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Prolog – Reluctant Summer Dreams

We stood on my porch and kissed. Long, deep passionate kisses. Joey had just brought me back home from our date. Dinner at Gladstone’s and a Tommy Kincaid movie. Joey was leaving tomorrow, heading for Japan with his parents for most of the summer.

“Can’t you stay here?” I asked in a breathless whisper after a long kiss. “You don’t need to go, do you?”

Joey kissed me again. I wanted so much to drag him to my bedroom and strip him naked. But, that’s hard to do when Mom, Dad and Diane are all home.

Joey smiled at me and with his thumb, brushed away a tear on my cheek. “I hate leaving you, baby. But Dad insists I go. Everything is already arranged and to be honest, I hate to miss what could be my only chance to visit Japan.”

I tightened my arms around his neck, not wanting to let go. “I won’t see you the whole summer!”

Joey kissed me. “Not quite the whole summer, babe. Only four weeks. Dad hasn’t been back to Japan since before I was born. He wants to see his family and old colleagues. He said we’d take the hike up Mt. Fuji.” I guess it’s ridiculous for me to feel jealous of some stupid mountain. Still… I found I hate sharing the attention of my man, even if it’s a mountain.

I nodded and then placed my head on his shoulder. “Have fun, Joey. See and do all kinds of cool stuff. Just remember I’ll be here waiting for you.”

Joey stepped back and held me at arm’s length and stared at me. “I can’t forget a girl as beautiful as you, Chrissy. I wish I’d seen the true you sooner.” He pulled me close again, and we kissed as if we were never going to see each other again. I was absolutely breathless when he pulled away.

Joey looked deep into my eyes. “I need to get going, babe. We have to catch the red-eye to Dallas, and then, it’s an eighteen hour flight to Tokyo.” He studied my face for a moment. “I’m going to miss you. I’ll send you texts and pictures.”

I threw my arms around Joey’s neck one more time and kissed him good-bye. “Hurry back.” I looked at his handsome face for a moment. “I love you, Joey.”

Joey grinned at me. “I know.”  He kissed me again and then turned to walk towards his car. I stood on the porch long after his car disappeared from view.


Part 1 – The Reluctant Camper

“You’re not going to open that letter?”

I didn’t look up from doing my nails.  The red color seemed a bit too bold for me, but it was a very pretty shade. “It’s just my acceptance letter from County College.”

Mom frowned as she pulled another glass from the dishwasher to place in the cupboard. “Are you sure it’s an acceptance letter?”

I put the brush back in the nail polish jar and held up my hands so I wouldn’t accidently touch anything. Before answering, I paused a moment to look out the front door. Mom had left it open and outside was a beautiful Saturday June morning, much like that June morning many years ago when I let my old so-called friend Ed talk me into a scheme that wound up changing my life forever.

I turned to look at Mom and shrugged, “What else could it be? I already have a scholarship with them which also guarantees a spot on their cheerleading squad.”  I laughed and added, “Not to mention that if you’re breathing you get accepted to County College.”

Mom picked up the letter from County College and opened it by sliding a fingernail down the top of the envelope.  She pulled out the letter and started reading it, making an occasional “Hmm” sound.  She then looked at me over the top of the letter, “Dear Christine Davis. Thank you for your application to attend County College. We regret to inform you that we cannot accept your application at this time…”

My eyes wide, I spun in my chair at the kitchen counter and sputtered, “Wha… what?  It says what?”

Mom chuckled and let the letter fall to the counter top.  “Just kidding. You’ve been accepted.”

“Ooohh!” I looked frantically for something to throw at her. “Mom! That’s not nice!”  I looked at my hand and groaned, “And look! You made me mess up a nail!”

“Oh! The humanity!” said Diane putting an arm melodramatically across her forehead as she walked in through the front door.  Laughing, “Talk about your first world problems.”   As she sat down at the kitchen counter, she glanced down at my hand, “Oh! That’s pretty! Can I borrow your polish later?”

I frowned at my nail. “Sure. Since I took it from your room.”

Diane scowled at me. “You cow!  You didn’t ask if you could borrow it?”

I shrugged. “You weren’t around to ask.”

Mom frowned at both of us. “Girls, can you two go thirty seconds without fighting about something?”

Diane plopped down on the couch and turned on the TV. “Nah. What’s the fun in that?”

Mom just shook her head as she left the kitchen and headed toward her and Dad’s bedroom.

All morning I’d heard some sounds coming from the garage and didn’t think about it, just assuming it was Dad still doing some tinkering on the “project” car we were both going to restore before I became a full-time girl. I was shocked when I saw through the open door, a tow truck driving away with the car.

I rushed out to the now empty garage, pointed at the retreating tow truck and shouted, “Dad!  Where’s he going with our car?”

Dad shrugged as he wiped his hands with a greasy red shop rag. “I sold it.”

Standing where the car was previously parked, I sputtered, “But that was our project. We were going to restore it this summer!”

Dad frowned. “What’s this ‘we’? You told me yourself you weren’t going to help with it anymore. How many times in the past month, when I’ve asked for some small  help, you’ve said you just did your nails, or just washed your hair or just put on your make-up? I can’t do the restore by myself, so I thought I’d just make room in the garage.”

“Gee, Dad. You make those things sound so petty.” Looking down at my hand I discovered that coming out to the garage I managed to mess up another nail. Could this morning get any worse?

Dad just stared at me, shaking his head as he continued to try to rub the grease from his hands with a red shop rag.

I walked out of the garage into the warm June sun to watch the tow truck disappear around the corner with our car. The car was going to be a father-son bonding project but as I became more feminine, I lost interest in doing mechanic stuff.  I felt a sadness watching the car disappear from view. I felt that was the final nail in the coffin of my manhood. I’ve embraced womanhood, but I’ve been hesitant to completely surrender all my maleness. Until now.  I sighed.  Actually, I guess that die was cast years ago when my alleged best friend Ed asked me to be his pretend girlfriend.  He never did give me the promised fifty dollars though.

I walked back into the house. Diane didn’t look away from the TV as she announced, “Oh. Dad is finally having that stupid car hauled off.”

I scowled at her. “Thank you for that news bulletin.”

Diane just waved her hand dismissively and continued to focus on the TV. “You’re welcome.”

I shook my head and sat down at the kitchen counter to see what I could do about my nails. As I studied my damaged nail polish, I thought to Dad, he’s right. This is a petty, trivial and silly activity. He’d never in a million years understand why I’d prefer to do this than bust my knuckles working on a car. Granted, there are girls who enjoy working on cars. I’m just not one of them. Not sure if I ever really enjoyed it as a boy.

A commercial came on the TV and Diane turned to look at me. “Have you heard from your boyfriend lately?”

“Which one?” I giggled.

Diane rolled her eyes. “The one who loves you.”

I giggled again. “Which one?”

Diane looked around the room to make sure Mom wasn’t present. “The one who fucked you. What was his name? Rory? Jack? Pedro?”

“Joey?” I prompted. I frowned as I shook my head. I looked around quickly to make sure Mom wasn’t in the room. “Not in the last week. I’d hoped he’d send me an email every day. After the email where he said he and his parents had arrived and settled in at his aunt’s house in Misawa, I haven’t heard a peep since.” Joey, the boy I was currently in love with, had gone to spend the whole summer in Japan to visit his dad’s family. Joey’s mom had been in the Air Force and met his dad, a local doctor, in Misawa in northern Japan.

Diane knitted her brows together. “That is kinda odd. He could be busy doing stuff, but how long does it take to shoot off an email or send you a few pics from his phone?”

I shrugged. “He sent a few pics a week ago and mentioned he was disappointed he missed the cherry blossom season and that’s about it.”

Diane returned her attention to the TV. “Well, he is a geek.  He’s probably geeking out at all the hi-tech over there.”

I nodded at the back of Diane’s head. “That’s true.”

Dad walked in from the garage and looked at Diane watching TV and me doing my nails. He smirked, “There are my princesses being princesses.”

Diane leaned her head back to peer over the back of the couch. “And enjoying every second, Dad.”  She laughed as she turned her attention back to the TV.

I blew on my nails. “I’m sorry Dad.  I know you were looking forward to that car being a project for us to spend some quality guy-time together.” I studied my nails for a second. “But as you can see, the situation has changed a bit.”

Dad just frowned. “I can see.” Did his eye just twitch? 

He walked over next to me and pulled another of the tall chairs away from the kitchen counter. “So listen girls. I had an idea while they were hauling off our project car. There’s still something we can all do together and we haven’t done it in years. You both enjoyed it when you were little gir… when you were both little.”

I carefully put the cap back on the nail polish bottle. “What’s that, Dad?”

Grinning, Dad looked from me to Diane and back. “A camping trip! We haven’t been to the mountains in years. Think of it! Laying under the stars, sitting around the campfire, frying Spam, fishing and trail hiking and making smores over the camp fire…”

Diane groaned, “Mosquito bites, sunburn, wild animals…  Remember when that family of skunks roamed through our camp that night while we were on our cots? I was scared stiff. And trying to change my clothes inside a tent just doesn’t have the appeal it once had, Dad.”

“Or when we all nearly died of heat stroke camping at Arches National Park. What was it… a hundred and thirty degrees?”  I leaned backwards, my mouth wide open and fanning myself as if I was dying from the heat.

Dad rolled his eyes. “It was a hundred and twelve. And we didn’t die, obviously. And besides, I was thinking more of the Rocky Mountains in north Colorado. It doesn’t get quite that hot up there.”

Diane turned around on the couch. “I dunno, Dad. That’s a long drive. And I’d have to sit next to Chrissy the whole way.”

I stuck my tongue out at Diane. “That is a long way. Do our tents even open up anymore? Last time I looked at them, they seemed to be stuck folded. And the bigger question… will there be any boys up there?”

Diane shook her head. “Do you hear her?  Dad, this is your fault. You didn’t raise her right.”

Dad slid off his chair and folded his arms and annoyance clouded his face. “How the hell is her being like you my fault? I thought I was raising a boy this whole time. It must be generic because your mother was boy-crazy too at your age.”

Diane smirked at Dad. “Genetic, Dad.”

There was that twitch again. Ignoring Diane, Dad turned to me. “It’s been a few years, but you enjoyed camping, didn’t you Chris?”

I looked up from my nails, “I did when I was a boy. Not sure how I’d do now.”

Dad shook his head, “What? Girls can’t like the Great Outdoors?  There’s nothing you can’t do now that you couldn’t do before.”

Diane laughed as she turned back to the TV. “Yeah. At least for now Chrissy, you can still pee on the side of a tree.”

“Will my phone work there?” I asked wrinkling my brow.

Dad grinned, “No. That’s the beauty of it.  You can detach and unwind.”

I sat up straighter and said with a shocked voice, “No internet?  That’s just crazy!”

Dad outstretched his arms. “It’s a vacation! You’re supposed to get away from things!”

Mom walked back into the living room. “What’s the commotion about?”

Diane pointed at Dad. “Dad wants to go camping of all things?”

Mom frowned. “Seriously?”

Dad shrugged. “Come on, honey. It’s a chance to relax and commune with nature!”

Mom’s frown deepened. “For you, maybe. I think I do more cooking and cleaning on camping trips than I do at home.”

Dad grinned as he pointed at Diane and me. “Well, now we have two grown girls to do the cooking and cleaning for you while you relax with me!”

Mom smiled. “I like that. When do we leave?”

Diane and I said together, “Mom!”

***

“Joey!” I almost screamed into the phone. “I was beginning to think you’d fallen off the Earth or something!  How’s it going, babe?” I looked at the clock. It was just after 9pm so if I was figuring correctly, it was probably around eleven in the morning, and tomorrow where Joey was.

“Chrissy!” exclaimed Joey over my cell phone. “It’s good to hear your voice. I’ve been doing great. Dad and I went to Akihabara last weekend. Talk about geek overload! I had the best sushi ever. This weekend we’re headed to Mt. Fuji.”

I fell on my bed. “Cool! I hope you took some pictures.  Oh Joey. I’ve missed you so much!”

Sounding sheepish, Joey said, “Sorry for not calling sooner, babe.  It’s been insane here.  So much to see and do.”

I laughed. “I can imagine!  But please, please, please don’t take so long between calls! I would have loved to have gotten a live video from you while you were in Akihabara.”

Joey sighed. “Okay. I’ll try to do better on calling.”

I frowned at the ceiling. “I love you Joey!  I just want to hear from you. I wish I could have gone with you.”

“I wish you were here too, babe,” said Joey. “I know you’d love it here. Mom, Dad and I visited the Emperor’s Palace Gardens. You would have loved it there. So beautiful.”

I grinned into the phone. “Sounds wonderful. Maybe someday. But then, I’d love to be anywhere with you.”

“I miss you, babe. I hope you’re still sexy.” Joey laughed.

I shook my head to myself. “It hasn’t even been two weeks yet.”

Sounding a bit worried, Joey said, “Well at one time you said you might go back to being a boy when school ended.”

I laughed. “No chance of that! I’m surprised you’d even think that. I’m registered for college as Chrissy. I’m Chrissy going forward.”

Joey chuckled slightly. “I know. It was stupid of me to even think it.”

“Anyway, send me some pictures!” I exclaimed. “I want to see you and the places you’re visiting.”

“Okay okay!” laughed Joey. “I’ll send you pictures!  But hey, I need to go.”

In almost a whisper, I said, “I love you Joey.”

“I love you too, Chrissy.” Joey disconnected his call. A few minutes later I started getting a flood of pictures on my phone.

***

“Whoa girls,” said Mom making a time-out signal with her hands. “What do you think you’re doing?”  It was zero dark thirty and we were loading up the SUV for our Colorado trip.

I was in the process of trying to squeeze my make-up case into the back of the SUV. “Just packing for the trip. I think we need a bigger car.”

Dad spent the two weeks before the trip getting the SUV ready, buying new tires, getting an oil change and taking it through the car wash. We supplied ourselves with Dad’s favorite camping foods like Vienna sausage and Spam. And we aired out our sleeping bags. We even set up our two tents on the front lawn to air them out as well.

Diane was standing next to her three suitcases with her arms folded. “Yeah. Like where am I going to put my clothes?”

Mom rolled her eyes as she shook her head. “Go re-pack. We’re only going to be gone at most five days. Today on the way up, three days there and then a day drive back. Chrissy, you don’t need that huge make-up case.  Just take a small bag. And neither of you need three suitcases of clothes.”

Dad walked from around the front of the SUV. “Listen to your mother. We should have left an hour ago. Just bring one small bag each.  It’s just a camping trip for God’s sake.”  He tugged on a tie-down strap and grinned, “That puppy isn’t going anywhere.”

I held my make-up case up high. “But Mom! I need this!”

Mom just stared at me with her arms folded.  “Both of you. Scoot.”

Frowning and grumbling under my breath, I pulled my three suitcases from the cargo space of the SUV and set them on the driveway. I pointed at the four cases at my feet. “What am I going to wear that will fit in one bag?”

As Dad checked the tie-downs for the items he’d lashed to the roof of the SUV, he turned towards me. “When you were a boy, you could pack all the clothes you needed into one over-night bag.  Get creative. And be quick about it.”

It was going to take both Diane and me two trips to carry everything back to our rooms, but Mom helped carry some cases.

As she set Diane’s bag down, Mom said, “If you girls have trouble packing, I can help. Back when we first got married, your father and I took a few motorcycle trips and I learned how to pack tight pretty quickly.”

Diane laughed as she looked at the pile of clothes she’d emptied from the suitcases. “I guess we did go a bit overboard.”

Mom looked in on me. “Just pack some shorts, maybe a short skirt, a few t-shirts and your bathing suits. And don’t forget your underwear.”

From her room, Diane asked, “Flip-flops or hiking boots?”

“Take both, dear,” Mom chuckled. “There’s a lake by the camp sites and plenty of hiking trails.  Your father and I camped at this same place before either of you were born.”

I looked over at Mom. “Wow. Did y’all have to fight off the dinosaurs?” Mom threw one of my bras at me.

***

I was listening to music on my phone’s earbuds while we were driving, so I missed what Dad said. I pulled an ear bud out. “What Dad?”

Dad glanced back over his shoulder. “You girls getting hungry? I was going to stop for lunch in about an hour.”

I took a bite from a chocolate bar. “Sounds great, Dad.”  I started to put the ear bud back in when I looked over towards Diane and saw her just looking at me.  I just looked back at her for a few moments.

“Can I help you?”

Diane blinked a couple times and she smiled weakly.  “Sorry. I was just trying to remember you as a boy.  This time last year you were my geeky brother.  And now look at you.”  She leaned over and poked me in the breast. “You even have boobs for God’s sake.”

I rubbed my breast where she poked me. “Do you mind?  And yes, I admit it’s crazy. Does it bother you?”

Waving her hand dismissively, Diane said, “No, no. I’ve told you I really like having a sister. I just can’t help thinking how if it hadn’t been for your douche boyfriend Eddie, you’d still be a boy.”

I scowled. “He’s not my boyfriend. And actually, it was being asked to fill in as a cheerleader that directly led to my current situation.”

Diane smirked. “Yeah, right. Eddie’s sister Gwen blames herself for you heading to getting your pecker snipped in about a year or so.”

I rolled my eyes. “It’s not Gwen’s fault. Sure, she helped me get my look at first, but she had nothing to do with the cheerleaders. And Diane, we’ve talked about this… they don’t snip anything off. Well, except for your balls.”

Diane laughed. “Either way, it’s no more Mr. Happy. Snip or not, you’re a girl to me.  Like I said, I was trying to remember you as a boy. It hasn’t been that long, all things considered, but I can no longer see you as a boy.”

I sighed. “And I’m so glad. I never want to be a boy again. This is me and I’m so happy about it.”

Diane tilted her head and looked at me sideways. “How do you think you’re going to handle college?”

I narrowed my eyes. “What do you mean? I handled my senior year of school okay.”

Diane sat up straight in her seat. “That’s just it. You had a whole cadre of co-conspirators helping you because if you were discovered, it’d be their hide as well. You’re on your own in college. Any boys you meet will be expecting certain equipment. Girls too since you’re on the college cheerleading squad. Ms. Thornapple’s last criminal act was to provide County College with records that say you’re female.”

