyebrows? Were Parker and Cameron expecting me to shave my junk?

Ew.

That was a gross thought. They couldn’t have meant that. They wouldn’t have meant that. They’d have no way of telling.

Oh god, or would they? What other weird stuff were they going to make me do, just to make rent? With their frat boy brains, they might have thought anything was acceptable.

Steam drifted from the jet of water as I climbed into the shower - the shower which was more or less clean for the first time ever, thanks to me. I cleaned myself as usual and then turned my attention to the plastic package. I gripped the clear tab at the corner as firmly as I could with my wet hands, and pried the cover off. From within, I retrieved the pink razor.

As I lathered my legs with the shaving foam, I could scarcely believe what I was doing. But I had to. I had gone over it in my own mind a thousand times by the morning. I had no choice. I put the razor to my ankle and dragged it upwards.

I froze. A strip of leg hair disappeared. What I had just done could not be undone. At least, not without waiting for however long it took for leg hair to naturally regrow.

There was a huge, smooth patch right up the middle of my shin. There was no going back. I rinsed the razor and repeated the motion right next to where the first smooth strip had appeared. Another line of leg hair had been lost down the drain.

My hand was shaking a little. I was nervous. Nervous and upset. Aside from not having to tell my dad about my job, there was no positive to be found in what I was doing. It wasn’t like I was desperate to live with Parker and Cameron, I just needed a place to live. I wasn’t sure living anywhere was worth this.

Still, I had to continue. If it was shaved legs or homelessness, I simply had to swallow my pride and shave. It was that simple. I kept repeating the process, dragging the razor up my leg, rinsing it, and shaving the spot right next to where I had just finished.

I suddenly had a lot of sympathy for what women went through in their beauty routines, as I felt like I was contorting my entire body to try and look at the back of my own legs to shave them. I continued lathering with the foam, covering bits I had missed on the first pass, and starting to coat the areas which I had not yet reached.

My armpits were a little easier, though I felt as if I was going cross-eyed, trying to inspect if I’d missed anything. My torso and back were basically hairless anyway, aside from the patch on my belly. And my arms.

My arms were below my eyebrows. People would definitely see that my arms had been shaved.

Or, I guessed, maybe they wouldn’t. There was a guy at my office who had two full sleeve tattoos on his arms. I didn’t know about them for the first two weeks, because he just wore long-sleeve shirts. Plus, my hair was very fair. Maybe I could hide my arms. Maybe people simply wouldn’t notice.

Part of me wished I was enjoying it. I knew some men enjoyed doing drag or crossdressing or whatever, just as a hobby. As something fun. If that was me, I would have been laughing. I almost wished that what the guys were making me do was actually my dream come true.

As I continued the process, I realized that shaving was a lot like cleaning, in a way. It had that same setup which made cleaning satisfying. You would see something dirty, you’d wipe a sponge across it, and it would be clean. Here, I would see a patch of hair, pass the razor over it, and it would be gone. Progress was so obvious. I wished that shaving my body was making me feel that same sense of satisfaction.

Unfortunately, I was only met with embarrassment.

Not least as I had reached my junk. I was hesitating. Surely they wouldn’t kick me out of the apartment for not shaving my junk. I had never shaved down there in my life. Nobody but me had ever seen down there. The idea of Parker or Cameron being the first people to ever see my manhood made me want to curl up and die.

I couldn’t put anything past them though. They were frat boys. They probably looked at each other’s dicks most mornings. I had to do it.

The razor was a little slower to work with, down there. The stakes suddenly felt a lot higher. The idea of nicking myself with the blade when I was shaving my thigh was one thing but the idea of getting a cut somewhere more intimate felt terrifying. If I wasn’t nervous enough already, this certainly wasn’t helping.

Shaving my manhood probably took almost as long as shaving both of my legs combined. I was lucky that my housemates were covering my bills to do this, as I had probably used a whole month of hot water for this one shower.

Manhood now didn’t feel like the right word for what I had going on between my legs. Without hair, my junk didn’t look very manly. I knew it wasn’t exactly easy for male parts to look feminine, by any stretch of the imagination, but with my shaved legs and hairless torso, nothing about me at all looked even slightly masculine.

There was no point trying to argue against what I was doing any more. There was barely anything left to argue over, just a little foam left covering my butt and the space between there and my junk.

I cautiously dragged the razor around those last couple of areas, and gave it a thorough rinse. The amount of body hair now coating the shower tray and walls was enough to rival any mess that either of the guys had ever made in here. Maybe Parker and Cameron were still shaving all of their body hair off after all this time. Maybe they missed being the house girl. I laughed at the thought.

The laughter was short lived however, as the reality of my situation began to set in. I was the house girl. There was no confusion to be found here. I was definitely the only guy in the house who had just shaved all of his body hair off. I was the one guy in the house who Parker now had a photo of wearing a dress.

Well, maybe that part wasn’t true. Cameron and Parker probably had countless photos of each other in dresses.

Remembering that those two probably had a far more shameful history than me did actually make me feel a lot better. Everything they were doing to me was simply something they’d had done to them before. I almost felt sorry for them, that they were so stuck in their past. That they could only think of inflicting their own past embarrassment on somebody else to feel powerful. It was a little pathetic, really.

I toweled off, the material feeling weird on my body everywhere that I used to have hair. I paused to hose down the shower. I doubted I’d have time to clean it properly, so I figured I should at least leave it usable so that the guys didn’t get mad at me. Once I was done, I returned to my bedroom.

My closet door was still open. The first thing I saw when I returned was my new body. My new, hairless body.

It looked feminine. I had no idea how much a person’s body hair was tied into a masculine image until that moment. Without any body hair though, I looked like a girl. Sure, my hips were narrower than most girls and my flat chest was still definitely my own, but everything else looked so different. My legs, my underarms, my junk even. Somehow, it all looked so much more girlish.

I barely knew how to feel. I had spent every waking moment since the previous evening in a state of sheer embarrassment. It was getting hard to sustain that feeling any more. Which was maybe why I didn’t feel as degraded as I expected when I saw myself in the mirror. I wasn’t sure if I could feel any more humiliated than I already did.

It was almost like some form of acceptance was setting in. Maybe this was what Stockholm syndrome felt like. I definitely didn’t want any part of what was happening, but what the hell else could I do? Maybe I was starting to accept my fate.

Until I went over to the box.

Shaving had been so all-encompassing in my mind that I had almost forgotten about everything which was supposed to come next. I had forgotten about the underwear.

Parker had ordered a pack of eight panties and eight bras. Enough for a whole week, plus change. The panties described them as ‘hipsters.’ I had no idea what that meant.

That pang of embarrassment set back in. It definitely hadn’t left yet. They were sets of different colors; pale pink, hot pink, white, beige, red, baby blue, black, and the most pink pink that I could imagine. Just the default pink that my mind would picture, if somebody had said the word.

Three pink underwear sets. Even though it was going to be completely humiliating wearing any of that stuff anyway, somehow the pink color was still making it feel even worse.

I couldn’t believe that this was going to be my first time touching women’s underwear. I had always figured that, some time during college, I would have slept with a girl. Then, when that hadn’t happened, I figured that surely something would’ve happened with a colleague during work drinks. But it just never did. I wasn’t afraid of girls or anything - I could talk to girls absolutely fine - I just had absolutely zero luck in turning any of that into anything other than platonic friendship. I had always managed to make friends with girls, but was never able to get a girlfriend.

So that meant that I was looking at all of this underwear in real life for more or less the first time. Parker and Cameron could never find that out. I would die.

I unpackaged the bras and panties. I couldn’t believe what I was about to do. I shook my head as I took out the black pair of each, and studied them. The black pair somehow felt the least offensive to me. It wasn’t like any set of bra and panties could be less girly, but the pink ones just felt so much worse for some reason.

They were soft. That was the first thing I noticed about them. I was sure Parker hadn’t sprung for silk panties or anything like that, but they felt really nice. Nice physically, that was. My emotions on the matter hadn’t changed one iota. But they were so much softer and more pleasant to the touch than any of my boxer shorts had ever felt. Why the hell did girls get such nicer materials than guys?

Not that I wanted my boxers to look anything like what I was holding in my hands. The panties and bra were both covered in little swirls of lace, with delicate trims of it all along the openings of the panties and the edges of the bra cups. They were dainty in the way that no menswear would ever be.

Staring at the underwear was doing me no good. I wasn’t going to want to wear it more for having looked at it longer. The more I looked at it the more embarrassed I felt. That was all that I was achieving.

I stepped into the panties, imagining I was stepping into any other pair of boxers, and pulled them up my legs.

I shivered.

Completely unexpectedly, the panties brushing past my hairless leg was unlike anything else that I had ever felt. It was like a tingle, the softness of the lace skimming over my smooth body. I had never experienced ASMR, but the way people described it was almost like the feeling of that underwear.

Not that I enjoyed it. It was a physical reaction. Nothing more, nothing less. If anything, it served as a nice distraction. For one, brief moment, I had thought of something other than how bad I felt about the whole thing.

Panties clearly were not designed to house a man’s parts. It wasn’t like I was trying to brag about the size of mine or anything, but they barely fit inside the underwear. Or, at least, that’s how it felt. The hipsters were tight. They were smushing my junk right against my body. I wasn’t entirely sure I was going to be able to keep wearing them all day if they were going to do that.

I fiddled with the fitting but I didn’t actually think the panties were going to get any more comfortable. Deep down, I knew that I was just trying to waste time. Stopping focusing on the panties meant I had to move onto the next step; wearing a bra.

So much of me wished I was touching that bra in some other context. I still could not believe that my first time touching a bra was going to be so that I could wear it. Nobody could ever know that fact. I would definitely rather lie to Cameron and Parker than ever let them know this truth. I never spoke to them about girls anyway but now the topic was fully embargoed.

The black bra felt nice. Again, purely in terms of a physical sensation. The soft lace was pleasant. It would have been a very inviting sight, were a woman wearing that bra. In my hands, as an item of clothing for me to wear, it was a lot less inviting. I sighed. What was the point of analyzing it? I was going to do it either way.

My arms slipped through the holes, and I pushed the cups against my chest. It immediately felt wrong. Boys were not supposed to wear bras. But also boys weren’t supposed to be jobless when their dads had pressured them into a specific career.

The straps dangled behind my back. I took one with each hand, and reached behind my back to fasten them.

I did not fasten them.

One side had hooks, the other had loops. Combining those things was impossible. I was suddenly almost grateful for this experience. If, as a guy in my twenties, I did actually go home with a girl, it would have been so embarrassing to still not be able to figure out a bra. If I was going to find one positive in this whole thing, maybe it would have been that I would have been able to undo a girl’s bra by the end of it.

First though, I had to figure out how the hell to put it on. I had to go online and search it. I opened private browsing as I did not want this in my search history, and I looked up “how to put on a bra.”

Apparently, I was doing all of the right things. I was meant to just be reaching randomly behind my back until the hooks and loops met. The whole thing seemed stupid. Further in the search result though, I saw a real nugget of information.

“It may feel easier to connect the clasps in front of your chest, and then to turn the bra around your body to put your arms in,” the article on a bra store website read. “It is not recommended that you do this however, as it may wear out the elastic faster when you twist it around your chest.”

I did not care whether or not the elastic wore out. I hoped I would stop needing to wear all of this stuff long before it even had the chance to get dirty, let alone break. I took my arms out of the holes, easily connected the hooks and loops in front of my chest, and spun the bra around. I put my arms into the holes, and the job was done.

I was wearing a bra and panties.
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I had to see. I couldn’t help myself. I guessed, with each new embarrassment that morning, I wanted to know what I had gotten myself into. I wanted to know exactly how embarrassed I should feel. The answer, it turned out, was very.

Looking at the mirror on my closet door, I could see the full look. I didn’t know what I expected but, yes, it turned out that shaving off all of your body hair and wearing women’s underwear made you look like a girl. Obviously my face was still my own, and so was my hair - for now, at least - but my body looked so feminine. The bra and panties were simply the icing on the cake. I realized it probably wouldn’t have mattered if the underwear was black or pink or solid gold. I was still going to look like an embarrassment.

I had to find a new job immediately.

There was no point dwelling. I still had chores to do around the house and, when Parker and Cameron came home, I didn’t want this to be the reason that I hadn’t done any of them.

Oh, I’m sorry I couldn’t make dinner tonight, guys. I spent way too long checking myself out in the mirror after I put a bra on.

I’d have died.

I found the dress I had worn yesterday, and I put it back over my head. I fiddled with the stupid little zipper, annoyed that I couldn’t simply spin that around my body as well. I didn’t bother looking back in the mirror after I had put it on. There was nothing good to be found there.

Makeup. I guessed that was the next logical step. If you could have considered anything logical in this situation. I had no idea what the hell I was doing here. The cosmetics box which Parker had ordered was huge. The amount he must have spent on this stupid prank must have been enough to cover my rent.

The box he ordered came with everything. All the things I recognized that women used, and a bunch of stuff I had never seen in my life. Lipstick, eyeshadow, foundation and concealer, mascara, and about a thousand random tubes and sticks which meant nothing to me. It all came with an inventory of what was what, leaving me to try and figure out what the hell things like ‘contour’ and ‘translucent powder’ were for.

Handily, the inventory card had a web address on it. Without any other ideas, I opened it on my laptop, and was greeted with what could have been an entire encyclopedia on these products. Each thing within the package had a bunch of photos and a description and an illustrated guide on their use. It was honestly overwhelming. I scrolled back and forth, hopelessly.

A video. Finally, something I could have probably understood. I had scrolled past all of the individual pages of beauty product info, and found a video which promised me a full makeup tutorial. It would have to do.

I very quickly realized I was going to need more space, if I was going to be using all of those products. My bedroom wasn’t cut out for this. This was going to require the kitchen table.

I moved the entire contents of the box into the kitchen. As much as I hated the idea of one of the guys walking in on me practicing makeup, I didn’t feel I had much alternative. My tiny little single width desk wasn’t exactly the ideal workspace. I grabbed the mirror which we kept on the shelf in the bathroom and placed it in front of one of the seats. I closed the window blind just enough to make me feel like I was completely alone, and I prepared to face the video.

As I clicked play, I wondered if I was the first guy to have ever watched that video. I wondered if Parker and Cameron had done something similar in their freshman year. I then wondered if girls even had to watch a video like this. How did girls know how to do makeup? Did they teach each other? Or was it something they were just born knowing.

“Heya girlies,” the video started.

I could immediately tell it was going to be a tough watch. I had been greeted by a beautiful redhead, with eyes which pierced the camera. I was incredibly glad she couldn’t see me in real life. The idea of a woman seeing me in that dress was enough to make me want to curl up and die.

“Thank you so much for joining our beauty club! I’m Maria. What you have before you is so exciting. This is the first day of the rest of your life,” the woman continued. “If you’ve never been a makeup girlie before, this is the perfect place to start. And, if you’ve always loved makeup but just wanted a refresher, you’re in safe hands. You now have literally everything you could possibly need for your new routine. Ready? Let’s go!”

I wasn’t. I wasn’t ready, I wasn’t a makeup girlie, and I wasn’t going to let this be the rest of my life. Still, I needed to do this. I wished I didn’t, but this was my only choice.

Within moments, I had lost track of what the video was trying to tell me. Immediately, I wasn’t ready for any of the steps. Wet the sponges? What the hell for? What sponges? Was this a makeup routine or was I cleaning a car?

Still, there was no point arguing with the video. The video was practically my only friend in this bizarre situation. I needed to do what the video said, or my dad was finding out I’d blown my college degree within the first month of graduation. So, I rooted around in the box. After pulling out what felt like a totally random assortment of items, I finally found a pack of sponges. I did as the video said, and soaked them underwater until they were damp to the touch.

Back at the table, I tried to get into some kind of frame of mind which would allow me to wear makeup. I admittedly had no idea what frame of mind that was. I truly did not want to be wearing makeup. I did not want to be seen wearing makeup. Trying to find some kind of motivation for the task was like trying to find motivation for any of the schoolwork I had to do for my finance degree.

Wait, that was it. That was exactly what this was like.

Well, not exactly. I didn’t feel completely humiliated during my degree. Maybe a little - when I barely scraped by, compared to the other kids who somehow excelled in the same areas which bored me to death - but that obviously didn’t even slightly compare to this.

Regardless, that was the feeling I needed. Whenever I had to do any work for my classes, I had to lock in. I had to just switch off the voice which told me to give up and do anything else. Because that was what I wanted to do now as well. All I had to do was treat this like schoolwork.

Closing my eyes, I focused on my own breath. I figured I was doing something like meditating, as this process was what I used to do before a particularly unbearable course assignment. I would allow my thoughts to come along and tell me to not do this, but then I would imagine them drifting away. Before long, all of the thoughts had come and unloaded their negativity, and then they had gone away again. After each thought had spoken and been dismissed, I was alone. My mind was clear. I was ready.

An assignment. That was all that this was. Just the same as any task or chore or item on my to-do list which I kept putting off. Wearing my makeup was another assignment that I simply needed to do. I began.

Primer was the first step. The box contained this tub of priming putty, which the woman in the video liberally rubbed all over her face with two fingers. Mind clear, body ready, I did the same.

The putty was exactly what it sounded like. I had no idea when I had last touched anything like it. I could picture an auto repair guy using something like it to fill the bodywork of a car. Apparently, it was also what girls used to prep their faces for makeup.

It was a mercifully easy first step. It took almost the same amount of time for me to complete that task as it did for Maria in the video. This was a promising sign for the rest of the job ahead of me.

Foundation came next. Maria explained that I wanted an even coat of it all over my face, blending it into my neck and earlobes. I sort of didn’t care about those details but, much like all of those assignments before, I knew that I needed to care just enough to get it over with.

A passing grade. Just enough to get the qualification. That was what I was aiming for, here.

I found the small pump-bottle of foundation and I mirrored what Maria did in the video. She dotted some blobs of the liquid onto her face, I dotted some blobs of the liquid on my face. She started to dab it with a sponge, I started to dab it with a sponge. I had never paid so much attention to my own face before. I felt like I was discovering wrinkles and folds I never knew I had, as the viscous beige foundation began to set itself all over my face.

Before long, my face was coated in the stuff. I noticed that I had made my eyebrows completely beige, which Maria seemingly hadn’t in the video. I sort of hoped that this minor detail wouldn’t matter. Either way, her face was beige, and my face was beige. I counted that as a success.

“Next up, contour,” Maria cheerfully explained. “We have two sticks for this; one light, one dark. We use the dark one to create depth, and the light one to create highlighted peaks. We’ll start with the light one.”

“Thanks, Maria!” I sarcastically offered, rooting through the box.

The two sticks came in a single box. I was at least grateful that they saved me some level of searching. Unwrapping them, I set the dark one aside, and uncapped the light one. I watched Maria, paused the video, then tried to replicate what she had just done.

Nose, cheeks, and chin, that was the focus. I ran a stripe of the highlighter up the middle of my nose, in the divot between my lips and chin, and just under my eyes. It wasn’t exactly neat, but Maria was smushing the stuff into her face with another sponge, so it looked like it didn’t matter anyway.

After I finished with the sponge, I watched the next video segment and carried on. I used the dark stick on the hollows of my cheeks and my forehead. I used yet another sponge to dab that into place, and hit play again.

Things felt okay. It wasn’t taking all that long to do all of this stuff. It had been maybe ten minutes. It would probably be faster when I had to do it again. With any luck, I could just do the whole routine in like twenty minutes. If I could do it that quickly, I could probably not even do my makeup until I thought either of the guys were coming home. In an ideal world, I’d be wearing the girl clothes as little as I could, only putting them on when I had to. Being quick at makeup would help that a hell of a lot.

