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CHAPTER 1

––––––––

One morning Sam Gregory woke from strange dreams to find himself transformed in his bed into a five-year-old girl with long, curly blond hair and a face like a little angel.

He held up a hand to look at it, finding that the sleeve of his pale gray pajamas now flopped down over his fingers. His bed suddenly seemed enormous and he was lost in the bedding, the pillows and blankets and comforter much too big for a child his size. He lifted the comforter and saw that his pajama top now fit his shrunken body like a long, loose dress, his tiny feet poking out of the bottom. His pants and boxers were in a tangle beneath him, having apparently slipped off his body as he shrank during the night.

This all had to be a dream of course, he was sure of it. But what a strange dream for a man to have. To not just be a child again, but to become a little girl! He didn't want to guess what something like that might symbolize. He would be very glad to wake up from this dream, and never think of it again.

His room, a normal, adult man's room (it had always seemed a little too small, before today) looked solid and real, enclosing him within its four familiar, plain white walls. A selection of textile samples was spread out on the table - he was a traveling sales representative for a textile company - and above it on the wall there was a picture he'd recently cut out of a magazine.

The picture showed a gorgeous young blond woman, apparently nude but with a fur draped just so around her body, her smile dazzling and confident. She was very sexy, but that wasn't the only reason why he'd cut out the picture. Seeing her had made Sam feel a strange yearning, a connection, as if they were meant to be together somehow. He'd told himself that she was the kind of girl he was going to marry someday, but now he looked more like this woman's daughter than her husband.

Sam had never had a dream like this. Everything in his bedroom seemed normal. Everything, except for him.

He didn't feel sick, he wasn't running a fever. Other than being a bit groggy from waking up, his body felt fine. He was as hungry as he'd ever been and he felt a strong craving for the sugary cereals he hadn't eaten since he was a little kid, the stuff that crunched in your mouth and turned the milk funny colors.

He turned to look out the window at the gray morning and tried to think awake thoughts, grown up thoughts, man thoughts. He could hear splats of rain against the window glass and he sighed as he thought about the long day ahead, a day full of things he had to do, things he couldn't do if he was a little girl.

“I'll just sleep in a little while,” he thought, “and when I wake up, everything will be back like it's supposed to be.”

But he was used to sleeping on his belly, and when he tried to roll over like that now his long blond hair fell down all around his face and tickled his cheeks and neck. He kept trying to gather the hair out of the way behind his head, but he had no way to make a ponytail and the hair would all just fall down around his face again.

So he just lay there, not sleeping, thinking about the sales trip he was going to make today. He'd been dreading it for days, but there was no getting out of it.

Sam hated everything about his job. He hated all this constant travel, worrying about making his flight connections, getting fat from crappy fast food, meeting new people all the time but never really making a connection with anybody. He hated selling, all the fake smiling and shaking sweaty hands, enduring the client's corny jokes and telling even cornier jokes himself. He even hated his textile samples, all those garish colors and cheap textures he had to pretend were trendy and attractive. Right now the company was pushing their winter line, and when the samples were new like this they had a nasty chemical smell that made him think of burning plastic.

But Sam had to make this trip, just as he'd made all the others. He had no choice. He had to wake up from this dream soon, and stop being a little girl. He had to get dressed and put on his best shirt and the fine new coat he bought last weekend. (But they wouldn't fit him if he was a little girl!) He had to leave the house and make that long, cold, rainy walk to his station so he could catch the usual train to the office, and from there he would get his ride to the airport. (But if he was a little girl, he probably wouldn't get to his train before some well-meaning grown up grabbed his wrist and demanded to know why he was walking around the station without his mommy!)

Sam had important things to do today, and he couldn't afford to waste time like this being a little girl.

He suddenly realized that he needed to pee, and just thinking of it made him squirm. He'd have to pee sitting down, like a real girl! No, it was too humiliating to even consider. He'd just have to hold it, until he was a man again.

Sam put his hand to his throat and almost spoke, to see if he had his own voice or if he sounded like a child. But then he decided not to do it. Having the voice of a child would be upsetting, and there was no reason to put himself through that just now. It didn't matter what he sounded like, since this was only a dream.

He rolled onto his back, sputtering to get some of his hair out his mouth and away from his face, and looked up at the cracks in his ceiling. This dream was full of unusually vivid details. The cracks in his ceiling were very clear, almost as if his vision had improved during the night.

He was probably having this weird dream because he'd been under so much stress. Yes, that was it. Getting up so damn early all the time, it was enough to make anybody crazy. The other sales reps at the company had it so easy, compared to Sam. Whenever he would stop by the break room those jerks were always lazing around drinking their fancy coffees and flirting with the secretaries. Of course Sam knew very well that if he ever spent a day just hanging around the break room like that, the boss would fire his ass! No question about that.

If Sam didn't have his parents to worry about, he would have quit his job a long time ago. He would have marched right into the boss' office and told him to go screw himself. The boss was always sitting there at his big desk, talking down to his employees like they were a bunch of stupid children. The old bastard was half deaf, and Sam imagined marching right up to him and yelling it in his ear: GO SCREW YOURSELF! The boss would be so shocked, he'd probably fall over at his desk!

That's just was Sam going to do, once he'd saved up enough to pay off all of Mom and Dad's debts. It'd only be another five or six years maybe, and then Sam was going to quit. For sure.

Sam sighed, twirling one of his blond curls around his little finger, watching the hair glimmer in the pale morning light. He tugged, wincing as he felt the lock of hair pulling at his scalp. You weren't supposed to feel pains like that in a dream, were you?

He looked over at the alarm clock and sat up sharply when he saw the time. It was 7:20! He was sure he'd set it for 5:45, he clearly remembered doing it. It must have gone off. The damn thing was always set loud enough to make his bed rattle. How did he manage to sleep through that racket?

If he rushed out the door right now he'd be lucky to catch the 7:30 train, and his collection of samples wasn't packed yet and he needed a shower. But even if Sam did manage to catch that train, he wouldn't avoid his boss' anger. The boss' assistant always took the same 7 AM train that Sam took. She was probably at work already now, on her way to the boss' office to tell him that Sam had missed the train. The stuck-up little blond bitch had never liked Sam, and she was probably thrilled to have the chance to get him in trouble with the boss like that.

Sam thought about calling in sick, but he knew that would seem very strange and suspicious. He'd never once called in sick during the eight years he'd been with the company. This trip today was very important for the company, and Sam was the only sales rep prepped to go. If he didn't make this trip the deal would probably fall through, costing the company tens of thousands of dollars. And Sam's sales had been very poor lately; he really couldn't afford to screw this up.

Sam's phone vibrated on the bedside table. He knew it would be somebody from the office, but he just rolled over away from it and waited for the ringing to stop. Of course he couldn't answer it, not like this. What could he possibly say? “I'm very sorry, but I'm afraid I can't make the trip today because I've very suddenly become a little girl.”

Finally the phone stopped ringing, but then it kept making faint bloop noises as texts came in, one after another.

At a quarter to seven there was a light, one-knuckle knock on his door.

“Sam,” his mother called. “It's nearly eight now, darling. Weren't you meaning to go somewhere today?”

“Mom, I...”

Sam was appalled to hear his own voice. It was unrecognizable, a high, tiny sound, like a hamster chirping in its cage. He'd meant to give his mother a full answer and explain what had happened to him, but given the circumstances he just pitched his voice as low as he could and said: “I'm getting up now, Mom!”

He prayed the change in his voice wouldn't be too noticeable, and he sighed with relief a moment later when he heard his mother walking away. But this brief conversation made the rest of the family aware that Sam was still home, contrary to their expectations, and soon his dad came knocking at Sam's door, lightly, but using his fist.

“Sam,” he called. “What's wrong?” And after a few moments he called again, his voice deeper now and with an edge. “Sam! Answer me, boy! What the hell is going on in there?”

Then Sam's kid sister Greta came to his side door, her voice soft: “Sam? Are you sick? Do you need anything?”

“I'm fine,” Sam answered them. “I'm just getting ready now!”

He'd tried to hide the squeaky strangeness of his voice by speaking as deeply as he could, but it only made him sound like a little girl play-acting that she was a giant, standing over her toys and saying fee-fi-fo-fum.

His father went back to breakfast but Sam's sister stayed outside the door and whispered: “Sam? You sound strange. Please, open the door for me.”

He knew little Greta meant well, but Sam had no intention of opening the door just now. He was very grateful for the nervous habit he'd picked up as a traveling sales rep, always locking the doors when he slept at night, even when he was sleeping at home.

He pushed the covers away and looked down at his new body, lost in his huge pajama top. He pulled back the sleeves and saw his new kid hands, impossibly small. He reached up and touched his soft, hairless cheeks with chilly morning fingertips. His face felt so chubby, his nose just an itty-bitty bump. He put a finger in his mouth, marveling at the teeth he found in there, like the tiny plastic beads on one of Greta's bracelets. One of his front teeth wiggled when he touched it and he pulled his hand away fast, shuddering. He had to change back into himself before his baby teeth started falling out and he needed braces or something!

The pajama top was hanging well down his legs, and for a moment he was tempted to pull it up so he could see himself. What if he was wrong, and he was a boy? Being a child was awful, but at least being a little boy would be better than being a little girl!

His trembling fingers clutched the hem of the shirt, but then he exhaled and let go. He didn't want to see himself, and he didn't really need to. His thighs touched now, with nothing in between them, but even without that he would have known he was a girl. He just sensed he was a girl, the way a man knew he was a man. He was a girl, and he was five. He wasn't four, or six. He was absolutely five.

There was a reasonable explanation for all of this. There had to be.

If this wasn't a dream, it had to be a hallucination. Perhaps the fish taco he'd had for lunch yesterday wasn't agreeing with him, and now he was suffering from delusions. That taco truck outside the office had looked suspicious, but he'd been in the mood for a fish taco and he risked it. Now he was paying the price!

Or perhaps he had a bad flu, and this was a fever dream. He was probably quite sick, even if he didn't feel like it. That was why his voice sounded so strange, he had some sort of laryngitis. Traveling sales reps got sick a lot, it was part of the job.

Whatever this was, it was probably just a passing thing. Many mornings he'd woken up with a pain in his side or a crick in his neck, maybe caused by lying in an awkward position, and it almost always faded as the morning went on. And that would probably happen today too. He'd just have to shake this off, to get up and get started with his day. Once he was up and about, this whole little girl thing would probably just go away.

The first thing he needed to do was get up and get dressed, then have some breakfast. He was sure he'd think better, after he'd eaten. The craving for some crunchy, sugary cereal was overwhelming, he could almost taste a spoonful of his old favorites, Li'l Pirates Gold or Croc-o-Chox. But he knew they didn't have any of that stuff in the house, and of course that was just fine. He would be very glad to just have plain oatmeal and coffee like a grown man, and then perhaps at the airport he'd buy himself something sweet, like a doughnut with sprinkles or maybe a nice big lollipop.

(No, definitely not a lollipop.)

He would go out there now to sit at the breakfast table with his family, and he would act like nothing had changed. His family probably wouldn't even notice that anything was different about him. Soon this strange delusion would end, and he would be an adult again.

But as he got to the edge of the bed, he saw that it was a rather long drop to the floor for a girl his size. He hesitated, afraid of falling, but then told himself he was being silly. The floor looked far away, but it was only his mind playing tricks. He had to ignore what he saw, and deal with reality.

He confidently put a foot down over the edge of the bed, expecting to meet the floor, but found that his little leg was just hanging in the air. He closed his eyes and jumped down off the bed, wincing as he landed hard on his delicate little feet.

He opened his eyes, looking around at his room. He felt like he was standing in a deep hole, everything around him so much higher up than it should have been. He wasn't much taller than his end table, and he couldn't even see the things on the top of his dresser. His closet door looked twice the size it was supposed to be, and his gray coat hanging on its hook looked like a fallen parachute. The blonde in the picture he'd hung up was looking down at him now and her confident smile had turned into a superior smirk, like she was laughing to see the silly little thing that Sam had become.