I frowned. “You make it all sound bad or something.”

Diane turned back to her Kindle. “Just be careful. If you’re discovered, you can bring down a lot of people.”

As I put my ear buds back in my ears, I looked at Diane. “I’ll be fine. I won’t have to worry about boys. Joey will be back from Japan by then. He’s going to County College with me.  It’s all good.”

Diane didn’t look over at me. “Just be careful, girl.”

***

Dad killed the engine to the SUV and turned off the headlights.  The camping spot Dad had picked was drenched in darkness.  The sky was still a little bright from dusk, but all around us where the black silhouettes of pine trees. Dotted around the lake were fires and lanterns of other campers.

I stood in the darkness, hands on my hips. “Dad. It’s like completely dark. How are we supposed to set up the tents?  Not to mention that I’m hungry. And have to go to the bathroom.”

Dad clicked a switch and blinded me with the bright beam of his flashlight. “That’s why God invented these.” He tossed me a flashlight. “Here. The porta-potties are over there along the road we came in on. Hurry back so you can help me with the tents.”

I looked back down the gravel road we had taken to arrive at the camp site. “You mean back down there? There aren’t any real restrooms? What if there’s a bear inside?”

“There are no bears inside,” Dad said firmly. “Will you just hurry up? Diane, can you help your mother set up the camping stove?”

Diane gave Dad a mock salute. “Aye aye.  Has the fun started already or do we have to wait until morning.”

As he untied the strips binding one of the tents together, Dad muttered, “Next time I’m going by myself.”

It was a lot further back down the road to where we’d seen these things that pass for toilets.  I shined my flashlight from the light colored gravel of the road into the forest next to me. The light didn’t penetrate very far into the trees and it was easy to imagine bears or vampires or zombies just waiting for me to stray too close.

Other than trying to scare myself, the walk was rather pleasant.  A rising moon was starting to brighten the sky. A cool, gentle breeze ruffled my hair. I pulled my phone out from its pocket to check the time.  The ‘no service’ showing on the screen really annoyed me.

I heard a twig crack from beyond the trees.  I spun around with my flashlight, but I saw nothing but darkness.  There it was again… some rustling sound beyond the reach of my light. Was it a bear? Or a couple of old mountain men? Or even Sasquatch? My imagination ran wild. The only thing that kept me from saying ‘fuck it’ and peeing on a tree was that I’d have to get too close to a tree.

Finally, in the darkness I saw a small row of outhouses or whatever they’re called and breathed a sigh of relief. That was the longest five minute walk ever. I laughed to myself. You’re getting soft, girl, I said to myself. There’s nothing here that’s going to jump at you.

As I reached for the handle to open one of the potty’s door, it suddenly flew open and someone stepped out.  I screamed.

A male voice said, “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to frighten you.  I didn’t know anyone was out here.”

Feeling panicked, I shined my flashlight into the speaker’s face.  He squinted and grimaced and put a hand in front of his face to block the light.  “Who are you?” I asked breathless. I kept the light on his face.

Keeping his hand in front of his face, he said with annoyance, “Can you put that light down, please?  I can’t see.”

“Sorry.” I lowered the light down to his chest so I could see his face after he lowered his hand. “Do you live here?”

“What?  No. My brother, Dad and I are camped just a way from you. We saw you drive in.” The person in front of me was a boy in either his late teens or around twenty. He was cute.

Not convinced, I asked, “Why were you hiding in there?”

The boy laughed. “I was taking a shit.  Look. My name is Donny. We come up here every summer for hiking and fishing. It’s great.”

I relaxed a bit. This guy was really cute. “I’m Christine but everyone calls me Chrissy. My dad thought we needed to get away from the world for a while.”

Donny chuckled. “Well, this is a great place for that.  Well, I’ll let you get on with your business. Maybe I’ll see you around?”

I smiled at him. “Sure. That’d be great.”  I started to pull on the door handle as Donny started to walk away.  “Donny?”

Donny stopped and turned back to me and looked at me questioningly.

Sheepishly, I asked, “Would you mind walking back with me?  These woods seriously give me the creeps.”

Donny smiled. “Sure. I’ll wait.  Probably a good idea as there’s this old crazy hermit that lives in this forest. He’s been known to eat teen girls.”

I laughed as I entered the potty. “Right!”

I looked down at the wet seat and God knows what was floating down the hole. I know I’m a girl now and I’m eventually going to have to put my butt on that seat girl or not. I sighed, unzipped my pants and pulled what remained of Mr. Happy and did my business.  And and and… what if Donny wasn’t joking and there was a crazy hermit who eats girls?  I’m not going to be able to sleep tonight.

When I exited the potty, there was Donny, standing in the dark looking up at the sky full of zillions of bright stars framed by the trees hidden in black.

“Thanks for waiting,” I said as kept the door from slamming shut. “I’m going to have to bring a can of disinfectant to wipe that seat next time.”

Donny laughed. “At least you’re not having to crouch behind a bush.”  He pointed at the sky. “You can’t see the sky like this from the city.  Isn’t it beautiful?”

I looked up. “It’s gorgeous. Yeah, I wish all the lights didn’t blot out the sky so much.”

As we started to walk back to our camp sites, I looked over at Donny. Did I mention he was cute? “You were joking about the crazy hermit, right?”

Donny grinned and shrugged. “You never know. These woods hide a lot of things. More than once we’ve seen eyes peering at us from the forest’s edge.”

I shuddered. “Thanks for that image. Instead of our tent, I’ll be sleeping in the car with the doors locked.”

Donny laughed. “I don’t think you have to go that far. But seriously, never take food into your tent. And brush your teeth before you go to bed. No seriously. Unless you want to share your tent with a bear.”

“There’re bears here?” I never gave any of this a thought when I went camping as a kid.

“Well duh!” laughed Donny. “You’re in a forest up in the mountains. You’re in their home. But in all the time we’ve come here, we’ve never seen one bear. Or a puma.  Skunks yes. But not any bears or mountain lions.”

I sighed. “There are no bears or skunks in my room back home.”

Donny briefly touched my hand. “Don’t worry so much, Chrissy. You guys are going to enjoy this place. It’s really beautiful during the day.”

I nodded. “I’m sure you’re right. At least you haven’t been eaten yet.”

As we approached our camp site, Mom turned to look in my direction alerted by our feet crunching on the gravel. “I was wondering where you’d gone off to. Grab a plate and eat.”

I touched Donny’s arm. “Thanks so much for walking with me.  You made the woods a much more scarier place than I had thought.”

Donny laughed. “Then my work here is done.  Good night, Chrissy. Maybe we can go hiking or something.”

I smiled. “I’d like that.  Well, good-night. See you later.”  He turned and walked off into the darkness.

I walked over next to Mom, got a paper plate and a couple hot dogs, spooned some chili into them and sat down on a folding chair next to Diane.

Diane froze in mid bite and just stared at me. “Girl, you haven’t been here fifteen minutes and you’ve already met a boy? And a really cute one too. I don’t get it.”

I shrugged as I picked up one of my hot dogs. “It’s not like I went out looking for him.”

Diane shook her head. “That’s what I mean. You’re like this boy magnet or something.”

Still chewing I grinned at Diane. “Jealous?”

Diane retorted with a scowl. “As a matter of fact, I am.”

I giggled.

As we were eating, Dad looked over at Diane and me. “Remember girls. Don’t take any food into your tent. Maybe you should brush your teeth before going to bed too.”

That night, Diane and I lay in our tent, snuggled in our sleeping bags. We’d left the flap open to let the breeze in, but zipped up the netting at the entrance to keep out the skunks, bears and old hermits. The cold air caressed our faces as clouds rolled in and started to lightly sprinkle with a spattering sound on our tent.  When we were kids, Dad and I shared a tent while Diane shared one with Mom.

Diane rolled her pillow up under her chin as she sighed. “I had forgotten how much I enjoyed this. The peace and quiet. Getting back to nature. And glad that I have a lot of songs stored on my phone. I can’t believe there’s no service up here.”

I smiled vacuously at her. Pulling an earbud from my ear, I asked, “What? I didn’t hear you.”

Diane rolled her eyes at me. “You little liar. You heard me.”

I just giggled.

We lay there a while longer, just staring into the darkness. Suddenly, without turning to look at her, I asked, “Do you believe in love at first sight?”

Still looking to the darkness, Diane said, “Yes. I’m certain that it happens all the time.”  She paused for almost a minute. “Are you saying you’re in love with that boy you just met tonight?”

I looked over at Diane. “Maybe. Well, maybe not really love. He is cute, don’t you think?”

Diane shook her head and smiled in disbelief. “I just don’t get you. Yes. That boy is very cute. But you have a boyfriend who loves you and who is also one of three boys on this whole planet who know your ‘secret’. You should forget about this new guy.”

I looked back out the front of the tent where the sprinkle had turned into a soft, gentle rain. “Maybe he’d be okay with that.”

Diane frowned. “I wouldn’t bet on that. Just let it go, Chrissy. I mean, jeez you’re such a little slut.”

I turned to glare at Diane. “Who are you calling a slut, slut? Didn’t you screw the entire football team? Several times?”

“Bitch, I did not!” Diane exclaimed.  “I lost my virginity on prom night. Just like you.”

“Still, you have no business calling me a slut when you were drooling and practically threw yourself at that gorgeous guy at the checkout at that convenience store we got gas at this afternoon. If it hadn’t been for the counter, you would have been all over him.”

“That’s not true!” squealed Diane. “I was just chatting with him while Mom looked for some snacks.”

Slightly muffled, I heard Dad in his tent say, “I knew we shouldn’t have put those girls in the same tent.”

I giggled and laying my head on my pillow I looked over at Diane. I whispered, “Slut.”

Diane frowned at me and whispered, “Bitch.”

Listening to the rain against the surface of the tent, I drifted off to sleep.

***

“It lives,” Diane said as I crawled out of the tent into the crisp, cold, morning air.  She was sitting by the fire wrapped in a blanket. Mom was digging through the ice chest looking for things to cook for breakfast.

I folded my arms and shivered. “Oh my God! It’s cold! I’m going back to my sleeping bag!”  All I had on was a t-shirt and baby blue flannel pajama bottoms.

Shivering under her blanket, Diane grunted, “Wuss.”

Mom, just wearing a jacket in addition to her clothes, didn’t look up from what she was doing. “The sun just came up.  It’ll get warmer soon.”

I reached back into the tent and retrieved my coat. I needed to relive myself something awful and I didn’t think I had time to get dressed first before the five minute hike to the potties. I slipped my bare feet into my shoes and started to hurry away from the camp.

That’s when I noticed Dad and the SUV was missing. “Where’s Dad?”

Mom straightened up and stretched. “He went down to the park store. Since we got here so late last night it was closed and he needs to get some bait and fishing licenses.”

Looking bored, Diane said, “We get to help Daddy catch lunch.”

Mom grinned at us both. “And then I’ll show you girls how to scale and gut the fish you catch.”

I zipped up my coat. “That sounds absolutely gross, Mom.”

Mom shrugged. “It’s a good thing to learn in case your husbands, like most men, like to go fishing.”

Diane wrapped her blanket tighter around her. “He can do that himself. Besides, I’m not getting married.”

I laughed. “Just because no one will have you.”

Diane growled, “Did we have to bring her?”

Pressing my legs together, I said, “I really need to pee. I’ll be right back.”

Diane called out as I hurried away, “Be careful. Bears like to get into those porta potties for warmth.”

I turned back towards the camp and shouted, “Liar!”  I then hurried on my way. Oh my God, was that true? Could I find bears in the potty? That’s just silly. I don’t think they’d fit.

I groaned when I saw all three potties displayed “Occupied”.  I started looking for a tree I could hide behind even though peeing on the ground is against the rules.  I wondered if the animals knew that?

After a minute or so of crossing my legs and my eyes, I heard a latch move on one of the potties and a balding, heavyset, shirtless man exited.

He nodded at me. “Morning miss. I don’t think I stunk it up too bad.” He chuckled as he walked away. I hate camping.

When I got back to our camp, Dad had returned and Mom was cooking up a batch of scrambled eggs and bacon.

Still in her chair, Diane smirked, “What? You didn’t meet any new boys while out?”

I laughed. “No. But I did meet someone perfect for you.”

“Seriously?” Diane asked.

Before I could answer, Mom said, “Diane, you have breakfast duty tomorrow. I’m not doing all the work around here.”

Diane pointed at me. “What about our boy-crazed princess?”

Mom piled scrambled eggs and bacon on a paper plate and handed it to Dad. “She gets the next day. Both of you get to help with clean up.”

Diane got up from her chair and shivered slightly as she folded her arms against the cold morning air. She pointed at Dad. “Does he help with anything?”

Taking a bite of bacon, Dad didn’t look up. “I’m on vacation. You two need to get dressed. The fish are practically jumping out of the lake.”

It was approaching mid-morning before Diane and I were finally dressed and had put on our make-up. Dad was unhappy about the make-up. He’d said we were going fishing, not on a date. Dad doesn’t get it. Besides, there’s a chance Donny might come by while we’re fishing.

Dad made us both carry our fishing poles and folding chair out to the end of the dock. Dad carried his tackle box and bucket of bait. The dock extended a good ways into the lake. We didn’t have a boat, so fishing from the dock would have to do. There were occasional splashes from the fish coming up to the surface.

Dad opened his tackle box while we unfolded our chairs. He grinned over at us. “Let’s get this show on the road.”  He pointed at the bucket. “Okay, girls. Bait your hooks and let’s see if we can catch some lunch.”

I watched as Diane fearlessly slipped her hand into the bucket of minnows. The first one she scooped up fell back into the bucket. She finally managed to grab one and press it onto her hook.  She grinned at me and nodded to the bucket. “Your turn!”

I wrinkled up my nose as I looked down into the bait bucket. I hesitated as I held my hand just above the bucket.

Diane laughed. “Don’t be such a girl!  Just reach in and grab one!”

I took a deep breath, closed my eyes and put my hand into the bucket. I swirled my hand around, trying to catch one of the wily little minnows.  I felt my shoulder being punched.

Diane laughed. “Open your eyes you big sissy!  They’re just fish! I know this ain’t your first time at the rodeo. You’ve done this before.”

I frowned at Diane. “I know. I know.” I hesitated over the bucket again.

Diane shook her head. “Do you need me to do it for you?”  She reached for the bucket.

I pushed her hand away. “I’ll do it!” I’ve gone fishing with Dad on numerous occasions. I admit it wasn’t my favorite activity. I always found it a bit boring, but I always tagged along with Dad because it as a ‘guy’ thing to do.  For Dad, I think he just got some relaxation from it. In a boat, he’d have a rod in one hand and a beer in the other and on shore, the rod would be stuck in the dirt and Dad would nap. Never really had a lot of conversation.

With grim determination, I slid my hand into the slimy water, trapped a minnow in my palm and pulled my hand out.  The minnow fell back into the bucket. I sighed, “What the hell?”  I slid my hand back inside and this time I managed to extract one of the little bastards.

Diane grinned. “All right! You got one. Now bait your hook.”

I frowned at Diane. “I don’t need fishing lectures from my sister.  I know what to do.” I have to admit. I’ve always hated sticking my hook through the tiny fish’s body.  I made a few attempts to jab the hook into the minnow.  I closed my eyes and gritted my teeth and tried to poke it again.

Diane suddenly pulled the minnow and the hook from my hand. “Oh for God’s sake!”  She pushed the hook through the minnow and handed it back to me. “There!”

Dad laughed. “Chris always has been a bit squeamish about baiting his…I mean her, hook.”

I looked sheepishly at Diane. “Thanks.”  I moved next to Dad and let my feet dangle over the dock’s edge.

I tried to swing the hook out away from the dock.  It just plunked at my feet. Dad had already put bobbers on the lines for Diane and me.  I just frowned at the bobber, floating by my feet, mocking me.

I looked at Dad. “Can you help me cast this line out?  I can never get the hang of it.”

Dad just smiled knowingly at me. “Sure, princess. Let me show you.”  Just as he was about to take the rod from me, the bobber disappeared and I felt a tug on the line.  Then the rod started to bend.

Excitedly, Dad shouted, “You got one honey! Reel him in slow. You don’t want to lose him!”

“Oh my God, I got one!” I squealed. The line started playing out before I could grab the handle.  I was surprised by how much pull the fish had. I slowly turned the handle to reel the fish in.

Dad yelled, “Don’t stick the rod in the water! Pull him in!”

I lifted the pole up and brought the fish out of the water. The way it was flopping around I thought for sure it’d fall back in.  Dad grabbed the line and brought the fish over the dock.  He had a bucket of water ready to put our catches in.

Dad grinned at me. “That’s pretty decent sized trout, sugar. First catch of the day!”

I tugged on Diane’s t-shirt. “Look what I got!”  I pointed at the fish.

Diane shook her head. “Beginners luck!”

Dad then looked over his shoulder and watched a small row boat approaching with two people sitting in it. “Who are these jokers?  They’re coming towards us.”

I turned to look and then stood up, grinning. “It’s Donny!  And I guess that’s his brother.”  In the boat, Donny waved to us.  Sitting with him was an older boy who I had to guess was his brother.  No way could it be his dad.  His brother is very cute too.

I called out, “Hey Donny! You should see the fish I just caught!” Donny and his brother drew the boat up to the dock next to us.

Donny grinned and gave me a thumbs up. “Congrats, Chrissy! We were heading across the lake to the trail head for the hidden falls when we saw you guys over here. Want to come along?  It’s not a very long or hard hike.”

I set my fishing rod down on the dock. “I’d love to!” I turned to Dad. “Can I go, Daddy?  Please, please?”

Dad narrowed his eyes at the two boys. “I don’t know, hon. You only just met the one and you’re not much of a hiker.”

Donny turned to Dad and smiled. “It’s nice to meet you, sir. I’m Donny Mathers and that’s my brother Aaron. Our dad and us are camped right next to you.  We’ll keep a good eye on your daughter. It’s an easy hike and no cliffs to fall off or anything dangerous. I’ll take good care of her.”