Eyeshadow. It was just one thing after another. The idea of a girl doing this every morning was crazy. The idea of me doing this every morning was patently absurd. I had to find a job. Fast. For the time being though, all I could do was copy Maria.

“We start with a light coat,” she began. “And we blend a darker color from the eyelid towards the outer edge of the eye.”

“I’m sure we do,” I said, tearing the clear plastic off of the eyeshadow palette.

Talking back to a video was stupid. I wouldn’t try to deny that. Still, a layer of sarcasm was helping me stay detached from what I was doing.

I swirled a tiny brush around in a shimmery white color, and spread it all over my eye as Maria suggested. I then used a different brush to pick up a kind of a dark mauve color from the palette. Neither was my choice, I just copied Maria more or less exactly. I rubbed the color on my eyelids.

Eyeliner followed after. This was not so straightforward. Here, I could tell that I wasn’t doing what Maria was, despite my best efforts. Well, despite my moderate efforts, at least.. She did these neat, narrow lines over her eyelids, which she dragged to fine points at the outer edges. I closed my right eye and dragged this big fat slug of black across my eyelid, which hid half of the eyeshadow before terminating in a messy blob. I didn’t care. I just wanted it done.

I repeated the process on the other eye before uncapping the mascara. I watched Maria tease it through her eyelashes, before fluttering them as if to celebrate a job well done.

Mascara wasn’t as easy as it looked in the video. I got it on my eyelashes, sure, but I also got it on my cheeks and eyelids. Between mascara and eyeliner, my eyelids were more black than any other color at this point. Still, I persevered. I coated both eyes equally, and put the mascara away.

The process felt like it was taking forever. I had no idea how long I was going. The video was only about a half hour in total, but with the amount that I was pausing, it was taking a lot longer. I hovered over the progress bar in the video and was overwhelmingly relieved to find out that I only had around five minutes left.

“Blusher will help your cheeks look pretty and full of life,” the woman in the video explained.

“Brilliant.”

I had long stopped trying to be clever with my responses. I could see the finish line. I just needed to cross it. I followed the video as Maria swirled a brush around in the pot of blusher, and then ran it in a curve from near her temples to the peaks of her cheeks. I figured I was doing a good enough job. That was all that mattered.

“Nearly there, girls. We’re doing our lips, then it’s just a couple of finishing touches,” Maria continued.

I clenched my fist in celebration. The parallels in emotions between completing my makeup and finishing a particularly dull school project felt almost impossible not to notice. I found the lip liner and lipstick which Maria was using in the video, and attempted to follow along.

Attempted was definitely the right word. Maria deftly swiped the lip liner across the outline of her lips, creating a little cross at the middle of her top lip to make these two defined peaks beneath her nose. I could not do that. I more or less drew a wonky oval on my face. By this point, I didn’t care.

Maria filled in some more of her lip with the liner, and then spread a layer of lipstick within the area she had drawn. The end was in sight. I could barely wait. I opened the tube of lipstick and dragged it from side to side over my mouth. And then I dragged it onto my face. I managed to draw outside the lines in three places. Again, not that it mattered. It was done.

“Translucent powder might sound like it won’t do anything, but it really ties everything together,” Maria spoke.

“You’re right, it does sound like it won’t do anything,” I agreed with the recording of the woman.

“Take a powder puff and pat this into your face everywhere we’ve worked on,” she continued. “And watch this. It goes from this white to a clear finish, but it’ll make you look so matte and complete.”

“Yup, that didn’t do anything,” I said aloud to nobody.

I tapped the right arrow on my keyboard a few times until the segment was over. I watched in fast forward as Maria applied false eyelashes to herself, which I also decided was completely pointless. The video was nearly over. She was spraying herself with something. I rewound the video a few seconds to hear her explain that it was setting spray. Also pointless.

That was it. The video had ended. I was done. I had completed this stupid assignment. My life could resume. I had done my makeup.

I closed my eyes once again. I could feel the makeup on my face. A coating which had covered everything. It didn’t feel bad but it was there - my skin all blocked up by liquids and putties and, well, whatever you could categorize those sticks as.

The voice in my head wasn’t berating me any more. I was simply relieved that it was all over. The only thought in my mind was that I really needed to know how I looked.

Sure, I had been looking in a mirror the whole time I was doing my makeup, but I had been so focused on each step that I barely stopped to take in what I was doing. I needed to understand how embarrassing this whole thing looked. I needed to know if I should just tell Parker and Cameron I was done with their game, and that I would take out a loan or something to make rent.

I walked to my bedroom and opened the closet again. I turned the door until the mirror faced me and I stepped back. I looked at myself.

My heart stopped.

I was a girl.
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Okay, that was an exaggeration. A wild exaggeration. I was a girl, if that girl had short hair and her face had melted in a hot car. I figured I must have just been shocked by the sight of myself wearing makeup. To be fair, it was absolutely shocking to see.

With my shaved legs, my pink dress, and my makeup, I definitely looked feminine. As freaky as it felt to think, I definitely looked more like the house girl. I didn’t know entirely how to feel. The relief of my makeup being done was making way for something else. Confusion, maybe.

I wasn’t embarrassed. I presumed that I would have just walked to the mirror and wanted to curl up and die when I saw myself. I wasn’t happy by any stretch of the imagination, but I was oddly curious about the whole thing.

I turned my body and watched as the girl in the mirror turned. I brought my hand to my face and watched as the girl did so as well. It was so surreal. It was like I wasn’t actually in the body which I was looking at.

The makeup and hair were the two dead giveaways that I was a guy. My hair was still my own short hair and, more importantly, the makeup was a mess. Some parts of it were fine; the foundation was all right, the contour was probably passable, and I was definitely wearing mascara. That was about where it ended, though.

My lips were hilariously smeared, my eyes looked like they were different shapes, and the highlighter on my nose somehow made my entire nasal area look wonky. Still, I never knew that I could have looked even slightly like a girl, before that day.

Curiosity overtook me. I would have admitted that it was a weird impulse, plus I knew it wasn’t going to look anywhere near good, but I had to know what I would look like in the wig. I took it out of the ziplock bag it came in, and shook it loose. I stretched it over my head like I was putting on a hat, and pushed the hair out of my eyes.

She was a girl, all right.

Again, not a pretty girl by any stretch of the imagination, but I still looked a damn sight more feminine than I had when I woke up that day. The pretty blond curls flowed gently past my shoulders, and the bangs framed my face in a way that my actual hair never had. It made me look so much softer. So girly.

I waited for the wave of embarrassment to hit. I expected it to rise up and fill me with shame and humiliation and mortification. And yet, it never came. I had no idea why. Maybe I was too embarrassed to even feel it any more. The same way that people said they didn’t feel it at first, after a serious injury.

Or maybe Parker and Cameron were right. Maybe it wasn’t such a big deal. They did this at college and they lived.

With that, I realized something. I was only as embarrassed as they made me feel. Obviously, everything they were doing was meant to humiliate me, and that was why they were having fun. I didn’t have to be embarrassed without them though. Why did I have to care what I was wearing?

Sure, I didn’t want to be wearing a dress and makeup, but without the guys around to tease me, what did I care?

Maybe that was how I won. If I simply tried to not care, I could survive this. If I could be the house girl for exactly as long as I needed to, I could use that to get my life back on track.

If I didn’t have to pay rent, I could take as long as I needed to find a job which suited me. If I had that job then I could find an apartment where I didn’t have to live with these two frat boy idiots. And, if I found my own place and a job which I actually liked, I could tell my dad about these things and he might be proud. Maybe things would work out for the best after all.

For some reason, I couldn’t stop staring at my makeup. Not simply because it was weird to see on my face, but rather because it was annoying me. Not the feeling of it on my face - in fact it had already become weirdly unnoticeable even in that short time - rather, how it looked. I didn’t exactly have to look at myself, but something about it was still bothering me. I couldn’t stop asking one question.

What would Parker and Cameron say when they saw me looking like this?

They were going to mock me, that was inevitable at least. But, the question was, would they mock me more for how bad my makeup looked? It felt like a silly question, but I couldn’t get past it.

I looked ugly. If I saw a girl with makeup this bad in public, I’d have thought she was blackout drunk when she got ready that morning. Not that I wanted the guys to tell me I was pretty or something - if anything, that would have been even more embarrassing - but I sure as hell didn’t want to spend my evening being called ugly.

I wasn’t sure if it was the right idea, but I went and did it anyway. I removed my wig and I decided that I was going to take my makeup off. I found the makeup remover and a reusable pad in the box - I was grateful and almost surprised for Parker to have included those - and I scrubbed all of my hard work back off.

Back at the kitchen table, I went back to the start of the video, and I prepared to start again. I wasn’t entirely sure where this sudden drive had come from. It was either from the idea of having to face the guys, or it was because I could use this to live rent free for a while. Both felt like pretty good motivators.

This time, I dropped the sarcasm. This time, I tried to focus my full attention on what I was being told. This time, I was patient with each step.

I noticed that, on my first attempt, I had missed some of the contouring which I was supposed to have done. I forgot to add any highlighter to my jaw, above my lips, or on my eyelids. On top of that, I didn’t add any of the darker stick to the sides of my nose. On this new attempt, I did both of these with a damn sight more care than I did the first time around.

My eyeliner took a lot longer on the second attempt. I kept my eye slightly open as I drew it this time, copying Maria’s technique as exactly as I could. It still didn’t come out anywhere near close to perfect, but it wasn’t a complete mess this time.

The lipstick was a different story as well. I drew the lip liner more accurately this time. I started with a cross in the centre of my top lip, and drew out from there. It turned out that following the instructions made everything a lot easier.

Finally, I decided to try the translucent powder this time. I loaded up a powder puff, and I dabbed it all over my face. It turned out that Maria was right about this as well. It was like my face had been hit by an airbrush. All of the mistakes I had made looked just that little bit less noticeable, once the powder had set.

Still, I didn’t do the setting spray. Maria explained to me that the spray would make my makeup hold for days. I didn’t exactly want that.

Not least as part my brain was telling me to try again.

I returned to the full length mirror, put the wig back on, and I looked at what I had achieved. The result was better. Not perfect, but definitely a marked improvement from the first try. I felt oddly confident about that fact. Like looking a little more normal would give my housemates less to insult me for. It felt like I might beat them at their own game.

Yet I still wasn’t fully convinced. It had only just gone midday. I had already been up for hours but I figured I had enough energy in me to try my makeup one last time. The third time, I hoped, would be the charm.

Once more at the kitchen table, makeup removed, I restarted the video. This time, I took more time with each of the steps which still looked wrong on my second attempt. My eyeliner and eyeshadow got more attention. My lips had more care. My contour was more focused. I even put on those fake eyelashes.

This time, I was done.

That was for two reasons. Firstly, I was sick of it. Even doing my makeup once had been too many times. Repeating the process twice more was a joke. But, the more important point was that I looked pretty good.

Not great, I didn’t want to be silly. I still looked sort of messy, and I definitely wasn’t winning any beauty contests. Still, I looked almost normal. For me, that was more than enough.

My eyes looked pretty and bright, with the dark framing of the eyeliner and false lashes. My lips looked bold and full with their striking red color. My nose and cheeks looked like I’d taken them from someone else; the contour had somehow completely transformed my face into something way more feminine.

Yet again, I found myself pivoting back and forth in front of the mirror. I flicked my hair and touched my dress. The girl in the reflection looked like she was flirting with me.

I was pretty.

I had no idea what to do with that fact. In fact,I was so confused that I found myself laughing. I guessed maybe I had been driven to madness or something. But there I was, dressed as a girl, laughing. I supposed that it was pretty funny. A guy dressed as a girl was always a pretty funny joke. But, god, being the guy in that situation was so surreal.

Another part of me realized I was probably laughing from relief. Doing my makeup three times in a row was, more than anything, a chore. Again, I had no idea how girls did it. Doing a makeup routine every day, and having to make it perfect sounded exhausting.

I figured that I might have to do that myself for a while though, at least until I found a job or figured out exactly when I could get away with not dressing up for the housework. It was one hell of a burden to have to keep doing it. I made a note to myself that, when I did eventually get a girlfriend, I would never expect her to wear makeup if she didn’t want to.

My relief suddenly turned to horror when I realized I had forgotten one final step. The thought came into my head like a ten ton weight dropping from a building onto the sidewalk.

Thanks to the hours of my day lost to doing my makeup, I had forgotten there was one more part of my uniform.

Parker had bought me high heels. Those soft pink monstrosities that I was somehow expected to wear.
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I didn’t bother wasting any time. I had already put myself through mental gymnastics to stop myself freaking out over having to put on makeup. If I spent any time dwelling on the high heels as well, I was going to go into meltdown.

Back at the big box, I pulled out the shoes, grabbing both of them by the chunky pink heel. I had never worn high heels. I had never planned to. I certainly never wanted to. And yet here I was, with no other choice than to do so.

Shaking my head, I sat down on the bed. There was no point asking myself how I had gotten here. I had already retrodden that ground a thousand times that day alone. The only real question that remained was what could I do to get this all to end?

Wearing the shoes was the only real answer to that. I could put those stupid fucking high heels on, and Parker and Cameron could play their stupid little game, and I could live rent-free until I could leave that stupid apartment forever.

My toes bent upwards as I slipped my right foot into the shoe. It was like being forced onto tippy toe. The arch of my foot curved around the angled footbed, and my heel landed at the peak of the shoe. It was a strange feeling, especially in my calf muscle. My calf felt tight, like I might get cramp at any moment. If I got a sports injury from wearing girls shoes, I would die from embarrassment.

It was a miracle the embarrassment hadn’t consumed me already, in fairness. I was already wearing a dress and a wig. I had shaved my body and put on makeup. A pair of high heels exactly didn’t make the situation much worse, to be fair.

I slipped my left foot into its shoe, waiting for the feeling in that calf muscle to pass as well. Once my feet and legs had gotten used to the predicament they had found themselves in, I took the thin, blush pink straps, and passed them through the delicate gold buckles on the outsides of my ankles. I was in.

I just wanted it over with. I was bored of all of this now. The schoolwork-style feeling of being sick of it all had crept back in. I still had stuff to do around the apartment before my housemates got back, so I needed to get out of my bedroom. I pushed myself up from my bed.

And then fell straight back down.

The feeling in my calves intensified. That was nearly enough to have broken me. Standing up in heels was not as straightforward as I expected. I couldn’t believe I was going to have to look this up on the same day as watching a makeup tutorial, but I had to go online and search for an explanation of how to walk in heels.

It took two full watches before I was confident that I had taken all of the information in. I didn’t skip or skim any of this, unlike the makeup tutorial, mostly as this felt like it was important for my safety. If I didn’t get this right, my limbs were at stake.

Gently this time, I pushed myself off of the bed. I held myself there until I found my new centre of gravity, which was further back than I had anticipated. I apparently still needed to rest on my heels, even though my heels were now a few inches in the air. It wasn’t where I usually found them. I released my hands from their grasp on the bed, and hovered them to my sides as if I was on a tightrope.

Once I had steadied myself, I simply stood still. The video told me to get used to that feeling. Getting used to it truly did not feel like something which would come to me quickly. It took a good few minutes before all of the little muscles in my legs had stopped adjusting, and I was able to put my hands to my sides. Not that I was comfortable. I still felt like I needed to be ready to grip onto something at the first sign of unsteadiness.

I took a deep breath and closed my eyes once again. My heart was pounding. It felt more like I was about to walk along the edge of a building than walk through my bedroom. I exhaled and lifted my right foot. I did not fall. This was promising. I moved it forward gently, and delicately placed the heel on the floor, as I had just watched in the video. My foot rolled forward, and my toes touched the ground.

It wasn’t graceful, but it still counted. It was my first step in high heels. A strange achievement, but one I was going to take nonetheless. Walking in heels was somehow now integral to me being able to live in an apartment, so I just had to get busy learning. This again was simply an assignment.

I cautiously repeated the process with my left foot. Then the right, and then the left. Before I knew it, I had trodden a path from the bed to the closet. I positioned the mirror to face myself and, there, things felt different.

I felt like a girl.

That was a hard feeling to explain but there was truth to it. Wearing makeup and heels, having long hair, and seeing the pink dress on my body all combined in a weird way. It was like it was tricking my brain. I guessed it was the same way that method actors apparently believed they were the characters they portrayed on screen. Somehow my brain seemed to understand that I wasn’t me any more. I was a girl.

Was it a negative feeling? Positive? Surely not. I had no idea. I just felt different. I felt softer and gentle and maybe more vulnerable. It was weird. I had never felt that way before. The only nice thing about the feeling was that it wasn’t inherently bad. Parker and Cameron could mock me all they wanted for being the house girl, but as long as I didn’t feel bad about being a girl, that was going to make things a lot easier. Maybe this was a good sign for my masculinity, if I could be comfortable with myself even in a dress.

I looked at the time on my cell phone, which I could still just about see from where I stood. The afternoon was starting to get away from me. Being comfortable in my “uniform” was important, but it would have all been for nothing if the guys got mad at me for missing dinner. I took a few more practice steps across the room, slowly at first, but then tried to speed up. Before long, I was getting the hang of it.

My walking wasn’t perfect by any means, but it was getting better. I decided I might as well keep on practicing by doing the stuff that I was actually supposed to be doing. I carefully made my way to the bedroom door, and I stepped out.

Click-tap.

The noise was so loud. My high heel sounded like it had pounded on the fake wood of the hallway. I had never heard my upstairs neighbors in my life, but I was worried my downstairs neighbors would be complaining about me before the afternoon was over.

Click-tap, click-tap.

The sound was so feminine. The noise of the high heels was unmistakably girly. There was no way you’d hear this and think that a man was walking around in our apartment.

For some reason, that felt embarrassing. The girlish noise of the shoes was like I was ringing a bell or sounding the alarm that, yes, I was a boy who had somehow found himself to be the house girl. I was half tempted to take them off, but I dreaded what Parker would say if he came home and found me cheating on the uniform. It was easier to just get used to the sound and get over it. That was the best way to deal with anything related to those guys. Just get used to it and get over it.

Over the course of the day, I began to get over it. The tiles in the kitchen were somehow even louder than the phony wood in the hall so, after a while, I just had to drown it out with music. I put my earphones in, and started a playlist.

I had always enjoyed metal but there was something now so funny to me about the soundtrack to my look. Every time I caught a glimpse of myself, either in the mirror I’d left on the kitchen table, or on my closet door as I went back to my bedroom, I couldn’t help but laugh. Seeing this soft girl in her pink dress, accompanied by a guttural shout, or the low pitched riff of a guitar, was so funny. The idea of seeing a girl at a metal show, dressed how I was dressed, was hilarious.

It sort of made the afternoon more tolerable. As I moved all of the makeup from the kitchen back to my bedroom, and I wiped the excess foundation and eyeshadow off of the tabletop, I found myself grinning. The heavy metal girlie was a hysterical concept. I was so busy thinking about the idea of her that I had almost forgotten all about Parker and Cameron.

That was until I realized the time. Somehow, the afternoon had kind of disappeared. I knew I had burned a lot of time getting ready, but I didn’t realize it had gotten that late. The guys were going to be home in less than an hour. I needed to make dinner. That was realistically the only responsibility I had. My first time doing their laundry was going to be the next day, and there were still all kinds of other things they had promised me I would have to do, which they hadn’t made me start yet. Part of me sort of hoped that, if I kept making them good enough food, they’d forget about everything else.