He jumped with surprise as his phone started to hum again, yet another call coming in. From where he stood he could see the screen lighting up with his boss' number. Not one of the other employees, not the boss' assistant. This was a call direct from the man himself. Sam watched until the phone finally stopped ringing and the screen went dark again.

He took a few steps, feeling clumsy with his new legs. He reminded himself that this was all just some crazy delusion, and he really had the same legs he'd had yesterday. He took another step and tripped over the hem of his pajama top, falling down with a loud and painful thump, his long hair falling in his eyes.

He whimpered, fighting the urge to cry. He wasn't a crybaby, he never cried, but right now he wanted to curl up on the floor and bawl as loud as he could. He wanted his mother to come and find him, he wanted to sit on her lap while she cuddled him close and told him everything was going to be OK. He wanted to feel her warm arms around him, to place his ear against her chest and hear the steady, calming beat of her heart.

He heard his mother's voice from outside.

“Sam, darling? Did you fall?”

He scrambled to his feet, sweeping his hair away from his face, wiping the tears from his eyes and forcing these strange thoughts from his mind. He was a grown man, not some stupid, helpless little girl who needed her mommy!

“I'm fine,” he said in the deepest voice he could muster, which wasn't very deep. “Just stop bothering me, would you?”

He staggered over to a corner of the room and plopped down on the floor, his back against the wall and his little legs stretched out before him. He'd always been a tall guy and now he felt as if all of his parts were too close together, everything had been drawn in. His hands and feet were supposed to be much farther away, it was so creepy to have everything up close to you like that.

No, these couldn't be his hands. They were the hands of a child, with a layer of soft baby fat that obscured his knuckles and made his fingers crinkle in a funny way when he bent them. His new thumbnails looked like they were about the size his pinkie nails had been, when he was an adult. 

He pulled back his sleeve to see his pale, chubby arm, sprinkled with a blond down so fine it was barely there. He touched his middle through the pajama top, feeling a plump, babyish little pot belly. Every trace of his muscle tone was gone and he was soft like he was stuffed with cotton, like Greta's old teddy bear Sir Fuzzalot.

What if this was real, after all? How could a man live like this, as a little girl?

He stood up and went over to the dresser to see himself in the mirror, but he was too small now and even when he stood on his very tip-toes he could barely see the top of his head. He dragged a couple of suitcases out from under his bed (they were lightly packed now, but they had never felt so heavy!), stacked them and climbed up to stand on them. He grimaced, too afraid to meet his own gaze, but then he told himself to be a man, clenched his fists and looked up to see his new self.

The face he saw made him gasp. He had become an appallingly beautiful little girl. His long blond curls framed a sweet baby face, with pink lips and enormous, bright blue eyes. His cheeks were so rosy and his lashes were so long, he almost looked like he was wearing makeup. He turned his head this way and that, working his jaw and winking and blinking at himself. He was like a porcelain cherub some old lady would keep on a shelf, almost too precious to be real.

But the little girl in the mirror looked terrified, as if she was about to shriek. It was ghastly to see and Sam felt a man's instinct to comfort this poor child, to protect her from whatever was making her so afraid. But he was this child, and he was the thing she was afraid of too.

“Oh, God,” he said, then he gulped in surprise, his hand flying to cover his mouth. That little girl was talking when he talked, her voice was in his throat! His eyes burned and he saw the little girl blinking back tears. He wiped the tears from his eyes and saw the little girl do the same. This stupid brat wouldn't stop doing everything he did!

He scurried back over to the bed, climbed up into it and crawled beneath the covers so he was completely hidden. This dream or this hallucination, whatever this madness was, it was too awful to bear. It couldn't last one more moment!

He lay on his back, the blankets over his head, and tried to will himself to fall instantly asleep so he could wake up and be a man again. He closed his eyes and heard the sound of his breathing, each breath short and shallow. Even that didn't sound right, he breathed like a little girl!

After a moment he flung the covers off and sat up, looking at his bedroom door. He had to go out there to the living room and face his family. He couldn't hide in his room forever. Whatever was happening, his family would help him.

But what would they see, when they looked at him? Would Mom and Dad and Greta see some little girl who insisted that she was Sam? Or would they see a grown man, their Sam, babbling about how he'd become a little girl? Either possibility was too awful to face.

He wondered why he had to become a little girl, of all things. He was smaller than Greta even, and years younger too. And why did he have to be so damn pretty, with bouncy blond curls and a face like some brat in a pageant? He would have preferred to be almost anything else, a dog or a cat or even a rat. It would have been better to wake up as a giant cockroach! Being a bug would be disgusting, but at least it would be tragic too, something to be taken seriously. Being a little girl had no tragic dignity; it was just ridiculous and emasculating.

His phone blooped and then blooped again as more texts came in. He ignored it until it went quiet, then he lay there for a few minutes staring up at the cracks in the ceiling until he was jolted out of his glum trance by a thumping, angry knock at their front door.

He grabbed the phone and saw that his boss had sent a dozen increasingly furious texts in the previous hour.

ON MY WAY, the last one read. WILL BE THERE IN 15 MINS.

That text had been sent 11 minutes ago. The boss must have been driving pretty fast, to arrive so quickly.

For a moment everything was quiet, and Sam felt a desperate hope that nobody would answer the door. But then he heard his mother's light step, the creak of the the door opening. He heard the murmuring of voices, followed by his boss' voice, loud and clear.

“I've been trying to reach Sam all morning,” the boss said. “There's been no response at all.”

Sam could make out his mother's voice, frail and anxious.

“I don't understand. He's in his room, and he keeps saying he's getting ready. Are you sure you've been calling the right number?”

“Yes, of course I'm sure! Sam was supposed to go on a very important trip for the company this morning. By ignoring his responsibilities like this, your son has cost us a great deal of money!”

Sam swore, the words sounding strange in his sweet little peep of a voice. After eight years of loyal service, he had missed one damn trip. Why did the boss assume the worst of his employees, treating them like lazy, irresponsible children who just wanted to lie around in bed all day instead of going to work? Why wasn't the boss worried about Sam, thinking he might be sick or injured? The only thing that old bastard cared about was how much Sam's failure was going to cost the company!

If somebody had to come pounding on Sam's door, couldn't it have been the boss' assistant, or one of the other employees? Why did the boss himself have to come into Sam's house like this, to make a big scene and humiliate Sam in front of his own family? Normally Greta would be in school by now, but this was her winter break. Why did this fiasco have to happen now, of all times, while Sam's kid sister would be there to see it? She was a delicate girl, so much like Mom, and she idolized her big brother.

“Please,” Sam's mother said. “I'm sure there's some reason...”

“Listen,” the boss interrupted, “I didn't come all the way here to talk to Mr. Gregory's mother! I came to speak to Mr. Gregory himself!”

The nerve of that jerk, being rude to Sam's mom like that! Sam's face felt fever hot, he wanted to rush out there now and scream at the boss, to shove him, to strike him. But Sam had always been a coward when he was a man, and now he was a little girl, small and helpless.

It was all so unfair. Sam hadn't meant to change into a little girl. It was the sort of random misfortune that could happen to anybody. The boss himself could have turned into a little girl. But of course, it had to happen to Sam!

Sam's mother said something, her voice too quiet to make out. Sam moved to climb down off the bed but he got tangled up in his pajama top again and tumbled down hard to the floor. The voices in the living room went quiet.

“That noise,” the boss said. “What was it?”

“I don't know,” Sam's mother said. “It came from Sam's room.”

Just then Sam heard Greta's voice from the door on his right, whispering to let him know: “Sam, your boss is here.”

“I know,” Sam said.

He didn't think he'd said it loud enough for anybody to hear, but Greta heard.

“Sam? Do you have a girl in there with you?”

Sam groaned and covered his mouth with his hands. A girl. Greta heard his voice, and she thought he was a girl.

“Sam,” said his father now, from the door to his left, “your boss is here and wants to know how come you didn't go on your sales trip. We don't know what to tell him, and he wants to talk to you personally. Come on now, open up this door. I'm sure your boss will be kind enough to ignore the mess in your room.”

Sam looked around at his room. The mess, his father called it. Sam had been a little tired lately, a little neglectful, leaving out his samples and letting the coffee cups collect sometimes. But the room didn't look so bad, certainly nothing you'd call a mess. It was so typical of his father to say something like that, creating a problem where none existed, taking the boss' side and making Sam sound like some lazy child who never cleaned his room!

There was another knock on Sam's door, hard and fast. The boss.

“Hello, Mr. Gregory! I need to speak to you at once!”

“He must be sick,” Sam's mother said. “He must be, I'm sure of it. Why else would Sam have missed his flight?”

There was some little commotion in the hall, the sound of restless footsteps, and Mom kept talking. She rambled sometimes, when she was nervous.

“You know, Sam is so dedicated to his job, it's all he ever thinks about. It honestly breaks my heart, the way he never goes out in the evenings. He's been back in town for a week now and he's spent every night at home. He only sits with us in the kitchen, reads the news on his phone or looks up flight schedules. I tell him he needs to get out more, to meet a nice girl.”

“Please, Mrs. Gregory...”

“Sam's idea of fun is working with his fretsaw, that's as adventurous as he gets. He recently spent a couple of evenings making a lovely picture frame. It's hanging up in his room. You'll see how lovely it is, as soon as he opens the door.”

Sam cringed to hear his poor mother going on, drawing unwelcome attention to the picture he'd put up of the nude blonde draped in furs. The picture was artistic, certainly not dirty, but it still wasn't the kind of thing he would wish to have pointed out to his employer.

“I've been so worried,” Mom said. “Sam supports us all by himself, you know, and he's under so much stress. He's been so pale, not himself at all. Now he must be sick, too sick to come to the door. He told us he's fine, but I'm sure he isn't.”

The boss coughed, and when he spoke his tone was a little softer.

“I'm sure that must be it, Mrs. Gregory. I hope it's nothing too serious. But I'm afraid that business is business, and in the business world we have to face up to our responsibilities.”

“Yes sir, of course. But if poor Sam is sick...”

“Even if we become sick, we simply have to tough it out and fulfill our obligations. Just last month I spilled a cup of hot coffee on my hand, burned myself badly before I was due to fly to Hawaii. Look, you can see how pink the skin is, even now.”

“Yes,” Sam's mother said. “The skin is very pink, I see.”

“I was in pain, considerable pain. But I was a professional and I faced up to my responsibilities and did what I had to do.”

Sam's little fists clenched. That old fool had no idea what he was talking about! What was spilling hot coffee on your hand, compared to waking up one morning to find yourself the wrong sex and 25 years younger than you were supposed to be?

Sam's father knocked at the other door.

“Come on, Sam, you're being ridiculous! Can the boss come in now, and talk to you?”

“No,” Sam said, his voice very small.

There was a dreadful silence in the living room, and Sam could hear Greta in her bedroom, crying. Why was she crying? Was it because her big brother hadn't gotten up and hadn't let the boss in? Was it because Sam was in danger of getting fired, and if that happened it would mean disaster for the whole family? What a silly little girl she was, to cry about something like that! Sam was still here, and he didn't intend to abandon his family.

But for now he would just stay here in his room, not answering. Refusing to answer now was a minor rudeness really, and Sam would think up a good excuse for it later. It certainly wasn't something that could get Sam fired, right here and now.

Sam felt a rush of resentment, for the boss but also for his family. Why couldn't they all just leave him alone, instead of pounding on his door and asking stupid questions and crying and carrying on so? But he reminded himself that his family didn't know what had happened to him and they were worried. They meant well, no matter how annoying they were.

The boss raised his voice: “Mr. Gregory, please, what's going on here? You've failed to make your scheduled trip and carry out your work duties, you've ignored all of my calls and texts, you've locked yourself away in your bedroom and caused your poor parents unnecessary worry. I always thought you were a fairly sensible guy, but right now I'm frankly amazed by your lack of professionalism!”