Under his breath, Dad mumbled, “That’s what I’m afraid of.”  To Donny Dad said, “I don’t know, son. Chrissy’s not much of an outdoor type.”

I playfully slapped Dad on the shoulder. “Dad! You and I have gone hiking before!”

Dad frowned at me. “That was back when you were a… I uh… back when you were younger.”

Donny smiled pleasantly at Dad. “I can appreciate your concerns, sir. I assure you Chrissy will be safe with us. The trail is beautiful with all kinds of flowers lining the way.”

I clasped my hands together in a pleading manner.  “Please Dad? I want to go hiking. Fishing is kinda boring.”

Looking surprised at my comment, Dad exclaimed, “Boring! You got the first catch of the day!”

I shrugged. “That means it’s all downhill from here. Please Dad?  I’ll be fine, I promise.”

Donny smiled again. “Honestly. It’s a fairly short trail. We’ll probably be back by one o’clock. She’ll have time to eat her catch!”  He pointed at Diane. “Your other daughter is welcome to come along too.”

Diane shook her head. “Thanks. But I think I’ll stay here.”

“Oh come on, Diane!” I grinned. “Let’s have an adventure.”

Dad looked over at Diane. “Why don’t you go with her?  You can keep an eye on her.”

Frowning as she stood up, Diane whispered low into Dad’s ear. “You sure you want to fish by yourself?”

Dad just shrugged. “You girls are always welcome to join me, but fishing is mostly a man thing.”

Diane stood next to me on the dock. “If you’re sure, Dad.” I saw her make a quick glance over to Aaron. “Going for a hike sounds like fun.”

Dad gave us a small wave and turned to cast his line back into the lake. “Be back by lunch and be careful. Don’t get eaten by a bear. I don’t think our insurance covers that.”

I grinned at Dad. “Thank you, Daddy.” To Donny I asked, “Will all of us fit in your boat?”

Donny laughed. “It’ll hold four friendly people!”

Diane and I carefully stepped into their boat, standing very unsteady as the boat rocked as we stepped in. We both sat down as quickly as possible on the bench towards the bow of the boat.  Donny and his brother sat in the middle and rowed. In the boat were two spare life jackets. Maybe this wasn’t such a chance encounter? Diane and I slipped the jackets on and the boys helped fasten them.

As they rowed, Aaron squinted into the sun at Diane. “I understand this is you guys first time up here?”

Diane smiled slightly at Aaron. “Yes. We’ve been camping before, but it’s been a while.”

Aaron nodded. “We come here every summer. Maybe we’re in a rut, but this is such a great getaway.”

Looking at Donny, I asked, “Do you guys camp at that same spot every year?”

Donny laughed. “Oh no. We were at the other end of the lake last year.”

I nodded. “So how did you discover this trail to these hidden falls?”

Donny sat up a bit straighter. “Aaron and I are serious outdoorsmen and adventurers. We seek out adventure!”

Aaron chuckled. “And there is a list of places to visit at the park’s store.”

Looking a bit deflated, Donny said, “That too.”

For a minute or two, the only sound was the oars being dipped into the water or an occasional fish flopping at the surface.

I looked at Donny for a moment. He is definitely cute. So is his brother, actually. “So, are you guys in school?”

Donny grinned. “I’m starting my second year of college.  Aaron finished his degree last semester.”

Diane looked intently at Aaron. “Oh? What did you get your degree in?”

Aaron smiled at Diane. “Computer science. With a minor in math.”

Diane giggled. “So you’re a geek!”

Aaron laughed. “I wear that badge proudly.”

Donny pointed behind Diane and me. “We’re here.”

I looked behind me. There was no dock, just a muddy area where the lake met the shoreline. I heard and felt the bottom of the boat brush against the lake bottom in this shallow area. It looked to be only a foot deep here.

Donny started to get up. “Now you ladies just sit tight. No need for you to get your feet wet.”  He and Aaron hopped out of the boat. Aaron grabbed a rope that was lying inside the boat and attached to the bow.  Donny and Aaron then pulled the boat up onto the shore.

Still holding the rope, Donny exclaimed, “Everybody out!”  After Diane and I got out of the boat, Donny dragged it a bit further from the water. We all removed our jackets and left them in the boat.

I stood there a moment and looked around. The brush came up almost to the water. There was a well defined path leading from the water through the brush to rocks leading up the side of the mountain. There was a sign that read “Hidden Falls Trail. 1.93km (1.2 mi)”

I narrowed my eyes at the trail. With some skepticism, I said, “Over a mile going through all those rocks? Doesn’t sound like an easy hike to me.”

Aaron chuckled as he tossed on his backpack. “The path is mostly flat and dirt. It zigzags a lot going up. And it’s not like we’re going straight up.”

Diane frowned at Aaron shouldering his bag. “We weren’t expecting to go hiking. We didn’t bring any water.”

Donny grinned. “No worries. We have extra bottles.”

Aaron started walking up the trail. “Let’s go.”

As we started up the trail with Aaron in the lead, followed by Diane and me, with Donny bringing up the rear, a few random thoughts entered my head. What if these boys were actually working for a band of old, grizzled hermits who hire the boys to bring girls for sex slaves to them? I only met Donny last night, after all. And he did mention dangerous hermits being about.

“Are there any crazy hermits where we’re headed?” I asked to no one in particular.

Aaron turned around looking confused. “Hermits?”

Donny laughed. “Yeah. When was the last time we saw any hermits up this way?”

Aaron looked confused for another moment before he said, “Oh yeah. There was a whole band of them we ran into about two summers ago.”

Donny grinned. “That’s right. They said they were hungry and asked if we knew where any girls were. Then we ran like hell.”

Diane looked back at Donny. “That’s a load of bullshit!” Both Aaron and Donny laughed.

I smacked Donny in the chest with the back of my hand. “You’re awful!”

Donny just laughed. “I had you going though!”

There were a couple of rough spots along the trail where Donny had to climb ahead and then took my hand to help me up.  I have to admit I felt a tingle when our hands touched.  Aaron did the same for Diane. After that, Donny walked in front of me, leading me by my hand.

The trail was a fun hike. It switched back and forth as we ascended the side of the mountain. Occasionally the view would open up so we could see the lake, now far below.

At one point, Diane stopped and pointed down at the lake. “Chrissy, isn’t that our camp site?”

I peered down at the lake. “Sure looks like it.” I laughed. “And there’s Dad still sitting on the dock.” I suddenly felt a twinge of guilt for leaving him by himself. He really wanted this trip to be family time. Now that I’m a girl, I can tell Dad sometimes feels left out of my life as he just can’t really relate anymore. I sighed. I need to be a better daughter.

The trail started running alongside a tumbling brook splashing over the rocks. I stuck my hand in the stream and it was ice cold.

Aaron announced, “We’re almost there. The falls are from the snow melting higher up.”

Finally we rounded a large boulder and there it was, the hidden falls, dropping from a crack in the rocks above us to then splash noisily over rocks and into a small pond that quickly emptied down the stream.

Looking up, I exclaimed, “Oh wow. This is beautiful!”

I slipped my shoes off and stepped into the pool of water. I immediately jumped right back out. “Oh my God! That’s so cold!” Donny laughed.

I looked over at Diane. She was starting to sit next to Aaron on a large, rock. Aaron was opening his bag and handing her a water bottle and a candy bar. Aaron slid his arm behind her. After taking a slug of water, Diane leaned against him.

“Chrissy! Have a seat.” I looked around and saw Donny seated on another rock and he was patting it, indicating that he wanted me to sit next to him. He reached into his bag and extracted two water bottles. He handed one to me.

He smiled as he ran his water bottle along my exposed thigh. I pushed the bottle away exclaiming, “That’s cold!”

Donny smiled. “It’ll cool you down.” He opened his bottle and poured some of the contents on his head.  “Feels good.”

For a few moments we all just sat there, listening to the silence of the forest.  Well, not exactly silent with the sound of water splashing on rocks, birds high up in the trees and the sound of wind rushing through the trees. I closed my eyes and leaned against Donny. After a few moments, I felt him lightly touching my hair and his finger tips sliding along my thigh.

I opened my eyes and looked up slightly. Donny’s face was close to mine. He smiled slightly and whispered, “You have such beautiful eyes.”

I smiled at him and whispered back, “Thank you.”

He leaned his face slowly towards me. Was he going to kiss me? Should I let him? And while I was trying to decide if I should pull away or not, I felt his lips touch mine. I sighed softly as he continued to press his lips against mine. I knew I should push him away, but instead I slid my arms around his neck and closed my eyes.

From the next rock over, I heard Aaron say in a low voice, “Are you trying to take advantage of me?”

Almost in a growl, Diane said, “Shut up and kiss me.”

To his credit, Donny didn’t grope me or try to slide his hand up my breasts. We just sat there and kissed in this deeply romantic forest setting. We kissed for a long time. I could hear soft moaning coming from where Diane was sitting. It was as if we were the only people left on the planet.

We heard voices coming up the trail. I guess there were other people on the planet after all. I disengaged my arms from around Donny’s neck and we pulled away. Donny smiled at me and bent down and gave me a quick kiss just as a group of folks, a mix of teen and I guess their parents rounded the large boulder.

We must be high enough to catch a signal on our phones. My phone dinged from receiving a text message.

One of the newly arrived girls shouted, “This is so cool!”

Aaron looked at his phone. “We need to go. We said we’d have you back at your camp by one o’clock.”

The man who was probably the father of the teens looked at us knowingly and shook his head with a wry smile.

Aaron and Donny picked up their bags and stuffed the empty water bottles and candy wrappers into their bags. They then hefted their bags to their shoulders and nodded at the new arrivals.

Donny said, “Come on girls, let’s go.”

As we headed back down, I looked at the message on my phone.  My phone must have caught some signal while we were at a higher elevation. It was from Joey! I suddenly felt a huge twinge of guilt. He’s over in Japan and here I am, kissing a boy I just met. The message read, “Hey gorgeous. This will be short. I’m in Shibuya standing in line to see a concert by that new girl band, Texas Belles. They’re the hottest band in Japan right now.  I may have some important news for you later. But I won’t really know until this evening. Love, Joey”

I looked over at Donny who was talking to his brother at the moment. I felt awful, cheating on my boyfriend just because he’s thousands of miles away. I couldn’t imagine what his big news was.

Donny stepped next to me and put his arm around my waist. He kissed my cheek. “I told you the hike was worth it.”  I looked down at my feet, feeling guilty as hell.

***

Diane and I just stood for a few moments watching Donny and Aaron row their boat away after dropping us off at the dock by our campsite.

Diane grinned as we watched them row away. “That was certainly a different kind of hike.”  She looked over at me and narrowed her eyes. “What are you glum about? I saw you trying to swallow Donny’s tonsils.”

A breeze blew my hair into my face. “That’s just it. Donny is a great kisser. He’s cute. He’s funny and I’d love to see him again.”

Diane squinted at me in the sun. “And that’s a problem?”

Looking at my feet again as we started walking back to camp, I said, “I just feel guilty about cheating on Joey.”

Diane laughed hard. “Girl, you should have considered that before you started sucking on Donny’s tongue and massaging his hard-on.”

I shrugged. “Sorry. I just tend to live for the moment. I never really think about it at the time.”

Diane stopped walking and stared at me. “Chris, you’re so lucky you can’t get pregnant. I really would like to know how my shy-around-girls little brother turned into a boy crazy slut chasing anything with a cock.”  She poked my head a few times.

I raised my voice, “I’m not a slut! I don’t chase boys; they chase me! Besides, I’m just following my big sister’s stellar example.”

Diane shook her head. “Hey, don’t bring me into this. I didn’t turn you into a girl. That was your boyfriend Ed’s doing.” She started walking again.

I punched Diane in the shoulder as we walked. “Eddie was never my boyfriend!”

Diane chuckled. “Yeah, right.”

Dad waved and called out from the camp site, “I can hear you girls fighting all the way over here!”

Diane broke out into a run for the remaining distance to the camp.  I sprinted after her.  She started running first, but I arrived next to Dad a moment before she did.

I laughed between breaths. “You’re getting old, Diane!”

Controlling her breathing, Diane grinned at me. “Oh. I didn’t know it was a race.”

Dad folded his arms. “It’s about time you two got back. I thought I was going to have eat all this fish by myself. Chrissy, I set aside the fish you caught.”

I smiled at Dad. “Thanks Daddy.”

Mom, tending the frying pan looked up. “Next fish we catch, you girls are going to learn how to clean and scale them.”

Diane said, “Sorry we didn’t get back sooner, Mom. It’s Chrissy’s fault we’re late.”

I glared at Diane. “What do you… ?”

Dad interrupted. “You two knock it off. If I wanted to hear bickering, we could have saved a lot of money and just stayed home.”  Dad’s eye twitched.

I sighed heavily as I sat down in one of the folding chairs. “Let’s eat. I’m starving after that long hike.”

I was lost in thought as I ate my fish. What was Joey’s important news? Were they coming home early? Was he going to ask me to marry him? Oh wow. If he did, would I say yes? I’m not sure if I’m ready for that. I’ve known Joey for years, but most of that time I was a boy. No point in speculating I guess. Who knows when the next time will be that my phone will pick up a cell tower?

***

“Hey kitten. Why don’t you go for a walk with me?”

I looked up from the book I was reading while relaxing in the shade of the trees surrounding our camp site. Dad was standing there looking earnestly at me.  He had a bag on his back that was probably loaded with water bottles. He nodded towards the forest. I smiled at him as I put my book down. “Sure, Daddy.”

I got up from the folding chair and looked down the narrow path he pointed to.

Dad smiled at me.  “Thanks.  It’s not much of a hike.  This path just goes up to an old abandoned ranger station.  But I remember it has a spectacular view of the canyon.”

“Cool.” I touched his arm. “Lead the way.” I quickly put my hair up in a pony tail.

It was obvious this wasn’t where the trail started and it wasn’t very well used. It really wasn’t obvious it was as trail at first glance.

“Are you sure this isn’t an animal trail?  It’s kinda narrow.” To walk on the trail, it wasn’t wide enough to walk side-by-side.

Dad chuckled. “I’ve been down this trail a few times over the years. The last time was when your sister was eleven I think.”

I was walking closely behind Dad. “I didn’t go too?”

Dad shook his head. “Nah. You and your mother went swimming in the lake. You were a boy then, of course.”

We walked mostly in silence for a while, each of us lost in our own thoughts. I couldn’t help but dwell on the last thing Dad had said: that that was when I was a boy. I remembered the few times we went camping before. I was always running off, falling off logs, and rocks and generally getting scraped up, but having a blast doing it. If I had been a girl then, would I have done the same things? Getting cuts and scrapes isn’t exclusively boy activities, but would I have been more of a girly-girl back then?

Dad was right. The trail opened up to gorgeous views of the canyon with the lake below.  The trail got rough in a few spaces and Dad had to take my hand a few times to get me past some rocky places.

The trail finally leveled out and opened to a broad flat area.  An old stone building rested near a rocky cliff where the trees had been cleared to provide panoramic view of the canyon below.  There used to be a sign saying what the building had been used for, but it had long since fallen and disappeared.  A rusting metal sign near the door warned about the dangers of entering the building. Inside the building there were discarded water bottles and some cans left by folks who evidently ignored the sign.

Breathing a little heavy, Dad walked up to the cliff edge and rested his hands on his knees. “Isn’t that just beautiful?  Well worth the hike up here.”

I stood next to him, feeling the cool breeze blowing up from the canyon and listened to the wind passing through the trees.  “It’s gorgeous, Daddy. I love it!”

Dad set his bag down, opened it and took out a water bottle and handed it to me.  Then he took one for himself. He looked around the area surrounding the building.

“I don’t think this is listed as a primitive camping area anymore, but when we were first married, your mother and I camped up here one night.”

I laughed. “Just a couple of crazy kids!”

Dad chuckled. “No kidding! I don’t think I’d do it now. We froze our asses off that night. That grass over there looks smooth to lie on, but we could feel every rock through our sleeping bags. But holy crap was the sky amazing. There was no moon that night and you could see all the stars and the Milky Way. It was something else.”  Dad looked relaxed for the first time in weeks.

I looked back out at the view. “I hope Joey and I can do something like that after we’re married.”  Dad’s eye twitched.

Dad sat down on a large rock near the old building. He cocked his head and looked at me squinting with one eye. “You like that boy?”

I sat next to Dad. I nodded. “I love him, Dad. I really do.”

Dad grunted. “Love, huh?  I’m sure you do, honey, but pardon my skepticism. I lost count of all the boys Diane said she was in love with.”

I brought my knees up and wrapped my arms around them. “Well, I’m not Diane!”

Dad looked at me sideways. “Very true. You are definitely not Diane.” He studied me several long moments. “But to be honest, I just can’t wrap my head around my son becoming this boy-crazy teen girl.”

I grinned at Dad. “Can I help it boys like me?”

Dad frowned. “In that respect, you’re just like your sister. I swear you two. See these gray hairs?  I didn’t have these until I had two daughters to worry about.”  He pointed at his head.

I sighed and rested my chin on my knees. “You don’t have to worry about me, Dad. No matter how much I wish I could, I can’t get pregnant.”

Dad sat up a little straighter. “You want to get pregnant?”

I nodded and smiled at something far away. “I know it sounds crazy to you. To you, deep down, I’m still your son.” I looked over at Dad. “But I’d give anything to be a mommy. I know it isn’t an easy thing to do, but I’d love to be able to hold my own baby in my arms. Can you imagine?”

Dad stood up. “Actually, I can’t imagine. You were my son for almost eighteen years and now you want to have babies?”

A tear rolled down my cheek. Without looking at Dad, I asked quietly, “If Joey proposes to me and I accept, would you walk me down the aisle and give me away?”

Dad just looked at me for a moment.  He then moved closer to me and tugged gently on my pony tail a couple of times. In a quiet voice, he said, “Of course I would, Princess. Of course I would.” With his finger, he wiped the tear from my cheek.