With less than an hour to go, I looked through all of the ingredients I had left. I was relieved that I had already done the grocery shopping a few days ago. If I had to go to the store that day to get some ingredients, I had no idea what I would have done. I wouldn’t have had time to do my makeup for a fourth time, and I damn sure wouldn’t have gone outside dressed like that. I had dodged a bullet. Not least as I had no idea how I would have gone anywhere in those heels.

High heels, it turned out, weren’t painful as such, but they were taking a hell of a lot of getting used to. My balance and posture felt all out. The only saving grace was that there seemed to be some kind of sponginess to the bit under my toes. If it wasn’t for that, I’d have probably had them off within the first two minutes. Still, I didn’t exactly want to keep them on.

Dinner, though. That was more important. I didn’t have much time to prepare anything lavish, so I settled on doing a simple arrabbiata again. Cameron complimented the smell when I made it before, so I hoped it would tide them over for the evening. I pulled out the ingredients, and got to work.

There was only so much I could prepare before the guys got home. I could more or less start all of the cooking after they had both returned, so I did what little I could to get the ingredients ready. As I chopped some onion and garlic, I watched the clock on the microwave tick over.

It really wasn’t long now. I hadn’t put too much thought into the idea of the guys returning. It had been sort of this arbitrary concept all day. I hadn’t thought about having to actually face it.

Suddenly, I shivered. I had no idea why. My body felt uncomfortable. I felt hot and then cold and then hot again. My heart was thudding, hard.

The guys were going to see me like this.

All of a sudden, I was questioning all of my decisions which had led to that moment. Should I have bothered redoing my makeup to make it look better? Was that more embarrassing or less embarrassing than my makeup being awful? And the shoes? Should I have kept them on, or should I have pretended I forgot all about them?

In fact, was all of this some weird prank to trick me into dressing like a girl? Should I not have done it? Was it a test which I had now failed? Were they going to walk in with a bunch of friends and colleagues, and all laugh at me in a dress? I wouldn’t put it past either of them.

God. I shouldn’t have done any of this.

I was terrified. I had to go and take off all of the makeup and the clothes and just run away. My body hair would grow back, nobody had to know about that. And I could just find a homeless shelter or something until I was back on my feet. It couldn’t have been that bad in a place like that.

I turned to leave the kitchen. I still had some time until either of the guys was back. I still had a chance to-

Click.

I froze.

I knew that noise. That couldn’t have been anything else.

Thunk.

I knew that noise as well.

Somebody had just opened our front door.
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I was trapped. My bedroom was through the hallway. To get out of the kitchen, I had to get past whoever had just walked through the front door. If someone was in the hallway, the only other way out was the fire escape through the kitchen window. But I didn’t even want somebody glimpsing me through the blinds.

My heart was beating faster now. I could hear my pulse in my ears. I was frozen. I was like a wild animal which had just heard their predator step on a twig right next to me. It was already too late.

I heard something drop on the floor, and then some footsteps down the hall. I wished I could have done anything. I wanted to curl up and disappear.

“Ethan?” I heard the voice call to me. “You in?”

It was Cameron. One-hundred percent, that was his voice. For some reason, I was relieved. I wasn’t sure exactly what it was, but I guessed out of the two devils that I lived with, Cameron was definitely the nicer of the two.

“Y-yeah,” I stammered.

It didn’t matter what I said anyway. Cameron was already in the doorway.

“Oh. Sorry, I-” he paused and looked at me. “Sorry, I don’t know what I was about to say..”

His reaction was weird. It certainly wasn’t anything like what I had expected. I was supposed to be the nervous one. Not that I wasn’t. I was petrified. Having a guy see me dressed like that felt like something from a nightmare. And not even my own nightmare, I could never have even imagined a situation like this before that evening.

“That’s okay,” I said for some reason.

“Cool.”

Then, the weirdest thing happened. I swear Cameron looked me up and down. It was like he checked me out.

No, it couldn’t have been that. My mind suddenly registered what was happening. He was simply trying to comprehend what he was seeing. He was looking at his housemate, dressed as a girl. I would probably have looked at him in the same way, if I was the one who just came home.

“You okay?” he asked me.

“Uh,” I paused. “I’m not totally sure how to answer that.”

He laughed.

“Yeah, makes sense,” he started with a smile. “Look, I know I was giving you all of that shit about never talking about what happened in the frat.”

I nodded.

“Well- I don’t know. This reminds me way too much of my freshman year. I think I know how you feel,” he laughed again.

“Really?” I asked.

His words were doing something. I relaxed - slightly. I only felt a little more calm, but I could still sense the difference. This was a strangely sympathetic side of Cameron. I had never felt sympathy from either of the guys. Hence why I was standing there in a dress, I supposed.

“Yeah, really. That was a weird time. I’d have done anything for those guys to accept me. You feeling okay?” he asked.

“Honestly?” I looked at the expression on his face for confirmation. “I feel terrified.”

“Yeah, I remember that,” he said.

I hadn’t expected this at all. I had expected the guys to get home and then waste no time getting to work mocking me. This strange streak of concern from Cameron was a startling twist.

“Look,” he started talking again. “I know-”

Suddenly, he stopped talking. The front door had opened again. It was Parker. The nerves set back in. I felt so close to some kind of understanding with Cameron. Parker was not going to allow that to happen.

“Oh Emily,” he called. “What’s for dinner?”

Cameron’s face changed. The almost kind look it had previously worn had been replaced with its usual hard expression.

“Hey bro,” Cameron called to him.

“Oh Cameron, you’re getting to know the new girl already?”

He walked into the room. He turned to me and his head tilted to one side.

“Oh my, and isn’t she the vision of beauty!” he said. “Save some for the rest of us, Cameron.”

Cameron laughed.

“You’re welcome to her, bro.”

That did not feel like the same Cameron I was speaking to a minute ago. The one with a surprising amount of empathy. These were a couple of frat boys again.

“Look at her makeup,” Parker said, getting closer to me. “She looks like she got this professionally done.”

“Very pretty,” Cameron chimed in.

“Oh you charmer, you,” Parker riffed. “And her heels. Isn’t she just picture perfect? In fact-”

Before I could react, he had aimed his cell phone at me and taken another photo.

“What the fuck, Parker?”

My fear had made way for anger. He was literally the last person on earth who I wanted to have a photo of me in a dress.

“Relax,” he once again told me. “Nobody’s going to see it, if you follow the rules.”

“Yeah, I still don’t want you to have a photo of me! Delete it!” I demanded.

“Uh oh, she’s getting hysterical,” he looked at Cameron. “Girls, huh.”

Cameron laughed, although I saw him look at the ground as he did it.

“Hey, uh- What’s for dinner?” Cameron asked.

“Oh,” the question caught me off-guard but I was grateful for the distraction. “I’m doing an arrabbiata.”

“Now that’s a good girl,” Parker said.

He just wouldn’t drop it. He was like a dog with a bone. He was about the same intelligence, too.

“Yeah, I just need to actually prepare the pasta,” I told them, ignoring Parker’s jab.

“Good, I need to hit the head something wicked,” Parker replied. “You might need to come clean it after.”

“Ugh.”

I didn’t mean to make the noise but he was being disgusting. He was such a child, it was a nightmare to deal with. The only good thing about the situation was my disgust at Parker was almost enough to make me forget about my own predicament.

Almost.

Cameron watched him as he left the room. When the bathroom door shut, he shot me an uncomfortable smile.

“Sorry,” he said.

“What do you mean sorry?” I asked. “For what part?”

His face hardened. The awkward smile had faded.

“Well, Parker, mostly,” the look of vulnerability on his face had disappeared. “Look, I think you’ve got a good thing going for you here. Call me when dinner is ready.”

With that, he left the room. I wondered what he was actually trying to apologize for. Obviously he was completely complicit in the stupid house girl thing, so if he wanted to tell me he was sorry for that, he should have just come out and said it.

Still, there was part of me that had regretted my response. It seemed like there was something to Cameron that I hadn’t entirely figured out. Parker, he was easy to figure out. He was an idiot. Cameron seemed to have some kind of depth which I didn’t fully understand. Maybe he did think the whole house girl thing was stupid. Maybe he did realize that you could deal with trauma without inflicting it on somebody else.

I turned the heat on under the pan and started preparing dinner. If I didn’t enjoy cooking, I had no idea how I would have survived the day. Cooking was always just the distraction I needed. It helped me forget my unbearable predicament.

Slightly.

That had been an exaggeration. It was almost impossible to forget my predicament, not least because of those damned high heels. They were starting to hurt, and that noise was something else. The click-tap, click-tap of my shoes was so constant. I had no other way of describing it. My feet were sounding the alarm. They wouldn’t let me forget for even a second that I was dressed as a girl.

After around fifteen minutes, I was done. The food was ready. I wished it had taken longer. Finishing cooking meant having to talk to the guys again. Having to talk to the guys meant more shitty insults from Parker. I couldn’t bear to think about it. Still, I knew I had no choice. And the sooner I told them, the sooner I could wash the dishes and spend some time alone.

Cameron was my first choice of who to tell. He was being much less of a dick, so I would have much rather had him around when I was dealing with Parker. They could be just as bad as each other - I wouldn’t act like he was a good guy, but he was acting a lot more tolerable than Parker.

I gently knocked on his door, and he called out.

“Dinner’s ready,” I said as quietly as I thought he’d still be able to hear.

“Great, thanks, Em!” he called.

Em. That was unexpected. A nickname, based on the stupid girl name I’d wound up with. I wasn’t sure how to feel about that. It felt a lot more gender-neutral than Emily, which was kind of a step up, to me.

A second later, he was at the door. I hadn’t moved away. I was a little wrapped up in the nickname thing.

“Oh, uh, sorry,” I murmured, moving out of his way.

“It’s okay,” he laughed as he walked past me towards the kitchen.

I walked to Parker’s door, glancing at the bathroom and grimacing, thinking about what he said. I knocked.

“Dinner’s ready,” I said loud enough to ensure I wouldn't have to repeat myself..

“Good girl! Thank you, Emily,” he hollered back.

I rolled my eyes and walked off. No part of me wanted to linger by his door. In the kitchen, I began serving the three portions.

“Thanks again, Em,” Cameron said, as I placed the plate in front of him.

“You’re welcome,” I responded.

The nickname was giving me a confusing feeling. It was - I wasn’t sure how to explain it. It was kind of nice. I had never been given a nickname by either of the guys, even though they called each other all manner of stupid things. It made me feel like he was a lot more on my side than Parker was, at the very least. But clearly not on my side enough to put an end to the stupid dress thing.

“Evening, lady and gentleman,” Parker announced himself as he entered the room.

“Hey man,” Cameron said.

I didn’t speak.

“Smells good. You’re going to make a wonderful housewife someday,” Parker told me. “Your husband will be so very happy.”

I shook my head. He was so annoying.

“I’m going to go eat in my room,” I told him.

“No you aren’t,” Parker replied.

“What?”

I didn’t know what else to say to that.

“You’re the house girl,” Parker told me. “And I think we could both use some female company after work.”

“What the hell do you mean by that?” I asked.

It sounded creepy. If this was how he spoke to actual girls then he’d probably slept with about as many girls as I had.

“Chill, Emily. You’re so highly strung. I’m just saying you should eat dinner with us,” he told me.

“Can I not?” I asked.

“No,” he replied, plainly.

“Right.”

With that, I slung his plate in front of him, and placed my own at the table. I wasn’t even feeling embarrassed any more. I was just annoyed. He was acting like he owned me. I was honestly fine doing some chores to pay for my rent, but being bullied to pay rent was too much.

“What’s gotten into her?” Parker said to Cameron.

Cameron said nothing, he just scooped some food into his mouth.

“How was work, bro?” he said, still addressing Cameron.

“Yeah, pretty good,” he said through a mouthful. “Think I might be moving up soon.”

“Oh no way!” Parker replied.

“Yeah, like, I think I’ve done all of the right work stuff. I just need to make my boss realize I’m a good prospect,” he explained, putting his fork aside for a moment.

“That lady?” Parker asked. “Surely you know how to make her think you’re a good prospect.”

I recoiled slightly. There was something gross about the way Parker spoke about girls.

“Oh, sorry Emily,” he turned to me. “I forgot we were in polite company.”

I rolled my eyes.

“Cute,” he said, before turning back to Cameron. “What do you need to do to make her think you’re the real deal?”

“I haven’t figured that out yet. I think she thinks I’m immature.”

If Parker had said that, I’d have laughed so hard I’d have cried. Cameron loaded another forkful of the pasta into his mouth and chewed, pensively. For some reason, I almost felt bad for him.

“So what are you gonna do?” Parker asked.

“No idea. I’ll start trying to win her over tomorrow. The department is going for drinks after work,” he explained. “I’ll try to get some time alone with her.”

“Yeah you will,” he laughed, before turning to me again. “Sorry Emily.”

That time, I didn’t even look up from my food. I was nearly done. That meant that the whole ordeal was nearly over.

“And how was your day?” Parker asked me, now.

“How do you think?” I asked.

“Very well, by the looks of things,” he said. “You must have had a lot of fun doing your makeup.”

“Ha-ha,” I mocked.

“No, I’m serious. You’d never know you’d ever been a boy. You should maybe think about staying like this,” he told me. “That way, you can find a husband to keep you, instead of relying on us.”

“Just fuck off,” I murmured.

I was sick of him. If he was trying to embarrass me, it wasn’t working. I had been more than embarrassed enough, just putting the dress on. Trying to insult me was only making me realize just how much of a dick he was. I was so angry with him.

“Oh, kitty’s got claws,” he said. “Well don’t worry, we’re only just getting started.”

“What the fuck is that supposed to mean?” I asked.

“Nothing,” he flashed a smile at Cameron. “Just that you need to start doing our laundry tomorrow.

“Right.”

I very much doubted that was all he had meant.
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The next day felt a little easier. I woke up later than the day before and, by the time I had showered, Parker and Cameron were both gone. I didn’t bother trying to figure out some scheme to not wear the clothes though. I figured it’d be safer to just wear everything for those first few days.

My makeup took a hell of a lot less time, on that second morning of trying it. The three times the day before had clearly set me up with some muscle memory, as my makeover took only a little over half an hour. That was obviously still half an hour longer than I would have liked, though I was trying to mentally frame this as just another chore to be done.

Thankfully, I was still furious with Parker. The anger within me continued to completely displace any sense of humiliation which I should have been feeling. He had continued to mock me for the whole rest of the evening after that dinner together, so he had given me a whole host of reasons to be sick of him. Within about an hour, I was ready. I barely even flinched, putting on the white bra and panties from the pack. I simply didn’t care. I wasn't even able to feel embarrassed.

As I was doing laundry, I decided to find a different dress than the one I had worn the day before. Unsurprisingly, this dress was just as degrading as the other one. This second dress was an off-white, completely covered by a print of pink flowers with light green stems. Parker must have spent forever finding the most girly dresses he could. Maybe he enjoyed it.

The dress was somehow a whole fresh challenge. The zipper on this was on the side, and I quickly figured out that the only way I would be able to get into it was stepping in. It just would not go over my head. My shoulders simply wouldn’t fit.

Zipping it up was hard. The dress must have been literally exactly as tight as it could have been, while still fitting on my body. The tiny spaghetti straps seemed almost pointless, considering there wasn’t much chance of the dress going anywhere. Still, I put them on and checked myself in the mirror.

I looked like a girl, all right. The dress was short. It only went a little past my butt - I felt that I’d have been pretty exposed if I bent over. The frilly edges of the white bra slightly showed over the top as well.

Maybe I was still able to feel embarrassed.

There was no point in dwelling on it. I just needed to get on with my chores. That way, I could get some job applications out. I looked at the high heels and shook my head. There was no point putting those on. Parker would be a dick if he saw me not wearing them, but I could put those on in like ten seconds. As long as I had them near me, I could just put them on when he got home.

Laundry was my main task of the day. I still had all of my regular cooking and cleaning tasks to do but, now, Parker was insisting that I needed to attend to his and Cameron’s bedroom as well. I sort of dreaded the idea. I had never really spent any time in either of their bedrooms. I had seen into them through the doors but that was about as far as it went.

My plan was to get the laundry started, then I could do the cleaning, which would free me up for the afternoon of job applications. I had to make something happen in the job hunt. I couldn't keep living the way I was. Wearing a dress and being laughed at by a couple of frat boys was not a life I wanted to live.

As I started putting away the plates which I had washed up the night before, the dress was making its presence extremely obvious. It was so short. Every time I reached up to put away a tumbler, it pulled up and nearly revealed my panties. Every time I bent over to stow a plate, the dress did reveal my panties. I practically had to keep one hand on the dress every time I moved too much, to stop exposing my underwear.

Not that anybody could see me. I had gone to great lengths to make sure of that fact. I kept away from windows and, when I was near them, I made sure the drapes or blinds were closed. I took no chances. Parker and Cameron had already seen me and, all things considered, those were probably the two worst people in the world to possibly see me wearing makeup and a wig. Still, anybody else seeing me wasn’t going to feel a whole lot better.

Collecting the laundry was an eye-opening experience. Cameron’s room was actually surprisingly clean and tidy. Considering the rest of the apartment, his personal space was a lot more ordered than I had expected. His bed was made, his laundry was in a big bag, and there were only a couple of used plates and glasses hidden on his desk.

His desk was admittedly a mess. It was piled high with signs of his job. Tedious looking paperwork and printouts of just seemingly random numbers were strewn everywhere, interweaved with the used plates. There was one area where there was a plate stacked on some paper, which had more paper stacked on top of the plate.

I was a little lost as to how to deal with that. I wanted to take the dirty plates and clean them, but I was worried they were somehow integral to his filing system. Did a dirty plate separate two different projects? Did the plate with the dollop of ketchup mean something different to the plate with a mustard stain? I spotted some colored sticky notes on his desk, and peeled a couple of those off, replacing the ketchup plate with a pink note, and the mustard plate with a yellow one. I made a note I’d probably need to explain that to him later.

Aside from looking like it needed some dusting and vacuuming, Cameron’s bedroom seemed as if it would be pleasantly low-effort. If I wasn’t going to enjoy doing either of those things in a dress but, hey, at least it wasn’t going to be difficult.

The wig was probably the most difficult part of the whole setup. The strands of hair at the front would occasionally swish into my eyes, so I was relentlessly batting at my bangs. I could have probably gotten away with taking it off but, with the heels off as well, I was kind of worried that I wouldn’t have time to get the whole of my uniform on if one of the guys got home. The wig was the lesser of the two evils, between that and the shoes. Besides, I had almost instinctively started brushing the hair from my eyes. It was annoying when it happened, but I was noticing it less and less.

In fact, I was noticing all of it less and less. I wasn’t saying I had gotten comfortable wearing a dress and makeup - far from it - but the whole thing of being endlessly self conscious and worried was already starting to fade.

I had been teased a lot at school. I was a skinny kid with braces and acne. All of those things were long-term problems. My acne didn’t go until I was in college, the braces a little before, and I was still skinny. But that meant that I was being teased about all of those things long-term. And I found there was only so long that you could get hurt about the same thing. Being called ‘brace face’ hurt when I was twelve, but it sort of lost its sting after the second or third year.

Thankfully, wearing this dress wasn’t going to be long-term. Regardless, I was already so over it. I never wanted to play stupid frat boy games, so I was simply bored of it. I kind of hoped that, as long as I wasn’t rising to Parker and Cameron’s mockery, they would get bored of it too. I could have probably gotten out of that dress in a week, if I forced some boredom out of them.