Sam rolled over and looked out the window, seeing the gray shape of the building across the street, almost lost in the fog. Why couldn't they all just shut up, go away and let him sleep, so he could wake up and end this terrible dream?

“This morning,” the boss said through the door, “I called the CEO and we talked about your situation. He was very angry, as you'd imagine. He even suggested that your behavior this morning might have something to do with the large sum of money the company recently entrusted to you. I almost gave my word of honor to defend you, insisting that couldn't be the reason. But now I see your stubborn, bizarre behavior for myself and I'm afraid I no longer have any desire to stand up for you. Mr. Gregory, I must tell you that your position with the company is in serious jeopardy.”

Sam's mother groaned. She wasn't a well woman, and Sam knew this all had to be taking a terrible toll on her. He prayed the stress wouldn't cause her to have one of her wheezing attacks.

“Mr. Gregory,” the boss said, “I'd meant to say all this to you privately, but since you've decided to waste my time like this I don't see why your parents shouldn't hear about it. Your recent sales have been very unsatisfactory. I know, it's not a great time of year for sales. But there is no time of year for no sales at all, Mr. Gregory.”

Sam quickly got out of the bed and took a few steps toward the door.

“Please sir,” he said, so upset that he forgot to lower the pitch of his voice, “I'll open the door in just a moment! I've been a little unwell this morning, feeling dizzy, and I wasn't able to get up. But I'm feeling much better and I'll open the door in just a moment!”

There was a murmur on the other side of the door.

“Sam?” It was his mother. “Is something wrong with your voice, dear? You sound funny.”

Sam took a few steps closer to the door, anxiously fiddling with one of the buttons on his pajama top. He tried to lower his voice, but it cracked and sounded higher than ever.

“I'm fine, Mom! Just a little sore throat, that's all!”

“I don't understand,” the boss said through the door. “He hardly sounds like himself at all. That sounds more like a...”

“I was just sick,” Sam said. His stupid little girl voice kept getting higher and higher. “It's amazing, what can suddenly happen to a person. Yesterday I felt perfectly normal, and then I woke up this morning and everything was... different. I didn't want to call in sick because I was sure I could make my trip, and I didn't want to worry anybody unnecessarily. I'm much better now!”

Sam took another few steps closer to the door. His bedroom seemed so big now, it took forever to cross the floor.

“That can't be him,” the boss said. “What the hell is going on in there?”

Sam scurried over the rest of the way to the door and put his trembling hand on the knob.

“Lately I've been feeling a little low,” he said, “not like myself. But getting some extra rest this morning has made me feel completely rejuvenated, like a whole new...” He looked down at himself miserably, but pressed on. “Anyway, sir, I'll be off to work on the next train. You don't need to wait for me, sir. I'll be in the office soon after you get there. Please tell the CEO that I'm on my way, and I'm eager to get back to work!”

There was no answer. Sam clutched the doorknob tightly, his terror all mixed up with some strange, mad thrill. Some part of him actually wanted to throw open the door. They were all so damn insistent about seeing him, and he was curious what they'd do when they finally did see his face. If they screamed, that would prove that he was really a little girl. On the other hand, if they reacted like he was an adult, then he would know his transformation was merely a delusion. Once he was sure he was a man, then he could get on with his day. If he hurried, he might still make the next train.

Sam could hear his mother weeping.

“Oh, God! He's terribly sick, I knew it! Did you hear poor Sam's voice? So faint and weak!”

The boss spoke, the calmness of his voice in stark contrast to the agitation of Sam's mother.

“That was the voice of a child,” the boss said.

Sam staggered back from the door, as if he'd been struck. A child. Greta thought that Sam sounded like a girl, now the boss thought that Sam sounded like a child!

Sam looked down at his little hands. Girl hands. Child hands.

“Come on,” Sam's mother snapped. “You think a mother doesn't know the voice of her own boy?” She turned away from the door, calling: “Greta! Greta!”

Sam's sister answered from where she was by Sam's other door.

“Yes, Mommy?”

“Go and call Doctor Wendelstein! Tell him that poor Sam is sick!”

“Yes, Mommy!”

Sam heard his father in the kitchen, calling Sam's mother.

“Anna! Call a locksmith here, right now!”

Sam could hear his mother and sister rushing around finding their phones, then their hushed, urgent voices as they made their calls. But while they were in a state of great upset, Sam felt a new calm. It seemed like he had been alone with this problem for a long time, but now they all understood that there was something wrong with him and they were ready to help.

Soon a doctor would be here, and he would figure out what had happened to Sam. Modern medicine had achieved great things, and perhaps an illness like Sam's had already been discovered and there was a cure available. (Sam had never heard about an illness like this, but the busy life of a traveling textile sales representative left a man little time to keep up with all the latest medical developments.)

Perhaps all Sam needed was a course of antibiotics, a few injections, an adjustment to his hormones. His sex and age would be restored to normal soon, and then he could get on with his life as if nothing had happened. Even if a full restoration wasn't possible, surely he could be changed into a little boy, or at least an adult woman. He wouldn't be stuck as this tiny female child.

The voices of Sam's sister and mother faded and the house became strangely quiet. Perhaps Sam's family was sitting around the kitchen table with the boss now, whispering about Sam's situation. Or perhaps they were all gathered at his door, listening.

Sam was seized by an anxiety he knew was childish, the idea that they had all gone away and left him, that he was alone in the house now. It seemed he had not just the body but also the silly emotions of a small girl, as the possibility of being alone was far more frightening than it should have been. He wanted to run out to his mother right now, to be picked up – yes, picked up - and kissed and cuddled. Just for a moment, he actually wanted to be treated like the child he'd become.

Sam found himself back at the door, standing on his tip-toes, his tiny fingers turning the key in the lock. He wouldn't go out, not yet, but he needed to open the door just a little and see if they were all still there. He needed to know that he wasn't alone in the house, that Greta and Mommy and Daddy were still there.

As the door opened a few inches he pulled himself back with a gasp, realizing: Mommy and Daddy. Had he actually thought those words?

Sam moved to shut the door fast, but it swung open his way and knocked him back onto his bottom. He looked up to see the boss towering over him with a strange look on his face, surprise mixed with confusion mixed with anger, mixed with something else.

Sam scrambled to his feet with some difficultly, his new little legs still clumsy, and found that even when he was standing up he still fell short of the boss' belt. The boss was a terrifyingly enormous creature, like some great troll from a storybook. His body went up and up and up, and his eyes were mean and his face was purple.

Sam's mother appeared beside the boss, looking down at Sam with an expression of utter astonishment. Her blond hair was still wild from bed and she wasn't wearing any makeup, despite the boss being there. She was a giant now too, nearly twice Sam's size. She turned to look at Sam's father, who had became even bigger and scarier than the boss. He looked furious and clenched his fists, as if he wanted to strike Sam.

Sam knew he had to be a man and take control of things. This was an awkward  situation he'd found himself in, certainly. But Sam was an experienced salesman, he'd graduated from business school at the top of his class, and he was sure he could talk his way through this. He stepped out of the room, a look of confidence on his chubby little face as he looked up at his parents and boss.

The day had become brighter; it was still raining, but now Sam could look through the line of windows in the living room and see the shape of the enormous gray hospital on the other side of the street. The dishes from breakfast were still spread out on the table. There were a lot of them because Dad regarded breakfast as the most important meal of the day and he often stretched it out over a few hours while he sat watching cable news. On the wall nearby there was a photo of Sam from his days in the reserves, his hair buzzed short, his muscles bulging, a smile on his face as he posed with his rifle.

Sam knew there was no point now in lowering the pitch of his voice to try and sound like an adult, but he spoke with quiet calm.

“Now then,” he said, “if you'll all get out of my way, please, I'll just get dressed, pack my samples and be off.”

He turned to face the boss.

“As you can see, I'm not being stubborn, or trying to shirk my duties. I still take my job quite seriously, and I'm ready to return to work. I'll admit that being a traveling sales representative can be challenging sometimes, but I couldn't do my job without traveling.”

The boss staggered back a few steps toward the front door, his face twisted with revulsion like Sam was some vile sort of vermin and not a pretty little girl. Sam moved closer, smiling up at him.

“Oh, are you heading back to the office now, sir? I hope you'll explain the full details of my situation to the CEO, so he'll understand.”

The boss just stared down at Sam, not answering, so Sam pressed on.

“Of course,” he said, “there are times when an employee is temporarily unable to work, due to no fault of his own. Life is unpredictable, and none of us are safe from occasional misfortune and random acts of fate. At times like these an employer will hopefully consider an employee's previous achievements, his many years of loyal service, and realize that later, once the employee has overcome his personal difficulties, he will of course be very grateful for the patience of his bosses and will work even harder than before.”

The boss stomped into Sam's bedroom, gathered up the textiles samples, stuffed them in their case and tucked it under his arm. He turned to go, but Sam scurried around and blocked his way, still smiling.

“You're well aware,” Sam said, “that I'm seriously in debt to the company, as well as having to care for my parents and my sweet little sister Greta. So I'm stuck in a very difficult situation, but I'm ready to work my way out of it. I have to ask you, please, to not make things any more difficult for me than they already are. When you tell the CEO about this, I hope you won't paint it in a bad light.”

Sam was having to move fast now, back and forth, to block the boss so he couldn't leave.

“I know,” Sam said, “nobody likes the travelers. They think we're overpaid and have it easy, because we're out there seeing the country while they're in the office every day, sitting at a desk. Well, I suppose I can't blame them for thinking like that, because they don't know any better. But the life of the traveling textile sales representative isn't as glamorous as it may sometimes appear to the uninformed!”

The boss tried to push past Sam, but Sam reached out and clutched his hand, pulling him back. It was like grasping the hand of some huge, grim, impassive statue, like pleading your case before a monument that was looking down at you outside a courthouse.

“But you, sir,” Sam said quickly, “you know better than that, don't you? Speaking confidentially, I've always felt you had a better grasp of the business than even the CEO himself. It would be all too easy for a businessman like him to lose sight of his employees as individuals, and judge them too harshly.”

The boss yanked his hand away, looking down at Sam with a sneer. Sam leaned against the coffee table,  his elbow resting on top, trying to look casual as he spoke.

“You know,” Sam said, “we traveling reps spend most of the year away from the office, it's an inevitable part of the job. So we can easily fall victim to office gossip, unfortunate coincidences and groundless complaints. Of course, it's impossible for us to defend ourselves against such things. We usually don't even hear about it, or if we do, it's when we've just come home exhausted from yet another long trip. That's when we suffer the effects of what happened while we were away, without ever even knowing who said what or...”

The boss didn't appear to be listening, his eyes on his phone as he tapped out a quick text with one  thumb. It was true what the boss had said, the skin of his hand was very pink.

Sam glanced back to see the faces of his parents. Mother so white, father so red. He'd let them believe that everything was fine at the company, that he'd be working there for the rest of his life. He'd never wanted them to know how close they all were to disaster, he'd never wanted them to worry about anything.

Sam kept smiling up at the boss, but he couldn't hide the childish tremor in his voice.

“You know,” he said, “if it turns out I'm stuck like this for a while, maybe I'll even be a better salesman. Who could say no to this face? My mother could take in my suits. She's so good with a needle and thread. She's done an excellent job taking out many of my suits, when I put on a few pounds, and now she can just take them in...”

The boss was moving away toward the front door, his eyes still fixed on his phone as he texted. Sam found himself blinking back tears, but he wiped them away and kept smiling, stumbling after the boss.

“Please, sir, don't go away. At least say something first, so I know you agree I'm partly right. I've given the company the best years of my life. Don't I at least deserve..?”

The boss reached the front door and left, the screen door slamming shut behind him. Sam rushed after him, ready to do whatever it took to stop him, ready to throw his arms around the boss' legs and hang on tight if it came to that. He couldn't let the boss leave, not in this frame of mind, not with Sam's job in danger!

But before Sam reached the front door he felt a firm hand grasp the back of his pajama collar and he was roughly yanked off the floor, as if he'd been snatched up in the claws of some great bird. He kicked his little legs, trying to twist his neck around so he could see what was happening, and caught sight of his father's red face just as they arrived back in Sam's bedroom.