He held my hand on the long walk back to camp.

***

“There they are now,” I saw Diane point at Dad and me.  She and Mom were standing in the middle of our camp talking to Donny and Aaron.

Dad frowned. “I wonder what’s up?” I kept getting the impression that Donny and Aaron weren’t Dad’s favorite people.

“Perfect timing,” grinned Mom. “The boys here want to invite us over for burgers tonight.”

Dad squinted at Donny. His other eye twitched. “Oh?”

Donny smiled at Dad. “Yes, sir. We’re heading back tomorrow and we still have a ton of hamburger meat. Dad doesn’t want to bring it all back so we thought we could have a little party.”

Aaron stepped closer to Diane and actually ran his hand up and down her back. “We have plenty of chips and beans and shit, but we seem to be short on buns.  We’ll have to run to the camp store to pick some up. We were wondering if the girls would like to go with us to help pick out anything we might need.”

Mom looked at Dad and shrugged. Dad frowned at Aaron and he stopped touching Diane.

I walked up to Donny and draped an arm over his shoulder. “I hate that you’re leaving, but a party sounds great!  I’d love to go to the store with y’all.”

Diane moved a bit closer to Aaron. “Sure. I’d love to go. But why are you leaving so soon?”

Aaron laughed. “It’s not so soon for us. We were here three days before you guys got here. Dad’s got to get back to work, and it’s a two day drive back home for us.”

Dad continued to frown at Aaron. “Just don’t be gone too long, okay?”

Donny’s grin widened. “We’ll be back in…” he glanced over to Arron… “What did grandma used to say? Two shakes of a lamb’s tail.”

Aaron nodded in the direction of their camp. “And as Dad would say, ‘we’re burning daylight.’  So let’s get going.”

We jogged quickly over to their campsite. There was a fairly new SUV parked there. The boys waved at their dad. “We’re going to get the buns and anything else we might need.”

Their dad shouted, “Don’t forget ketchup. I think we’re out.” Aaron nodded and we all climbed into the SUV.

Diane took the passenger seat since Aaron was driving. I climbed into the backseat with Donny. He immediately threw his arm over my shoulder and pulled me close to him. I smiled at his touch.  With the sound of crunching gravel, Aaron drove onto the dirt access road back towards the camp’s store.

I looked around the interior of the SUV.  “This is a nice car! I wish ours was this nice.”

Donny nodded. “Yeah. Dad finally got his finances under control after he and Mom divorced. So the first thing he did was buy a new vehicle.”

I glanced down at my toes.  “I’m sorry. I didn’t know you guys were divorced.”

Donny slid his fingers back and forth on my arm’s bare skin. He looked out the window. “No problem.  It’s okay, really. We live with our Mom most of the year. Dad takes us out on camping trips and shit. Mom isn’t much of an outdoorsman.”

I placed my head against Donny’s shoulder while he lightly tickled my arm. The SUV rumbled along the dirt road, tossing up a cloud of dust behind us.

After a few minutes, we pulled up to a parking spot next to the camp store. The building contained a small grocery store, a small café and a recreation room.  I was surprised at the number of people roaming the store while an elderly couple sat in the café drinking coffee.

Diane and I just walked about the store casually looking around, Donny and Aaron apparently had been here before and rushed around grabbing buns, package of marshmallows, a package of hotdogs and various other things.

Holding everything in their arms, Donny came up to me with a grin. “I think we got everything.”

“Did you get your dad’s ketchup?”

Donny frowned. “Oh shit.  Thanks for remembering. Can you grab a bottle for us?”

After Aaron paid for everything, we started to leave the store.  Donny took a look in the recreation room. “How about a round of pool before we head back?”

Aaron looked at both of us. “Sounds good to me. Do you guys know how to play?”

Diane shrugged. “I don’t know. It always looked hard to me.” I was confused at first. Diane is practically a pool hustler. Then a memory drifted into my mind from a few years back when I ran into Shane, a boy I liked, at Freddie’s and he invited me to play a game of pool with him and his friends. I pretended I didn’t know what I was doing so he could get close to me and show me how.

I shrugged as well. “I guess we could try. I never played before.”

Donny smiled. “We’ll show you how.”  Diane flashed a grin at me.

Aaron put some money in the slots on the pool table and the balls dropped out. He rolled them onto the table. He looked at me. “Want to rack them?”

I bit my lower lip. “How do you do that?”

He shook his head and rolled his eyes. “Nevermind. I’ll do it.”  After he arranged the balls just so, he announced, “Ladies first.”

Donny looked earnestly at me. “You break, Chrissy.” I started to reach for the cue ball. Catching my hand, Donny said, “No! Not with your hand. Come on. Get serious. I know you’ve seen this game played on movies and shit.”

I laughed. “I’m just teasing!” I pulled a cue stick from its wall mount. “I use one of these stick thingies, right?”

Donny rolled his eyes. “Yes. You use a stick thingy. Now. You hold the stick thingy like this.” He started to stand behind me.

I pouted. “Are you mocking me?”

Donny spread his arms wide. “Would I do that?”  He got close behind me and he held my hands while I held the cue stick. “This is how you hold the stick and it’s pretty easy at this point. When you break, don’t leave all the balls in the center.”

I purposely grazed the top of the cue ball and sent it spinning slowly into a pocket.

“Scatch,” said Aaron. “Your turn, Diane.”

Donny protested, “Hey! It’s her first time. Let her try again!”

Aaron frowned. “Okay. Just this once.” He pulled the cue ball out of the pocket and repositioned it.

Donny held my hands again and this time I got a solid break with the balls scattering across the table. One of the balls managed to roll into a pocket.

Donny grinned. “You get to play again…” and then the cue ball rolled again into a pocket. “Or maybe not.”

Aaron chuckled. “Now it’s Diane’s turn.”

As we played, it dawned me that we should have paired up Diane and me together against Donny and Aaron and played for money. After setting them up to think we were chumps, we could have cleaned house.  But no, we played the dumb girl angle just so they could think they were teaching us how to play. Which is kinda nice, actually. Whenever Diane or Aaron was playing, Donny would hold me close.

While Diane was playing, Donny looked to me. “I saw you go off into the woods with your dad.  Did you have a good hike?”

I nodded. “Yeah. The trail is kinda fading away, but we followed it up to an old ranger station or something with a breathtaking view of the valley.  It was great.”

Donny played with my hair for a moment. “Oh yeah. We know that trail. You should see it at night. The stars are so bright and close looking, you feel that you could just reach up and grab one from the sky.”

I grinned. “I’d love to see that.”

Diane frowned. “Y’all didn’t take me.”

I shrugged. “Actually, I think Dad just wanted a quiet and private place to talk to me.”

Diane nodded. “I got ya.”

The game didn’t take long to play.  Diane’s natural competitiveness reared its ugly head and she suddenly got “good” about halfway through. She and Aaron won and gave each other a victory kiss.

Donny said, “I’d challenge you to another round, but we really need to get back.”

Aaron nodded as he put his cue stick back on the wall mount. “Yeah. You’re right. Let’s go.”

While we were playing pool, I heard my phone chime a few times. I looked at it while we walked back to the SUV, hoping to see something from Joey. Sadly, there weren’t any texts from him. One message was from Mandy asking how my summer is going and one was from a company wanting to extend my car’s warranty. I don’t even own a car.

***

Laughing, Donny’s dad waved expansively as if inviting us into his home, “Come on in! Pick a spot and make yourself at home.”

As we walked into their camp site, I set my chair down next to Donny and Diane sat next to Aaron. Dad watched us and I think I saw his eye twitch.

Mom was a bit unsure of coming over to their camp site. “Thanks for inviting us over.  I apologize for not being able to return the favor, Mr.  ah… Mr. …”

Grinning, Donny’s dad said, “Just call me Mike. And don’t think anything of it. We’re leaving in the morning and I really don’t want to take all this home.”

Donny took my hand and leaned in to kiss my cheek. “Glad you guys came over!”  Dad frowned.

“Thanks so much for inviting us!” I grinned. “Did we get everything you needed at the store?”

Donny nodded. “Yep. Thanks for coming along and helping.”

Aaron draped his arm around Diane’s shoulder. “Now you guys are our guests, so just get comfortable. We’ll do the cooking. Dad makes the best burgers in the world!” Dad looked at Aaron’s arm and frowned.

I pointed at Dad. “Our dad makes good burgers too!” Dad smiled, but his eye twitched when Donny started to play with my hair.

Mike was finishing brushing some kind of BBQ sauce on a plate of patties. “Aaron, can you put this first round of burgers on the grill?  Donny, can you start buttering these buns?”

“Sure, Dad,” Donny smiled as he started to get out of his chair. He glanced over to Dad and whispered to me, “I don’t think your dad likes me.”

I looked over at Dad with his eye twitching. With a short giggle, I whispered back. “He’s just being Dad. He’s very protective of us.”

Donny kissed the top of my head as he stood up. “I would be too.”

Dad motioned me to come over to him. In a low voice he asked, “What’s the deal? You two are a bit too cozy with those boys.”

I shook my head. “They’re just two cute, nice boys, Dad. We’re just having fun. Okay. I’ll admit we’ve kissed. But that’s all. Don’t you trust us?” Both of Dad’s eyes twitched.

Frowning, Dad said, “Of course I trust you girls. You’re good girls. But after we eat, I don’t want you hanging around with them again.”

Annoyed, I said, “Dad! They’re leaving tomorrow. I like Donny and after tonight, I’m never going to see him again.”

Dad sighed. “Just be careful.”

I laughed. “We’re just eating burgers. What could happen?”  Dad’s eye twitched.

Donny was still buttering buns when I stepped up next to him. “Can I help?”  I slid my arm around his waist.

Donny smiled at me. “I think I got this. I’m almost done anyway.”

Mike shouted, “Soup’s on!”

I wrinkled my brow. “I thought we were having hamburgers.”

Donny laughed. “Dad always says that when dinner’s ready.”

We all picked up a paper plate and got in line at the grill to get our burgers. Mike put two on my plate. Oh my God. I don’t know if I could finish one of these monsters, much less two. A year ago I probably could have wolfed these down easy, but I just don’t eat like I used to.

I sat down next to Donny again, balancing my plate loaded with burgers and chips on my knee. I took a bite and grinned at Donny. I shouted, “Compliments to the chef! These are much better than…” I saw Dad glance over at me. “… These are really good.” I took another bite.

Everyone was mostly quiet while we ate. Mom, Dad and Mike sat at the picnic table. I heard them make small talk about things like work, but I didn’t really pay much attention. Aaron and Diane had rolled a sleeping bag onto the ground and were sitting on that while they ate. If they sat any closer, Diane would be in his lap. Dad couldn’t see it from where he was, but I saw Aaron slide his hand up inside the back of Diane’s tank top.

The end of dinner was signaled by Mike’s very loud belch. He rubbed his stomach and announced, “Oh shit! That was good!”  Mom looked uncomfortable.

It was past dusk and everyone were just silhouettes against the darkening sky. Dad put his hand up to his mouth as he made a small burp. “Yeah, Mike. Excellent dinner.”

Mike turned to look over at Aaron who was in the process of swallowing Diane’s tonsils.  “Hey Aaron. Why don’t you play something for us?’

Aaron nodded in the darkness. “Sure Dad.”  He stood up and walked to the back of their SUV.  He came back carrying a guitar.

Diane sighed. “You play guitar?”

Aaron grinned as he sat down next to Diane. “A little.”  He then started strumming his guitar to a current pop song. He then began to sing.  Diane rocked back and forth to the beat, grinning.

I put my head on Donny’s shoulder. “Do you play too?”

Donny laughed. “I play tenor sax. I don’t think anyone would like that in a camp ground.”

I laughed and kissed him.

After Aaron had played for about twenty minutes, Mike stood up and stretched. “Okay, guys. I think that’s enough for tonight. Big day tomorrow. And we’re getting up at the butt-crack of dawn.”

Mom and Dad stood up as well. “Yeah. It’s getting late. We should probably turn in. Coming girls?”

In unison, we said, “In a minute.” We giggled.

Mom said, “See you in a few.”  I smiled as I saw Dad take Mom’s hand and they started walking back to our camp.

Mike turned as he started to step into his tent. “Remember we have to get up early, boys.”

Aaron extracted his tongue from Diane’s mouth. “Yeah, Dad. We’re going to bed here in a minute.”  He then returned to kissing Diane.

Donny put his arm around me and drew me closer. We kissed deeply for several minutes. Catching my breath, I said, “I’m going to miss you so much.”

He kissed me again. “Me too, babe.”  He looked thoughtful for a moment. Quietly, he said, “Hey guys. What about this? When our parents are good and asleep, how about we hike up to the old ranger station? The view is supposed to be spectacular at night.”

Aaron caught his breath. “Good idea. What do you girls think?”

Diane said, “I’d love to.  I didn’t get to go with Chrissy and Dad.”

I said, “We’ll have to go back to our tent first. I can guarantee you, Dad won’t go to sleep until we get in our tent.”

Aaron “Sounds like a plan. We’ll be by to pick you girls up in half an hour.”

When we got back to the camp, it was deathly quiet which only meant one thing. Dad was still awake. We didn’t try to be stealthy when we unzipped the door to our tent as we wanted Dad to hear it. We then crawled inside and sat cross-legged in the tent instead of getting into our sleeping bags.

“Good night, Chrissy,” said Diane a little louder than necessary.

“’Night Diane.” I started to giggle until Diane punched my shoulder.

For several minutes we just sat there silently, staring over at our parents’ tent. After about fifteen minutes or so, Dad’s buzzsaw snoring began.

“Are you really going with them to that old ranger station?” I whispered. It was getting really chilly and I started to shiver a bit.

Diane slipped her coat on. “Of course I’m going.  Aren’t you?”

I looked out the tent door. “Dad wouldn’t approve.”

Diane laughed. “That never stopped me before.  Or you for that matter.”

Guilt started to build as I looked over at Diane. Joey is halfway around the world pining away for me and here I’m cheating on him with another boy. What was that old song? If you can’t be with the one you love, love the one you’re with?  That didn’t really help.

I whispered again, “Dad is trusting us.”

Diane frowned at me. “Dad had to see a shrink because of you, little sister. Don’t try to guilt trip me. I’m over eighteen and quite frankly so are you. I can do as I please.”

I just nodded and looked down at my hands.

A few minutes later, we heard footsteps crunching on the gravel.  Aaron bent his head down to look into our tent. He whispered, “You girls ready?”

I picked up my coat and whispered a squeal. “You bet!”  Diane just looked at me and shook her head.

We crawled from the tent as quietly as we could. After I stood up and slipped my coat on, Donny took my hand. Without turning their flashlights on, the boys led us quickly from the camp. Once we were sufficiently far away, they turned on their lights. We then hurried through the brush to the trail head.

Donny tightened his grip on my hand. “Stay close. I don’t want you falling off a cliff or something.”

The flashlights made long shadows and as we hurried up the path, Diane and I both stumbled several times over roots and rocks. None of us talked much on the way up the trail. I remembered when taking the trail with Dad, there were many places where you could see the lake and canyon below through the brush. This time, except for the stars we could see above, it was totally black all around us.

We finally reached the clearing. The old ranger station was a black silhouette against the stars. The moon had finally crested the mountain tops and was sparkling beautifully on the surface of the lake below.

Diane giggled. “Oh wow. It really is beautiful here.”

Donny let go of my hand so he could spread the blanket he’d brought on the ground. “I think it’s more beautiful at night than it was during the day,” I said while gazing at the stars above.

Sounding irritated, Diane said, “Yeah. I wouldn’t know. I wasn’t invited.”

I punched her shoulder. “Will you stop?”

Aaron was laying his blanket on the ground as well. We had a wonderful view of the moonlit lake and canyon from our blankets.  Donny sat down and patted a spot on the blanket next to him.

I sat next to Donny and got as close to him as I could. I rested my head on his shoulder and peered out into the canyon. “It’s beautiful.”

Donny just studied me a moment and then with a finger slid some stray strands of hair from my face. “Yes. You’re very beautiful.”  He then started to lean in. I parted my lips in anticipation. And then his lips were pressed into mine.  He put his hands behind my neck and pulled me closer to him as we kissed.

After a few moments, I pulled back and despite the cold, pulled my coat off. Donny leaned into me, kissing my neck and shoulders. He kissed again and I sucked on his tongue. A moment later Donny had removed his own coat. I glanced over at Diane and she and Aaron were hungrily kissing and pawing each other.

Donny reached over and deftly pulled my tank top over my head and tossed it to the grass. I started to kiss him, but he quickly reached behind and unsnapped my bra. How did he do that so fast?  He pulled my bra down and tossed it as well.  He then gently pushed me to my back, his hands started to knead my breasts.

He pushed his face down and kissed my cleavage. I giggled as I pressed my boobs against his face. Squeezing one breast, he started sucking the nipple of the other. I couldn’t help but moan with pleasure. He kissed and played with my boobs for several minutes. We kissed passionately whenever his lips got close to mine.

Then Donny’s hand slid down to the crotch of my pants and I felt him start to fumble with the zipper.  I whispered, “No.” as I brushed his hand away.

Between deep kisses, Donny panted, “Come on, baby.” He then deftly slid the zipper down on my pants.

I slapped his hand away and irritated, I hissed, “No!” I glanced over to Diane and she was down to her panties. Even if I had what he wanted, I really didn’t want him going there.

Donny pulled his own pants down, revealing a swollen cock. “You know you want it.”

I started to reach for it, when I was suddenly hit in my back by something cold and wet. “Oh my God! That’s like ice!” I squealed. There was suddenly the sound of very large raindrops impacting the ground around us. I heard Diane squeal when she too was hit by one of the large, icy raindrops.

I looked up and saw that clouds had moved in while we were um, distracted. A lightning bolt flashed above us with a very loud peal of thunder. The clouds rolling in were being lit up by flashes of lightning.

Donny looked up and shouted, “Holy shit! That shit is close. We need to get off this mountain top.”  He started to pull his pants up.  Diane and Aaron were frantically looking for their clothes. I zipped up my pants and felt around from my tank top and bra.