I had separated Cameron’s clothes into lights and darks, leaving me with very little else to do for him. That meant I had to face Parker’s room. Somehow, it was exactly how I had expected it to be.

Realistically, I had peeked into his room before when I had walked past and the door was open. I supposed I had a reason to think it would be bad in there, but the reality of being inside of Parker’s room was still rotten.

The smell was the first thing that hit me. It was stale in there, like a musk of sweat and old bedsheets and fart. It was gross. There was no chance a girl had ever been in this room. Me being in his room wearing a dress was probably the closest he had ever gotten.

Despite my fear, I opened the drapes. I sure as hell didn’t want anybody to see me but now I had an even bigger fear. I didn’t want to be stuck with that smell. The room was dark in a way that made me wonder if he had ever opened the drapes.

As I parted them, and flung the windows open, I could see the street outside. His bedroom was on the front of the building, looking over the street. We were a few floors up but, if anybody was going to be able to see me, now was their chance.

Not that our street was ever busy. We were in a weirdly quiet part of the city. There were a couple of small grocery stores near us, but none of the bars and restaurants which people would usually associate with my new home. I guessed that was why my rent was comparatively cheap - current arrangement aside.

I had found myself standing at the window far longer than I wanted. The fresh air felt like water on a hot day. I was drinking it in, willing the smell to disappear. I would rather be breathing clean air and having somebody spot me wearing makeup, than be hiding away in Parker’s stinky room.

The smell started to lessen. Not go - that felt like it was going to take some time - but it was beginning to become tolerable. I had no idea how one man could make a room smell so bad.

The reasoning started to become more obvious the more that I looked. His dirty laundry was everywhere. He had more dirty plates than Cameron, and he’d left countless fast food containers strewn across every surface. The place was a disgrace. He didn’t need a house girl, he needed his mom.

There was more to do than I had anticipated. I started with collecting the laundry, presuming that anything on the floor was dirty. As I bent over to pick up shirts and pants, I once again had to hold my dress down to prevent it from riding up. The idea of my underwear being exposed in Parker’s room felt worse than it happening almost anywhere else. Suddenly, my eyes widened.

Ew.

I nearly gagged.

As I bent to pick up a pair of socks off of the floor, they were both stiff. The socks were as rigid as a board. I knew what that meant. There was no other answer.

I had just touched Parker’s cum.

Dropping the socks again, I sprinted to the bathroom. I didn’t know whether to open the toilet in case I puked, or start scrubbing my hands. I was tempted to bleach them. I ran the faucet and coated my hands in soap. I washed and soaped and washed again and again, feeling like I was going to heave as I did it, until my hands started to wrinkle under the water.

What was wrong with that boy?

That probably wasn’t a straightforward question. I imagined that there was a whole grocery list of things wrong with Parker. If he was a normal guy, I wouldn’t have been in his room, wearing a dress.

Rubber gloves were my next thought. If I was doing anything in Parker’s room, I was doing it wearing gloves. My skin was not touching anything he owned ever again.

The gloves made things easier. I collected his laundry, separated it, and ran it with Cameron’s stuff. I had a rough idea of whose things were whose, but I also sort of didn’t care if they got mixed-up. They definitely wouldn’t be the people in the apartment with the worst problem with their clothes. I was firmly winning that award.

As the laundry ran, I did the various last bits of cleaning and tidying, including some more stuff in Parker’s room - in spite of how much I hated being in there. His room being as gross as it was slowed me down no end, though I figured I had done enough by about two in the afternoon. Finally, I had time to eat some lunch and get some job applications out.

Back at the kitchen table, I pulled at the skirt of my dress and sat down. I placed the high heels next to my feet, in case Parker or Cameron showed up out of nowhere, and opened my laptop. Back to the endless scroll.

For some reason, almost every job which I had previously disregarded suddenly seemed a lot nicer. I guessed that maybe even a job as a receptionist beat whatever the hell I was doing here for my housemates.

But, god, receptionist? That was a feminine job. If I managed to get out of my “job” for Parker and Cameron only to go and work on a reception, I’d never hear the end of it. I’d definitely have to keep lying to my dad about what I was doing.

Not that I was going to tell him the truth about this month. Ever.

Before I knew it, the afternoon had disappeared. I had struck out again. There was nothing that I wanted to make a career out of. This whole city felt like it was built for finance companies. Where were the jobs for normal people? What were the people who weren’t frat boys supposed to do? The only thing I had achieved since I opened my laptop was finishing a second laundry load.

The front door clicked. I looked at the time. How the hell was it already half six? I could have sworn I had only looked at jobs for an hour. I was going to get nowhere, if that was how these days at home were going to go.

Frantically, I grabbed the high heels by my feet. I had almost forgotten to put them on. I was already annoyed enough about not making progress on finding a job. I wasn’t even embarrassed, I just didn’t need to finish the afternoon with an argument over my “uniform.”

“Oh hi, Emily,” Parker sneered as he entered the kitchen.

I didn’t bother looking up from my laptop. I had nothing to say to him.

“What’s the matter? No prospects for a girl in this town?” he asked.

“What, Parker?” I asked bluntly. “What do you want?”

“Meow,” he said dramatically. “Is it that time of the month?”

I shut my laptop screen. I had no idea how he didn’t get sick of his stupid act. I was sure sick of his stupid act.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“What am I doing?” he snorted. “What are you doing? You’re the one sitting in our kitchen in a dress and high heels.”

“Yeah, really good, Parker. You got me.”

He squinted a little but said nothing.

“Who are you even doing this for?” I questioned. “I’m bored of this and Cameron isn’t home yet. Who are you trying to impress?”

His squint continued. I couldn’t maintain my eye-contact with him. I looked away.

“I’m not trying to impress anyone,” he retorted. “I’m just trying to make sure that you do what you’re told.”

“Do what I’m told?” I echoed.

“Yeah, or did you forget our arrangement?”

I didn’t say anything. I did still need the arrangement. I hadn’t found another way to make money yet.

“Exactly,” he said. “Now what’s for dinner?”

I thought for a second. I wanted to keep arguing but I didn’t have anything else to say. I didn’t realize how much Cameron leveled him out. He was somehow way less of a dick, with Cameron there to keep him in check.

“Aren’t we going to wait for Cameron?” I asked.

“He’s at those office drinks. Didn’t you listen?” he snapped.

“Oh,” was all I said.

“So it’s just the two of us tonight, Emily. What are we eating?” he repeated.

“Uh, I dunno-” I stammered. “Hot dogs?”

I actually had no idea what to cook. I hadn’t had time to go grocery shopping again. I’d used a lot more ingredients than I realized over the previous few days.

“It’s Friday night, Emily, I don’t want a hot dog. What else can you make?” he pressed.

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “I don’t have any more ingredients.”

“So what, you just weren’t going to make me any food?”

He looked earnestly angry. There was a fire to him that I hadn’t seen before. I didn’t like it.

“No, I was-”

I cut myself off. I could already tell he didn’t like my answer.

“Don’t bullshit me, Emily. I just got off a long day. I don’t have time for this. I don’t have time to take you grocery shopping.”

I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t think he was going to get violent or anything, but there was so much intensity in his voice. It was the first time I realized that there was a lot at play here. He was paying me. I was his employee. And he clearly was not happy with me.

“But now here we are,” he continued, “I’m going to have to take you to the grocery store.”

“What? Parker, no, I can’t,” I started. “I need to get changed.”

“No you don’t, Emily. We’re going to the store together. Get your fucking purse.”

“Parker, no, please,” I begged. “I can’t go outside like this.”

“And I can’t let you fuck me,” he argued. “You aren’t better than me. You work for me. We’re going to the store.”

He grabbed his car keys from a bowl on the kitchen side and gestured towards the door.

“I can’t,” I repeated.

“You fucking can,” he told me. “Just step your little high heels, one in front of the other. I’ve seen you do it all last night.”

I looked into his eyes. They were hard and intense. He meant what he was saying. He was serious.

I was going outside.
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He walked behind me to the front door. I had nothing else to say. I couldn’t argue. He was my boss. I didn’t have the money to pay him the month’s rent. Even if he threw me out that night, I still wouldn’t have been able to pay for the time I’d already spent there. I’d have nowhere to go, either.

We were at the front door. I stopped dead, unable to go any further.

“Open it, then,” Parker commanded.

“I can’t,” I said for what felt like the millionth time.

“Can’t?” he parroted.

“Please,” I begged.

“God damn it, Emily,” he blurted.

My heart was pounding. My brain felt as if it was hot, though I somehow felt a chill at the same time. My hands were shaking. I couldn’t go out there. I grabbed at the dress, pulling the bottom of it down to cover my panties. I pulled at my wig, making sure it was still in place. I couldn’t be seen like this.

Parker watched for a moment, a grin partially creeping onto his face. He moved around me and grabbed the door handle. He pulled the door and it swung open, revealing me to the hallway of our apartment building. I flinched, instinctively covering my face. Parker gestured to the open door.

“Go on.”

I really didn’t like this side of Parker. The mockery was one thing but this was something else. Something actually cruel. This was him trying to punish me, not just embarrass me.

There was nobody outside our apartment. I had been so averse to windows that I had no idea how I would have reacted if somebody did actually see me. The fact that nobody was out there was a huge relief.

I had no idea what to do. I didn’t want to go outside. Every part of my brain was screaming at my body not to take another step. I couldn’t do it. Surely I couldn’t. But what choice did I have? If Parker kicked me out of the house that night, I doubted he would have even let me get changed. Being put out on the street in that dress and those high heels was an even more terrifying thought.

So I did it.

My foot cautiously hovered forwards. I put the heel down on the polished concrete of the hall.

Click.

The noise made me pause. I didn’t want this. I really, really didn’t want this.

Tap.

My toe connected with the floor.

Click-tap.

I was doing it. I had stepped outside of the apartment. I looked left and right, frantically checking we were still alone. By some miracle, we were.

I heard the thunk of the door closing behind me. I turned and Parker was locking it.

“Wait,” I blurted. “I don’t have my keys or anything.”

“You don’t need your keys,” he told me. “And I doubt you’re paying for this, are you?”

I obviously wasn’t. All of my money was money that Parker and Cameron were paying me. Still, I didn’t like that Parker was now my only way to get back into our apartment. I didn’t even have my cell phone.

“I thought so,” he sneered. “Get walking.”

The sound of my high heels on the polished concrete floor was deafening. My apartment building wasn’t that old, but the hallways all had this cavernous echo to them. Every step of my pink shoes sounded like a thunderclap, ringing from end to end of the hall.

I had no idea what Parker was planning. I didn’t know if he was actually going to force me to go out to a grocery store, wearing that floral dress and blond wig. I hoped that he had some kind of mercy left in him. I wondered if maybe he was just going to make me walk to the front door of the apartment and then he’d have a big laugh about it, before letting me go home. Maybe that would have been enough for him.

We had reached the elevator. I looked back at Parker and he stared at me blankly. The look of impatience on his face did not make me optimistic that he was going to start laughing any time soon. I felt sick. I couldn’t actually go to a store like this. I couldn’t go anywhere that people might see me.

My hand quivered as it reached for the call button for the elevator. My breathing felt completely erratic. I was breathing in and out so quickly that I might have been hyperventilating. It felt like a bad dream, like I wasn’t entirely in control of my own body. I had completely lost control of the situation.

I pressed the button.

The arrow above the doors illuminated. It was coming down to us. I wanted to run away. I could faintly see my reflection in the polished metal doors. I quickly readjusted my wig, centering the bangs around my face. I pulled at the skirt of the dress, trying to ensure that my panties were hidden. I did the same with the top of the dress as well, when I remembered how visible the cups of the bra could be.

Pulling both ends of the dress was like a tug of war. It was barely long enough to cover both my panties and my bra at the same time. I didn’t want to be outside in any dress, but this dress was somehow so much worse than any other piece of clothing I could have imagined having to wear.

I felt Parker looking at me. I glanced up at him and he was smirking. Finally, the stony look from his face has softened. Maybe the nightmare would end sooner than I expected.

Obviously, it didn’t.

The elevator doors opened.

There was a woman inside.

My face felt hot. Under my foundation, my face must have gone bright red. I had no idea where the thought came from, but I was almost glad to be wearing the makeup. I was relieved that I had practiced so much in those two days. I wasn’t saying that I was a makeup artist or anything, but I at least hoped that this woman I had somehow come face-to-face with wouldn't recognize me.

I at least hoped she wouldn’t know I was a boy.

My heartbeat was a flutter now. My pulse in my ears sounded like the thrumming of a hummingbird’s wings. I thought I might faint. I had to get in the elevator, though.

This woman had seen me. This was my worst nightmare. Well, it wasn’t. I still would never have been able to dream up a scenario like this. This wasn’t my nightmare as I never would have imagined it happening to me.

It was only a quick look. She had glanced up from her cell phone, looked briefly at me and Parker and looked back down. I realized that, if I wanted her not to look at me again, I needed to move. If I just stood stupidly outside the elevator doors, she would know something was up. She might even ask me if I was okay. If she hadn’t realized I was a boy in a dress, she definitely would have if I tried to speak.

I stepped forward. I once again had no idea how I’d managed to do it. I had no control over my body. I had no control over the situation. The woman glanced at me again. I nearly froze. I shot my gaze at the floor, realizing that I’d been staring at her the entire time, worried sick that she might even glance at me.

She must have been in her early thirties. The woman was definitely older than me but wasn’t, like, old older. She had dark hair and thick rimmed glasses. I felt like I maybe recognized her but I was extremely grateful that I didn’t know her.

Parker walked into the elevator with the pair of us. The woman glanced up at him as well but quickly returned to looking at her phone. She was wearing blue jeans, a white tee, and a tan colored jacket.

I wasn’t.

That was the first time I had realized that I wasn’t anywhere near dressed for the weather. Parker was in slacks, a shirt, and a knit sweater. The woman was clearly dressed for fall. I was wearing a tiny dress and high heels, with my bare legs out. I looked like I was dressed to go and pick up guys at a picnic.

The panic was setting in again. I wanted to run back to the apartment but I knew it wouldn’t do me any good. I couldn’t even get back in without Parker letting me. The elevator doors were closing and my chance for escape was fading. It felt as if it took all of the air with it. I could barely breathe.

I tried everything within my power to calm myself down. I didn’t want my neighbor to think I was having some kind of meltdown. If she thought something was wrong with me and she spoke to me, then she would definitely realize something was wrong with me.

Closing my eyes again, I inhaled, held my breath, and exhaled. I held my breath again, then repeated the process. This didn’t feel like I was dealing with a class assignment any more. There wasn’t a single voice to focus on and dismiss. There were a million thoughts flying around in my head. Most of them were screaming at me. Yelling things like why are you doing this, and why the hell are you wearing a dress?

I couldn’t answer those questions. I couldn’t ignore them either. My only hope now was that, maybe, I wouldn’t have to see too many more people. It seemed unlikely, but it was all I could pray for.

The elevator doors finally opened. We were at the underground parking lot. I let the woman out first, as I didn’t want her to watch me hobbling out of the elevator in my high heels. She didn’t look up from her phone as she exited. I breathed an audible sigh of relief, to which I heard Parker chuckle to himself. I didn’t bother looking at him. I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction. I simply stood there.

“Go on, Emily,” he said.

“Wh- where’s your car?” I whispered, hoping the woman wouldn’t be able to hear.

“Why don’t you just start walking around and I'll tell you when you get near?” he suggested.

“Please, Parker, don’t make me do this,” I pleaded.

“God you can be such a bitch sometimes,” he retorted.

He stepped out of the elevator and started walking. I followed. I needed to. He had the only keys. He was somehow both my tormentor and my only lifeline. It really was like Stockholm Syndrome.

“This way, young lady,” he said, his smile audible in his voice.

He pressed the button on his key and his car flashed. I hurried to catch him, my high heels sounding like gunshots on the concrete floor of the parking lot. He went to the passenger side and opened the door for me.

“Never say I’m not a gentleman,” he said, laughing again.

I practically ran to get in. I didn’t want to be in his car - I didn’t want to be with him at all - but it felt safer than being out there. I pulled the seatbelt across my body, having to adjust it for it to settle between the cups of my bra. I looked down and let out a little whimper. I had completely revealed my panties as I sat down.

I shot a glance at Parker and it was obvious that he had noticed. He laughed as soon as my eyes met his. I pulled the dress down as best I could, fighting against the seatbelt. I felt as if tears were going to well up in my eyes. I blinked them away. Parker couldn’t know how upset I was.

“Emily, not so fast,” he continued laughing. “We haven’t even been on the first date.”

Still, I said nothing. What was a guy supposed to say to something like that?

The engine started. I couldn’t believe what was happening. My mind felt like it had shut off. The lights of the indoor parking lot faded and were replaced with the evening dark of the city. We were driving.

My heart was pounding again. Street lamps passed us by and I could see pedestrians taking evening strolls and heading home from work. Traffic travelled against us. The evening seemed quiet, it being cold and dark already. It did little to calm my nerves.

Each time we had to slow down for a stop light, I sank into my seat. When a pedestrian crossed near us, I stared down, willing them not to look into the car and see me. If we pulled up next to another vehicle, I turned my head away from them, desperately hoping they wouldn’t be staring straight at me.

Parker found all of this hilarious. Every time he spotted me trying to hide, he howled with laughter. The only blessing was that he was actually driving to the grocery store. It at least looked like he wasn’t just taking me somewhere in the city and dumping me there.

We were so close. We only had a couple of blocks to go. I wanted the ride to be over. Not that I wanted to face what was to come after. I just wanted it to be closer to ending..

We pulled up at the final crosswalk. A huge group of girls was crossing. It looked like a bachelorette party. I stared hard at the footwell.

“Hey Emily,” he said. “Bet you wish you were out with them, don’t you?”

I remained silent.

“God, you’re no fun. Frigid. Maybe this’ll cheer you up.”

With that, he beeped the horn. My eyes shot open. Instinctively, I looked up. The girls were all staring straight at us. One of them started hollering and, before I knew it, the girls were all staring at us, drunkenly yelling and cheering as they passed.

They had definitely seen me.

Somehow, it was almost a relief when we finally pulled into the parking lot of the grocery store. The car ride had been hell. I hoped that would have maybe been enough for Parker. He had clearly already won. I had been punished. He’d scared and embarrassed me enough already. I hoped that he would have had his fun, and now he would drive us back.

The engine shut off.

Parker opened his door.

He had clearly not had his fun.

My hands felt clammy. I couldn't go out there. Parker had already gotten out and closed his door. He was walking around to my side of the car. I clearly didn’t have any choice.

Embarrassingly, my first concern was how I looked. If I was going outside, I was so terrified of somebody seeing me and realizing that I was a guy. My best hope was that maybe people would just think I was a girl. I didn’t want anybody to think I was a girl, but I sure as hell didn’t want them thinking I was some boy in makeup and high heels, either.

Hurrying, I grabbed at the sun visor and flipped it down. I positioned it so I could see the mirror, Parker approaching my door. I swept at the bangs and used the flowing blond hair to hide my face as best I could. I touched the corner of my mouth, pushing away a smudge of red lipstick, where I must have been chewing my own lip on the drive. I looked like a girl. That was somehow the only good thing about the situation I had found myself in.

Parker was laughing as he opened my door.

“Aw, sweetie,” he giggled. “You look so pretty.”

I turned to him, a pleading look in my eyes.