Sam found himself being flung back on the bed, hard enough that he almost bounced off. He scurried to the farthest corner of the bed and cowered there, unable to look up into his father's eyes.

“All right, young lady,” Sam's father said. “What the hell is going on here? Is this my fool son's idea of a joke? Because if it is, you can see that nobody's laughing!”

Sam's father had a terrible temper, and hearing him now gave Sam flashbacks to being a kid and getting in trouble. The yelling, the hard smacks on the bottom. Sam hugged himself, fighting a bad tremble.

“No, Dad. I'm not a little girl! I'm me...”

Sam's father leaned in like he was interrogating a suspect. He'd been a cop before he retired, and when he and his partner used to play good cop/bad cop with a suspect Sam's dad was always the bad cop. He'd told Sam many times about the satisfaction of making a suspect break down and confess the truth at last.

“Listen, kid. This ridiculous little prank has probably cost Sam his job, and without that job we're all...”

Sam's mother hurried into the room, grabbing her husband's arm.

“Stop it, Bert, she's just a child! You're frightening her, can't you see?”

“I want an explanation,” Sam's father roared. “I want to know what the hell...”

But just then Greta came in from behind them, hurrying to Sam's side. She was only 10, and even a bit small for her age, but she was a giant to Sam now too. Sam looked up at her with wide eyes, struggling to accept that his kid sister was so much bigger, and so much older, than he was now.

Greta's eyes were shining as she touched Sam's cheek.

“Look,” she said. “Look at her, Mommy. She's like us.”

It was true. Sam had always taken after his father, big and broad, with a sharp chin, small brown eyes beneath a heavy brow and hair black and glossy like a crow's back. But now Sam was blond, his cheeks were soft and he had a little slope nose and big blue eyes, just like his mother and sister. The family resemblance was undeniable.

Greta stood up, turning back to face her parents.

“Just look. She is Sam.”

Sam's mother fell to her knees, seeing the obvious truth of it. Her breath was loud, her asthma making her wheeze. Sam's father made a sputtering sound, his face an alarming shade of red, then he grabbed Sam's mother by the arm and hurried her from the room. A moment later he returned, grabbed Greta's wrist and hauled her out as well, slamming the door behind them.

Sam was left alone in his room at last, and all was quiet in the Gregory home.

CHAPTER 2

––––––––

Doctor Wendelstein closed his bag and sat down on the edge of the bed, beside Sam. He'd delivered Sam when he was born and taken out Sam's tonsils and appendix, but he didn't recognize Sam now. Sam's parents and sister could look in Sam's eyes and know who he really was, but Wendelstein couldn't.

Sam shivered slightly, cold in his thin clothing. He was wearing some of Greta's old clothes, a sky blue summer camp t-shirt with a cartoon apple girl on it, and a pair of pink panties. They were the only clothes in the house that fit him at all, and even so the shirt was several sizes too big and the panties kept sagging down.

The doctor had just finished his exam, his thick fingers probing in all sorts of ghastly places, and he'd proclaimed Sam a perfectly healthy little girl.

“Now then, sweetie,” Wendelstein said, his voice high and creepy like he was talking to a child. “Let's talk about your little problem.”

“It's not a little problem, doctor! I'm a grown man! I'm Sam Gregory!”

The doctor smiled an indulgent smile.

“So you keep saying. It's fun to pretend, but sometimes pretending can get out of hand. I know Sam very well, he's a fine young man, and you sure don't look like him to me. For one thing, you're much prettier.”

“But...”

“You're also about 25 years younger than he is. And, you're a girl.”

Sam groaned and crossed his legs on the bed.

“Are you absolutely sure, doctor? I mean, I'm not a boy, even a little bit? Not anywhere?”

The doctor laughed, but then he put on a serious face when he saw how upset Sam looked.

“Yes, sweetie,” he said. “I'm a doctor, so I know what to look for. And in my medical opinion you are 100 percent girl, all over.”

“But I was myself when I went to bed last night! I was Sam Gregory last night!”

Wendelstein stood up with his bag and clicked his pen with a little extra flourish, signaling they were done.

“Well,” he said, “if that's true, I'm afraid you're most definitely not Sam Gregory anymore.”

He reached into his coat and handed Sam a shiny red lollipop, then he left the room and went out to talk to Sam's parents. Sam's father hurried over, not looking at his son, and closed the bedroom door.

Sam could hear the voices of his parents and the doctor as they talked about the little niece who was staying in Sam's room while Sam was away on one of his trips. Doctor Wendelstein was saying that she appeared to be quite healthy and her insistence that she was really a grown man was probably  harmless, just a kid pretending, like kids will. Sam's parents said little, knowing as well as Sam did that the doctor had no idea what he was talking about.

Sam was very hungry now and he unwrapped the lollipop, his mouth watering. But he pictured himself as a little blond girl sucking on a shiny red lolly, and with a grunt he flung the candy into his overflowing wastebasket. Then he rolled over onto his back and told himself, over and over again, that his dignity as a man mattered more than the growling of his empty belly.

CHAPTER 3

––––––––

After Wendelstein left the house was quiet again, but Sam could hear the whispered voices of his family through the thin walls. Dad talking to Mom, Mom talking to Greta. He couldn't make out their conversations, but he heard his name being said, over and over again.

He'd been squirming for a long time now, refusing to use the bathroom while he was a little girl, but finally he couldn't hold it anymore. He ran into his bathroom and climbed up on the toilet, perching awkwardly with his feet dangling far over the tile. He kept his eyes straight ahead, absolutely not looking down, never looking down, and flexed and relaxed various muscles until he figured out how to pee. It was surprisingly tricky, and when he finally got it started he smiled for a moment before he realized that he had literally become a small girl who was feeling proud for using the potty all by herself.

As he finished he experienced a moment of dizzying disorientation, wondering if this was the beer he drank last night before he went to bed. Had it been sitting there all night in his bladder, while his body changed around it? What about the roast they'd had for supper? He'd chewed it with the teeth of a man, but was he still digesting it now with his little girl belly?

Somehow these thoughts made his transformation real to him, in a way it hadn't been before even when he was being probed by Doctor Wendelstein. He was sure now that this moment was no dream.

He was awake, in this body. He'd gone to bed as Sam Gregory, but, as Wendelstein had said, he definitely wasn't Sam Gregory anymore.

When he went to wash his hands he found that he was too small to reach the faucet easily, so he stood on the bathroom scale to give himself a boost. (He weighed 37 pounds, having lost nearly 150 pounds overnight.) He could reach the faucet now by standing on his tiptoes and straining, but then he dropped the soap in the sink and couldn't reach to get it out. He wondered how he was ever going to reach the medicine cabinet or look in the mirror to floss his teeth, and he imagined having to use a stepladder and crawl around on the counter top. At least as a little girl, he had no need to shave.

When he got out of the bathroom he could still hear his family murmuring about Sam and Sam and Sam, so he jammed in his earbuds and blasted Wagnerian opera, the most manly music he could find on his playlist.

He spent a long while on his phone Googling phrases like GROWN MAN TURNING INTO A LITTLE GIRL. He found a bunch of weird fantasy stories, apparently written by men who actually wished this would happen to them. There were also forums where people shared clips from old movies and sitcoms, scenes where men gulped from beakers full of bubbling chemicals or they got zapped by ray guns or whatever, and they changed into little girls. He'd never known there was such a fandom for this sort of thing! It made him feel a bit like a leper finding out that there were people who fantasized about their fingers falling off.

There didn't seem to be anything, anywhere, about a man changing into a little girl in real life. Was Sam the only man who had suffered this fate, in the whole history of the world? Perhaps there were others, but they'd been too ashamed to go public with their stories. If so, Sam couldn't really blame them for wanting to keep it quiet. He certainly didn't relish the prospect of being the first documented case of a man who'd changed into a little girl. He imagined the pages of a medical textbook, with a picture of his chubby little girl face next to an article about Sam Gregory Syndrome.

God, out of all the syndromes in all the world, why did he have to have this one?

Eventually Sam's phone was losing its charge, and so was he. It wasn't even noon yet but for some reason he could hardly keep his eyes open. He didn't understand why he was so tired, until he realized: little kids need naps.

He tried to fight his exhaustion, determined not to nap in the middle of the day like some baby. He turned the music up louder, but finally his head lolled back against the pillow and the earbuds fell away as he snored soft little snores.

Sam dreamed that Greta was playing in her room, having a fancy tea party with her dolls, and he was one of the dolls. She kept holding a spoon to his painted lips and pretending she was feeding him, while he sat there in his frilly pink dolly dress, unable to move.

In the dream there was an old-fashioned nutcracker beside him at the table, an officer with a fancy blue uniform, a rifle at its side and a painted black mustache. Sam had always had a thing about nutcrackers, with their staring eyes and those snapping mouths. This nutcracker was especially creepy, with the paint on its face cracking and peeling to reveal the rotting wood beneath. He didn't remember the nutcracker being there when the tea party began; it was like it had somehow joined them when Sam wasn't looking.

Suddenly the room was dark and close, like somebody had drawn the shades, shut the doors and switched off the lights. Greta was gone and so were the other dolls, leaving Sam alone at the table with the big nutcracker. He looked at it and thought: Please don't move now. Please don't. But then it was as if him thinking that made it happen, as if the nutcracker heard him. Its head turned with terrible slowness and it reached out with one of its stiff wooden arms to put a blunt, fingerless hand on Sam's shoulder.

“Samuel,” the nutcracker said, its jaw clacking as it spoke. “Wake up.”

Sam wanted to scream but he was only a doll and his mouth didn't work because his lips were molded together. He forced out a faint sound, managing with the greatest of effort to pull his lips apart just a little. But no matter how loud he screamed it only came out as a ghastly rasp, like the last breath of a small thing dying.

“Samuel,” the nutcracker said again. “Wake up.”

Sam awoke with a jolt to find a reality more frightening than the dream. Seated beside the bed there was a giant monster that looked like Sam's father, a monster wearing the mask of a surgeon and holding a huge mug that said WORLD'S GREATEST DAD. Sam made a sound somewhere between a whimper and a shriek, and the masked giant held up a warning finger and spoke in a deep, all-too-familiar voice.

“For God's sake, son, control yourself!”

Sam went quiet, everything coming back to him in an instant. His father hadn't become a giant, no. Sam had become a tiny child.

“Samuel,” Dad said. He hadn't called Sam Samuel for many years. “I need to talk to you, about your... condition.”

Sam rubbed his eyes, trying to see his father and not the nutcracker. The nutcracker was just a dream. A terrible, rather too symbolic dream.

“Why are you wearing a mask, Dad?”

“Protecting myself, of course. We don't know what's wrong with you. You could be contagious.”

Sam gasped, put a hand over his mouth and held his breath. How selfish he'd been, to not even think that he might infect others!

“You know,” Dad said, “what Doctor Wendelstein said about you. He examined you thoroughly, and as far as he could see you're a... female child. And he didn't seem to think there was anything to be done about it medically.”

Sam sat up in bed.

“But Wendelstein's only one doctor,” Sam said. “Maybe another doctor would see it differently. Maybe I need more tests, x-rays and blood work and things.”

“I don't see much point in sending you to some fancy pediatrician or gynecologist, any fool can see what you are. Besides, we can't afford a lot of expensive medical bills, especially not now that you've lost the job this family was depending on and you'll be indefinitely unemployed. However you did this to yourself...”

“I didn't do this, Dad! It just happened to me!”

“Don't interrupt me, Samuel.”

Sam hung his head. When he was small his father had been very strict, frequently expressing his disappointment in his son. As an adult Sam had taken a certain grim satisfaction in paying his father's bills, in knowing the old man depended on him now. Sam had come to think of himself as the man of the house. But now Sam was small again, and it was like the past 25 years had never happened.

“By doing this,” Sam's father said, “you've made things very difficult for your family. You realize that, don't you?”

“Yes, sir. But...”