The large drops were coming down in greater frequency. I didn’t bother to put my bra and top on. I just put my coat on and watched the others get dressed and roll up their blankets, looking eerie in the strobe effect of the lightning.

Just as Donny took my hand, a blinding flash of lightning stretched across the sky to a deafening crash of thunder. I started to cry.

“Let’s get out of here!” I shouted. Donny got in behind Diane and Aaron as we rushed back down the trail.

As we rushed and stumbled down the darkened trail, we ran into and out of the rain. The drops were icy cold and the lightning was extremely frightening. I’ve always enjoyed a good thunderstorm, but not this time.

We managed to get ahead of the rain when we reached the end of the trail.  Donny and Aaron led us quickly to our camp. As we stood in front of our tent, we could hear the raindrops starting to slap into the ground.

Donny lifted my chin up and kissed me as he reached inside my coat and fondled my naked breast.  He grinned at me. “Thanks for coming with us. I had a blast.” Lightning lit up his face.

I put my arms around his neck and kissed him hard. “Good-bye, Donny. I’m going to miss you so much!”

The rain started to pick up again. Donny gave me one last kiss. “Take care of yourself, girl.”  He then turned and followed Aaron back to their own camp.

Diane unzipped the entrance to our tent and crawled inside. I managed to get inside just as the rain hit full force. Thunder crackled across the sky.

Diane was shivering. “God, I’m freezing.”  She pulled her pajamas on and slid into her sleeping bag.

As I pulled off my pants and got into my pajamas, I said, “Maybe you should have left some of your clothes on.”

Diane frowned. “You have no room to lecture me, girl. I don’t know about you, but I enjoyed myself. You looked like you were too.”

I smiled. “Yes I did.”

As Diane snuggled into her sleeping bag, she looked over at me. “And it sounded like Donny wanted to take things too far.”

Listening to the rain pelt the tent, I snuggled into my sleeping bag as well. I frowned. “Yes he did. What’s wrong with just snuggling and kissing?”

Diane shrugged in her bag. “What can I say?  He’s a guy.”  A moment later she was asleep.

I lay there for several minutes listening to the thunder and watching the rain. Eventually I fell asleep.

When I woke up, it was still dark. The rain had stopped. With a start, I grabbed my coat and slipped on my shoes and crawled out of the tent. Putting my coat on over my pajamas, I ran across the damp campground over to where Donny and Aaron were camped.

I didn’t see anyone. Everything was gone except for their SUV which had the engine idling. I softly asked, “Donny?”

I saw him step around the front of their SUV. “Chrissy?” He hurried over to me.

I put the palms of my hands on his chest and looked up into his eyes. “Donny! I wanted to say good-bye. I’m never going to see you again.”

Donny bent his head down to me and kissed me. “Yeah. I don’t know if we’ll be back here next year or not with Aaron going off to college and all. I’m glad you came by, Chrissy. It’s good to see you before we leave.”

I put my arms around his neck and kissed him again, a tear trickling down my cheek. Donny looked down at me and smiled. “I’m glad we got to meet, Chrissy. You’re a really nice girl and a lot of fun to be with. If you have a boyfriend, he’s damned lucky.”

Donny gently pulled my arms from around his neck. He kissed me one last time, a sweet, gentle kiss. “It’s time for us to go. Maybe we’ll cross paths again?”

I touched his face and nodded. “I hope so.”  I turned and walked quickly back to our camp no longer holding back the tears.

I ran into Diane on my way back. I grinned and said to her, “Next!”

***

Diane and I just sat at the picnic table for a long time, lost in thought. I heard the zipper on Mom and Dad’s tent and after some grunting, Dad crawled out of his tent. Arching his back and twisting left and right, he smiled at us as he walked up to the table.

“Well you girls are up early this morning,” Dad said as he picked a vacant spot at the table.

Diane nodded. “Yeah. We wanted to say good-bye to the guys. They left pretty early.”

Dad just nodded. “It ought to be a lot quieter around here now.” He paused for a moment and squinted at us. “And thanks for being such good girls. It takes a load off my mind when I can trust you two. I was really worried you were going to do something crazy last night, but I heard you get to bed just a few minutes after we did.”

Diane glanced over at me. She shrugged sheepishly. “Yeah, Dad. You can always trust us.”

I intently studied the top of the picnic table for a few moments. I felt like a jerk.

With a few feminine grunts, Mom crawled out of the tent and sat next to Dad. They gave each other a quick kiss. With a grin, Mom looked at both Diane and I. She put her arm around Dad’s shoulder.

“You know, honey. I think our two big girls should make breakfast this morning.” Mom flashed us a wide smile.

Dad nodded. “I completely agree. And I feel like scrambled eggs and sausage this morning.”

Diane shook her head and laughed. “I can take a hint. Come on Chrissy. Let’s try out your domestic skills.”

Dad just watched us with an odd smile as we ran around gathering up wood for the fire. The fire pit had a grate over it to put things like pots and skillets on.  It wasn’t long before we had a good fire going and had the eggs cooking. I was tending the eggs when Mom walked up to me and bent down to whisper in my ear.

“I know you two left the camp last night.” I froze when I heard her. “I didn’t say anything to your father. I don’t want to know what you guys did, but just tell me that neither of you had sex with those boys.”

I felt like someone poured ice water down my spine. I took a deep breath and whispered back to Mom. “Well, you know I didn’t and Diane kept her panties on.” I guess she did. It was pretty dark.

Mom nodded. “I was young once too and I was a bit boy crazy myself. That’s why you two worry me so much. I see a lot of me in both of you.”

I smiled. “I’ll be careful, Mom.  I think the eggs are ready.”

The next couple of days were pretty quiet at the camp. Diane and I both decided we enjoyed relaxing and just listening to the sounds of the forest. It was actually nice not to have boys around. For two days I didn’t even wear make-up.

Dad made us go fishing with him again. This time, Diane caught an impressive three fish. Mom made us clean and gut them. I prayed that Joey didn’t like to fish.

Our last night at the camp, Diane and I lay petrified in fear as a family of skunks roamed leisurely through our camp.

***

Dad cranked up the engine on the SUV as we all piled inside. Dad turned around to look at each of us. “Last chance. Did we forget anything? You girls need to tinkle?”

I said, “I think we’re good, Dad.”

Diane sighed as she stuck her head out the window. “I’m ready to go home.”

As the SUV lurched forward, Dad asked, “Did you girls have a good time? I always enjoyed camping out in the forest.”

“I did!” I announced. “It was almost like when I was a … was a… a boy.” I dropped my voice on that last word.

About a half hour of driving out of the park, my cell phone started beeping as it finally connected to a cell tower and I started getting messages. I started scanning through them until I came to one… just one, text from Joey.  I opened it up and started excitedly to read it.

Joey said, “Dear Chrissy. Sorry for taking so long. I’ll get right to the big message. I hate to say this, but I’m staying in Japan. Dad has decided he wants to move back to Japan and Mom is okay with that. I know I promised to go to college with you, but I decided I want to live here as well. The girl I met here, Hayami, is very nice. She went with me to the Texas Belles concert (they’re very good). You’d like her…”

I stopped reading at that point. No. I’m pretty damned sure I wouldn’t like her. And I was royally pissed at Joey. How the fuck could he do this to me? Not only is he not coming home, but he was cheating on me with some trollop. How DARE he!

I threw my phone towards the front of the car. “I hate Joey!!” I started to cry uncontrollably.

The cell phone smashed against the dash board. Dad jumped at the sound, “What the hell?”

Mom turned to me. “What’s wrong honey?”

I just cried, “I hate that bastard!”

Mom picked my phone up from the car floor. She looked at it and read the text through the now cracked display. “Oh my!”

Diane leaned forward after looking over at me. “What’s going on?”  Mom handed my phone to Diane. Yes, by all means let’s share my private messages and misery. Diane gasped. “Holy shit!  Oh Chrissy, I’m so sorry. That really sucks. That worthless sack of shit Joey.”

“I loved him!” I cried. “How can he do this?” I tried to gulp in air as I cried. Diane hugged me and I cried into her shoulder. I had loved Joey with all my heart and then he just callously tosses that love away. I hate Joey!

I love Joey. I cried a long time.


Part 2 – The Reluctant Co-Ed

“You have an eight o’clock math class?  Are you insane?” asked Diane incredulously.

Sitting cross-legged on my bed, I shrugged, “I need the class and the other times were already full.”

Diane shook her head. “You could have taken it next semester. Oh. I had Mr. Longtree for English. You’ll love him. He’s funny and grades on a curve.” Diane continued to scan down the list of classes I was taking my first semester at college. “I see you have Dr. Butthole for Orientation. That’s unfortunate. I couldn’t stand her.”

I frowned. “I screwed up signing up for classes as late as I did,”

Diane was sitting across from me on my bed and she studied me for a moment. “Girl…”

I put up my hand. “Don’t’ say it.”

“Sorry. But it needs to be said,” said Diane narrowing her eyes. “Seriously, girl. You let Joey dominate your time far more than he deserved. Yes. I know you loved him. Hey, I liked Joey too. He’s cute, smart and funny. Plus he’s not bothered by your little secret. Or maybe he was at some level. Still. You’ve been moping around the house for weeks. Get over him already. You can do better.”

I slapped my bedspread with the palm of my hand. “How? Tell me how, Diane. I’m fresh out of boys who know I have a penis. I’d have to reveal that at some point in a relationship.”

“People have different attitudes these days,” Diane said earnestly.

I studied my hands folded in my lap for a moment. “Remember me talking about Danny?”

Diane grinned. “That boy who crossdressed and wanted you to pretend to be a boy and take him on a date? What about him?”

I frowned at Diane. “Well, she was on a date with a boy and got carried away and didn’t stop the guy from putting his hand up her skirt. Long story short, she got beat up and wound up in the hospital. Broken nose and they thought she might lose sight in one eye. The police didn’t file charges because of who she is.”

Diane shook her head. “Oh wow. That sucks. Is he going to be okay?”

I nodded. “They were able to save her eye.  She’s back home now and recovering.”

Diane tilted her head. “You refer to him as ‘she’?”

I nodded. “Because she’s not going back to being a boy, despite what happened. Her parents aren’t particularly happy about it, but they both support her. Kinda like Mom and Dad support me, though I don’t think her dad’s eye twitches.”

Diane smiled slightly. “Well good for her. But what happened to her says that you just need to be careful. You should be upfront with any guy you choose to date.”

I sighed. “Yeah. And then he goes to the college about it. I’m going to college on a cheerleading scholarship. Can you imagine how the local news media would react to that? Dad’s eye would twitch so bad it’d fall out of his head. It’s a dangerous world out there. Joey was kinda like my last hope for a boyfriend.”

Diane smiled slightly and said, “Don’t give up, Chris. I know there’s someone out there who’s waiting for someone just like you to enter their lives.”

***

I’d never tell her this, but Diane was right. An eight o’clock math class was a really stupid idea. Actually, any class at eight is a stupid idea. I slapped my palm on my alarm clock to shut it up. I looked bleary-eyed at the time. Five thirty is just too damned early for any human being to have to get up. I’ll have to fine tune my wake up time after I find out how long it actually takes to wake up, take a crap, shower, eat some kind of breakfast, put on my make-up, and get dressed and then the drive up to the college.

Mom is going to let me use her creaking, rusting Ford Escort. I was going to have my own car, but that’s what Dad and my project car was for. I sighed. I know there are girls who work on cars, but I still don’t like the idea of busting my knuckles and getting covered in grease and grime. I chuckled to myself. Actually, driving Mom’s car presents the same risk of being covered in grease and grime. Just not as much.

I frowned at my clock and then swung my legs over the edge of the bed. I sat there and rubbed my eyes for a moment. I looked out my bedroom window. It was still dark outside. I shook my head. I know a lot of folks have to get up this early. But nobody can tell me I have to like it.

I padded out to the hall. The house was completely dark and quiet. Well, except for Dad’s snoring.  Or was it Diane’s snoring? I turned on the bathroom light, exclaimed a groan and took a few steps back. That light is just too bright for this time of the morning. I squared my shoulders and said to myself, “Toughen up girl. You have a big day ahead of you.  And tomorrow. And the next day. And the next.”  I suddenly felt depressed.

After a great deal of mental effort, I finally dragged myself into the shower and then managed to heat up a Pop Tart for breakfast. I returned to the bathroom to put on my make-up. Funny how a year ago, as a boy, I’d have no problem leaving the house without any make-up on. And now there’s no way in hell could I face my first day at college without it. I don’t remember ever getting up this early for high school.

I heard the doorknob turn a couple of times.  A few seconds went by before there was a pounding on the door.

Through the door, I heard a sleepy Diane shout, “Hey. Stop being such a princess in there and finish up, okay? I gotta take a piss.”

I looked at the door. “I’ll be done in a minute. I’m putting on my make-up.”

I heard Diane groan through the door. “Oh God! I can’t wait hours. I’m about to pee on the floor as it is.”

I laughed. “Don’t be so melodramatic.  I’m almost done.”  I leaned into the mirror and applied lip gloss. I turned my head from side to side to check my make-up. I smiled at the mirror.

I opened the bathroom door and there stood Diane looking aggravated. She rushed past me and growled, “Good God, girl! You take forever!” She slammed the door behind her.

I shook my head as I went back to my room. I checked the time. I still had time to get to class on time, but time was getting short. I had laid out my clothes before getting into the shower.  I had felt extra feminine this morning so I had selected a short, floral print sundress, sandals, a pair of hoop earrings and some bracelets. After a few minutes of assembly and I was good to go.

Mom and Dad were in the kitchen as I headed to the front door. I didn’t think they got up this early. Which was silly to think since Dad has to go to work.

“Don’t I get a hug?” asked Dad as I walked towards the door.

I stopped and turned towards Dad and smiled at him. “Sorry, Daddy. I guess I’m just too pre-occupied about school.” Dad stayed seated as I gave him a big hug. I walked over to Mom and hugged her too.

“I have to admit I’m a bit nervous about starting college today,” I sighed.

Dad smiled at me and I saw his eye twitch once. “Don’t worry about it, princess. You’ll be fine.”

Mom smiled at me too. “A lot of your friends from school will be there today too. So you shouldn’t feel so alone like you would if you’d gone off to state like your sister.”

I let out a short laugh. “Yeah. I don’t think I could handle that right now.” I frowned slightly as I thought how Joey was supposed to be there with me.  I hugged Mom and Dad again. “I need to get going. I don’t want to be late the first day.”

Dad waved as I headed to the front door. “Make a hundred!” Dad has said that almost every single day since the first grade.

I sat in Mom’s Escort for over a minute just staring out the grimy windshield. I was really nervous about going to college. I know it’s silly because I’ll probably already know half the kids going there. And then there’s going to college as a girl. I know I’ve been living as a girl for almost a year and I’m very comfortable with that. I could never return to being a boy. But college has seemed to add another level of intimidation. Maybe I’m just over thinking it.

I took a deep breath, turned the ignition key and the old Escort sputtered to life. I backed out of the driveway and then started driving down our street, puffs of blue smoke trailing behind me. Ready or not, here I come!

Actually, I didn’t get far before my adventure started to slow down. Why is there so much traffic?  Then I remembered that regular school started the same day as college in our town. All the streets were choked with all the school kids being driven to their schools. Back in my day I had to walk. Uphill. Both ways. In a blizzard. Okay, I’m too young to start saying things like that, but still, all the traffic was annoying.

The Escort died at a traffic light and wouldn’t restart. Several cars went roaring around me, the drivers flipping me off and yelling “Stupid bitch!” at me. Is this how the rest of the day is going to go? I screamed at the car and hit the steering wheel. I turned the key again and the engine started to sputter, plumes of blue smoke coming from the exhaust.  I’ll have to tell Dad about that.

I made it the rest of the way without incident. As I turned into the school’s entrance, a question popped into my head. Do I park near my first class or near my last class? I thought it made more sense to park near my last class. I wound up parking somewhere in between because there was nowhere to park close to my last class. I’ll have to get here earlier tomorrow.

I took the campus map from my purse and studied it a moment. I was closer to my math class than I originally thought. I put the map back into my purse and started walking from the parking lot to one of the walkways.

My nervousness about college started to evaporate. This was nice! So much better than high school!  The walkways were wide and lined with a canopy of trees. I loved being outside on this beautiful late August morning. I smiled to myself at the thought that I won’t think it’s so nice come middle of November when I’m freezing my butt off. But for now, I loved it.

As expected, I saw quite a few kids from high school. I waved at them and they smiled and waved back. I heard some footsteps coming up rapidly behind me. I turned just time to get slammed with a huge hug.

I recognized instantly the person hugging me. I exclaimed, “Mandy! Good to see you!”

Mandy grinned at me. “Hey girlfriend! Good to see you too! Didn’t talk to you much over the summer. How did everything go?”

I smiled back at my friend. “Well, except for he who shall remain nameless and shameless, it went well. I met the cutest boy on our camping trip!  And you?”

Mandy shook her head. “You and boys! My summer wasn’t quite that exciting. We visited my grandmother. Which is nice. She lives by a lake. It was nice to goof off all day. And I got a lot of reading done.”

I touched her arm. “It’s great seeing you. Hopefully we can meet up for lunch sometime this week. But I got to get to class.”

Mandy nodded. “Me too.”

I started to walk away, and then stopped. “Oh. Are you on the cheerleading team this year?”

Mandy’s smile dropped and she shook her head. “No. I decided to retire from cheerleading. I want to focus on academics.”

I frowned. “Mandy, that scholarship was yours. You earned it.”

Mandy smiled slightly. “So did you. I mean, I’ve been a cheerleader since middle school. And a girl longer than that!”  She laughed. “In less than one year, you went from zero to a real team leader. You really were the most deserving girl.”

I smiled nervously back. “Thanks Mandy. For everything.”

Mandy hugged me again and then started to run off. “See ya, Chrissy!”

I took a deep breath and sighed. I was really hoping Mandy would be cheering with me.  I hurried towards my first class.