“We’re going shopping, Emily.”
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My body wouldn’t move. I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t want to stand. My legs were shaking already. Parker put his hands on my arm, and gently hoisted me. He was so much bigger than me that he was able to pull me from my seat as if I were an inanimate object. I was on my feet.

Only just, though. My legs weren’t stable. I nearly collapsed, having to grab onto Parker to not fall over. I must have looked like his drunk girlfriend.

“Woah, Emily, not in public,” he laughed.

The premise of looking like Parker’s girlfriend was enough to snap my body back into action. Looking like a girl was bad but looking like Parker’s girl was so much worse. I managed to stand up. The chill of the evening was suddenly so noticeable. A short dress and high heels were not the right outfit for that time of year. Hell, they weren’t the right outfit for a boy any time of year.

Parker shut the car door behind me and pressed the button on his key. The lights on his car flashed. I was trapped. I was going to be stuck outside, dressed as a girl, until Parker had had his fun.

I was petrified. There was no point listening to my heartbeat or paying attention to the way my body shook any more. Every part of my body was exhibiting some kind of sign of terror. And yet Parker deigned to carry on. He had started walking towards the front door. I could only follow.

What was the worst that could happen? That was the question I was asking myself. Not in a dismissive sense - I wasn’t trying to talk myself down - no, I was frantically scanning all the possible terrible outcomes which might occur.

Would a bunch of my old high school friends be in that grocery store? My college crush? Could my dad be in town, just happening to be out for a Friday night trip to the store? Anything could have been going on inside that store. I would have had no idea until I was inside.

The only positive was that at least Parker hadn’t driven us to the huge grocery store near us. About fifteen minutes further was a megastore, which probably would have been crazy busy this time on a Friday. The store we were at was pretty small, only a few aisles of produce and a few more aisles for everything else.

Weirdly, I found that sort of encouraging. I knew this grocery store pretty well, mostly as I could more or less walk to it if I needed to. It was scary how long the drive felt, seeing as how it was barely a mile.

Being so lost in my own thoughts, I had let Parker get ahead of me. I didn’t want to be with him but I definitely didn’t want to be alone. I didn’t want to get completely left behind by him. I wasn’t doing that mile walk home in high heels.

Those same heels clacked loudly across the parking lot as I tried to speed up and catch Parker. I had one hand on the top of my dress and one hand on the bottom, willing neither of them to slip as I attempted my best impression of a run in those teetering pink shoes. I released my grip on my dress and brushed my hair from my eyes as I reached him.

“In a hurry, Emily?” he asked.

“Please can we just get this over with?” I hissed.

“Fine, fine. I’m hungry anyway. What are you going to make for dinner?”

The way he was so casual was distressing. I was having the worst time of my entire life and his biggest concern was still dinner. I hadn’t even thought about dinner. I had no idea what to cook.

“I don’t know-” I paused for a second, realizing I didn’t want Parker to get even more annoyed. “Noodles.”

“Noodles?”

He stopped and looked as if he was pondering. I didn’t want to stop. I was certain this was the actual reason that he had stopped walking.

“Okay,” he spoke. “I can do noodles.”

“Okay, great,” I said in a hushed tone. “Can we go in?”

“My, you’ve changed your tune, Emily. Are you starting to enjoy this?” Parker Mocked.

I didn’t validate him with a response. I walked towards the front door, checking that he was following. I just had to get this over with. Being in the store was surely no worse than being in the parking lot, and that was definitely no worse than being in Parker’s car, and none of that was any worse than being stuck in an apartment with him.

The automatic doors slid open. I knew the layout of this store like the back of my hand. I could get probably twenty things and have enough to make meals for the next few days. That would mean Parker would be happy for the evening, and he wouldn’t have any excuse to force me to go outside again, dressed like a girl.

As soon as the doors parted, a man appeared. He had swung around the corner, walking from the checkout, heading out to leave. I hadn’t spotted him until he was right beside me. He looked middle aged, but that was the only description I had the time to register. As soon as he appeared, I looked straight down at the ground, willing myself out of existence.

Parker was already laughing. I hoped that it wouldn’t give the man any reason to stop and examine the situation. My new view, staring down, wasn’t helping how I felt. Looking at the floor, I could clearly see my flowery dress, my pink high heels, and my shaved legs. My vision was surrounded by the flowing blond hair as well, and the very edge of my bra was visible over the top of my dress. I thought I could even feel the false eyelashes, heavy on my half-closed eyelids, as I grimaced at the thought of how I looked.

I probably looked like an escort, was what I suddenly realized. The best case scenario was that I looked like a girl, but I probably looked like a girl who was only spending time with Parker because he was paying me. My clothes and my discomfort around him probably painted exactly that picture.

Unexpectedly, I let out a quiet chuckle. Just a single, brief exhale of a laugh, but I did definitely laugh at the thought. God, I was worried about somebody seeing me, but what the hell would Parker have said if somebody he knew saw him? “Oh yeah, I have to pay for female company, even at the grocery store.”

For some reason, the thought made me feel a little better. Maybe he hadn’t gotten it through his thick skull that this whole trip could have been just as embarrassing for him. I was almost emboldened by the idea. It gave me just enough strength to raise my head and start moving.

I picked up a basket and scanned the store. There were only a handful of people inside. A trip to the grocery store probably wasn’t anybody’s dream way to spend a dark Friday night in Fall, and I could work with that. I knew which aisles I needed to go down and which I didn’t. If I just went to each part of the store when it was least busy, I could maybe avoid any real interaction with any other shoppers.

In what was maybe an actual miracle, Parker’s cell phone started to ring. He pulled it out of his pocket, looked at the screen, and answered. Immediately, he was discussing something to do with work. I could tell that very easily as Parker never skipped an opportunity to spout jargon. Any stupid work term he had heard, he would parrot.

That call was my lifeline. If he was distracted by a call, he wouldn’t be able to focus his attention on trying to mess with me. I decided to execute my plan. It was like a stealth mission, in a way. I looked down each aisle to see if anybody was down there. If it was empty, I rushed down and grabbed whatever I needed.

I was making great time. My high heels were clattering over the polished floor, but I barely cared. As long as nobody was in the same aisle as me, I could be as loud as I wanted.

Only once did I end up in the same same aisle as somebody else. It was a woman who looked to be in about her sixties. She must have heard my high heels as I rushed around the corner, as she looked at me immediately. I stopped dead when her gaze looked at me, although she just shot me a kindly smile, and returned to her own business.

For some reason, that was the first thing to make me feel slightly less nervous. The lady seemed so indifferent to me. I guessed that probably most people were indifferent to each other, especially in a city that size. Maybe that indifference was my superpower in that store, even if I was dressed like a prostitute.

Somehow, against all odds, the trip was going fine. Nobody had paid any attention to me and I was nearly done. Parker had been on his cell phone the whole time, and was only winding up his call as we were nearing the checkout.

That was the other blessing with this store; self-serve checkouts. I didn’t need to speak to anybody here either. I was nearly free. I dropped my basket and started scanning everything. I threw things into the bag totally at random, just wanting to be out of there.

“Oh, are we done already?” Parker asked, a sarcastic disappointment in his voice.

“Yup,” I whispered.

“You looked like you were having fun. It’s a shame I missed it,” he said. “Maybe I should ask them for the security camera footage.”

My eyes shot open. Security cameras. I hadn’t even thought about those. They would have been all over a store like that. I looked up, and immediately registered that one was now staring me right in the face. I shot my head back down. My face was hot again. Beneath my foundation and concealer and translucent powder and blusher and stupid fucking setting spray and god only knew what else, I was bright red.

Parker laughed loudly. I could only keep scanning and try to get out of the store. How had I been so stupid not to think about the security cameras?

Maybe that was unfair. I hadn’t thought about them because I was terrified. I was terrified because Parker was being a dick. I wasn’t a master thief. I was a boy being forced to go out in public wearing makeup and high heels. I was understandably not thinking straight. I could forgive myself for the mistake but I had no idea what to do about it. It’s not like I could email the store and politely ask that they delete all of their security footage from that Friday night. I just had to hope the video never got out.

We were done. I had scanned and bagged everything, the self-checkout didn’t give any reason for a worker to come over, and Parker pulled out his card to pay. He didn’t seem to have any more tricks in mind.

Aside from his usual selfishness. After he had paid, he just walked towards the exit. He didn’t even take either of the grocery bags. Not that I wanted him to act like a gentleman for me or anything gross like that, I just wanted him to not be an asshole for once.

He was in the parking lot before me. All of a sudden, he seemed to be in as much of a hurry to get home as I was. I certainly didn’t mind that. I stepped out of the front of the grocery store, drinking in the cold night air. I had done it. It was over.

Or not, clearly.

Parker had pulled out his cell phone. I hadn’t realized but, as I was walking out of the store, he was facing me with his phone camera and was filming me. I nearly blurted something in protest, but I realized that would have been a mistake as well. I hoped that I didn’t look like myself, in the makeup and wig, but I would have definitely still sounded like myself. If I spoke, it would have been so much more obvious that it was me in the video.

I couldn’t even raise my hand to cover my face, as both of them were full from holding the heavy grocery bags. All I could hope to do was try and rush past Parker towards his car.

With the weight of the bags, walking was a little harder than before, meaning that I kept feeling as if I was going to overbalance on the high heels. I was suddenly petrified of rolling my ankle. I had to slow down. If I thought going to the grocery store dressed as a girl was bad, going to the hospital would have been worse.

Parker’s cell phone was aimed straight at me, as I tottered past him. He only stopped filming once I had reached the car, and he had walked the camera right up to my face.

“What the fuck are you going to do with that?” I finally blurted, once he had definitely stopped the recording.

“Chill,” was all he said.

“Fuck you,” I said in turn.

“Woah, Emily,” he raised his hands defensively. “Somebody’s hangry.”

I didn’t justify that with an answer either. I just wanted to get home. The doors unlocked, I threw the groceries in the trunk, and got in the car.

“There’s my passenger princess,” Parker mocked.

His words had lost their sting. I had just been to the grocery store with my shaved legs and my short dress. What could he say to me? I simply kept up my silence and waited for him to start the car. It was pitch black outside now. The car felt a lot more private for it. I felt a little more anonymous. I almost felt calm.

The car started and we exited the parking spot. We began driving back towards our apartment. I felt distant. I had no idea how I had managed to make it through that. That trip to the grocery store had been the single most scary thing I’d ever had to face. No college presentation or job interview or horror film had ever felt as intense as it had been to step outside, dressed as a girl.

Once again, we stopped at stop lights, saw pedestrians, and parked up next to cars full of people. Somehow, I just didn’t care. I had been as terrified as I could have ever been, but now I was only numb. Numb to Parker’s words, numb to the fear of somebody seeing me. I simply did not care. I did not care that I was outside, dressed up as a woman.

In a way, I had won.
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I felt like Parker knew that. I thought that maybe Parker realized that his game had started to fall apart. As we walked back through our apartment’s parking lot and into the elevator, his jokes at my expense weren’t landing. I didn’t even feel particularly afraid as the elevator dinged and we walked past each of our neighbor’s doors. What could they do that Parker hadn’t already done?

That evening, I cooked us the noodles which I had promised, and Parker made me have dinner with him. He seemed obsessed over the idea of me eating with him each night. It was bordering on being more weird than embarrassing.

“So, how was your little shopping trip, Emily?” he asked.

“Fine,” I plainly stated.

He looked at me and squinted.

“So we can do it again tomorrow then?” he asked. “You wouldn't mind?”

“What could we possibly need from the grocery store again tomorrow?” I asked back.

“Fine,” he chewed a mouthful of the food I had made him, the tiny gears in his head clearly whirring. “Look, I just think you’ve been getting too comfortable. I don’t think you’re taking this seriously.”

I put my fork down and stared at him.

“Look at me, Parker. Look at what I’m fucking wearing. I have cleaned, I’ve cooked, and I’ve even touched your gross laundry. How am I not taking this seriously?” I demanded.

“I just don’t think you are.”

He waved his fork as he said it, as if to dismiss my words.

“I’ve been thinking,” he continued,” I might work from home a few days next week. And I’m in all weekend, so we can really get some quality time together.”

“And what are you hoping to achieve from that?” I questioned.

“I just want to make sure you do things properly,” he explained. “In the frat, the girls would be supervised. I think you’re getting off easily. You know, for what we’re paying you.”

“Parker, you’re covering half my rent. The amount of stuff I’m doing for you means I don’t have any time to find myself a new job. What more do you want?” I pressed.

He simply shook his head and continued eating. He was such a child. Like a little boy who had broken his favorite toy. He only had himself to blame that he wasn’t having fun any more, but he really wanted it to be somebody else’s fault.

We finished eating, and I used the job hunt as a reason to excuse myself. I washed the dishes, took my makeup off, and returned to my bedroom. There, I did nothing but sit on my bed in my boxer shorts. I just needed a break from it all.

Parker clearly didn’t agree. The next morning, he was on my case as soon as I woke up.

“Haven’t you done your makeup yet?” he asked.

“Obviously not,” I responded. “I literally just woke up.”

“A little late, isn’t it?”

“Parker, it’s the weekend. Again, what do you want from me?” I demanded.

He smiled. Cameron was still asleep from his night out. I was stuck dealing with Parker on my own, again.

“I just want my money’s worth,” he said. “You know what? Starting today, when you talk to me, I want you to talk like a girl.”

I stared blankly.

“What?”

“Yeah, I just don’t think your current voice suits you. A pretty girl like you should have a pretty voice,” he spoke.

“I’m not doing that,” I rebutted.

I didn’t care enough any more. I knew that there would be a point in which Cameron wasn’t as amused by any of this as Parker, and Cameron definitely wouldn’t want to kick me out over something as dumb as how I spoke in the apartment. Cameron seemed pretty grateful for me cooking for him. Surely he wouldn’t want to give that up.

“But you are,” Parker insisted.

“No,” I said, firmly.

“I think you’re misunderstanding the dynamic,” he told me. “I’m your boss. If I want you to talk like a girl, you talk like a girl. Get it?”

“You’re paying half my rent,” I reiterated. “Ask Cameron if he wants to kick me out over this. You both get a vote.”

“Fair point,” he said. “Okay, how about this. Does this sweeten the deal?”

I watched as Parker pulled his cell phone from his pocket. He tapped something on the screen, then tapped a few more times. After about twenty seconds, he turned the screen to face me.

My heart dropped.

On Parker’s cell phone screen was the video of me. But it wasn’t just the video that had me on edge. It was attached to an email. Addressed to my dad.

“How the fuck did you get that?” I asked.

“Oh so it is the right address?” he laughed. “I wasn’t actually sure.”

“Knock it off, Parker. How the fuck did you get my dad’s email address?”

My voice was getting louder. I felt like I wanted to hit him. It would have been useless though. Not only was he way bigger than me, but that was also a surefire way to get that video sent.

“Your dad was a popular guy,” he started. “I can see how he got you that job. But when I asked around - saying I was a friend of his son’s - and said I wanted to get in touch with him about some plans over Christmas, people were more than happy to put me in touch.”

“Please don’t,” I implored. “Please, I’ll do anything.”

“Then you’ll do the voice,” he stated.

I looked at his phone. At the message which threatened to ruin my life. I clearly had no way to win this argument.

“I’ll do the voice,” I conceded.

“Nuh-uh,” he said. “Say it properly.”

I immediately knew what he meant. I didn’t need him to clarify. I tensed my throat and grimaced. Then, in the girliest pitch I could muster, I said it.

“I’ll do the voice.”

“Oh my god,” Parker laughed. “You’re a natural. There’s a good girl!”

With that, he turned and left to return to his cesspit of a room.

I was trapped.

In the shower, I nearly cried. My situation was dire enough when it was just some stupid contract and the rent that was looming over my head. Now that my dad was part of Parker’s sick game, I was completely trapped. Parker could ask me to do anything.

Part of me was tempted to tell Cameron. I hoped that he could talk Parker down from the maniacal turn which he had taken. Realistically, he was my only hope.

That morning, I did my makeup, stepped into the pink dress from the first day, and put on my shoes and wig. The embarrassment still hadn’t returned. I could only feel anger at Parker. Other than that, I was empty.

When I opened my bedroom door, Cameron had woken up. I stepped back into the safety of my room, as I could overhear his conversation with Parker. The two of them were discussing Cameron’s Friday night.

“So you win over that broad at work?” Parker asked him. “She going to make you a partner or whatever?”

“Uh, I got a lot closer,” Cameron told him.

“Yeah, you fuck her?”

Cameron laughed a hollow laugh.

“Not exactly,” he said. “I- uh, I was trying to convince her that I am mature and everything.”

“Yeah?”

“And, like, she was talking about her husband, and then the guys around me were talking about their wives and stuff, and I told a story about my wife,” Cameron explained.

As annoyed as I was, I still had to stifle a laugh as he spoke. That was the dumbest thing he possibly could have done. I couldn't believe it.

“No way,” Parker laughed. “But so what, she thinks you have a wife? Did she buy it?”

“Yeah,” Cameron paused. But so much that she wants me and my wife to join her and some partners for some drinks outside the city after work on Friday at some kind of mixer.”

Parker laughed, louder than the first time.

“So what are you going to do?” he asked.

“I don’t know. I think she’s legit going to give me this job if I turn up. But I’ll need to turn up with a wife.”

He sounded pained as he said it.

“Man you are screwed,” Parker told him.

“I am so screwed,” Cameron agreed.

“Hey, I know what’ll cheer you up,” Parker spoke. “Guess what my Friday night was?”

“What?”

Parker wasted no time to launch into the story of the evening which he had inflicted upon me. I nearly closed the door so I didn’t have to hear it, although part of me wanted to hear Cameron’s reaction. I wanted to know if he was going to find it anywhere near as funny as Parker.

Admittedly, Cameron did laugh. It was clear he wasn’t laughing anywhere near as much as Parker was as he told the story, though. I listened as Parker showed Cameron the video, which he seemed to awkwardly chuckle at. Cameron didn’t seem anywhere near as into it as Parker hoped he would be. That was a blessing. Maybe I could use him to get Parker to delete it.

I hid for as long as I could, but Parker eventually called for me to come out. The fact that I was having to spend my weekend dressed as a girl meant I couldn’t even leave the apartment. I was stuck with the two of them for as long as they stayed in.

Parker made me come into the kitchen. He looked me up and down and told me that my makeup and dress was acceptable.

For that, he made me thank him.

“And what do you think of her new voice?” Parker asked Cameron.

“It actually sounds legit,” Cameron admitted. “Like, not even trying to be a dick, you’re really good at that. Did you used to sing or something?”

“N-no,” I stammered in the high pitched tone.

“Yeah, she was a natural born girl,” Parker laughed.

“But doesn’t that actually sound like a girl’s voice?” Cameron asked him. “Like, for real. If you didn’t know, you would totally think that was a girl.”

“Oh yeah, totally,” Parker said. “She’s really risen to the job.”

They both laughed. I didn’t know exactly how to feel. Cameron sounded like he was almost trying to be complimentary, but it was a compliment about something I didn’t exactly like. Parker’s words were meaningless now. He couldn’t say anything to hurt me any more.

That was the theme of the next few days. Parker went through with his threat and worked from home. I was stuck with him on Sunday, Monday, Tuesday, and Wednesday.

Each day was the same. He would wake up, berate me for not already being “Emily,” and then he would clearly get off on mocking me after I was dressed up. I had no time for the job hunt. During the day, he would micromanage me, giving me specific housework to do between his meetings, even demanding that I shave my body again. He even made me prepare him coffee and bring him snacks during his work day. Unfortunately, I was in no position to say no.