“Your mother is distraught. She's not a well woman, as you well know. The way she was gasping after she saw what you've become, I thought she was going to have another attack. And poor Greta. What sort of example do you think you're setting for your sister?”

Sam sniffled, blinking back tears.

“I'm sorry, sir.”

“I provided for this family for many years and now I'm an old man, well into my retirement and not too far from dying.” (Sam's father was in his late fifties, a large man with a loud voice, but he often spoke about how he expected to be dead soon.) “Your poor mother can't work, she's too weak. Greta's just a girl of course, and a rather fanciful and fragile girl at that. She doodles in her sketchbook, goes to ballet class and still calls us Mommy and Daddy.”

Sam wiped away a tear, sniffling desperately. He absolutely could not cry, not now.

“I'll change back,” Sam said. “I promise that I'll change back, just as soon as I can!”

“I expect nothing less, Samuel. And while we're all waiting for you to return to normal, I need you to be a man, even if you're a little girl. Do you understand me?”

Sam didn't understand, not really, but he nodded quickly.

“Yes, sir.”

“During your recovery you've got to stay isolated in your room here as much as possible, to minimize the chances of infecting the rest of us. Remember always that what you are is a dangerous mystery, just being around you is risky. Your mother and sister will try to coddle you, I'm sure, but coddling is the last thing you need. A man takes care of himself, never asking for help from anybody.”

He leaned forward on the creaking chair, handing Sam the mug. It was filled with something steaming and brown that smelled like a wet dog.

“It's beef bone broth,” Dad said, “with a bit of the meat left over from last night's supper. Lots of protein, healthy salts. God willing, it'll put some hair on your chest.”

Sam glanced down at his chest, praying he would start to grow hair there again soon, before he started to grow anything else. He had a sip of the broth, but it was much too hot and he burned his tongue. It stung badly, but he clutched the mug tight and didn't show his pain.

“Thank you, sir.”

Sam remembered buying the mug a few years ago, to give to Greta so she could give it to Dad on Father's Day. When Sam was a grown up the mug had been nothing remarkable, but now it was big and heavy in his hands like a giant novelty prop. It was full of the broth, so much steaming brown stuff to swallow.

Sam's father stood up, shaking his head.

“Grow the hell up,” he said. “And be quick about it.”

CHAPTER 4

––––––––

After his father left Sam immediately went back to work, Googling DISEASES THAT CAN CHANGE A MAN INTO A LITTLE GIRL. But his previous nap had been brief and not exactly restful, and now his body absolutely demanded sleep. Sam tried to keep his eyes focused on the screen, giving his cheeks little slaps to wake himself up, but it wasn't long before he passed out again.

At least this time, there were no dreams. Sam slept like a coma patient through the afternoon and well into the evening, not waking until it was getting dark. When he opened his eyes there was a moment when he didn't remember what had happened to him. He looked at the clock, saw that it was 6:05 and believed that it was the morning of his trip and he'd overslept by 20 minutes. I'll have to hurry, he thought, to make the train on time.

But then he stretched and yawned, seeing his chubby little hand before his eyes and hearing his little girl yawn. That was when he remembered it all.

The street lamps were on outside, their pale light shining on the ceiling but leaving the room mostly dark. Sam sat up in bed, but as he did he felt something on top of his head. It wasn't painful, but it was a kind of pinch, like he had some things stuck in his hair. He turned his head, feeling his blond curls bounce around his ears in a strange way, as if his hair had been gathered up on either side of his face.

He climbed down from the bed and hurried over to the dresser, where the suitcases were still stacked so he could get up and see himself in the mirror. He climbed on top of them, his mouth falling open when he saw that he now had pigtails, his hair bunched up by a pair of pink elastic bands.

He fumbled to pull them out, wincing as the bands tugged at his scalp. Just when he got them loose, there was a knock at the door. It was a quick, gentle little knock, and he recognized it as Greta's.

The pigtails had to be Greta's doing. His mother wouldn't have done it, and his father certainly wouldn't have. Greta thought this was funny! Her big brother was a little girl now, and the stupid kid thought it would be funny to creep in while he was sleeping and put his hair up in pigtails!

He rushed to the door and unlocked it, finding Greta standing there with a bowl full of salad, a rather forced little smile on her face.

“That wasn't funny,” Sam said. “Not even a little bit!”

Greta's smile fell.

“What wasn't funny?”

She looked genuinely puzzled. Sam's mind raced. Sneaking into his room and putting his hair in pigtails, that really didn't seem like something Greta would do. She knew how upset he was about being a little girl, and she wasn't the type for pranks anyway. And really, there was no way she could she have done it without waking him up.

But if Greta didn't do it, how did it happen?

“Never mind,” he said, stepping back and peeking around the door so Greta wouldn't see his clothes. He was still wearing Greta's cast-offs, pink panties and a bright blue summer camp t-shirt that featured a cartoon of a sassy-looking apple girl under the words CAMP GRANNY SMITH SISTERS 4-EVER. 

He looked down at Greta's great big salad, soggy with Italian dressing. He'd recently been diagnosed as pre-diabetic, and he'd been eating salads to try and lose weight.

“Thanks,” he muttered. “But I don't want any dinner. I just want to be alone.”

“Come on, you gotta eat something, sometime. Don't you wanna grow up big and strong?”

Sam looked away, avoiding Greta's eyes. She'd always been so pretty, small and delicate, but now she looked bizarre and almost frightening. She towered over Sam, but at 10 she wasn't proportioned like a grown up, not yet. To Sam she was the size of the tallest basketball player who ever lived, but she had the big head of a child, with a child's enormous, guileless blue eyes. Just seeing his sister like this gave Sam the creeps, and made him hate his own littleness even more.

“I made it myself,” Greta said. “I help Mommy make your salads sometimes, and I did this one myself. I even put in those gross little beans you like.”

She smiled, holding out the salad for him to take. Greta's smile, on this weird, giant girl. Despite it all, she was still his sweet kid sister. Sam sighed.

“OK,” he said. “But don't ask me to have a tea party with you.”

“What?”

“Never mind. Thanks for making it, but if you don't mind I'd really prefer to eat alone.”

He grabbed the bowl from her and moved to close the door. Greta whined.

“Aw, come on! I wanna talk to you!”

He almost had the door closed when Greta pushed back gently, forcing it open a bit. Sam put his shoulder into it, trying to force the door closed, but Greta pushed back again and her strength was so great compared to Sam's that she accidentally sent him stumbling backwards so he landed on his bottom and spilled cucumbers and arugula everywhere.

Greta hurried into the room, picking bits of vegetables off the floor and gathering them up in a napkin.

“I'm sorry,” she said. “I didn't mean...”

“Please, will you just leave? I want to be alone!”

Sam ran over to his bed, climbed up into it, threw the covers over his head and waited for her to go away. How long would it be until he could sleep again? He wanted to sleep and sleep, never waking.

He heard the creak of the mattress springs as Greta sat beside him on the bed. She touched his shoulder through the blankets.

“I told you to go away,” Sam said. “Go on and get out of here right now, you dumb kid!”

He'd called her a “dumb kid” without thinking about it, forgetting that he was now more of a kid than she was. She laughed.

“Sorry,” she said, “but I didn't take orders from you when you were bigger than me, and I'm sure not gonna take them from you now that you're just a little squirt.”

Sam flinched. “Squirt” was his nickname for his sister, sometimes used with affection and sometimes as a taunt when she was pestering him. He lowered the covers and sat up, glaring at her.

“You're the squirt,” he said. It was the only comeback he could think of. Greta gave him a smug look.

“Well, if I'm a squirt, now you're barely even a drip. You're more like a tiny bubble!”

Sam struggled for an answer but then just folded his arms and scowled, his cheeks feeling hot as he flushed pink. He was frustrated with himself for getting drawn into this childish name-calling with Greta, and frustrated she'd bested him at it. The last thing he needed right now was his kid sister making fun of him for being smaller than her!

Greta set the bowl of salad in his lap, handing him a fork.

“Come on,” she said. “You'll probably be less grumpy after you eat something.”

“I'm not grumpy. I'm experiencing profound existential angst.”

“That sounds like fancy talk for being grumpy.”

Sam sighed and looked down at the salad. The broth hadn't been very filling, and his belly was growling but he didn't feel like eating anything. The fork was huge and heavy in his hand, and the bowl seemed like a wash tub with a shrub's-worth of salad in it. At his present size it would probably take him days to eat this much food.

He took a bite and gulped it down with some effort. Greta had put on too much dressing and the salad tasted rather shockingly foul, like compost. But he could sense that it wasn't the dressing that was the real problem. He was a kid, with a kid's taste buds, and vegetables tasted different now. No wonder Greta thought lima beans were gross!

He was about to take another bite when he looked up to see that Greta was smiling at him in a strange way, like he was some kind of amazing magic trick she couldn't figure out.

“Stop staring like that,” he said. “You make me feel weird.”

“I'm sorry, but you are really weird. I mean, it's weird that you're little now, but... are you really a girl too? Like, all over?”

Sam sighed.

“Yeah. I'm a girl, all over. Doctor Wendelstein checked.”

“Why do you think it happened? What made you change?”

Sam gulped down another bite of appalling vegetables, not looking at her.

“I'm sick, obviously. It's some kind of disease. My hormones must be all out of whack.”

“I don't know,” Greta said. “I've never heard of little girl-itis.”

“Dad thinks I might be contagious. When he talks to me he wears a mask to protect himself from catching it. If you're going to be in here, you should probably wear a mask too.”

“So I don't catch being a little girl from you? I think I'm probably immune.”

“Well, maybe it'd go the other way for you. Maybe you'd turn into a grown man.”

She laughed.

“Then I'd get to be your big brother! Come on, this isn't a disease. Maybe some weird disease could turn a boy into a girl, but a disease can't make somebody younger.”

“It has to be a disease,” Sam said. “If it's not that...”

“What?”

He bit his lip. He had an idea, but he dreaded saying it aloud. It was something he'd read about, in one of those weird fantasy stories.

“Maybe... it's some kind of curse.”

Greta laughed, covering her smile with her hand when she saw the look Sam gave her.

“What, a magic curse, like from a witch or something? Magic isn't real.”

“Well,” Sam said, “I never would have thought it was, but if I can just suddenly turn into a five-year-old girl, maybe that means magic curses are real after all.”

“You're thinking like a five-year-old now, if you believe in magic curses. Who would curse you, anyway?”

Sam thought for a moment.

“Things ended badly with Carly DeRita. Maybe she wanted to get back at me.”

“Carly's the one who dumped you. And didn't you say she's married to some other guy now? She doesn't even care about you enough anymore, to want to do some crazy curse and turn you into a little girl.”

Sam sighed, knowing it was true. He'd loved Carly, but she'd been looking for a husband and he wasn't ready. After she left him she'd moved on with depressing speed.

“This isn't a curse,” Greta said. “And I don't think it's a disease either.”

“Well, what the hell is it then? What could do this to me?”

Greta glanced up at the ceiling nervously, then she leaned in close and almost whispered as she spoke.

“Maybe God did it,” she said.

“What? Why would God do this?”

“I don't know. Back in Sunday school, I remember Reverend Ludlumham used to talk about how God moves in mysterious ways. And this is sure pretty mysterious.”

Sam looked down at his soggy salad as he picked at it.

“Well,” he said, “it does kind of feel like God is punishing me. But I don't even know what he'd punish me for. I've never really done anything. I've always played by the rules, always tried to make everybody happy.”

He looked up to see that Greta was smiling at him again.

“What are you staring at now?”

“I'm sorry,” she said, “but you're just so cute when you eat. I love how your itty-bitty little hand holds the fork.”

Sam dropped the fork in the salad and slammed the bowl down on his end table, hard enough to make the lampshade rattle.

“That's it,” he said. “I don't wanna talk anymore!”

“Aw, come on. I didn't mean it bad.”

He pulled the covers up to his nose and rolled over in bed, away from Greta.

“Just get out,” he said. “Get the hell out of my room, right now!”