I rushed towards the science building that housed the math classes. I waved at a few more people I knew as I ran up the steps to the building entrance. I groaned when I saw a large group waiting on the elevator. I guess normally the single elevator can handle the demand on normal days, but there were just too many people on this first day.

Next to me, some guy I didn’t know said to his friend, “Let’s just take the stairs. It’s only three floors.” The other guy nodded.

I watched them walk briskly to the stairs, which weren’t exactly empty either. I decided that was a good idea.  I wasn’t even winded when I reached the top. But then, I’d be worried if I was out of breath at my age and being a cheerleader and all.

I checked my schedule and then scanned the signs overhead to see what direction I needed to go to find my class. The crowded hallway reminded me too much of JWB high school. I hoped after this first day, that it will thin out some.

When I stepped into the classroom, I was shocked by how many kids were there. Only a couple of empty desks were available. I checked the room number again to make sure I had the right room. I had no idea College Algebra would be so popular.

I looked around the room as the instructor, at his desk, looked through some notes. As expected, I saw a lot of familiar faces. But not that many I knew well or could call friends. I sighed. Well, I knew Brandi would be in my English class this afternoon. It’s amazing how alone you can feel in a crowd.

And then my eyes fell on a kid I’d certainly never seen before. He had longish blond hair, broad shoulders and even through his shirt he appeared to be well muscled. And from what I could see of his face, he was really cute too. I immediately became intrigued. Who is he? What school did he go to?  Is he seeing anyone? I made it my mission to find out who he was.

I chuckled to myself. Yeah, right. I’m sure Mr. Blondie has more girlfriends than he can shake a stick at. Not to mention that, with my secret, there’s no way I could seriously date anyone.  I sighed. Doesn’t mean I can’t at least look, though.

The instructor knocked back a slug from his water bottle and stood up. He looked at his notes again, and then moved to his lectern. He looked out at the class. “Good morning, everyone. I am Mr. Johansson. Take a moment to check your schedules. This is College Algebra. Introduction to the Humanities is next door.” Two students got up and left the classroom.

Mr. Johansson chuckled as the second student left. “Happens every semester. I’m going to assume the rest of you expect to be here. As I pass out the syllabus, I need all of you to remember…”

I stopped listening. I just looked over at Mr. Blondie and started daydreaming about our family’s camping trip this summer. I sighed and wished Donny was going to school here. Having to pass copies of the syllabus to the person behind me broke my daydream.

I frowned as I looked over the syllabus. This was the same crap I had trouble with in Algebra I in high school.

When the class ended, I held back leaving and timed myself so I’d leave right behind Mr. Blondie. A few feet past the door, a petite girl who was even more blonde than Mr. Blondie ran up to him wearing a big grin. The top of her head barely reached the middle of his chest. Her hair was in a tight braid that hung down past her butt. They did a quick hug. I couldn’t hear them as they chatted walking to the stairs.

I frowned. That answers the question of if he was seeing anyone. I sighed. That just makes getting a date with him a bit harder.

***

I had an hour to kill before my next class. My Tuesday/Thursday schedule was a bit more packed.  I found a bench under a shady tree and sat down to watch the other students pass by. It was an absolutely beautiful morning and it was nice to just sit there and quietly listen to the birds and buzzing insects.

A gentle breeze blew a few strands of my hair across my face. I enjoyed the air moving around my bare legs. With my fingers I brushed the lose strands of hair back. I studied my nails a moment as I reached into my purse for my compact so I could check my make-up. I sighed. I wish I could purge my mind of these moments of self doubt about becoming who I am. More times than I should, I feel a reluctance to be a girl.

Studying my face in my mirror, how could I be anything else? Still, for eighteen solid years I was most definitely a boy. I didn’t play sports or participate in some of the activities my friends did. And I certainly didn’t think about boys all the time. As I took my lip-gloss from my purse, I decided to keep my age old conviction that my current situation was Ed’s fault.

Oh, I love being a girl. I just sometimes can’t help but wonder how less cluttered and expensive my life would be if it wasn’t for girlie stuff I had to keep up with. But I definitely blame Ed for my obsession with guys. Maybe I shouldn’t, but I still try to suppress the memory of Ed and me by the lake on that summer night when I was still in middle school sharing a very intimate moment and then sneaking out of the house to date  him the rest of the summer. Doing that definitely woke something inside me.

The original plan of course, when I agreed to become a girl full time in high school, was that I’d revert to being a boy after graduation. Even after getting the cheerleading scholarship, I was at first reluctant to attend college as a girl. But after prom night with Joey, there was just no way I’d go back to being a boy. How could I go back? I’m a woman.

I just need to avoid boys for now. Try to get through my classes

I smiled at a couple of boys walking past me.

***

I was almost knocked over in the Student Union Building by a massive bear hug. “Chrissy!” shouted a voice in my ear. I turned to see a grinning Stephanie.

I laughed as I disengaged her hug. “Hey Stephanie!”

Grinning, Stephanie said, “Hey, girl. You’re looking great. Did you and Joey have a good summer together?”

I huffed and folded my arms. “He broke up with me. He’s decided to stay in Japan.”

Stephanie’s eyes got wide. “Oh, Chrissy! I’m so sorry to hear that! You two seemed so perfect for each other.”

I frowned. “Yeah, that’s what I thought too.”

Stephanie started to walk towards the food line. I walked with her. She asked, “So. What are you going to do? Are you going to get back into dating or just chill for a while?”

I shrugged. “I think I’ll just concentrate on school for now. I can’t really date anyone now, anyway.”

Steph laughed. “Why not? Look around. This place is crawling with boys.”

Frowning, I said, “You’re forgetting my little problem. Jeff and Joey both knew about it. But none of these other guys do. And I can’t afford to let the secret out. I mean, Ms. Thornapple could probably go to jail for what she did to my school records.” Ms. Thornapple was my high school principal and co-conspirator for letting me join the cheerleaders as a girl. She also doctored all my school records to change me from male to female so I could qualify for a cheerleading scholarship at college. I would just get kicked out of college, but Ms. Thornapple could wind up getting arrested.

Steph laughed. “Don’t be so melodramatic. Besides, not every guy you date has to be your future husband or even sex partner. Guys are fun to just hang out with. Just don’t take things further than kissing.”

I picked up a pre-made hamburger and a can of soda in the food line. I grinned, “True. Oh, hey. Tell me you’re on the cheerleading squad.”

Stephanie’s face brightened. “You bet your butt I am. Cheerleading is in my blood. But you know Mandy won’t be there, right? And I haven’t seen Brittney since prom night.”

I shook my head. “I haven’t heard anything about Brittney either. I talked to Mandy earlier and she told me.  Do you know if Brandi is a cheerleader this year?”

Stephanie nodded. “I think so. We’ll find out this afternoon for sure.”  She then pointed at something.

I looked and saw Nikki, her leg in a cast, being pushed in a wheelchair by some guy. Her boyfriend maybe?

Stephanie grunted a laugh. “Funny how the world works, I mean. If it hadn’t been for Nikki’s bad luck, we would never have asked you to be a cheerleader and you’d still be a boy.”

I smirked. “Very true. I hate to wish bad luck on her, but yeah. I’d never gotten to date Jeff or Joey.”

Steph studied me for a moment after we sat down with our lunches. “You know, I didn’t really know you when you were a boy. I remember seeing you around school. You were always quiet and shy and kept to yourself. I rarely saw you smile. But you’re completely opposite as a girl. You should have been a girl all along.”

I took a bite and nodded. “I can’t say I disagree.” I sighed, “But. As a boy I never had my heart ripped out and stomped on either.”

Steph grinned knowingly and nodded. “Until you find THE one, that’s what you have to expect with any relationship.”

I looked down at my hands and nodded sadly. “True.”

Stephanie reached over and touched my hand. “Don’t worry about it, girl. You’ll get there. I mean, you’re beautiful. You’re smart. You have a sense of humor. I don’t think you’ll have much trouble getting dates.”

I grunted a laugh. “I wish. And thanks. But I’m thinking maybe I should hold off dating until I get my bottom surgery.”

Steph looked confused for a moment. “Your what?  Oh, yeah. Well you know. Like I said, you don’t have to have sex with every boy you meet. Just enjoy being together.”

I smiled at her. “You’re right. I need to stop being so boy crazy anyway. Just today in math class, I started crushing on a really cute blond hunk only to have my fantasy ruined when some short blonde chick came up and hugged him.”

Steph’s face lit up. “Oh! I think I know him! Blond, broad shoulders, and muscles out the wa-zoo? I heard he was from out of town, going to college here first because it’s cheaper than State. Was the chick you saw about chest high to him with a long, tight blonde braid?”

I nodded. “That’s the one.”

Steph laughed. “That’s his sister!”

I laughed. “So I have a chance then!”

Steph just shook her head. “You’re hopeless!”

***

There were only four girls already in the gym when I walked in for cheerleading class. Two of them were Brandi and Stephanie. They both grinned and waved when they saw me. I ran up to them and hugged them both.

I looked at both girls and sighed. “So this is all of us. I had been hoping for a big reunion.”

Brandi shook her head and sighed. “Yeah, Mandy decided to give up cheerleading and I guess you didn’t hear while you were away this summer. Brittney’s family moved out of state. It was kinda sudden. Aubrey isn’t going to college at all. So it’s just us.”

I shook my head as a few more girls entered the gym. “It’s not going to be the same.”

Stephanie grinned. “It’s going to be better! This is college. Our cheer squad here is almost professional.”

I nodded and looked at the girls assembled so far. “True. But I don’t know any of these other girls.”

Brandi shrugged. “You didn’t really know any of us back in JWB high. You weren’t even a girl then.”

I smiled. “New friends to make, I guess.”

Brandi nodded. “The squad is going to be made up of fifteen girls and five boys. It’ll be a lot more work to stand out in this crowd.”

I laughed. “Think you’re up to the challenge?”

Stephanie grinned. “We have to be. We have a reputation to uphold!”

Brandi’s smile faded as she watched another girl enter the gym. “I should have known she’d be here.”

I turned to look. “Oh. Is that the lead cheerleader from Sanderson? What’s her name? Barbara or something?” Sanderson is a nearby town.

Brandi nodded. “She’s a real bitch and she was pissed last year when her squad didn’t qualify to go to the state competition. She almost got suspended for her foul-mouthed tirade to her squad.”

Steph tapped my shoulder, “Chrissy, check this out.” She pointed towards the door. “There’s your boyfriend.”

I couldn’t believe it. Blondie was entering the gym!  “Holy shit!” I exclaimed. “He’s a cheerleader?”

Brandi turned to look. “Oh wow. You’re dating him?”

Steph laughed, “She wishes. She just saw him this morning and is already crushing.”

Blondie stood looking around a moment. In a rich tenor, he asked, “Is this the cheerleading class?”

Some girl giggled, “If it wasn’t, it is now!”  Several girls laughed.

Brandi looked back at me and grinned. “He’s definitely your type, Chrissy.”

“Oh? What type is that?” I asked.

“Male.” Brandi and Steph both laughed.

I folded my arms. “You make it sound like all I do is think about boys.” Brandi and Stephanie looked at each other and laughed again.

Am I obsessed with boys? Just one year ago, I was a dweeb ignored by everyone and had no interest at all in boys. Now boys fawn over me and I love the attention. Until I became a cheerleader, I never noticed there were so many cute guys around. And I gave my virginity away to a boy, Joey, on prom night. I shouldn’t think about Joey. It just pisses me off…

A woman in her mid-forties entered the gym from a side door. She smiled as she approached.

“Greetings ladies…” she turned to smile at the boys who had huddled together, “… and gentlemen. Welcome to County College Cheerleading. I’m Coach Sterling and I’m happy to see all of you here. We’re going to have fun this year and work hard. Cheerleading at County College will be a little different from what you were used to in high school. The only athletics here is basketball, golf and women’s tennis. We don’t cheer at golf and tennis games. What we’ll be doing is mainly attending state and national cheerleading competitions. And believe me, the competition is fierce and I’m going to expect a lot out of you.”

The coach looked around the room of people and nodded. “All of you look fit and ready to be on the squad, but by the end of September, I will need a doctor’s signed physical fitness form from each of you. More than once we’ve had a young woman who was not aware she was pregnant sign up for Cheerleading and last year at another school, a boy died of heart-failure during a competition. So this exam is for your protection as much as ours. As all of you know, cheerleading is a strenuous sport.”

Brandi whispered to me, “Is that going to be a problem for you, Chrissy?”

I nodded. “I wasn’t expecting this. I don’t know if my sister can or would fill in for me for an exam like she did before.”

Coach Sterling, arms folded, looked in our direction. “If you girls are finished, may I continue?”

Steph said with a laugh, “Go ahead, Coach. You weren’t interrupting.”

Her voice dripping with sarcasm, Coach Sterling said, “Why thank you, miss.”

Steph grinned with a salute. “No problem.” I elbowed Stephanie in the ribs and frowned at her.

The coach droned on about other details of the class like how you have to do well academically, keep attendance up and so on. I mostly tuned her out. After hearing that we were going to focus on competitions and not cheering at games and the like made me feel a bit reluctant about being a cheerleader. The danger of course is not just having to get a physical exam, which will be a problem, but if it’s discovered that, under the paint, I’m male, the whole squad could be disqualified for the whole season. I’d lose my scholarship; I’d piss off a lot of people and be forced to leave college.

Even if I decided to just come out and short circuit all these issues, I’d probably still lose my scholarship since it was awarded under false pretenses. Ms. Thornapple, my high school principal would probably get fired and maybe even arrested for falsifying school documents to say I was a girl. My sister Diane might get in trouble for pretending to be me in order for me to pass the physical to participate in the state cheerleading meet and then taking my place at the meet. Not to mention all the boys who like me would be pissed that I have dangly bits. And further not to mention the humiliation my former boyfriends would be subjected to.

I sighed heavily. How could one little girl be such a huge fuck up?

The class ended and I hugged Brandi and Steph and we all started to leave the gym. It’s only the first day and I’m already dreading coming to class.

As I started heading down the hall, I heard that rich tenor voice from directly behind me. “Excuse me! Girl!”

I turned around to look at the gorgeous blond boy. He was smiling at me. I felt faint.

Blondie said, “Sorry. I don’t know your name. My name is Eric, by the way. You’re in my morning math class, correct?”

I put out a hand for a limp handshake and grinned like an idiot. “So nice to meet you, Eric. I’m Chrissy. And yes, we have math together.”

Eric smiled back with brilliant white teeth. Such blue eyes. “Nice to meet you too, Chrissy. I was curious if you’d be interested in getting together sometime outside of class to study together? I really suck at math and could use some help.”

I laughed, “Sure! I’m not all that great at math myself, but I’d love to!”

Eric chuckled. Such a wonderful laugh he has. “Great! Thanks. I was happy to see someone from my math class here in cheerleading. Cheerleaders need to stick together.”

I was afraid if I grinned any bigger my brain would fall out. Most definitely we should stick together… like chocolate syrup over our naked bodies in bed. Mentally catching my breath, I said, “Most definitely. My closest friends in high school were all cheerleaders.” Only because they knew my secret. Before I became a cheerleader, none of those girls would give me the time of day.

“Cool. We’ll get together tomorrow after class to arrange a study schedule.” Eric glanced at his phone. “My next class is all the way across campus, so I need to go. See you tomorrow!”  He turned and rushed off.

I smiled to myself as I watched him hurry down the hall. That was a pleasant turn of events. Maybe my life at college won’t be so bad after all.

***

“No.”

“What do you mean, ‘no’?” I asked Diane.

“I mean no,” frowned Diane. “Do I have to draw you pictures?”

“Why not? You didn’t have a problem when I was in high school,” I said not hiding my annoyance. “What’s the big deal? You dye your hair like mine, dress fashionably for a change, like me, say you’re me and sail through the examination. Just like before.”

Diane rolled her eyes and huffed as she set her phone down; giving up trying to play the game she was playing when I interrupted her. Still frowning, she said, “Because it’s not like before. Did you not read the cheerleader’s course guide? The examination is much more thorough. The doc is bound to notice I’m older than you. Plus the risk is higher. This time you won’t have the whole squad behind you, along with the coach and the principal. You’re just going to have to cook up some other fraudulent scheme to pass the examination.”

I shook my head. “Oh come on, Diane! It’s no big deal. You’re making it sound like a crime or something!”

Diane chuckled. “Actually, I think it is.  It’s a little word called ‘fraud’.”

Feeling frustrated, I almost shouted, “No one will know! Without your help, I’ll have to quit the cheerleaders. Please, Diane? How can you say no to your own sister?”

Her face clouding with anger, Diane said, “Look, Chris. I just don’t think it would work this time. I’m twenty-four and you’re not even nineteen yet.”

I frowned. “Dying your hair to match mine will hide those gray hairs.”

Diane’s eyes flashed. “I don’t have any gray hairs!”

Laughing, I said, “You’re the one claiming to be an old lady! Look, it’s not like you have to do routines for the doctor. Just spread your legs so the doc can see your vagina and give a blood and urine sample.”

Diane grunted a laugh. “I can tell you’ve never been to a gynecologist. I doubt I’ll change my mind, but I’ll think about it.  When do you need it?”

“Oh, thank you, thank you!” I said sincerely. “The exam’s report is due by the end of September.”

Frowning, Diane said, “I didn’t say I’d do it. I just said I’ll think about it. You really need to start taking charge of your own life.”

I shook my head. “Well, it’s not like I can do anything to hide the fact that I have a stupid penis.”

Diane laughed and walked out of the room.

***

“Oh, hi Chrissy,” said Mom pleasantly when I walked into the kitchen. “How was your first day of school? And what were you and Diane fighting about?”

“Hey Mom,” I said pleasantly as I walked up to the counter where Mom was making dinner.  I picked up a cut piece of celery and started chewing on it. “It was okay, I guess. Kinda confusing at first. I have a problem in cheerleading I hoped Diane would help me with.”

Mom continued slicing a few stalks of celery. “That’s for dinner, you know. But I thought you knew as much about cheerleader as Diane did. Plus it’s been a while since she did any.”