He clearly realized I didn’t care. When that realization hit him, he tried to up the stakes. He started making me retrieve packages from the communal postbox downstairs, after I’d finished my makeup. He made me go outside in my dress to take out the trash and the recycling.

Still, I didn’t care.

Of course, I didn’t want anybody to see me. I was still scared of being seen in my outfit, but I was so much more scared of Parker sending my dad that video. All of my other fears paled in comparison. By the third time he had made me go down our elevator and do some menial task for him, it had stopped even being scary. At one point, I had to wait behind some guy to dump our trash, and he straight up stared right at me.

And yet, compared to Parker’s threats, him looking at me meant nothing.

I was resigned to my fate and I almost didn’t care. People could see me dressed as a girl. What did it matter? Parker had won. I was trapped. I was going to be stuck wearing makeup for as long as he found it funny.

Or so I thought. Until Thursday came around.

Until Cameron asked me the most insane question I had ever heard.
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“No fucking way,” I immediately said.

I knew something was up as Cameron had phoned me. I wasn’t sure if he had ever phoned me. It was his lunch break and Parker was finally back in the office. I was home alone and I was a lot happier for it.

“Please,” Cameron begged. ”I don’t have anyone else to ask. If I don’t do this, I’ve completely lost that promotion.”

“Yeah but what happens to me if I do this?” I rebutted.

“I’ll make it worth your while,” Cameron pleaded. “You do this, I’ll give you some of the bonus I get for the promotion.”

“Some?” I echoed. “How much are you getting?”

“I dunno. Like, fifteen, maybe. That’s a pretty standard promotion bonus,” he explained.

“Fifteen?” I questioned, before it fully registered. “Wait, fifteen thousand dollars?”

I was in disbelief. My various fears about Cameron’s plan almost paled in insignificance when I was all of a sudden looking at that kind of money. Fifteen thousand dollars to congratulate somebody on a promotion was crazy. Maybe I should have stayed in my shitty, boring job after all.

“I want half,” I stated. “If I do this, I want-”

“Done.”

“R-really?” I stammered.

I had expected at least some resistance. I would have settled for less. Getting seven-and-a-half thousand dollars for this would have been crazy. Although what I was going to have to do was even crazier.

“Really. You get me through this and half of the money is yours,” Cameron told me.

I had been pacing around the apartment when Cameron first asked me to be a part of his plan, but now I was stopped in the kitchen doorway. I looked down at myself. I was back in the stupid flowery dress, still wearing the high heels as well. After having to wear them around Parker for nearly five days, I’d sort of gotten used to being in them.

More than ever, I wanted to stop having to wear that stuff. This was my chance.

“If I do this, I want one more thing,” I told Cameron.

“What?”

“I want out of this stupid fucking contract,” I started. “Parker’s got these photos and videos of me on his phone and I want them gone. I need you to make him delete them. And I need you to cover my rent so I don’t have to pay him back for this month.”

“Done,” he said again.

“Also I don’t want to be in any photos if we’re out. Isn’t there always a photographer at rich people stuff like this?” I asked.

“The opposite,” Cameron rebutted. “Rich people don’t like people knowing how rich they are. They’re pretty hush-hush on these evenings, apparently. We don’t even have to stay long. They’ll probably expect me to work later than most of them, so we’ll probably only have to be there for an hour or two, tops, by the time we turn up.”

I pondered silently for a moment. I still didn’t love the idea of doing this. The promise of nearly eight thousand dollars had been enough to temporarily forget all reason, but logic was starting to creep back into my mind.

“So let me get this straight,” I finally said. “So you told your boss that you have a wife. And now you’re up for promotion, she wants to meet your wife?”

“Yeah,” he said.

“Okay, but you can’t just tell her you don’t actually have a wife?” I asked.

“No way,” he argued. “I need her to think I’m not one of the kids that works for her. If I tell her all of a sudden that I don’t actually have a wife, that’s not a good look.”

“All right. But why me?”

That was the question I really needed to ask. Cameron’s plan was insane. Tricking his manager into thinking he had a wife was one thing, but tricking her into thinking that I was his wife was a whole other level of madness.

“Why can’t you just ask some actual girl that you know,” I asked.

“Believe me, I’ve tried,” Cameron stated. “Please don’t think that you were the first person I thought of for this. Basically every girl I know here, I know through work. Melissa would definitely notice if two of her employees were suddenly married for one night only.”

“Okay, yeah, so that one night only thing - what am I supposed to do? Pretend to be your wife forever?” I questioned.

“Literally just tomorrow night,” he said. “Stuff like this rarely happens at work. I think half the married guys hate their wives. Plus, after I’m promoted, Melissa won’t actually be my manager any more, so I won’t see her so much.”

It was still a terrifying thought. If the grocery store was bad, this was way worse. Part of me was tempted though. Obviously only for the money. There was nothing for me at that party except more embarrassment, but that money could have changed my life. The search for a new job wasn’t going great, but I had found something that I did want to do.

Not this. Obviously not anything to do with wearing a dress ever again. No, with that money, I could pay for this amazing catering course I’d found, and pay to rent a studio apartment away from Parker and Cameron for a few months while I did it. The money from this one night of hell could fix everything that was wrong with my life.

But I still didn’t particularly want to go outside again, dressed as a girl. Let alone to a party.

“Can’t you just get some girl off of a dating app to go with you?” I suggested.

“Thought of that,” Cameron told me. “And I nearly did it. Between you and me, ‘pretend to be my wife at an expensive party’ turned out to be an amazing opener, but I don’t know any of those girls. If they turned out to be batshit crazy, it wouldn’t exactly make me look good.”

I silently pondered again. It was a fair point.

“Could you just get an escort?” I tentatively offered.

“No way,” he shot back. “If a crazy girl would be bad, can you imagine what would happen if my manager found out I brought an escort to a work event?”

It was also a fair point. Still, it raised an even more important one.

“Can you imagine what would happen to either of us, if anybody found out you turned up to the work event with a guy who was pretending to be your wife?” I argued.

“How would they find out?” he asked.

My eyebrow raised and my mouth tightened. How would they find out?

“By looking at me?” I suggested.

“Yeah, I don’t think you have to worry about that,” he for some reason laughed as he said it.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I retorted.

“You look hot.”

My eyes shot open.

“What?”

“Look, I know it’s weird to say,” Cameron told me. “You look like a girl though. Honestly, I didn’t even recognize you when I saw you. And now you’re doing that voice, it’s crazy how much you look like a girl.”

That was unexpected. I didn’t know what to say. I had a weird feeling inside of me which I couldn’t quite place. This was maybe the first time somebody had ever called me hot in my entire life. I was kind of nice, even if it was from Cameron and it was about me being in makeup.

Obviously, I’d much rather have had a girl call me hot for being a guy but, damn, it was nice getting a compliment. My self esteem had been ruined by Parker since I had signed that damn contract. It was good to feel as if somebody was slightly on my side.

“I’ll do it,” I finally said.

I still didn’t love the idea. Worryingly though, I thought that maybe I had to do it. Without Cameron’s help, I was trapped. Parker was ruining my life with his dumb house girl thing. Cameron was my only hope to stop him blackmailing me. I had to do it.

“Yes!” Cameron blurted. “Okay, I gotta get back to work. Thank you for this. I’ll order you an outfit and we can talk about a plan later. Bye!”

“Wait-”

He had already hung up. I wasn’t sure what I wanted him to wait for, admittedly. Maybe I had just wanted a little longer before I agreed to something so crazy. Or maybe it was the other thing. Maybe it was because Cameron had called me hot.

The whole time Parker had been forcing me to wear makeup and that wig, I figured that I just looked like an embarrassment. I thought that I looked like a boy in a dress, so him forcing me to go to the grocery store was him making me look like some kind of homo in public.

Was I hot?

I returned to the trusty mirror in my closet. For what felt like the first time, I properly looked at myself. I looked at the way I stood in the high heels, and at my shaved legs and arms. I saw how my body took the shape of the curves in the dress, of how the bra made it look like I had boobs. And then I looked at my face.

My face truly did not look like my own face - my usual, boy face. The contour and soft colors made me look so girly. Framed by the blond wig, I looked so different. I looked pretty.

If I saw a girl who looked like me, I would think she looked hot. I wouldn’t even talk to a girl who looked like me, in real life. God damn, Cameron was right.

I was hot.

Unexpectedly, that realization filled me with only one emotion; optimism. It probably should have made me feel weird, suddenly knowing that I must have had a kind of a feminine face and body. Hell, I probably would have felt that way a little later, once the initial feeling had passed. For now though, I felt good. Maybe nobody who saw me at the grocery store even thought anything about me. And maybe nobody would think anything about me at Cameron’s work thing. And then, maybe, that money would mean my life would finally start to go right.

Even wearing my high heels, I now felt like I was floating through the apartment as I did my chores the rest of that day. I finished the cleaning, ran some laundry, and then sat at my laptop. I had only briefly looked at the catering course before as it was such a pipe dream. Now though I could make it happen.

For three thousand dollars, I could train for two months in an intensive small group course with a world renowned chef. A course like that opened doors. I could probably cover three months in a small studio with the rest of the money. Then I’d hopefully have a catering job which would mean I could keep living in my own apartment.

This was it. This was my way out. If I got a proper job in a good restaurant, I wouldn’t even care about telling my dad. If I worked with star rated chefs in a high profile kitchen, I could proudly tell my dad I saved for a career change. I wouldn’t do it right away, of course, but at least it would fund my lie about losing my job in the meantime.

Even when Parker came home that evening, my excitement hadn’t lessened. I tried to hide it a little, as I didn’t want him to think anything was up, but I felt as if I handled him perfectly. I made dinner for him and Cameron - when he had returned as well - and I ate with them without complaints. When Parker left to go to his room, Cameron quietly told me that he was working from home the next day, so we could talk about everything properly then.

It was happening. I was going to have to pretend to be Cameron’s wife.

And I was almost excited.
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The thought was surreal. Funny even. Still, it didn’t make it less scary.

I obviously didn’t love the idea of people seeing me dressed up like a girl. Even if Cameron thought that I looked like a girl, there was no guarantee that everybody would. The next day, after Parker had left for work and left Cameron and I alone, I told him that fear.

Cameron didn’t seem concerned. He was convinced that nobody would be able to guess, not least as it sounded like everyone got pretty drunk at the kind of party that he had been invited to. I wasn’t a huge drinker - I barely drank at college even - but I figured maybe that might help me get through the night as well.

That morning, as Cameron started work, I practiced my makeup one more time. I had gotten pretty good at it, but I hadn’t done it with the thought of other people seeing. This time, I did it with a different frame of mind. The frame of mind that knew my makeup was now worth thousands of dollars.

I made sure my foundation was perfectly even and smooth. My contour was perfectly symmetrical. My eyeshadow was glittery and feminine. My eyeliner ended in perfect wings and my mascara made my eyes look big and bold. Blusher brought my cheeks to life, and my lips looked full once they had been coated with that deep red lipstick.

I was worth more than a few thousand dollars. I was worth a million bucks.

The thought was barely a joke. I had done a really good job. For somebody who had been doing makeup for only a week, I felt like I was getting pretty good. Really, that realization should have been embarrassing; after all, that was Parker’s whole reason for doing this. Parker had gone overboard with everything though. All of the makeup, the clothes, the shoes, and his desperate attempts to humiliate me by going outside - they had all backfired. I had been so thoroughly humiliated by that trip to the grocery store that I was now immune to it.

Well, not totally immune. There was still a huge part of me that was terrified of the evening ahead. At around eleven in the morning, Cameron managed to take a break from his meetings, and he came and found me.

“How are you feeling?” was how he started the conversation.

I was grateful for that. He was so different from Parker. If Parker needed me to save his career, I would have done everything in my power to ruin it. There was something about Cameron, though. I thought that maybe he did actually care about me.

“Scared as hell,” I told him, using my new girly voice, to practice for later.

“Well you sound great,” he told me. “Look great, too.”

Unexpectedly, I smiled. These were not things that I wanted to be complimented on - I presumed that no guy would ever want a compliment about wearing makeup - but it still felt good to hear. I figured that I was just so starved of any genuine positivity, having been forced to spend so much time with Parker, that I was happy to hear almost anything which sounded remotely nice.

“Thanks,” I offered.

“Hey, I ordered you some stuff and I think all of it’s already downstairs,” he told me.

“Stuff?” I questioned.

“Yeah, clothes and everything for tonight,” he told me. “It’s only meant to be a couple of hours long but apparently it’s in a really fancy hotel. It’s black tie and everything.”

“Black tie?” I repeated.

“Yeah, I know. Not my vibe either. But if you can get me through these two hours or whatever then-” he paused. “Well, we’re both set-up for a while after this.”

I laughed. He was right. It didn’t sound like a life-changing amount of money but, for me, it was literally going to change my life. Free from Parker. Free from finance. Free from worrying about my dad’s approval.

“Let me head down and get everything,” he said.

“It’s all right,” I interjected. “I’ll go.”

Cameron’s eyebrows creased.

“You sure? Dressed like that?”

I was back in the pink dress and heels. A week ago, the idea would have left me feeling mortified. That time had very much passed. I wasn’t free of nerves by any means but, more than anything, I needed to test myself in public. If I couldn’t go downstairs in our apartment, I definitely couldn’t go to some finance black tie event.

“I’m going to have to meet your boss dressed like this later,” I reminded him. “I sort of need to practice being outside.”

“Yeah, true. But you won’t look exactly like that,” he said. “You should look a little nicer.”

I looked at him, puzzled, to which he laughed. It wasn’t like Parker’s laugh though, full of malice and mockery. Cameron laughed as if I was in on the joke. Or, at least, was soon going to be.

Cameron had to take another call, so I headed downstairs. There was a maintenance guy in the hall, fixing something on our neighbor’s apartment door. He looked at me as I left our apartment. A week ago, I would have frozen. Now, I simply kept walking.

“Morning, miss,” he offered with a smile.

“Morning,” I replied, softly and high pitched.

Miss. Either this was a very polite maintenance man, or he genuinely thought I was a girl. It was funny to think that, after that night, I was never going to have to dress this way again. My week of being mistaken for a girl was just going to be a weird segment of my personal history, never needing to be revisited.

The elevator ride and mail rooms were uneventful. I rode back up, greeted the guy again as I returned to our apartment, and made my way into my room. There were three boxes. I dropped them all on my bed and got to work opening them. I started with the smallest one.

I almost regretted it. Inside was that very last thing I had expected. I nearly called out to Cameron to ask him what the hell he had ordered me.

Inside the box was a pair of breasts. Literally. Well, I presumed they weren’t real, but they definitely looked real. I opened the top tab of the clear plastic box they were contained within and, hesitantly, I touched one of them.

It felt real - or at least how I imagined a real boob would feel. I picked one of them up and studied it. It had a nipple and everything. The back had a peel-off cover, which I looked on the back of the box to see if it had some explanation of.

According to the box, these were self-adhesive, prosthetic breasts. They were supposed to almost seamlessly stick to my chest, and then I was meant to cover the join with foundation. The instructional photos on the packaging did look surprisingly real.

I wasn’t in a hurry to put those on. I didn’t know what to make of them, even. Why had Cameron decided that I needed bigger boobs to be his wife? Was that literally all it was? If he was married, he’d definitely have married a girl with a huge pair. I rolled my eyes. Maybe he and Parker weren’t as different as I’d hoped.

The second box was only a little larger than the first. I hoped Cameron hadn’t just ordered me two sizes of fake breasts. Mercifully, it wasn’t that. This was hair. Between these first two boxes, it was like the online shopping order of a mad scientist - it was as if I had been delivered a series of body parts.

I already had a wig. This didn’t seem necessary. Or, at least, so I thought. As I pulled the wig from the box, and removed it from the netting which contained it, I realized something. This felt like real hair. Before then, I hadn’t really noticed how cheap my wig felt. The one that was currently on my head was like a cheap costume piece, compared to what I had in my hand.

The new wig was also blond, but a really natural blond. There were layers to this, with some strands darker than others, and some lighter. There was slightly darkness at the roots, and loose waves which ran through the whole wig. It was beautiful.

Or, at least, it would have been beautiful if it was an actual woman’s hair. But that was probably a good thing. Even on my head, it would probably look damn convincing. I hoped that it would be enough to help me blend in a little better with Cameron’s rich colleagues.

Opening the last box, I at least felt like I knew what to expect here. This had to be a dress. This box was a lot larger than the other two, and I knew it was the branding of an online clothes place which was plastered on bus stops all over the city. Inside, catching my eye almost as if it was looking back at me, was a black dress. I pulled it out and it revealed itself fully.

This dress was beautiful. Cameron clearly hadn’t picked this dress to humiliate or mock me. This was the kind of dress you would want your wife to wear.

Not that I wanted to wear it. I wasn’t getting excited about the idea of the evening. I would rather have never had to wear makeup ever again. I’d rather have forgotten about this whole week. But it was hard not to see how gorgeous the dress was.

It was a stretchy black satin, tight through the body but then the skirt was so long and loose and flowy. There was a huge slit in the skirt, and the top of the dress was kind of shaped into cups, like a bra. The dress stopped there, but then the cups merged into a pair of horizontal straps, like inch thick sleeves of a slightly thicker material than the rest of the dress. It was a stunning dress.

With how striking it was, I hadn’t even noticed the two other things in the box. As I put the dress down on my bed, I finally spotted the bra, purse, and the shoes. I picked them up in turn.

The bra was black and strapless. This looked a little bigger than the ones Parker had ordered me though. I all of a sudden realized it must have been to fit those fake boobs. Still, I didn’t begrudge Cameron for ordering it. I guessed he was just being logical about what kind of bra you’d need with that kind of dress.

The purse was the same. It was plain black leather, with a thin gold trim along the edge of the flap. It looked like it was going to be just big enough to hold my cell phone and keys. It was kind of relieved Cameron had thought of that.

Those shoes were something else though. They also looked expensive. They were also a kind of satin black, but were covered in countless tiny gemstones. As I rotated the shoe in my hand, each of the tiny gems caught the light and sparkled brightly.

Aside from looking pretty, they didn’t look comfortable. They had a pointy toe and a really narrow heel. I had gotten pretty used to walking in the big blocky pair which Parker had forced me to wear all week. This heel was about the width of my pinky. I had no idea if I could walk in those.

Looking at the collection, I was almost in awe of it all. Not in a positive way, though. I was simply struck by how expensive and crazy it all was. Cameron must have spent a small fortune on all of this stuff. All for me, a guy, to wear for a couple of hours. I guessed the promotion was worth a lot in the long run, though.

The fake boobs made sense all of a sudden, though. With that kind of formal dress and a strapless bra, I figured maybe Cameron was just worried about the whole thing looking legit. I sort of appreciated it. Between the really natural looking wig and some realistic looking boobs, the chances of somebody realizing I was a guy were probably a lot lower.

We weren’t leaving for a few hours but I needed time to figure all of the stuff out. I needed a while to get used to it all. I had to learn to walk in those heels. I needed to feel what it was like to wear the dress and hold onto the purse all evening.

It was time to get dressed.
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I closed my door and slipped out of the pink dress. I took off my underwear and put on the black panties from the pack which Parker had ordered all those days ago. I had kind of gotten used to wearing them at that point. The first few days, I was constantly embarrassed by the feeling of the frilly material touching my junk. Now it was just a fact of life.

The backing peeled off of the fake boobs in a strangely satisfying way. After I had prepared both of them, I went over to my closet mirror and tried to figure out exactly where they should sit.