Greta sighed and got up from the bed. Sam heard her footsteps on the creaking floorboards, heard her hesitate in the doorway. She wanted to say something, and some part of Sam hoped that she would. But then she just turned and left, leaving him alone just as he'd asked.

After she was gone Sam finished the salad quickly and then rolled over on his back, once more looking at the cracks in his ceiling. In the dim light of the room some of the cracks seemed to form pictures, like crude line drawings, a horse here, a little man with a pointy hat there. It was strange how he'd never seen them before. Of course, he'd never spent all day in bed like this before.

Greta had left the bedroom door open just a bit, and Sam could see that the living room was empty. Normally Dad would be watching TV right now, arguing with the talking heads on some news show while Mom fussed with her sewing and Greta doodled pretty elf guys in one of her sketchbooks. But now everything was quiet, even though Sam knew his parents were still in the house.

He'd been proud of the comfortable life he'd provided for his family. He'd worked long and hard, so they could be happy. But now he was just a little girl, of no use to anybody.

All day long, a part of Sam had ached for his mother to come, to kiss him and talk in the soft voice she'd used when he was little, to tell him everything would be OK. But why would a mother do that, for her grown son? What a child he was, to expect her to console him like that when he'd disappointed everyone, when he had failed them all!

He spent the rest of the evening online, trying to find out whatever he could about his condition. But as the hours passed and he failed to learn anything, he became more and more certain he was stuck like this. He was going to grow into a woman, with breasts and bleeding, all of that stuff. Or perhaps he would stay a little girl, forever. It seemed as likely as anything. His mother and father would die and then Greta would grow old and die and Sam would be left alone here, a little girl in this bedroom until the end of time.

Not long before midnight he found himself staring at his picture of the blond woman wearing furs, wanting her the way a man wanted a woman. He wanted her beside him in this bed, he wanted her to be slender and soft in his arms, while he was big and strong. He wanted to make love to her; he could remember making love to a woman and he ached for it. How could he live, wanting a woman like this, but being a little girl?

He climbed down out of bed, ran over to his dresser and pulled out a pair of scissors from one of the drawers. He stood up on the suitcases to see himself in the mirror and began to cut off his hair in quick, clumsy snips as he wept. The fat curls landed around his feet, and soon he was bald. He hoped it would make him look more like a boy, but instead he just looked like some pitiful little girl in one of those commercials for cancer.

He brushed his scalp with his fingers, sweeping away the last of the long hairs, and told himself that at least this way he wasn't so damn pretty and precious. But he knew there would be no passing for a boy, not with those eyes.

Sam climbed back up into bed, yanked the covers over his head and cried himself to sleep. He wasn't sure if these tears came from the part of him that was a little girl or the part of him that was a man, and he didn't care. He only knew that he needed to turn back time, or move it forward, or do whatever he had to do to stop being a child and grow up again, to be what he'd been.

Whatever he was now, it was wrong and it had to stop.

CHAPTER 5

––––––––

When Sam awoke the morning sun was streaming through the windows and there was something soft and yellow in his face, obscuring his vision: his hair.

He sat up with a gasp, finding that his hair was once again long enough to tickle his shoulders. It had all grown back, and something else nearly as strange had happened too: he was wearing a pink nightie, just about as feminine as sleepwear could get, with big frills on the shoulders and skirt.

He scrambled down to the floor, cursing his bed for being so high up, and hurried over to stand on the suitcases and see himself in the mirror. His hair actually looked a little longer than it had been, and even more golden and bouncy. He pulled up the hem of his nightie and saw that he was wearing brand new pink panties, also frilled, and this pair fit him snugly.

He rushed over to his closet, throwing it open to find something else, anything else, to wear. He yanked down the nearest thing he could reach, a faded gray sweatshirt left over from his high school football days. It fell down on his head, the wire hanger landing at his feet with a little clang. He fumbled to get the nightie off and put on the sweatshirt, keeping his eyes closed so he wouldn't see himself naked. (He very reluctantly left on the panties, since they actually fit and were at least preferable to wearing his sister's, or nothing.)

The shirt hung on him like a fat lady's mumu, the sleeves flopping over his hands no matter how hard he tried to hike them back. The fabric also felt weird and rough, his tender skin better suited for the soft tickle of the nightie.

He'd been awake less than a minute, and he already felt like howling with despair. Wasn't it enough that he'd lost his adulthood, and his manhood? Were all of his clothes going to feminize now too, so he'd be left with nothing to wear but pink and frilly stuff?

He jumped to hear a knock on his bedroom door, light and quick. It had to be Greta. He looked down at the nightie at his feet. He wished he had a lighter, so he could burn the awful thing in his wastebasket, but instead he just flung it into a dark corner of his closet and closed the door on it firmly.

“Go away,” he said. “I want to be alone!”

He heard Greta groan through the door, frustrated.

“Come on, already! This thing is heavy!”

Sam nervously picked at the threads in the Ovid Ocelots logo on the front of his sweatshirt, wondering about this heavy “thing” Greta was carrying. Whatever she had out there, Sam was sure he didn't want it.

He unlocked the door to find Greta outside with a tray that was much too big for her, carrying a bowl of oat cereal, a bottle of milk, a plate piled high with toast that was oozing butter, a bowl of mixed strawberries and blueberries and a tall glass of orange juice. It looked like a breakfast for an entire family.

She saw him and puffed up her cheeks like she was trying not to laugh.

“Don't say it,” he said.

“Fine. I won't say a word about how adorable you look in your great big Ovid Ocelots shirt. I brought you breakfast.”

She hurried into the room, bent forward like she was about to drop it all on the floor at any moment. She set the tray down on the bed with obvious relief, her shoulders sagging. Sam frowned down at the food.

“There's no way I could eat all that with this little body. I probably couldn't eat this much when I was a grown up!”

“Duh,” Greta said. “I'm gonna eat with you.”

She sat herself down on the edge of the bed and began noisily munching on a piece of toast. Sam sighed.

“Look,” he said, “I'm sorry about yelling at you like that last night. I guess being like this makes me kind of... moody.”

“It's OK,” Greta said. “I used to throw big tantrums too, when I was little. Come on, eat some breakfast.”

Sam sat down beside her and had a sip of the orange juice. He'd expected it to taste good, but it was so delicious that it made his eyelids flutter. Greta saw him and giggled.

“You really like that, huh?”

He took another sip, unable to stop himself from groaning a little as he savored the unbelievably rich taste of the juice. It was so good it almost hurt.

“Wow,” he said. “Sugar is a really different experience, when you're a kid.”

“You mean, sweet stuff's not as good when you grow up?”

“It's still good. But when you're a kid, wow.”

She smiled.

“Well, then maybe being a kid's not all bad, huh?”

Sam rolled his eyes, annoyed by her attempt to cheer him up. He took a bite of the toast, frowning as he felt his loose tooth wiggle.

“Hey,” Greta said, “I was thinking, maybe this is kind of like that weird old show you made me watch last Christmas. The one where the guy was scared of the teddy bear monster on the wing of the airplane, and where the poor guy broke his glasses after everything blew up.”

Sam smiled. They'd watched part of a Twilight Zone marathon, and something about the way Greta kept insisting it hadn't scared her made him think it had scared her a little too much. He knew she had a thing about masks, and it had probably been a mistake to let her watch the episode where the awful family put on the masks that twisted up their faces so they looked like monsters.

“So,” he said, “my life is a Twilight Zone episode.”

“Maybe, kind of! The people in those weren't always bad, and it wasn't always like they were being punished. But sometimes it was like the Twilight Zone made things weird for them, just to teach them a lesson. Maybe this is like that, and you're supposed to learn something.”

“Well, it's not much more ridiculous than any other idea I can think of. But what am I supposed to learn from this?”

“Maybe you didn't understand girls, so this is how you learn about them.”

Sam considered.

“It's true, I never understood girls too well. But I don't know if any guy does, really. So why would whoever runs the Twilight Zone decide to pick on me?”

Greta smiled.

“I don't know, but maybe after you learn about being a girl you'll change back. And I can teach you all kinds of stuff about being a girl!”

He was about to take another bite of toast but she yanked it from his hand, grabbed him by the wrist with surprising strength and hauled him over to the dresser. When they got there she frowned down at the stacked suitcases, seeming to notice them for the first time.

“What's this?”

Sam felt himself blushing.

“I kind of need them,” he muttered. “So I can get up high enough to see myself in the mirror.”

Greta covered her mouth, her shoulders shaking as she swallowed a laugh. Sam glowered at her, but she ignored him and pushed him up so he was standing on the suitcases.

He saw his little face in the mirror, with Greta over his shoulder. Even standing on two suitcases he was still shorter than she was, but somehow that didn't seem so weird anymore. It was like Sam was already getting used to his kid sister being bigger than he was.

“OK,” she said. “Here's you, as a little girl. Say hello to her.”

The little girl-Sam in the mirror looked annoyed, her cheeks bright pink now.

“Come on, Greta. This is stupid.”

“Say hello to her! Go on, try it.”

Sam sighed.

“Hello, little girl me.”

“Her name is Samantha.”

“No, it's most definitely not.”

“Samantha's very pretty, isn't she?”

Sam turned to get off the suitcases, but Greta put her hands on his shoulders and turned him back to face himself.

“Come on,” she said. “Everybody wants to be pretty.”

“I don't.”

“Well, you are, and pretty is good. Come on, you are super duper pretty!”

Sam tried to hold on to his frown, but the little girl in the mirror was smiling just a bit.

“I am not.”

“Are too, and you know it. Just look at that pretty, pretty little girl. Just look at Sam-an-tha.”

Sam suddenly felt strange, embarrassed but also kind of warm and fluttery. He looked into his new eyes. They sparkled like the blue tiles in that fountain at the Dulles Airport, the one he liked to sit by during layover flights. He'd never seen a blue like that in anybody's eyes but Mom's, and Greta's.

“Us Gregory girls,” Greta said, “we're all quite beautiful, you know.”

Sam realized he'd been smiling, and stopped. Greta was still over his shoulder in the mirror but now she was looking at him in a funny way, different from the other funny ways she'd looked at him.

“What? Why are you looking at me like that?”

Greta hesitated.

“I don't know,” she said, “maybe this'll sound weird. But I look at you, and you're kind of... me.”

Sam turned away from the mirror quickly, looking up at her.

“What's that supposed to mean? I'm not you. I'm still me.”

Greta took one of his hands, trying to calm him. His hand was so little in hers. Too little.

“I'm sorry,” she said. “I didn't say it right. It's just, I remember seeing that face in the mirror, or one a lot like it. I always wanted a little sister, to take care of . One who was like me, and Mommy. On my last birthday, when I blew out the candles on my cake, that's kind of what I wished for.” 

She let go of his hand, and looked away.

“What if, maybe... I did this to you?”

Sam moved to get down from the suitcases but stepped wrong and fell off, hitting the floor hard. Greta made a horrified little moan and bent to help him up.

“Oh, Sammy! I'm sorry!”

“Don't call me Sammy! You never called me Sammy before! I'm still Sam!”

But as Sam said the words his mouth felt wet and weird and his S sounded slushy, he had a slight lisp. There was something rolling on his tongue, hard like a small stone. He spat into his hand, looking down to see that his loose tooth had been knocked out.

He threw the tooth into his wastebasket and roughly smeared his palm against the belly of his old high school shirt, getting blood on the Ovid Ocelots logo. Greta was looking down at him with eyes full of pity, and that only made him madder.

“I'm not your little sister,” he said. “I'll never be your little sister!”

His voice was more ridiculous than ever now, sister sounding more like thithter.

“I'm sorry,” Greta said. “I didn't mean...”

“You didn't change me with a wish! I didn't change just because my dumb kid sister made some dumb birthday wish!”

“I'm sorry!”

What if Greta was right, about her wish? It was so ridiculous, it couldn't possibly be true. But what if it was?