I pulled my hair back from my eyes and frowned. “It turns out we need to have a physical for cheerleading. I can’t pass that, so I was hoping Diane could fill in for me. Like she did before.”

Mom didn’t look up from her task. “Well, you know. She is older than you. A year ago she still looked a bit like a teen, but she has matured a bit since then.” She glanced over at me for a moment. “And your breasts are larger.”

I frowned as I picked up another stalk of celery. “Why are you taking her side? I have a major problem I’m facing and she’s my only hope.”

Mom put her knife down next to the celery and stared at me for a moment. “Young lady, don’t ever think I’m going to side with one of you over the other. But I have to be honest. This situation isn’t Diane’s fault. She can’t help being older than you. Diane, like your father and I, have accepted you becoming a girl. I’ve seen you two grow so much more closer now that you’re sisters. But she can’t hold your hand forever.”

Chewing on the piece of celery and shaking my head, I said, “I just can’t believe you’re taking her side.”

Mom let out an exasperated sigh. “I’m not. I’m just being realistic.  I’m sure if you guilt trip her enough, which you excel at, she’ll capitulate. But I honestly don’t expect it to work this time and it could lead to you losing your scholarship.”

I frowned as I finished off the celery. “I was hoping you’d talk to her about how important this is for me.”

Mom looked down at the kitchen counter and went back to making dinner. “You’re a big girl now, Chris. I’m not going to tell your sister she has to basically commit a crime for you.”

I sighed. “Well, what’s one more?”  I shrugged and turned and left the kitchen.

***

“Hey girl.  What’s up?” asked Mandy over the phone.

“I have a problem and I’m not sure what do about it,” I said dourly. I lay back on my bed.

Mandy asked, “Oh? Like what?”

I frowned at the phone. “It’s about cheerleading. They’re going to require a physical. I’m mean, like why can’t I use the one from high school?”

Mandy laughed. “Girl, are you serious? Between then and now, you could have gotten pregnant or something.”

“I can’t get pregnant,” I said flatly.

“They don’t know that!” exclaimed Mandy. “Except for a handful of us from JWB High, everyone accepts you totally as a girl. And a girly-girl at that. Even I sometimes have a hard time believing you were ever a boy.”

I sighed. “So what can I do? I can’t just suddenly grow girly bits.”

There was a pause and then Mandy asked, “Have you asked your sister? Having her fill in for you seems to be the obvious answer. She did it before.”

I grunted. “Yeah, I asked her the first thing when I got home today. She’s suddenly grown a conscience and refused.”

“Well that sucks,” said Mandy. “She’s really your only real option. You’re just going to have to put pressure on her.”

I uselessly shook my head at the phone and said, “I don’t know. She’s pretty adamant.”  There was a long pause. Finally I asked, “Hey. I just had an idea. What about this?”  I took a deep breath. “Maybe you can substitute? We’re about the same height. We’re the same age. We have the same hair color.  You’re not on the squad. The doctor has never seen either of us. It’s perfect!”

The tone in Mandy’s voice changed. “I… I… I don’t know about that, Chrissy. We still have to show an ID and I could get arrested for that, couldn’t I?”

Frowning, I said, “So you suddenly have scruples too? How closely do they look at those IDs?  They’re just getting the info from them. Fix your hair like mine in my driver’s license picture, change your make-up a little and I bet they wouldn’t notice. It’s perfect!”

Sounding a bit miffed, Mandy said, “It sounds a bit crazy to me. What if we’re found out?”

“We won’t be!” I exclaimed. “Unless you blab about it, it’ll just be between us. It’ll be a cinch! And besides; you’re my best friend, right?”

Anger rising, Mandy said, “Hey. Save that guilt shit for your sister.”

Defeat in my voice, I said, “I guess you’re right. I’ll have to quit the squad.” I sighed heavily. “If you can’t even count on your best friend for help, then what’s the point, right?”

Mandy laughed. “That won’t work with me, girlfriend. You’re just going to have to work on your sister more. You two look just alike anyway.”

“Well, somebody needs to help me,” I sighed. “No way in hell can I pass a women’s physical.”

“You’ll think of something. Hey, I gotta run. See ya tomorrow.” Mandy disconnected the call.

***

I was hoping getting up would get easier.  But it was only the second day of college. The mobs trying to get to class were still there, but at least they seemed to know more or less where they were going.

My first Tuesday class was Government and it didn’t start until 9:00AM. Thank God. Nobody I knew was in the class. Since this was a local junior college, you’d think there’d be somebody I knew or at least recognized, in every class. The instructor, Mr. Wilcox, was on the young side and actually quite nice looking. I wondered if he was married…

I watched the other students walk into the classroom.  There seemed to be more guys than girls in this class. Some of the guys were very cute and a few nerdy types. College seems to be a regular boy buffet. Most came into the class looking around for a place to sit.

One boy looked directly at me for a moment. He seemed vaguely familiar, but I couldn’t place him. I don’t think he is anyone I knew from high school. I just felt a bit creepy with him staring at me. But he is cute. Anyway, I tried to ignore him. Especially when Mr. Wilcox started talking.

Sadly, even with a hot teacher, the class was rather boring to sit through.

Mr. Wilcox smiled broadly as he released his class. “Be sure to read the first three chapters in your text before Thursday. See you all then.”  I guess I need to buy the text book.

As I started for the door, the boy that stared at me started to step in front of me. He stopped and then smiled. Gesturing with his hand, he said, “After you.” I smiled nervously at him as I walked past him and out the door. As I headed down the hall, I took a quick glance behind me. He was still by the door, staring at me. I was definitely creeped out. I hurried down the hall.

I didn’t have any other classes until after lunch. I didn’t feel like going home and coming back, so I thought I should stop by the campus store and get that text book I needed. Fortunately they had some used ones.

Lunch was approaching and I had scheduled a study time with Eric to go over some of the math homework we’re supposed to have done by Wednesday. I’m hardly a math genius so I hoped between the two of us, we could figure it out.

I went to the Student Union Building and got a pre-made burger and soda and found an empty table. As I sat down, I saw Eric in the line where you order actual real food. About ten minutes later, I saw him looking around for me. I waved. He smiled that gorgeous smile and headed my way.

As he walked towards me, he stopped to talk to another guy who was also very cute. Eric nodded towards me and then both walked over to my table.

Eric smiled broadly at me as he sat down. “Chrissy! It’s great to see you again. I hope we can get some of this math knocked out or at least figured out.” His friend just stood there silently for a moment.

I grinned. “I hope so too!” I looked up at Eric’s friend.

Eric pointed at his friend. “He doesn’t have time to join us, but I wanted you to meet my boyfriend, Malcolm. He’s an art major.”

I hope I didn’t show it, but a wave of disappointment washed over me as I extended my hand in greeting. “Nice to meet you, Malcolm.”

Malcolm shook my hand and smiled. “Nice to meet you too, Chrissy. Eric has told me about you. But hey, I gotta run.” He gave Eric a quick hug and hurried off.

Eric watched him walk away. “Yeah, we met each other in high school. He’s not any good at math either.”  He took a bite of his lunch. “Ready to start?”

***

“In a way I should have expected it,” I said to Mandy as we walked across the college campus.

Mandy laughed. “You can’t expect a boy you like to have a boyfriend! That’s silly.”

I frowned. “No. It’s just my luck. I mean, not only is a guy I like taken, I can’t even compete.”

Mandy shrugged. “Why not? I’ve seen this Malcolm guy. He’s in a class I have. I think you’re prettier.”

I looked sideways at Mandy. “I don’t think pretty enters into it. Malcolm is a guy. I’m not.”

Mandy chuckled. “You’re not a guy? Then you don’t need me or your sister’s help in having a physical.”

“What are you talking about,” I asked Mandy.

“Duh!” commented Mandy as she pointed at my crotch.

I could feel my face redden. I hissed, “I’m a girl! We’ve talked about this before. I’m not a boy!”

Mandy shook her head. “Yes, Chris. Everyone agrees you’re a girl. Until you pee into a cup. I mean, if you really like Eric, you might have to change who you are just a little bit.”

I stopped walking and turned to face Mandy. “I’m never going back to being a boy again!” I growled. “So just the most perfect, gorgeous and wonderful boy on the planet won’t like me as a girl.  His loss, right?”

Mandy laughed. “I’m not saying you should go back to being a guy. I was just suggesting you give Eric what he wants. Just present as a guy to him.” 

Mandy pulled on some strands of her hair. “Honestly, Chrissy. Don’t you get tired of fussing with your hair every day? Having to deal with make-up every day. Seriously. How much do we spend a month on this stuff? Sometimes I just want to shave my head and throw all this crap away!”

I laughed. “Mandy, you’d no more get rid of that beautiful head of hair you have or stop wearing make-up than fly. You’re just as girly as me!”

Mandy laughed back. “Girl, there ain’t nobody more girly than you!”

I folded my arms and pouted. “I rest my case!”

Mandy smirked at me. “Maybe. But it doesn’t change the fact that Eric likes boys.”

I sighed. “True. Oh well. I doubt I could steal him away from Malcolm anyway.”

Mandy checked her phone and then waved. “Hey, I have a class to get to. See ya later.”

***

“Is this seat taken?”

Annoyed at my reading being interrupted, I frowned as I looked up at the speaker. I was sitting on a bench under a big tree on the campus, reading a book on my device. My eyes widened when I saw it was my stalker from Mr. Wilcox’s class.

Without waiting for my response, he sat down on the bench with me and smiled at me. “Nice day to just sit outside, isn’t it?”

I frowned and scooted an inch or two away from him. “It was. Can I help you with something?”

He smiled and said, “Actually, I wanted to ask you if I could buy you some ice cream at the Dairy Queen across the street?”

I frowned at him and set my device down on my lap. I asked, “Do I know you?”

The guy chuckled and shook his head. “You should. We had boys P.E. together in middle school. Remember? Ross? Ross Watson? We also had the same history class.” He grinned at me.

I furrowed my brow for a moment as I searched my memory. Ross? He said ‘boys P.E.’ Oh my God. And then it hit me. “Ross? The chunky kid with the greasy hair?”

Ross laughed. “The very one.”

I leaned back to get a good look. “Ross… yeah. I remember now. You’ve changed quite a bit since I remember seeing you last.” I remembered Ross now.  He was a chubby little dweeb always in bad need of a haircut and his hair washed who I knew in middle school. Most people dismissed him but he was actually kind of smart. And now he’s tall, muscular, gorgeous blue eyes and thick dark brown hair.

Ross laughed again and pointed at me. “Not as much as you’ve changed. I don’t remember you having tits then.”

I giggled and pointed at my boobs. “Yeah, these are kinda new.” I looked down at the ground, suddenly worried. Shit. This guy could totally blow my cover. What the hell is he doing here? “You disappeared for a while. If you don’t mind my asking, what the hell are you doing here?”

Ross laughed as he kept looking at me with those deep blue eyes. “After middle school, I went to Warren G. Harding.” That was the other high school across town. They focused more on academics and my school, JWB High was focused on sports. “To save money, I thought I’d take my first two years of college here at County.”

Grinning, I lied, “Me too.” My scholarship was only good here at County. My plan was to marry Joey before I finished two years of college. Well, that plan has since gone down in flames.

Ross studied me for a moment. “So you joined the cheerleaders to replace… What was her name?”

“Nikki.”

“That’s right. Nikki.” He nodded. “I watched your team’s cheerleaders during games and I thought you looked familiar, but how could I guess that cute cheerleader was actually a boy?”

I quickly looked around to make sure no one was nearby. “Can you not say that too loud? Not many around here really know that I’m a… you know… “

“A boy?” prompted Ross with a slight smile.

I stiffened. “I’m a girl.” I pointed at my boobs.

Ross grinned. “Oh, there’s no denying you are one gorgeous girl. With extra parts.”

I narrowed my eyes at Ross. “I’m in transition. As far as you’re concerned, I’m a girl.

Ross smirked. “Aren’t secrets fun?”

I scowled at him. “Am I going to have to have you killed?”

Ross laughed. “Oh no. Your secret is safe with me. You wouldn’t really have me killed, would you?”

I kept my eyes narrowed on him. “Maybe.”

Ross grinned at me. “Well, before you off me, would you let me treat you to some ice cream?” He pointed at the Dairy Queen across the street.

I gave him a curious look. “Why do you want to buy me ice cream?”

Still smiling, Ross said, “Honestly? You’re the most beautiful and fascinating woman on campus.”

I sat up straighter and looked at Ross, amused. “I am?”

He shrugged. “Maybe.”

***

I took a bite of my Oreo Blizzard. “Okay. Seriously. Of all the women on campus, why the interest in me? You know my past. I would think that would turn you off.”

Ross bit off some of the chocolate from his dipped cone. He took a moment to swallow. He smiled. “Actually, that’s what interests me the most. I’m intrigued by what seems to be a normal boy to change sides and now seem to be a normal girl. Kind of bizarre, don’t you think?”

I frowned at Ross. “Not really. It just happened. Call it a journey of self-discovery.  And though it’s none of your business, joining the cheerleaders wasn’t my first time to be a girl.  There was a summer in middle school where I explored being a girl. Something happened that scared me back to being a boy.”

Licking the side of his cone, Ross said, “I’m not trying to get on your case. I mean, I can see how you could fill in for a missing cheerleader. Weird, but okay. But it’s where you’ve taken it after that.” He chuckled. “I mean, it’s certainly very clear you made the correct choice in your life…”

I leaned forward and interrupted. “This isn’t a choice. It took a lot of soul searching to come to grips, that I’m a girl. I didn’t choose this.”

Ross held up his hands in a defensive gesture. “I’m sorry. That was a poor choice of words. It’s obvious you’re a woman. And a beautiful one at that.”  He took a bite of his cone and paused a moment. “Seriously though. Knowing you as I did and to see you now, absolutely fascinates me.”

I leaned back in my seat and narrowed my eyes at him. “I see. You’re one of those.”

Ross looked at me with a puzzled expression.  “One of those what?”

Frowning, I said, “Trans admirer.” I made air quotes when I said admirer. “You’re only interested because I still have a dick.”

Ross frowned deeply and just stared at me for a few moments. “For starters, if you hadn’t just told me, I wouldn’t have known that you still had it. You completely mischaracterize me. I admit I’m curious about you. I knew you in middle school and now I see this gorgeous, feminine woman in front of me. It boggles the mind! I’d love to get to know you better. You. The person.”

I relaxed a bit and asked, “You would?”

Ross leaned forward and grinned. “Yes. How about dinner, Friday?”

My eyes widened. Incredulous, I asked, “You’re asking me out?”

Ross smiled. “Why not? Nothing formal. I seem to remember you were always talking about Texas Roadhouse when we were kids.”

I smiled at the sudden memory of enjoying their “Andy Steak” and fries as a kid. I grinned, “Dirty pool, old man. I haven’t been there in ages.”

Ross leaned back in his seat and smiled. “Sounds like a plan. Friday at seven.”

***

“You agreed to a date?” asked Diane as she sat on my bed.

I shrugged. “Why not? He seems nice.”

Diane frowned. “They all seem nice at first. You don’t even know this guy.”

I started brushing Diane’s hair. “I’ve known him since middle school.”

Diane grunted. “You haven’t seen him in what? Five years? People can change a lot in five years. I mean, look at you.”

“How are you supposed to get to know someone if you don’t go out and spend time with them?” I paused brushing her hair a moment to chuckle. “I mean, weren’t you the one who dated so many guys in college they put a revolving door on your dorm room?”

Diane turned to glare at me. “No. That’s not true.  It didn’t revolve. But all seriousness aside, girl. I think you’re just too naïve. You haven’t been a girl long enough.”

I laughed. “That’s true. I have to defer to your wealth of dating experience.  I’m still shocked you never got pregnant.”

Diane grinned. “Unlike you, I’m careful.”

I set my hair brush down. “At least I don’t have to worry about that.”

Laughing, Diane said, “If there’s a way for you to get pregnant, I’m sure you’ll do it. But I’m serious, Chrissy. Some admirer shows up, calls you beautiful, you bat your pretty little eyes at him and the next thing the cops are fishing you out of the lake.”

I frowned. “Well, aren’t you little Miss Negativity? It’s just a date. Two old friends getting together to talk about old times. Right?”

Diane grunted. “Until today, you’ve never mentioned him.  It’s not like you’re old chums. Okay, look. I’m glad you have a date. I wish I had one. This guy just seems fishy to me. Just be careful, okay?”

I chuckled. “I’ll be careful, Mom. I know you track my phone, so if you see me heading to the lake, come rescue me, okay?”

Diane shook her head and grinned. “Will do, Chris. And don’t call me Mom. You’re my kid sister. Of course I’m going to worry about you.”

I finished brushing Diane’s hair. I said, “And don’t think I don’t appreciate your concern. But I am a big girl now.”

Diane laughed as she threw her legs off my bed. “Yeah right. Was it two nights ago that you screamed bloody murder when you saw a spider in the bath tub?”

My eyes widened as I exclaimed, “That sucker was the size of my hand! Look! My hand!” I pointed at my hand.

Diane shook her head. “It was the size of your thumbnail. Mom caught it on a piece of paper and set it outside.”

I folded my arms. “It was still scary. It had all those beady little eyes staring at me. But anyway, I’ll be fine.”

Diane pulled her hair back and looked thoughtful. “You know, now that I think about that picture on your phone you showed me. I’ve seen that Ross guy before. At the pet store in the mall. He was buying small mice to feed his giant pet tarantula.”

I turned and scowled at Diane. “Bullshit! You’re lying!”

Diane put her hands up defensively. “I’m pretty sure it was him. Maybe it wasn’t.”  She giggled as she left my room.

***

“That’s excellent, Chrissy!” exclaimed Coach Sterling after I completed a tumble. “That’s how you show how it’s done!”

“Thanks, coach!” I beamed. “Coach Renwick worked us all pretty hard.”

Coach Sterling nodded. “I know her well. I have high expectations from all three of you girls.” She chuckled as she looked from me to Brandi to Steph . “Well, I have high expectations of everyone in this room.”

Brandi giggled as she punched my arm. “Show off!”