I had never seen a woman’s breasts outside of a screen. That shame suddenly stung as I was trying to fit a fake pair to myself. By my twenties, I should have had sex. What the fuck had my life become? If I told my fourteen year-old self that, no, I was still going to be a virgin nearly ten years later and in fact I was going to be forced to dress as a girl, I had no idea what I would have thought.

One evening, though. That was all I had to get through. I would wear a dress one last time, and then I would never have to do it again. I could do it this last time and then I could live alone, become a chef, and begin the life that I actually wanted to lead.

After a little readjustment, the breasts were attached to my chest. They looked surprisingly real as soon as they stuck on, if you ignored the hairline seam between my body and the strange, fake flesh. They were a little heavy and I could feel their presence like an extension of my own body. For lack of any better description, they were weird.

I decided to put on the bra and dress before covering the breasts with foundation. I had managed to get foundation on almost everything I owned in my week of wearing it, so I had learned that it was best not to use it before touching anything.

With a pair of breasts on my chest, my usual method of putting on a bra didn’t feel like it was going to work. Doing the closures in front of my chest wasn’t going to be easy with a pair of boobs in the way. I pulled the cups of the bra towards my new fake breasts and held them in place. I took each of the straps, traced them around my torso, and brought my hands together.

Incredibly, through the week of putting on and taking off these bras, I had managed to actually get used to clasping them. I somehow connected the hooks and loops and put on the piece of women’s underwear. If there was going to be one positive about this whole experience, it was going to be that I could undo a girl's bra whenever I finally had sex.

Well, that, and the nearly eight thousand dollars. That was a pretty big positive.

The bra held the breasts in place. They suddenly didn’t feel so heavy or so unnatural. I looked at myself in the mirror once again and shook my head. I had gone beyond the point of trying to comprehend what I was doing.

With that, I picked up the dress. It was absolutely stunning, there was no denying that. It was definitely a black tie dress, from the sleek fabric to the way the material pooled on the floor in delicate ripples.

It was long. Holding it up, it was clearly almost a foot longer than it needed to be to fit me. I wasn’t sure if that was deliberate. I had no idea how to figure that out. I unzipped the back and tried to figure out whether it was a dress I stepped into, or if it was one I wore like a t-shirt. I committed to the guess that it was a step-in and cautiously brought it up my body.

The shiver.

That feeling had returned. The silky material on my shaved legs made me quiver from head to toe. The intensity only grew as it slipped past my thighs and began to envelop my whole torso. It was a physical feeling unlike anything else I could think of.

I needed a moment for the sensation to pass. Once it finally had, I found the zipper behind my back and I pulled it upwards. My arms contorted as I did, as they had to move in the unnatural way that a dress required. The average woman must have had three or four extra joints than a man, for their clothes to have all been designed like this.

Still, I was in. Barely. The dress was tight. But only through the torso. The way it fit to my body was less like I was wearing it and more like it was reshaping me. The dress was squeezing my torso in at the waist, and felt like it was pushing everything up like a tube of toothpaste. I could hardly breathe.

It loosened towards my legs though, not least due to the giant slit. From only a couple of inches below my panties all the way down to the floor, the dress was split. When I looked down, I could see my hairless leg, effortlessly revealed by the parted material.

My breathing felt shallow. For the first time though, it wasn’t from nerves or embarrassment. This time, the dress was physically preventing me from being able to fully inhale. I cautiously set out to sit on my bed, hoping to neither faint, nor wreck the ornate dress by merely sitting on it.

Once I had found my way onto the mattress, I picked up the pair of high heels. Even in the dimmed light of my bedroom, each of the gems shimmered and sparkled as if they were the stars in the night sky.

They were gorgeous shoes. The dress was beautiful as well. Together, they stirred a weird feeling within me. I couldn’t justify it, but it was almost nice that Cameron had bought me these things. I wasn’t a girl, that was obvious, but it turned out that being bought nice things felt good no matter who you were. I had no idea when somebody had last gotten me anything. It probably would have been my parents on my last birthday at the start of the year.

I carefully bent forward, trying not to squeeze the last of the air out of myself, and then I reached the shoes to my feet. I had to slightly shimmy them on, as my toes needed to conform to the shape of the pointed ends. I had never worn anything that shape on my feet in my life. Part of me wondered what it would do to my bones, stuffing myself into them.

It was only for one night, though. I reminded myself of that fact again. All of this was only temporary. The way it would change my life, however, would be permanent.

Standing up took a moment. These shoes were definitely higher than the ones that Parker had made me wear. They were definitely a lot more dangerous, too. The narrow heel was like standing on a needle. I had no idea how I was going to walk anywhere that evening. The only saving grace about them was that my toes were surprisingly comfortable.

I looked down once again and could see my shoe, as revealed by the slit in the dress. With the shoes on my feet, I definitely looked the part. The outfit looked expensive. I kind of wanted to ask Cameron how much he had spent on it all, as it was probably more than any of my actual clothes.

The same was probably true for the wig as well. It was the final piece of the puzzle. It felt so much like real hair. The thing Parker had made me wear suddenly felt so tacky and fake in comparison. I pulled it onto my head, over my own short hair, and settled it into place.

Finally, I was ready.

I hadn’t looked at myself since I had put the bra on. It was time to see the finished look. I took a tentative step, making sure not to put the heel of the shoe through the flowing skirt of the dress, and I made my way over to the closet. Inch by inch, cautiously trying to land on the narrow heel of my new shoes, I moved the door and I looked at myself.

I looked stunning.

The realization took me by surprise. I hadn’t expected it. Every time I had seen myself as “Emily” before that moment, I was anywhere between embarrassed and just plain pissed off. Something about this look though, the expensive dress and the sparkly high heels and the real-looking wig, it all looked incredible.

There was a part of me that felt good. Although I figured that was all because of one reason; this was the end. All I had to do was spend a few more hours dressed as a girl, then I’d have a whole new life. I’d never have to do any of this again and I could pursue my real passion. And, if I looked good, it meant I probably could get through this stupid rich people evening unnoticed. I might have been fine after all.

A knock at my door startled me. I snapped out of my dreamlike train of thought, and turned to face the source of the sound.

“Yeah?” I asked, my voice immediately snapping to its higher, girlish register.

“I’m off my call,” Cameron spoke through the door. “You manage to get everything from downstairs?”

I walked towards his voice, still wary of wrecking the brand new dress with my brand new high heels, and I opened the door.

“Yeah, I-”

I cut myself off before I said anything else. Cameron’s eyes had widened. I watched as he looked from my face to my feet, then back up again.

“What?” I asked.

“Emily, you look- amazing,” he paused for a second before quickly starting again. “Sorry, I don’t know if that was weird.”

“Uh,” was all I said.

I wasn’t sure how I felt about him calling me Emily. When Parker had been doing it, it felt malicious. Cameron said it like it was actually my name.

“Like, I mean, you look so much like a girl,” he explained, taking another look at me. “You one-hundred percent look like a girl.”

“I don’t really know what to say to that,” I admitted. “I guess it’s a good thing - for tonight, at least.”

“Yeah, I don’t think you have anything to worry about,” he told me.

“I do,” I rebutted. “Like, what am I going to talk about with your boss? What did you tell her about your wife?”

I did air quotes as I said it, trying desperately to distance myself from the female association I had been tangled up in. Cameron laughed.

“Yeah, good question. I was kinda drunk when I said about it,” he replied. “I told her that we met at college and got married six months after we graduated, so we were pretty young but knew it felt right. You also studied finance, but didn’t pursue it as a career.”

“What did I do?” I laughed, a little caught up in his story.

“Uh, I can’t remember,” he admitted. “Something in design, maybe? I think you’re going to have to wait to see what Melissa tells you that you do.”

“God, I hope it’s good,” I replied.

I felt strangely comfortable talking with Cameron, even using that stupid girly voice Parker had made me start doing. He was a hell of a lot nicer to me than Parker was. Weirdly, he actually seemed nicer to me than ever, since I had started working for the two of them. I figured that it was maybe the first time he understood that I was actually good to have around the apartment. He had told me almost every day that he had never eaten better in his life. By now, I had almost forgotten that I was talking to him wearing an expensive dress and high heels. I felt like myself again.

“Wait, what did you even say my name was?” I asked.

“Oh, uh, this is gonna sound weird,” he glanced away as he spoke. “I said my wife was called Emily.”

“Emily?” I repeated.

“Yeah, I know! I was on the spot! For some reason, it was the first girl’s name that came into my head,” he explained.

“God damn, Cameron,” I said. “I guess that’s easy, at least. Parker has called me that like fifty times a day over the last week.”

“Yeah, sorry about him,” Cameron replied. “I didn’t realize he was going to be such an asshole about this whole thing.”

“Had you not met him before this month?” I retorted, not caring that the two of them were friends.

Surprisingly, Cameron laughed.

“Yeah, I dunno,” he started. “I don’t exactly love the guy either. We got on well when we first moved in but I’ve definitely outgrown him. And this apartment. The guy still lives like he’s in a frat.”

It took all of my restraint not to tell Cameron that he still lived like he was in a frat. Maybe he actually didn’t want to, though. Maybe he only left the place in a mess because there was no point trying to tidy up after Parker. It would have explained why Cameron’s room was genuinely nice and well looked after.

“Hey, look,” Cameron spoke again. “I’ve got a few more calls to take this afternoon. Are you going to be ready to go at like half six tonight? It’s like an hour and a half to drive, so we’ll only be there from about eight until ten. That okay?”

“Yeah, I think so,” I answered. “I’d like to leave before Parker gets back. I really don’t want him to see me like this.”

“And I don’t want him to know what we’re doing,” Cameron laughed.

“Okay, that makes two of us.”

“Yeah, half six should be fine, though. He was telling me his boss was closing a bunch of portfolios this week, so he’s gonna be busy,” he explained.

“Okay,” was all I said.

“Okay,” Cameron echoed.

And that was that. I was gong to this fancy evening of drinks with Cameron.

As his wife.


nineteen
​. . .​



There were only a few hours before we had to leave. I changed out of the dress and wig but kept the shoes on. I didn’t want to risk damaging the dress before the evening, or getting the hair all matted by doing housework in it. I needed to wear the shoes for a little longer to get used to them, though.

Walking in those shoes was like learning to walk in high heels for the first time all over again. Well, maybe not that bad. A week ago, when I was tottering about in those pink shoes, I felt like I was going to break a limb. Now, I was simply having to walk a little slower than I’d gotten used to in the block heels.

I still had a few things to do before the evening. I needed to tidy Parker’s room and I needed to prepare him something that he could reheat for dinner. I decided to just do another quick pasta sauce and left it on a covered plate. As I cooked, I got tomato sauce on the floral dress, making me incredibly relieved that I had changed clothes.

Part of me had considered not doing anything for Parker at all. If everything went to plan, this was my last ever evening as Emily. Still, I didn’t want Parker to have a reason to get mad at me. He still had those photos and videos of me on his cell phone, after all.

Cameron had already cleared it with Parker that I would be out of the apartment that evening, but I had no idea what he’d said. I couldn’t have imagined that Parker would have let me out unless he thought my evening with Cameron would have been worse than whatever Parker could have inflicted upon me.

After a few hours, Cameron emerged from his room for the final time.

“I’m done,” he told me after he found me in the kitchen. “I’m going to get ready. How long do you need?”

“Uh, half an hour? Forty five minutes?” I suggested.

“Jesus, you’re taking this whole wife thing too seriously,” he laughed.

“What?” I asked defensively.

“Making me wait for you to get ready,” he clarified.

“Oh,” I laughed after the realization hit me. “Look, this shit is difficult. You try it.”

“Oh, I did,” he told me. “I had a guy in our frat who told me I wouldn’t be able to join unless I could do winged eyeliner. I didn’t even know what that meant when he told me to do that.”

“Why?” I asked. “Why did you all do that to each other?”

“I have no idea. If I did, I probably wouldn’t have worried so much about getting in,” he admitted.

I cocked my head, looking at him.

“Anyway, let’s get ready,” he resumed. “I want to get out of here before Parker gets home.”

“You don’t have to tell me that.”

Cameron disappeared into his room. I washed up the last pan and spoon and returned to my own room as well. I took off the dress I had been wearing and threw it on the bed, satisfied in the knowledge that I would never be wearing it again.

That was the main thing I was thinking as I slipped back into the black dress. This was the last time I’d ever have to do this. I was almost excited as I got ready. Not for the event - definitely not for having to mingle with a bunch of finance bros and their wives - but for this to be the end. It had been an incredibly deranged few weeks of my life, but this was going to be the end of it all. And the start of something entirely new.

I touched up the makeup in places where it had gotten a little faded and reapplied my translucent powder and setting spray. I reset the false lashes and I finally felt ready. One last touch and I was done. I applied some foundation across the joins of the fake boobs and, just like that, they looked like part of me. It was surreal to see it happen. Having seen what makeup could do, I felt like I might have found it impossible to trust how a woman looked ever again.

As much as I kind of hated to admit it, Cameron was right. I looked completely like a woman. As I placed the wig back on my head, the illusion was complete. I was Emily. I was Cameron’s wife. I sure as hell hoped for both of our sakes that everybody else bought that lie.

The idea of never having to do this again was a hell of a relief. The fact that I had looked so good as a girl had left me more than a little self conscious. Any money that I had left over after rent and the catering classes was going on a gym membership, I decided. Being a small and skinny guy was no longer for me.

As I took one last look in the mirror, there was another knock on my door.

“Me again,” Cameron announced himself. “I’m ready when you are.”

“Okay, I just need to pack this purse,” I told him, back practicing my girlish voice.

I went over to the door to let him in. On the other side was Cameron, unsurprisingly, but in maybe the nicest suit I had ever seen in my entire life.

Cameron and Parker almost exclusively wore suits of some kind. They had to for work - another thing I hated about finance jobs. Still, this was different from all of those. This was a full on tuxedo. Black slacks and jacket, with a slight shine to the lapel. A bright white shirt with a neat black bowtie and silver cufflinks. His shoes had a pair of matching silver buckles, and were so polished that I probably could have seen myself in them. With that sharp suit on his muscular frame, he looked like a secret agent.

“Wow,” I said, without entirely meaning to.

“Wow yourself,” he replied. “We look like quite the pair.”

I laughed.

“I think I’d rather have your outfit, though,” I admitted.

He laughed back.

“Yeah, well, I did my time,” he told me. “You sure you can do this?”

I smiled, slightly taken aback by the genuine care in his voice.

“I think so,” I told him. “If it means never doing this again, then let’s do it.”

“Okay. I’ve got one more thing though,” Cameron said.

“What, like, for me to do?” I questioned.

“No, sorry,” he replied. “One sec, let me get them.”

Cameron once more receded into his bedroom and reappeared a moment later.

“So this is stuff that an ex left here one time. I had no idea what to do with it but I think it makes sense if you use it for tonight,” he explained.

“What is it?”

“Some jewelry and perfume,” he said. “I think it’s kinda expensive. You can keep it and sell it for all I care. I meant to give it back to her but that was, like, a year ago, now.”

“Oh, right,” was all I could think to say.

He handed me a pink bottle. It was shaped like a high heel, not dissimilar in shape from the pair I was currently wearing. I accidentally squeezed the heel, and it emitted a puff of floral and sweet smelling perfume. The smell was sexy. If I smelled a woman wearing it, I would have been intoxicated. I blasted a couple of sprays on my exposed chest, and the effeminate smell rose into my nostrils. As weird as it was to be wearing a girl’s perfume, it was probably going to do a lot to help disguise me.

In Cameron’s other hand was a gold bracelet and necklace, both of them matching. They were similarly thin chains, with a little ornate gold star in the middle of each. In the centre of the star was a single sparkly gem, somehow even brighter than any of the stones on my shoes. They were beautiful.

“Let me help you with these,” Cameron said. “They’re super fiddly. I used to hate putting them on my ex.”

He dangled the necklace around his fingers as he attempted to unclasp the bracelet. Once he finally did, he wrapped it around my wrist, and clipped it into place. It was so pretty. Unsurprisingly, I had never worn anything like it in my life. I kind of liked how gold looked on me, though.

Cameron repeated the process with the necklace, wrestling with the tiny clasp. Once it was open, he used his hand to scoop my wig out of his way. I probably could have just taken it off, but he had already started before I realized what he was doing. He held the hair in place for me to take, and he positioned the necklace.

As he draped it around my neck, his hands brushed against my collarbone. Then, it happened again.

That shiver.

The second that his hand traced around my neck, my body spasmed in response to his touch. It was the same way it had happened when I put the dress on. The same way the material made me feel.

Immediately, my body bristled. I had no idea what caused that reaction. It was one thing dealing with it when I was on my own, but doing it in front of Cameron was something entirely different.

“What’s wrong?” Cameron asked. “You cold?”

“Uh, yeah. Sorry, no idea what that was,” I told him.

“No worries. I can try and find you a jacket, if you need,” he offered.

“Nah, I’m sure I’ll be fine,” I said. “Let’s just get going.”

“Yeah, definitely. I’m all done here.”

The necklace draped around my neck, the small star resting just above my new boobs. I looked picture perfect.

“You ready?” Cameron asked.

“Yeah, definitely. Let’s do this.”

I felt like I sounded confident. I didn’t necessarily feel it, but with my look, my voice, and now my smell, I sort of imagined I didn’t have much to worry about. I grabbed the purse and followed Cameron to the front door.

“Are you sure you’re happy to do this?” he asked, once more.

“Happy is definitely not the right word,” I retorted.

“Okay,” Cameron laughed. “Are you sure you’re okay to do this? Able to do this, maybe?”

“I think I’m just about able. Not anything more than that, though,” I admitted.

“Able is all I need for this promotion,” he replied.

With that, he opened the door, exposing the two of us to the outside world. We were removed from the safety of our apartment. For some reason, it felt a hell of a lot less scary than going out with Parker.

Well, I said for some reason, but the reason was pretty obvious. Cameron felt like he was on my side in this. He needed me. He wasn’t out to embarrass or degrade me. I was relatively safe with him, all things considered. Plus, we looked the part. We looked like a couple, the way we were dressed. I’d have never lived it down, if somebody thought that I - Ethan - was in a relationship with Cameron but, dressed up as Emily, I was basically anonymous. She’d never exist again, after that evening.

The only way that I didn’t feel the part was mentally. I had no idea how to think like a girl. I could dress and walk and talk like one, but I had no idea what girls spoke about with other girls. I had no idea what I’d talk about if they asked me anything about Cameron. All of a sudden, that was my biggest fear.

We made it to the parking lot without seeing another soul. I gathered my long dress off of the floor so we could cross to his car. As soon as we were in there, I told him my new concern. He realized the problem with his plan immediately. Once we started driving, we tried to create some kind of shared history. Something we could try and stick to, under examination.

Weirdly, it was kind of fun. We were spinning this huge web of lies, deciding where we met, where we got married, and what made us first talk to each other. It was genuinely hilarious, coming up with a story of our first date. Considering this whole Emily thing had been Parker’s big joke at my expense, suddenly it felt like I was in on the joke. The joke was now at the expense of all of the finance bros Cameron worked with.

Until I realized something.

I’d left all of my guy clothes back at the apartment.
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“We can go back,” Cameron told me.

“Do we have time?” I asked, finding myself struck with a strange sense of genuine concern.

We had already been on the road for about fifteen minutes. If we turned back now, then by the time I had gotten back into the apartment, I’d collected all my stuff, and we got back on the road, we would have probably ended up forty minutes late.

“We can make time,” he said. “You’re doing me a huge favor here. If you’re not comfortable, I’d rather just not go at all.”