Sam ran back to the bed, grabbing the tray and trying to lift it so he could flip it down hard to the floor. It was too heavy and it slipped from his grip, falling back on the mattress so the cereal was bumped out of the bowl and the glass of juice fell over, making a soggy mess on the tray. Greta rushed over.

“I'll get it,” she said, quick and quiet. “I'll get it.”

As soon as Greta picked up the tray Sam climbed up into the bed, pulled the covers over his head and rolled over so his back was to Greta once again.

“Get out,” he screamed over his shoulder. “You're a stupid, ugly-looking girl, and I hate you! Get out of my room now, and don't come back!”

Greta sobbed and hurried from the room, struggling to get the door shut as she fumbled with the tray. When she was finally gone Sam wrapped his arms around one of his pillows and hugged it as tight as he could while he cried and cried.

His stupid sister had wished him like this. She'd wished for a little sister, and it happened to him. He was like her and Mom now, that was what Greta said. This was all her fault!

Why didn't he have a teddy bear? He wanted a teddy bear right now, so bad. Something soft to hold, while he cried.

How come Mommy never came, no matter how much he cried?

CHAPTER 6

––––––––

Sam was staring at the ceiling, poking his tongue between his teeth to probe at the empty gums. He'd lost a canine and it wasn't so noticeable when he smiled, but his new lisp made him sound even more like a baby. Would the indignities of his second childhood never end?

He felt bad about yelling at Greta again, knowing he'd let his little girl side take over. His maturity was beginning to feel like something he had to consciously maintain, like it was a muscle that would go slack if he unclenched it. If he threw another tantrum like that, he was afraid his adulthood might slip away for good.

He could hear his mother and father talking in the living room. They didn't seem to be talking loudly, and in fact they were probably whispering. Sam wondered if his hearing was improving, if his little girl senses were getting sharper.

“If Samuel doesn't become a man soon,” Dad said, “it will be a disaster for all of us.”

“We have some money saved,” Mom said. “He's been sending us everything he earned, keeping almost nothing for himself.”

“It's enough for a year, or two. That's all.”

“We'll survive somehow. Please, do we have to talk about this? Right now poor Sammy is the one I'm worried about.”

Sam hugged himself on the bed. Mom hadn't called him Sammy since he was little, and hearing her say it now stirred up strange feelings.

“We have to face reality,” Sam's father said. “After I die, you'll have my benefits from the force and the army, as well as the life insurance. You should be all right then. But what if I live another five or ten years? Greta and Sam will still be too young to support a family.”

“You'll find a job. And I can go back to work too.”

“Don't be stupid, Anna. I've been retired for nearly a decade. Who's going to  hire some old man? You're much too weak to work now, and you'll probably only be worse by then.”

“I wish you'd stop treating me like some helpless thing, always telling me what I can't do!”

“Don't take that tone with me, woman. You know I'm only trying to protect you.”

There was a long silence.

“I want to see Sammy,” Mom said. “I want to see him now.”

“Anna, please. We've talked about this.”

“I want to see my Sammy! My poor little child needs me!”

Sam's mother sobbed, a sound that burned like a splash of acid in Sam's face. Sam got up from the bed and took a few steps toward the door, aching to go out and throw his arms around his poor mother's legs.

“No,” Dad said. “You know you can't bear that kind of stress now. You'll have another attack.”

“I'll just go in and give him the clothes I bought. The poor baby, he should have some things that fit!”

“Greta can do that later, when she brings him his lunch. Just calm down, you're becoming hysterical again.”

“You can't keep me from my child! I have to see my little Sammy!”

There was a commotion, then the sound of Mom's feet as she rushed to Sam's door. It flew open and there stood Sam's mother, looking down at him. She was clutching a bag from the Little Kings clothing store downtown, her eyes wide and her chest heaving as she breathed.

It hadn't even been a full day since Sam had last seen her, but it felt like weeks. She'd had Sam when she was young and she still looked more like Dad's daughter than his wife, with her soft, pretty face and the blond hair she'd never needed to color. But somehow she seemed younger now than Sam remembered, almost as if she'd lost years along with Sam and she could be the mother of a little girl his age.

She was so big, a giantess, but she wasn't scary. She was just the right size; big enough to pick Sam up, to sit him on her lap, to cuddle him and give him sweet kisses. Before Sam could stop himself, he reached up for her.

“Mommy,” he said.

She stared down at him for a long moment, then her eyelids fluttered and she fell forward. It was like watching a building collapse, her long legs giving out beneath her as she fell and fell and fell, her body taking forever to hit the floor. She landed face down, the impact on the hardwood making a sound like thunder, a sound that echoed through the whole house.

She lay there for a moment, groaning softly, before Sam ran to her. He'd nearly reached her when Sam's father charged into the room and bent to grab Mom up, carrying her like a groom carrying a bride across the threshold. He looked down at Sam, his eyes dark and his mustache a straight line across his lip.

“She was always too soft on you,” he said. “Always there to kiss every little boo-boo and make it better. Well, we can see now where that got us!”

He stomped out of the room, kicking the door shut behind them, then he yelled for Greta to get Mother's inhaler. Sam fell to his knees near the Little Kings bag, feeling numb, feeling dead, like he didn't have a drop of blood in his body.

He wanted to go out and help somehow, to show his mother that he wasn't so scary really, that he was still her same old Sam after all. But he knew he would only make things worse.

Sam had to stay in his room alone, just as Dad had said. It was better that way.

Sam could hear Dad ordering Greta around, telling her to fetch this and that for Mother and snapping at her when she didn't do things quite right. He kept saying she was taking too long, but Sam could hear her little feet hurrying from room to room and he knew she was moving just as fast as she could.

Eventually Sam's mother recovered and Sam heard her saying she was all right but she just needed to lie down for a while. Sam exhaled at last, his heart beating again.

He looked down into the bulging Little Kings bag, seeing tiny shirts, pants, underwear, socks and even a couple pairs of sneakers, all in boy colors. He clutched the bag to himself, nearly weeping with gratitude.

He yanked off the gigantic sweatshirt and the pink panties and tossed them aside, then he giggled as he pulled on the white briefs, zipped up a pair of khaki pants and buttoned up a plain blue shirt.

He grabbed one of the elastic ties he'd found last night and used it to put his hair in the tightest ponytail he could manage. He wanted to slick his hair straight back, but little ringlets kept escaping the ponytail and falling down to bounce around his face and tickle his cheeks. But that was no matter. Even if these were clothes made for a five-year-old boy, they were clothes for a boy. Boy clothes, that fit!

Sam eagerly got up on the suitcases to see what he looked like, but then he frowned when he saw himself in the mirror. He looked like a little girl, in boy clothes. Nobody who saw him like this would believe he was a boy, he was just too pretty and soft-looking. He turned away from the mirror and tried to forget the face he'd seen, looking down at his buttoned-up shirt, the way the cuffs hugged his wrists without flopping down over his little hands.

Somehow, his mother had found everything in the perfect size. It was like she just looked at him, and she knew!

Sam lay back in the bed, his arms folded behind his head, feeling more happy than he'd felt any time since his transformation. Actually he was more happy than he'd been for weeks, months, maybe years. He never would have imagined it could be such joy to have a pair of plain khaki pants on his legs again and a collar buttoned around his neck, with nothing too big and sagging off of him, and nothing pink and frilly.

He still wasn't himself. But his mother had bought him clothes that fit, and now when he closed his eyes he could almost feel like a man again.

CHAPTER 7

––––––––

Sam didn't even remember napping, but just before noon his eyes snapped open and he immediately sensed that something was wrong. He felt too loose and free in his clothing, the fabric was too soft against his skin. He didn't want to look down at himself, he was afraid to do it. But when he held up his hand he saw that the shirtsleeve was gone from his arm and he was wearing a bracelet with little pink beads, the kind of bracelet Greta wore.

Sam held his breath, his heart pounding so it seemed to shake the bed. He gripped the mattress beneath him, keeping his eyes fixed on the ceiling. If he had known he was going to nap, he would have taken off the clothes so he could be sure they wouldn't change while he was asleep. He hadn't planned to nap, but his stupid little girl body had fallen asleep and now his fine boy clothes had become...

Well, he didn't know what they'd become. Perhaps it wouldn't be something so terribly feminine, this time. Perhaps the bracelet was as bad as it got. His rubbed his legs together, and it didn't feel like he was wearing pants but it didn't quite feel like his legs were bare either. There was some sort of fabric, something clingy.

He got up from the bed, keeping his eye fixed straight ahead so he wouldn't look down and see himself. He had to prepare himself for whatever he was wearing. But how could a man ever prepare, for something like this?

He took a deep breath and looked down to see that he was wearing a pink dress that was like something  for a girl's first communion, with princess sleeves, a skirt poofed out around him by layers of soft, swishing underskirts, pale pink stockings and pink shoes with fancy little bows on them.

Hissing like a cat he ran to the dresser and climbed up on the suitcases to see himself in the mirror. His curls were extra bouncy and he had a satiny pink bow on his head, completing this picture of dainty, childish femininity. He was dressed like a flowering peony, all dolled up in the kind of Sunday outfit that would make a grandma swoon.

He reached behind his back to unbutton the dress but then he just slumped his shoulders and sighed, defeated. What was the point of fighting it, of ripping off his clothes, or screaming, or smashing the mirror? Tomorrow he would probably just wake up in something even more ridiculously girly, and it would go on like that for day after day, until he ended up as a smiling little dolly at Greta's tea party just like in the dream.

Greta had said he was pretty, super duper pretty, and in this dress there was no denying that he was pretty enough to be on the cover of some catalog for fancy little girl clothes. He turned his head as he looked in the mirror, wondering if he was wearing makeup now too. No, those were just his lashes, the natural glow of his cheeks and the pink gloss of his lips. He didn't even need makeup, to be just as pretty as some little girl model.

He struck a pose, one hand on his hip. Yes, he looked just like some little girl model now, it was terrible. He smiled slightly, lowering his chin and fluttering his lashes. That was just how some little girl model would look, doing these things. Why did he have to be so very, very pretty?

He smiled just a bit wider and reached up to run his fingertips down his smooth cheek and along his slender little neck. Such soft skin, not like a man at all. How he missed the rough scrape of his stubble, the firm set of his jaw. Everything about him was so feminine and childish now, so delicate and cute. He did a little twirl at the mirror, holding the hem of his fancy skirts.

He gasped and froze where he was, realizing what he'd just done. That was a twirl. Why the hell was he twirling? And why did he want to do it again?

He twirled again, feeling the swish of his skirts around him. He giggled as he twirled some more.

No. No more twirling. And no giggling.

But then he twirled and giggled more and more, not able to stop himself and not really wanting to.

He remembered the way that Greta had twirled, when he went to one of her ballet recitals that night a few months ago. It was when he'd just come home from yet another long trip and he'd been in no mood to go to some kids' ballet thing, but Mom pleaded with him until he finally agreed to go see his sister dance. He'd surprised himself by having a good time, feeling proud of little Greta as she moved gracefully in her tutu and showed off the fancy moves she'd learned.

But he'd come home that night feeling sad, thinking about how his own youth was slipping away, how his adult life was nothing but lonely hotel rooms and traveling without getting anywhere. Had he envied his little sister, just a bit?

He tried to twirl now just like Greta had that night, dancing the way he remembered her dancing. He didn't know why he was doing it and he didn't know why it was so much fun, only that it felt too good to stop. He wanted to twirl and twirl, to dance just like Greta!

The room was a woozy blur, but from somewhere in the swirl he heard Greta's voice:

“Oh my God. Sammy, where did you get that dress?”

Sam came to a sudden stop, grabbing one of his bed posts and hanging on tight while the room reeled around him. Gradually Greta's face came into focus. She was standing at the open door, carrying another tray of food. His lunch.

“I...” Sam began. “I'm not... This isn't a...”

His first instinct had been to deny that he was wearing a dress, but that obviously wasn't going to work. He scowled at his sister, his hands on his hips.

“What are you doing in here, squirt? Why didn't you knock first?”

“I did knock. I guess you didn't hear me, because you were busy... dancing.”