Coach Sterling turned around to address the class. “Okay, everyone. Listen up. I still haven’t gotten everyone’s physical back. You know who you are. Two weeks left to get them in to me. Okay. See you guys later.”

Steph gave me a knowing look and asked, “So. Was Coach talking about you and your physical?”

I sighed. “Yeah. I don’t know what to do if I can’t talk my sister into subbing for me.”

Brandi frowned. “Why won’t she help?  She knows how important it is.”

Steph nodded. “Yeah. It’s not like you can do the physical yourself.”

I frowned. “Yeah. Tell me about it. She’s got this goofy idea about breaking laws. She’s suddenly worried about integrity.”

Steph asked, “What are you going to do then? You’re running out of time.”

I shrugged. “I’ll just have to lay the guilt trip on a little thicker.”

Shaking her head, Brandi said, “Your sister has more shit on you than you do on her.”

I nodded. “That’s probably true. But I have confidence she’ll cave. She just needs to hurry up about it.”

As we all headed towards the gym exit, Eric ran up and pushed the door open for us. Grinning at me, he said, “Sorry, Chrissy. I can’t do math today. My boyfriend and I are going off-campus for lunch.  See ya.”  He held the door open for the three of us and then trotted off.

Brandi shook her head. “You definitely need to forget about getting a date with that guy. I think he’s solidly taken and you’re not male enough. Have you seen his boyfriend?”

I sighed. “Yes, I’ve seen him. You’re probably right. But I can keep dreaming.”

As we walked down the hall, Steph asked, “Did you mention something about having a date Friday?”

Brandi frowned. “You didn’t say anything to me about having a date. Anyone I know?”

“Remember that stalker dude in Mr. Wilcox’s class?” I looked from Brandi to Steph.

Steph narrowed her eyes. “Is that a good idea? He acted kinda weird around you.”

I then explained that I had known Ross back in middle school. So it wasn’t like he was a complete stranger.

Steph shook her head. “Maybe. He just kinda creeps me out. Want us to follow you and keep an eye on you guys?”

I grunted. “Now there’s the perfect date. Being followed around and spied on.”

Steph looked down at her feet. “It was just an idea.”

Just as we all were about to hit the stairs down to the first level, the elevator door dinged and slid open. I was just about to step down, when Brandi called out, “Nikki!”  Nikki waved as she rolled her wheelchair out of the elevator. I turned to wave and my foot slipped off the step and as I was turning, I twisted my ankle and fell. I cried out as I cracked my ankle against the floor at the bottom of the steps. I hit my head as well, but not very hard.

Steph yelled, “Chrissy!” She and Brandi turned and ran down the steps towards me. Several others ran up to me as well.

I lay on the floor crying. “My ankle! My ankle!”

Steph and Brandi were quickly by my side. Brandi said as she leaned over to touch my ankle. “Can you move your foot?” Several others gathered around me.

I shook my head. “It hurts too much.”

I yelped when Brandi poked my ankle. “This is starting to swell. Chrissy, I think you broke it.”

Two campus police ran up to me. “Okay everyone. Give her some space. Paramedics have been called.”

Steph said, “You’re going to be fine, Chrissy. My uncle broke his ankle after his wife pushed him down some stairs. He’s fine now.”

I frowned at Steph. “Thank you for that testimony.”

Steph grinned. “Sure thing.”

Nikki called down from the top of the stairs. “Are you okay, Chrissy? I’m so sorry!”

Brandi looked up at Nikki and shouted, “Not your fault!” I just closed my eyes in pain.

Two paramedics ran up rolling a gurney. One knelt down and started feeling my ankle. I cried with the pain. He said, “Definitely seems like a fracture. We’re going to take you to County Hospital for X-Rays.”

Looking up the stairs, the other paramedic said, “Good thing she didn’t hit her head.”

The paramedics gently slid me onto the gurney and then rolled me out to an ambulance that had just arrived. I waved at my friends as I was loaded into the ambulance. I cried all the way to the hospital.

***

Sitting cross-legged on my bed, Diane smirked, “Hey, at least now I don’t have to pretend to be you for a physical. I was just going to tell you that I was going to agree to do that.”

I threw my pillow at her and frowned. “You bitch! No you weren’t!”

Diane giggled. “You’re right!”

I pointed at my ankle. “This isn’t funny, you know. It hurts. I’m going to be bedridden for ten whole weeks!!”

Diane rolled her eyes. “Oh spare me the theatrics!” From the floor, she picked up my newly acquired crutches and dropped them on the bed. She grinned. “Oh look what the ankle fairy just brought. Looks like you’ll be able to return to classes after all.”

I picked up one of the crutches and tried to poke Diane with it. “Has anyone ever told you that you’re no fun?”

Diane jerked the crutch from my grasp and frown. “Yeah. My last three boyfriends.”

I shook my head. “So bachelor number three didn’t work out?”

She sighed heavily. “No. He was a weeb. His idea of a dream date was to binge watch Attack on Titan. What about you? Are you still going out with your old classmate?”

Nodding, I said, “It’s still on. I talked to him after getting back from the hospital. He said he wouldn’t be embarrassed… much… to be seen with me hobbling around on crutches.”

Diane laughed. “At least he won’t be too embarrassed.” She pointed at my dresser. “At first I thought those flowers were from him.”

I smiled at the flowers. “Yeah. Nikki felt bad about me falling down the stairs after she distracted everyone. The card said, ‘I hope you enjoy Guam as much as I did’.”

Diane chuckled. “Yeah, with all those mix-ups, she was quite the world traveler for a while. At least she has a sense of humor about it.” She cuddled the pillow I’d tossed at her. “Have you told your coach?”

I sighed heavily and looked at the ceiling for a moment. “Oh yeah. She was pissed. Not with me so much. She said accidents happen. But she had a lot of plans for me since I was such a strong performer. She said I was definitely out of any competitions this semester. Maybe indefinitely as she’s worried that I might re-break my ankle. But, we came up with a plan.”

Diane raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”

I nodded. “She said she needs a coaching assistant as this year the class is larger than past years.”

Wrinkling her brow, Diane asked, “Is that something you’d like to do?”

I shrugged. “Keeps me in the program. And maybe when I’m healed, she’ll have forgotten about the physical.”

Diane laughed. “Don’t bet on it!”

***

“Need some help?”

I was struggling to get out of my Mom’s rusting Ford Escort while holding my crutches. I looked up. “Oh, hi Ross. I got it. I think.”

Ross chuckled as he held out a hand towards me. “You know, if you wanted to cancel our date, you could have just called instead of breaking your ankle.”

Ignoring his hand, and keeping my leg straight, I pulled myself from the car while clinging to a crutch. I grunted a couple of times and then said, “Hey, you’re not going to weasel out of your date that easily. I’ll be dressed, so you better show up!”

“Are you sure?” asked Ross. “I figured you’d just want to rest.”

While holding myself up with one crutch, I pointed at my ankle with the other. “’Tis but a flesh wound.” Hopping on one foot, I opened the rear passenger door to get my bag. “I still want to go. I wasn’t planning on wearing a cocktail dress and heels anyway.”

Ross shook his head. “Well, that just ruins the whole date. You can still wear one heel, right?”

I frowned at Ross. “I hope you’re kidding.”

Ross chuckled. “Of course. Texas Roadhouse isn’t exactly a place you’d wear a cocktail dress to anyway. Well, I need to get to class. See you at seven.”

As he started to turn away from me, I asked, “Just a second. I have a question.”

He raised his eyebrows expectantly. “Okay.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “You don’t happen to keep a giant tarantula as a pet do you?”

Ross grinned. “Of course not. Don’t be silly. However, I did bring back a giant camel spider from Iraq. It’s about three feet long.”

I shuddered. “Ewww! You can’t be serious!”

Ross shrugged. “At least it doesn’t bark. It makes these little squeaky sounds. It’s only gotten away in my apartment twice.”

I frowned at him as I shivered. “Oh my God. That’s gross!”

Laughing, he said, “I’m joking!”

I took a deep breath. “I knew you were.”

Smirking, Ross said, “Yeah. He’s really only two feet long.”

I tried to poke him with a crutch and almost fell over. “You’re awful!”

Laughing, he waved as he walked away.

***

Eric looked up as I hobbled into math class. With a surprised expression, he called, “Chrissy! What happened?” He got up and met me at my desk.

As I started to sit at my desk, I said, “No big deal. I just fell down a flight of stairs.”

He bent down to look at my cast. “I hope you didn’t hurt the floor.”  He then chuckled.

I frowned at him. “Gee thanks. Would you like to sign it?”

He grinned at me. “Sure!” He took his pen and found a spot without a signature and quickly wrote his name.

After he finished signing his name, he asked seriously, “Does this affect your cheerleading?”

I frowned again. “Kinda. I’m out for the rest of the semester. But coach wants me to assister her in class.”

Eric shook his head. “Well, I’m real sorry you hurt your ankle, Chrissy. I was looking forward to seeing you in your skimpy uniform.” Somehow I really doubted that.

The rest of the day at school went pretty much the same way. I milked sympathy for all it was worth but nobody offered to carry me around campus. Nikki did offer to let me borrow one of her wheelchairs. I told her I’d keep that in mind.

***

Dad looked at me funny as I hobbled my way over to the couch with my hair fixed and all made up. “You’re still going out with that kid from middle school?”

I giggled. “He’s not still in middle school, Dad. That’s when I first met him. And yes, I’m still going out.”

Diane, sitting in front of the TV held up her phone. “Don’t forget I’m tracking you. I’m calling the cops if I see you heading for the lake. Of course, he might just feed you to his tarantula.”

I frowned at Diane. “It’s a camel spider.”

Diane’s eyes went wide. “Seriously? Those things are like five feet long and eat camels.”

I shook my head at Diane. “He was joking. At least I hope so.”

Dad grinned and said, “Yeah. Those things can debone a cow faster than a pariah can.”

Diane gave Dad a funny look. “You mean a piranha?”

Dad’s grin faded. “Those too.”

The doorbell rang. I jumped up. Well, tried to jump up.

“That must be Ross. See you guys later.” I said as I headed towards the door.

Dad said, “Be back by midnight, Chrissy.”

I turned towards Dad. “Dad!” I whined. “I’m in college now! A curfew? Really?”

Frowning Dad said, “Okay. Eleven thirty.”

I sighed. “Yes, Daddy.”

Diane said, “You’re just gonna run off? Don’t we get to meet this stalker with the lethal exotic pets?”

I opened the door to reveal Ross wearing a clean, button down shirt and jeans. He looked quite nice and stood there smiling.

“Ross!” I greeted. “Why don’t you come in for a second and meet the family.”

I pointed at Diane who was still sitting on the couch, “This is my very much older sister, Diane.” Diane scowled at me.

Ross smiled at Diane and said, “Pleased to meet you. I have to say, I thought for sure you were Chrissy’s younger sister.”

Diane grinned. “Thank you. It’s nice to meet you too.”

I pointed at Mom and said, “This is my mom.”

Ross smiled broadly at Mom and said, “Pleasure to meet you. It’s easy to see where your daughters get such beauty from.”

Mom blushed. “Thank you. You’re too kind.”

Lastly I pointed to Dad. “And last but not least, this is my dad.”

Dad jumped up and leaned towards Ross with his hand extended. “Good to meet you.”

Ross gave Dad a firm handshake. “You as well. You must be proud of these two girls.”

Dad nodded. “I am. Be sure to have her back by eleven thirty.”  He went back to wiping down his 9mm with a silicone cloth. Ross couldn’t help but notice.

Ross smiled nervously. “Yes, sir. No problem. I’m just surprised a college student has a curfew.”

Dad shrugged. “She’s still a teen. You can’t be too careful these days.” Dad’s eye twitched.

Ross looked over at me. “This is true. So, Chrissy. Are you ready to go?”

I frowned at Dad and said, “Yes. Let’s go.” I positioned my crutches and started for the door.

Ross held the door for me as I passed through it. After he closed the door, Ross said, “Your dad is a bit intense, isn’t he?”

I chuckled. “Yeah. Before I became a girl, he wasn’t though. At least not with me.”

When we stepped up to his car and he opened the passenger door for me, he asked, “After dinner, would you like to go dancing?”

I just glared at him as I held on to my crutches. “Don’t make me hurt you.”

Ross laughed. “Let me take your crutches so you can get into the car.”

He helped me get into his car and closed the door.  He then ran around the front of his car and hopped in the driver’s seat and started the car.

I looked over at Ross and he smiled and patted my knee. So here I am, going out on another date with a guy I barely know. It’s been a while since I’ve been to Texas Roadhouse. It’s not exactly posh like Gladstone’s, but it’s fancier than Taco Bueno. Ross was quiet on the drive over. After a few minutes, he drove into a parking spot.

“We’re here,” announced Ross when he turned the engine off. He looked over at me and said, “Wait. I’ll come around and help you out.”

A few minutes later we were sitting in the waiting area.

I folded my hands in my lap and said, “This waiting is always a pain.”

Ross shrugged. “I called ahead so technically we’ve been in line already. Hopefully it won’t take long.” Ross pointed at my foot. “How does that affect your cheerleading?”

With a grimace, I said, “Well, it pretty much ends it. But, Coach is going to let me assist her.”

“Must be a major disappointment though. You spend your whole life building a skill and then boom. Just like that you’re out.” Ross snapped his finger when he said “boom”.

I leaned back against the wall and said, “Well, I’ve only been a cheerleader for my senior year. But I did love being a cheerleader.” I looked down at my foot and then over to Ross. “You know, I still know next to nothing about you. What are your after college plans?”

Ross stretched as he placed his hands, interlocking his fingers, behind his head. He just stared straight ahead. “Well, I’m majoring in math. After I’m done here, I’m going to try to get into MIT or Stanford, something like that. I’m eyeing a job at JPL.”

I wrinkled my nose at him. “Japan…what?”

Ross chuckled. “Jet Propulsion Laboratory. They do cool stuff.”

I popped my forehead with the palm of my hand. “Oh yeah. I’ve heard of them. Are you going to build rockets and stuff?”

Shrugging, Ross said, “Well, I hope to get on a mission to Mars.”

I frowned at him. “That’s a one way trip, isn’t it?”

Ross grinned. “Makes it exciting.”

I laughed. “I bet. So. When are you leaving?”

Ross looked at me sideways. “Are you trying to get rid of me? But I don’t think they have a mission ready to go yet. I’m hoping to find a companion who will go with me.”

I shook my head. “I like you Ross, but I’m not going to Mars.”

The waiter finally came by and took our orders and then disappeared again.

After the waiter left, Ross laughed. “Oh, no. That’s not what this date is about. This is just a date.”

I laughed nervously. “I was worried for a second there.”

Ross chuckled as he removed several folded papers from his pocket. “Before you could go, you’d have to sign some papers like these.” He unfolded them on the table.

I just stared at him for a few moments. “You can’t be serious.”

Ross laughed as he picked up the papers and pointed at them. “Had you going, didn’t I? These are the receipts from the book store.”

I started to slide my legs out from under the table. “I didn’t come here to be made a fool of, Ross. This is middle school stuff.”

Looking embarrassed as he refolded the papers, Ross said, “You’re right. I apologize. I really wasn’t sure what to say to you.”

I forced a smile and said, “You mean a girl so beautiful and charming?”

Ross shrugged and said, “No. I meant a girl with a penis. It’s kind of exotic you have to admit.”

I scowled at Ross and spat, “You fucking asshole! I thought who I was wasn’t an issue with you. I felt at ease with you because you knew and I didn’t have to hide it.”

Ross reached out to take my hand. I pulled my hand away. “Baby, don’t get upset. You being trans doesn’t bother me. I think it’s kinda cool actually.”

I kept scowling at Ross. I felt tears rising up. “I thought you saw me as a woman… not some… some freak show!”

Looking upset, Ross frowned, “You are a woman, baby. A beautiful one. But… “ Right then our food was delivered. I picked up one of the steaks and slammed it against his chest. I then wiped the grease from my hands on his hair.

“Don’t ever talk to me again, you asshole!” I shouted angrily. “Never!” I poured his tea into his lap and then stormed, well hobbled, out of the restaurant. He followed me out of the restaurant. I swung one of my crutches at his head and fell down in the parking lot. I shouted, “Stay away from me!”

Two rather large cowboy types who were on their way to Texas Road House stopped and offered to help me up. “Are you alright, ma’am?” said one.

Ross shouted, “You blew your chance, babe! I’m not taking you to Mars now!”

The man who didn’t help me up said to Ross, “Buddy, I suggest you go back inside. I don’t think this young lady wants to see you right now.” I was so angry I couldn’t help but cry.

The man who helped me up asked again, “Are you okay, miss? Do you need a ride home? Do you need the police?”

I nodded and said, “I’m okay. I think. Thank you. I really appreciate it. I’ll call my daddy to pick me up. We live fairly close.”

The man nodded and said, “Sounds good. Darrell and I will stay here in case your friend comes back.”

I nodded and said, “Thank you.”  Fearing Dad might kill Ross, I called Diane to come pick me up.

***

“He said that to you?” exclaimed Diane as she sat on my bed. “That would have been great if he’d taken you to Mars!”

I frowned at her and said, “Gee thanks.”

“But seriously,” said Diane shaking her head. “That’s too bad; I kinda liked Ross. Even if all it was, was that he was curious about dating a shemale, he could have just kept his mouth shut. He was out with you anyway.”

I bent over and tried to slap Diane. “I’m not a shemale!”

Diane just giggled. “I’m kidding! Better luck next time, sis.”

I rolled my eyes. “Probably won’t be a next time for a while.”

***

I pulled my sweater a little tighter around me. The fall air was starting to get  chilly in the mornings as I sat at my favorite bench under my favorite tree and was reading my favorite book.

As I sat there, a shadow crossed over the page of the book I was reading. I sighed heavily and didn’t bother to look up.

A voice asked, “Will you marry me?”

Annoyed, I said, “Ross, I told you to get lost. I’m not going to Mars with you.” I looked up and froze.  It wasn’t Ross.

“Eddie?!”

End of The Reluctant Co-Ed
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