I looked at him. His eyes were on the road, but I looked all the same. It was so weird having him be so nice to me. He’d never been mean before, at least not without Parker, but I’d never felt this warmth before. Part of me was almost tempted to tell him it was fine and to just keep driving, but obviously it wasn’t. I absolutely could not be stranded that far from home without my actual clothes.

We turned back. Cameron seemed oddly fine with it. He told me he had given us extra time, in case anything went wrong. He didn’t even seem to mind that we’d probably be running late at all.

Cameron made good time driving home, as the traffic was moving in our direction. We parked up in the parking lot.

“I’ll be, like, five minutes,” I told him.

“Take as long as you need. Don’t forget the makeup remover.”

My eyes widened. I had forgotten the makeup remover. He laughed. Clearly my expression was that obvious.

I rushed towards the elevator, gathering the long dress again so that it didn’t trail across the parking lot concrete. I pressed for our floor, unclasping my purse to find the apartment keys. Once I found them, I stepped out and unlocked our door. As soon as I did, I paused. There was a noise.

Parker was home. That much was clear. But the noise he was making didn’t have me as scared of him as I normally would have been.

This sound could have only been one thing.

Even in my own mind, I couldn't justify why I did it. I guessed maybe it was because he had already threatened to ruin me, so maybe this was my chance to do the same thing. Still, whatever the reason, I pulled my cell phone out of my purse, opened the camera, and started recording a video.

I slipped out of the high heels, wanting to move as silently as I could through the hall. As I started walking, my bare feet now perfectly stealthy on our hard floor, it was clear that the sound was coming through the kitchen.

The sound. That rhythmic slapping. An occasional grunt.

Gross.

I got to the kitchen door. Incredibly, his back was to me and he had his big, over-ear headphones on. He was sitting at the kitchen table, dick in his hand, jacking off. He was completely naked.

My eyes shot open.

He was jacking off to his video of me.

Right there, on his laptop on the kitchen table was the video he had filmed of me in the grocery store parking lot. The video was only about fifteen seconds long, and he was just letting it play to the end and restart. I aimed my cell phone at him. I filmed him as he enjoyed it.

I didn’t know what to do. Part of me simply wanted to vomit. Seeing Parker masturbating was one thing, but seeing him masturbate to a video of me was something entirely different. It explained a hell of a lot, though. Everything about him and the way he had been acting suddenly made a lot more sense. I couldn’t believe it. My heart beat grew rapid. I knew I had to confront him. I knew I had to end it.

“Hi Parker,” I said in my regular, guy voice.

He actually screamed. Parker slammed the laptop screen and scrambled, falling out of his chair. The headphone cable caught the table, pulling his laptop onto the floor. He lay there with the laptop next to him, dick out, looking up at me, terrified.

The tables had turned.

“What the fuck are you doing?!” he yelled at me, covering his junk with his hands.

“What the fuck are you doing?” I said back. “You’re fucked!”

“Are you filming me?” he asked.

“You’re god damn right I’m filming you,” I said.

He looked from me to his laptop, to his own naked body.

“Wh- what are you going to do with that?” he stammered.

Hearing him stumble on his words felt great. The dynamic of power had very suddenly shifted very dramatically.

“Nothing, for now,” I told him. “You need to delete everything you’ve got of me though, or anyone who sees the video you took is going to know exactly what you took it for. I might even send it to the cops.”

“Don’t,” he said.

“Then you know what to do. Delete them.”

“Fine,” he blurted, desperately trying to cover himself with one hand. “Here.”

From his floor position, he reached up and grabbed his cell phone off the edge of the table and opened his camera gallery. He showed me as he opened the videos and photos he had taken, and deleted them in turn. He opened the trash in the app and emptied it.

“You got those backed up anywhere?” I asked.

“They’re on my laptop,” he admitted.

He opened the screen again and pressed the power button. Nothing happened. He pressed it again and the screen remained blank. He lifted the laptop off of the floor with his one free hand and the problem very quickly became apparent. The bottom of the laptop fell out, spilling smashed hardware beneath it.

I guessed that was a problem solved.

“Now you delete that video,” he demanded.

“No way,” I replied.

I quickly walked out of the kitchen towards my bedroom as Parker scrambled to get up. I had no idea what he was planning to do next so I grabbed a random assortment of clothes as soon as I was in my room. The makeup remover was somewhere buried in the makeup box, but I didn’t want to waste time sorting through it. Parker had run to his room and slammed the door. I threw the clothes into the box, scooped it up, and rushed over to where I’d left my high heels. As soon as I had slipped into those, I bolted from the apartment.

Bolted may have been an exaggeration. In high heels like that, I was moving a little quickly. Still, it was fast enough to reach the elevator before Parker reappeared.

I was safe.

I was free.

That was maybe the more important thing. Suddenly, I was free. I may have just seen the most mentally scarring scene I’d ever witnessed my life, but now I had some real dirt on Parker. Because of that, it meant he had completely lost all power over me. Even if he did manage to keep a copy of the photos or videos of me in a dress, I doubted anybody would take kindly to seeing the reason he had made me wear that stuff in the first place.

Which all meant something else, too. I didn’t need Cameron to set me free of Parker. I had done that all by myself. As I descended in the elevator, I realized I didn’t need to go to his rich people party that night. I didn’t need to be wearing that dress or makeup any more. I could walk back into my own apartment, kick off those high heels, take off my wig, and tell Parker he was going to have to let me live there rent free until I found a job and a new place to live.

So why wasn’t I doing that?

I couldn’t justify it, but I couldn't bring myself to turn back. Cameron was waiting for me out in the parking lot. His whole career somehow now depended on me turning up to this party dressed as his wife.

I didn’t owe Cameron anything. He was part of the reason I was in this whole messed up situation to begin with. Or was he? If Parker wasn’t there, would he have made me do any of the freakish things which Parker had forced me to do? Cameron hadn’t exactly wanted anything more than somebody to cook him dinner. He hadn’t pushed any of the weird stuff that Parker was doing. Cameron wasn’t the problem.

As much as I hated to admit it, I knew that I couldn’t let Cameron down. I felt a sense of obligation that I couldn't shake. And, as weird as it sounded, I was kind of having fun all of a sudden. That short car ride - where the two of us were making up a shared history at the expense of his rich colleagues - was fun. When the elevator dinged for the parking lot and I gathered my long dress one final time to cross to the car, I knew I was going to the party that evening,

Click-tap.

The pointed high heel of my shoe echoed across the quiet parking lot.

Click-tap.

No longer did that noise fill me with embarrassment or shame.

Click-tap.

That noise simply meant that tonight was going to be fun.

“You were quick,” Cameron announced. “Sure you’ve got everything?”

He was waiting outside the car, by the passenger side. As I approached, he opened the door for me.

“Oh, I’ve definitely got everything,” I laughed.

A half-smile appeared on Cameron’s face.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I’ll tell you on the drive.”

I sat in Cameron’s passenger seat and he helped lift my dress into the car with me. He took the box off of me and placed it in the trunk. The material of my dress pooled on my lap and in the footwell, my sparkly high heels just visible among the black fabric which looked like a rippling midnight lake in this light. It was a crazy sight to see. Considering this was going to be the last ever time that I did this, it was one hell of a send off.

Once we were on the road again, I managed to find the words to tell Cameron what had happened in the apartment.

“Seriously?” he laughed.

“Seriously,” I confirmed.

“I’m just going to take your word for that,” he told me. “You don’t need to show me the video.”

“I don’t ever want to see it again,” I chuckled.

“But that means you don’t need me to talk to him?” Cameron checked.

“I guess not.”

“I’ll do it anyway,” he said. “He can be a weird guy so I’ll make sure he knows this is the end of it.”

“Thanks, Cameron.”

I smiled at him. His eyes were on the road but he smiled too. I could feel the false lashes on my eyelids as my eyes creased gently from my smile. It was so surreal how used to all of this I had gotten in the past week.

It hadn’t been a long period of my life at all. I had only been wearing those dresses and wigs for a few days really, but it had all started to feel so natural. I had gotten so good at putting on makeup and walking in high heels that it was beginning to feel like second nature.

Was I going to miss it?

My eyes widened a little. I had no idea where that thought came from.

Well, maybe I did. It was just the same voice that always nagged me when I had a school project due. The sort of voice I would block out of my head, whenever I had to get work done.

So why wasn’t I trying to dismiss it?

“Hey, I should probably tell you a couple of things about my colleagues,” Cameron said. “Just so it sounds like we talk about work when we’re together.”

“Good idea,” I said, welcoming the distraction.

We spent the rest of the car journey talking. The stuff he told me about his colleagues was surprisingly interesting. Then, when we went back to the game of figuring out our fake past, it started getting sillier and sillier. Before we knew it, we had decided that, on our third date, Cameron got mildly concussed by slipping on a banana peel. That, we decided, was when in our history we knew that we liked each other.

The journey flew by. The conversation was so easy and so funny. I had never really gotten to know this side of Cameron before. He probably felt the same. It was maybe the first time we had ever had a real conversation about anything in the whole period we had lived together. Of all the things I had expected to happen since signing that contract, I hadn’t expected to like Cameron.

Before I knew it, we had arrived. We pulled up on the gravel driveway to the fanciest hotel I had ever seen. It looked like it could have been a palace for royalty. I had never been anywhere like it.

Suddenly, everything felt real again.

No longer was this just a silly game or a joke at the expense of Cameron’s colleagues. No, I was about to walk into a party, wearing a ball gown and expensive high heels. I could feel my heart rate building. My breath was getting shallower.

Until Cameron put his hand on my arm.

“You okay?” he asked. “You sure about this?”

My heart slowed down. I took a few normal breaths. I looked into his eyes.

“Yes,” I told him. “I’m sure.”

He got out of the car and walked around to my side. He opened my door and I stepped out, the gown draping onto the small, lightly colored stones beneath my high heels.

I struggled to find my footing on the gravel. Cameron put his arm out and, instinctively, I took it. I linked my elbow with his, and gently rested my other hand on top as well. His arm felt huge in his suit jacket. I was grateful for it. I felt like I needed something powerful enough to save me from the uneven surface beneath me.

Arm in arm, we made our way towards the entrance of the hotel. A doorman in a suit with coattails opened the door for us and we made our way in.

It was actually happening. All of a sudden, it was real. All of our jokes and games now needed to be our lives for the evening.

We were husband and wife.
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The party went better than I expected. I was hoping to stay quiet and let Cameron do all of the talking, but his colleagues were surprisingly friendly. Melissa, his boss, seemed to take a genuine liking to me. Cameron, in a strange coincidence, had told her I was retraining in catering. She loved to talk about food, and that suited me just fine.

Cameron had promised me that we would only need to show our faces for a couple of hours but, when that time passed and Cameron asked me if I wanted to get out of there, I genuinely wasn’t ready. I was having fun.

If anybody suspected anything, they sure didn’t make it obvious. Cameron and I spoke to everybody that he knew and a few that he didn’t, and everybody was so friendly. Women would talk to me about intricate details of their relationship that I’d never have heard if I was wearing a suit. Men would offer me their seats. Sparkling wine flowed freely all night.

At around eleven, Cameron took me aside.

“Are you still okay?” he asked.

“Honestly?” I looked at him with a smile. “I’m having a great time.”

Cameron laughed.

“Me too! I thought this was going to suck.”

“You and me both,” I agreed.

“But we’re going to have to leave in a half hour, I reckon,” he told me. “I sort of don’t want to drive home too late.”

I frowned.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

“I sort of don’t want the night to end,” I admitted.

I had no idea why I said it. If I was sober, I never would have thought that. If anybody had asked me earlier, the idea of being stuck in that dress for even a second longer than I needed to would have filled me with dread. But now, I wasn’t ready for it to be over.

“Well, we could stay here tonight,” Cameron said. “They booked rooms for everyone, I just figured you’d want to drive home as soon as you could.”

“So did I,” I replied.

“Well I’ll stay sober anyway,” he told me. “That way, we can drive home if you change your mind.”

“I won’t,” I assured him. “Have a drink.”

After that, we stayed up for way longer than I expected. It wasn’t until around half one that people started retiring to their rooms. My feet were beginning to hurt from the high heels, so I was finally ready to call it a night as well.

Cameron got our keycard from reception, and led us to our room. Inside, we were greeted with a suite fit for a king. It was beautiful.

“Wow,” I murmured, as we walked in.

I kicked off one of the high heels as we closed the door behind us, and I fell out of the other shoe, only not collapsing completely as Cameron caught me. I was safe again, thanks to his strong arms.

Strangely, he didn’t let go. Even more strangely, I didn’t want him to let go.

I looked up at him. I smiled. He smiled back. Neither of us spoke.

There was a tension in the air. Something between us which needed to be broken. But I didn’t know how.

Until he kissed me.

With no more warning than that, Cameron’s lips touched my own. With no more warning than that, I had wrapped my arms around him.

His lips were so big and soft. His face was slightly stubbly as it brushed against my own. We were drunk. We didn’t know what we were doing. His hand held the back of my head, pulling me deeper into the kiss. His arms tensed. He lifted me from the floor and into his arms, my other shoe falling from my foot. He carried me to the bed and placed me down upon it.

Cameron’s huge frame towered over my slender body as he climbed on top of me. He took off his jacket and I unbuttoned his shirt. The voice in my head had fallen silent. There was only us. Only this instinct.

Beneath his shirt was a perfectly chiseled torso. Abs and pecs and an adonis belt which could have been on a Greek statue. He was a real man. And I was his woman.

I was Emily.

He kissed me again, his hand now on my new breasts. It was so intense, even though they weren’t really a part of me, I could feel them. As he touched them and played with my nipples, little waves of ecstasy rippled through me. I had never felt this way in my life. As his hand touched the inside of my thigh, I could feel myself getting excited. Cameron took my hand and placed it against the crotch of his suit pants. He was definitely getting excited.

What he had in his pants felt huge. So much bigger than my own. Greedily, I pushed his hands aside and undid his belt. I pulled his zipper open and revealed his manhood.

It was incredible.

The voice in my head was still silent, I simply did what I thought Cameron would want me to do. I did what I knew women did. I took him in my mouth. I had never wanted this before. I had never even considered doing anything like this before but here, with Cameron, it just felt right.

He tasted unlike anything I had ever experienced. A little salty but I could also smell the musk of his aftershave. I had no idea what I was doing, but the gentle grunts Cameron had started to make made me think I was doing it right.

Cameron’s noises were getting louder. The sound of his pleasure was filling my ears. The sweet woody smell of his aftershave was filling my nose. He was filling my mouth. He put his hand on my chin and gently moved my mouth off of him. I stared at what I had just taken in my mouth, before looking up at his face. He was grinning.

“You look disappointed that I stopped you,” he told me.

I giggled. From somewhere deep within me came a soft, girlish laugh.

Because he was right.

His strong hands reached down and grabbed my waist. He shifted his own position and he turned me over like I was a rag doll. My eyes shot open. I was on my front, faster than I had even registered what he was doing. As if it was some primal instinct, I immediately worked myself onto all fours. I knew what he wanted from me. I realized now what I wanted from him. What I needed from him. I felt as he started moving my dress out of the way. I reached for the long slit of the skirt, moving it to reveal my ass to Cameron.

Two of his thick fingers hooked either side of my panties. He yanked them down to my knees, then pulled them the rest of the way off. He pushed one leg aside, and then the other, positioning his hulking body over my tender flower.

He entered me. One of his thick fingers, cold and slick with liquid. My eyes closed and my body bristled. This was new.

This was right.

His finger slipped deeper. I couldn’t understand the sensation, it was so alien. Nothing had ever touched me there before. I didn’t know if I liked it but I knew it was what I needed to do for him. And I wanted him. I wanted him inside of me. I wanted his seed. I wanted to be conquered and I wanted to forever know that I had been his woman.

“I think you’re ready,” Cameron told me.

He could have only meant one thing.

“I’m ready.”

My voice quivered as I said it. The quiet, feminine tone falling almost silent with my nerves. But I meant it. I was ready.

It was gentle at first, allowing me to get used to his huge size. I let out a quiet whimper as he pushed the tip of his giant manhood within me. I had never felt anything like it before. I had no idea what to expect. As he pushed deeper, my eyes widened.

He felt incredible. I suddenly understood everything. My role here in the bedroom. My role in life. What I needed to do.

Cameron started to thrust. Each stroke was pure joy, like his manhood was pressing something within me that his fingers couldn’t reach. He moved rhythmically and, before I knew it, I was moving my body against his, building the intensity.

And then it happened again. That shiver.

The same one I felt when I put on the dress. The same one I felt when Cameron’s fingers brushed against my skin, putting the necklace on me. That same shiver reappeared.

But then it built. It felt like it was taking over my whole body. Like my whole body was about to start convulsing. I didn’t know how to control it or what to do about it. I tried to call out for Cameron to stop but my mouth had stopped working. I couldn’t form the words. Before I could speak, I realized what was happening.

I realized why I had never been with a girl before.

It was because I had been the girl all along.

My whole body quivered as I came. I desperately tried to pull my dress clear of me, as I released onto the bed.

Cameron hadn’t finished. Each thrust felt as if I was another mini-orgasm rippling through my body. He sped up, and my body was shaking. I almost wanted him to stop. I could barely take it, the pleasure had taken over my whole body to the point it nearly hurt. I needed it to stop, but I knew I still had to give him what he needed.

Cameron’s thrusts became harder and deeper. I clutched at the mattress, trying to find my voice so I could ask him to slow down. The feeling consumed my body again. Somehow, I was having another full-body orgasm. I felt myself trying to erupt again but there was nothing left. I was shaking like a leaf but he still wouldn't let me go. Then it happened.

He came. Cameron finished inside of me. I felt the warmth, deep within my body. A feeling I had never felt before. His seed, planted in the flower of my body.

Cameron pulled out of me and let go. My body was limp. It turned out he was the only thing keeping me upright. I collapsed on the bed in a heap in the dress. He rolled me over and kissed me on the mouth.

Everything was perfect.
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It turned out that was not the last night I would ever spend as Emily. I never meant for it to happen, but that night with Cameron had been the best night of my entire life. I wanted it to last forever.

So we decided it should. It might have sounded rash, but everything had suddenly made sense that night. So many questions I had about myself, who I was and what I wanted, they had all been answered. They had been answered by Cameron’s touch. For the first time in my life, I truly wanted something. And, for the first time in my life, I could get it.

We told Parker we were moving out, and we found a new place to rent. Cameron covered the first few months of rent in a beautiful one-bed, with exposed bricks and huge windows.

We spoke about how it would work, and I was happy to see what it was like to keep living as Emily, when I was around him. He paid for a whole new closet full of clothes for me. It turned out that I was a sucker for gifts.

He was a man of his word in every way. He gave me half of his promotion money, and I used it to join a catering course. When I did, I signed up as Emily.

It had all happened so fast. Too fast to comprehend even. And yet it all felt so right. Maybe this would have happened to any guy. Maybe if any man in the world put on a dress and makeup, they could only be forced to do it for so long. Maybe every guy would realize how right it felt to be a girl.

Or maybe it was just me. Maybe it was just that night with Cameron, awakening something within me. Something real. I had never been so happy as when I was pretending to be Cameron’s wife, so genuinely becoming his girlfriend came so naturally.

I learned to cook as I had always dreamed I would. I found work in a kitchen in the kind of restaurant I never even dreamed I would get to eat at. I was able to tell my dad about my change in career, and I was able to be proud of it.

Now all I had to do was figure out how to tell him about this other thing.
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