She swallowed a laugh. Sam felt himself blush as pink as the dress he was wearing. (It didn't help that with his tooth missing squirt sounded more like thkwirt.)

“This isn't my dress,” he said. “I just kind of... woke up in it.”

Greta squinted at him and came in to set the tray down on the bed.

“What? You're kidding, right?”

Sam hesitated. There didn't seem to be much point in trying to keep this a secret anymore.

“It's true,” he said. “Somehow I've been waking up wearing girl clothes. Last time it was a little pink nightie. This time, it was this dress. I have no idea where they come from, or who puts them on me.”

Greta was silent for a long moment. Sam could see she didn't believe him, then she was wondering if it could possibly be true, then at last she believed. And why wouldn't she? If your big brother could suddenly become a five-year-old girl, anything was possible.

“Well,” she said, “that definitely wasn't part of my birthday wish.”

Sam sighed.

“I don't really think your wish made me like this. Or at least, I don't think that's any more likely than a magic curse, or a punishment from God, or a lesson from the Twilight Zone.”

“And if it was a disease,” Greta said, “that wouldn't change your clothes.”

“No. Nothing makes sense, this whole thing is simply impossible! And yet here I am, five years old and dressed up like a damn sugar plum fairy.”

Sam climbed up onto the bed, sitting on the edge of the mattress with his feet dangling above the floor. He sighed and munched a carrot stick from another one of Greta's sloppy salads. It tasted revolting, breaking Sam's heart a little. He had loved carrots, back when he was a grown up.

“Since I first woke up as a kid,” he said, “it's like I never stopped changing. Even in my head, I can feel myself changing still. I'm afraid that maybe... I'm becoming a little girl inside, too.”

Greta sat beside him and gave him a gentle smile, stroking her fingertips along his cheek.

“There are much worse things to be, than a little girl. You do look so cute in that dress.”

“I don't want to be cute. I don't want to be a cute little girl in her cute little dress! I hate everything about being like this!”

Great smirked.

“You didn't seem so miserable, when you were dancing. Were you trying to do chaines turns?”

“No,” Sam said. “At least, I don't think so. What are Jenny turns?”

“Chaines. It's French. Here, I'll show you how to do them right.”

Greta stood up, holding out her hand for Sam to take. Sam took it and stood up too, giving his sister a wary eye. Was this really happening? Was his kid sister really going to teach him how to twirl like a ballerina?

And why was his heart beating fast? What was this giddy excitement?

“Start like this,” Greta said, throwing back her shoulders and bringing her hands together before her so that her fingertips nearly touched. Sam did as she said, and she nodded.

“Now come on, up on your tip-toes, like this.”

She rose up, and Sam followed. Greta was very poised on her toes, but Sam wobbled. This all felt so strange, like a dream, but somehow Sam was compelled to do as his sister said and he wanted to get it just right.

He remembered seeing Greta yesterday and thinking how strange she looked as a giant 10-year-old girl. But now she looked very different. She didn't look like a grown up, but she looked right at this size. Sam even kind of liked looking up to her.

Sam knew that something else was shifting in his mind, that he was changing again. But right now all that mattered was doing the Jenny turns right, so his sister would be proud of him.

“OK,” she said, “keep your heels turned out like that, and step like this. Like, a little flip...”

She demonstrated, twirling across the floor in a way that made Sam feel hopeless, small and clumsy. He could never move as gracefully as his sister! But then she came to a stop, smiled and twirled her finger, indicating that it was Sam's turn to try.

Sam launched himself into a spin, but he stumbled and almost crashed into the wall. Greta rushed over and put her hand on his shoulder.

“No, Sammy. You have to keep your shoulders back, or you won't turn right.”

Sam bit his lip and got up on his tip-toes again, ready for another try. He closed his eyes, remembering how Greta had done it, then he opened his eyes and began to twirl. This time he got it right, he could feel it. Greta clapped her hands, delighted.

“That's so good, Sammy! Look how good you can dance now!”

Sam giggled and twirled some more.

“Watch me do the Jenny turns, Greta! I can do it just like you!”

He danced and danced while Greta watched, and he could see from her smile that she was very proud of him. He was making his sister proud!

Finally he stopped, out of breath and feeling rather winded and sweaty in his stockings and fancy dress. For a moment he was horrified by everything that had just happened, by how much he'd loved Greta teaching him to dance, by how natural it all felt, by the way Greta seemed to be calling him Sammy now and neither of them was questioning it.

But before he could reassert his adulthood Greta bent down and gave him a quick sniff. She made a face.

“P.U.! Somebody's stinky. When's the last time you had a good bath?”

Sam folded his arms, blushing.

“It hasn't been so long.”

“Was it back when you were still a grown up?”

Sam looked away. Greta laughed and clasped his wrist, tugging him toward his bathroom.

“That was a whole lifetime ago,” she said. “Come on, you're overdue for a scrub.”

Sam resisted but Greta hardly seemed to notice as she dragged him across the floor.

“Greta, no!”

Sam yanked his wrist away from Greta and she turned back and gave him a smirk.

“Everybody has to wash, Sammy. Even little ballerinas get stinky.”

“Stop calling me Sammy! And I can't wash now, not when I'm... like this.”

“What do you mean?”

Sam sighed, standing stiffly so his arms didn't touch his sides. All of a sudden he felt all wrong in this body again, almost like he was wearing somebody else's skin.

“I can't,” he said, “because then... I'd see myself.”

“What? You mean, you haven't?”

He shook his head quickly.

“That's crazy,” Greta said. “What about when you go to the bathroom?”

“I never look down. I can't.”

Greta laughed.

“Well, you'll have to see yourself sometime. It's... yourself.”

“No it's not! It's a girl's body, and... I can't. It would feel wrong.”

“So, you're planning to never ever take another bath, for the rest of your life?”

“No, obviously I would, eventually. But I keep hoping I'll change back first, before I have to.”

Greta grabbed Sam's wrist again, firmly enough that he couldn't get away.

“Greta!”

“Come on, stinky. When I was your age Mommy used to say, wash away your troubles with some bubbles.”

CHAPTER 8
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Sam stood in the bathroom, shifting anxiously from foot to foot as the tub filled with hot water and Greta sprinkled in some powdered soap she'd gotten from the bathroom she shared with their parents. Soon the tub was filled with frothy clouds of white bubbles.

“Greta, stop! I don't need a bubble bath!”

“This is your first bath as a girl. It should be special.”

She turned off the faucet and stood up.

“OK. In you go.”

“No! Come on, please don't make me!”

She laughed, then her eyes went wide as she remembered something.

“Oh, wait!”

She ran out of the room, leaving Sam pacing like a caged animal beside the tub. A moment later his sister returned carrying a rubber duck.

“Come on,” Sam said. “This isn't funny!”

“I'm not joking. Either you wash yourself, or I'm washing you.”

“You wouldn't dare!”

She plopped the rubber duck down into the water and pulled a few hangers off the doorknob.

“Here,” she said. “I want you to put your pretty clothes on these so they don't get wrinkled, then hand them out to me in the bedroom. I left you some towels to wrap up with, when you're done with your bath. I'll be waiting, to make sure you really washed.”

“But...”

“I want to see you with wet hair and pickled-up toes, young lady.”

Greta was having entirely too much fun, fussing over him like one of her dolls. Sam stomped his foot, his frustration coming out as a childish whine.

“Greta, stop it! I'm still your older brother, and you can't boss me around like this!”

She gave him a wicked grin.

“I haven't forgotten,” she said, “when you used to babysit me. Do you remember the Tickle Torture?”

Sam gulped, hugging his ribs protectively. When Greta was little he used to tickle her to bully her into cleaning her room and going to bed on time. He'd called it the Tickle Torture. It was typical big brother stuff, just a game. But he couldn't deny that it had gone too far sometimes, and now that he was little and Greta was big it was easy to see why she would be eager for revenge.

“No,” he said. “Come on, no Tickle Torture!”

Greta reached toward Sam's sides with wriggling fingers, making him squeak with panic. She laughed.

“Take a bath, squirt.”

She left the bathroom, closing the door behind her. Sam was left alone with his horrifying little body. What was he supposed to do? He couldn't take a bath now! He couldn't see himself, not like this!

But Greta was right, he had to wash eventually. He lifted his arm and gave himself a sniff, confirming that little ballerinas did indeed get stinky too.

The door opened a crack and Greta thrust in her arm.

“Come on. Give me the dress.”

Sam knew he was beaten. He would just have to do this quickly, never once looking down. He would get the dress off and be in and out of the bath in no time, just long enough to scrub the stink away.

He handed out his shoes, then grimaced as he unbuttoned his dress and made little gagging sounds as he peeled off his stockings and stepped out of his panties. He threw the stuff on the hangers and shoved it through the door at Greta.

“And the bow in your hair,” she said.

Sam had forgotten he was wearing it. He fumbled with the clip to get it loose from his curls, held the pink satin bow like a dead mouse as he handed it out to Greta, and slammed the door. Then he climbed into the tub, still not looking down, and gritted his teeth as he felt the hot water on his sensitive skin.

He grabbed fistfuls of the bubbles and scooped them carefully into place over his chest. He wouldn't have breasts for years, but he still didn't want to see himself. When he had the bubbles positioned all around his body so he couldn't see anything, he sat back in the tub and exhaled. He would get through this.

But then the damned duck bobbed and floated across the water, parting the bubbles so Sam saw himself. He looked away quickly, but it was too late. He'd seen.

So, that was it. He was a girl, after all. He'd already known he was a girl. But yes, he was really a girl.

He scooped up some of the water and let it splash down on his head. Wet hair, Greta had said. Pickled-up toes.

CHAPTER 9
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Sam stumbled out of the bathroom with a fuzzy white towel wrapped around his body, girl-style, using another towel to try and dry his endless tendrils of dripping hair. He'd never had long wet hair before, and it was kind of amazing just how much wetter it felt than short wet hair. He couldn't see Greta, but he assumed she was waiting in the bedroom like she'd said she would be.

“There,” Sam said, “I'm all washed up now, so...”

He pulled the towel away from his eyes and saw that his father was sitting there beside the bed, once again wearing a surgeon's mask. His expression was even more grim than last time.

“Samuel,” he said. “I need to talk to you.”

Sam fought the instinct to run back into the bathroom and lock the door behind him. He looked down at his bare, damp shoulders and legs. He was still pink from the bath, and he was getting pinker by the moment.

“Yes, sir. If you'll just give me a minute, I'll get dressed...”

“We'll do this right now,” Dad said. He leaned over and patted the bed, indicating Sam should sit. “Up here. Come on.”

Sam climbed up onto the mattress and crossed his legs, carefully arranging the towel to cover his thighs, then he tightly folded his arms across his chest to make sure the towel wouldn't slip down.

“Yes, sir?”

His father leaned back in the creaking chair and sighed.

“I couldn't help,” he said, “but overhear you and your sister earlier. I heard little feet stomping, laughter, yelling. If I didn't know any better, I'd think I was hearing two girls playing together.”

The way he said it, it sounded so wrong. Sam's lower lip was trembling, he couldn't control it.

“We were just...”

He stopped. What could he possibly say?

Dad's expression somehow became even more grim as he pointed at Sam's closet door. The hanger with Sam's frilly pink dress was hanging on the doorknob.

“I see,” Sam's father said, “that your mother has begun buying you little dresses. Of course, I was afraid this sort of thing was going to happen.”

“No, sir. Mom didn't buy it, I just woke up wearing it. But that dress, it proves this isn't just some disease! That dress proves I'm not...”

Sam groaned, covering his face with his hands. He knew his father would never believe the truth.

“So,” Sam's father said, “this is you, being a grown up. This is you, being a man.”

“I'm sorry, Daddy,” Sam said quickly, without thinking. Daddy.

Sam's father leaned forward and grabbed Sam's upper arm, hard. Sam flinched, whimpering.

“Listen,” Dad said, “we're not playing games here, understand?”

“Yes, Da... I mean, yes, sir!”

“Your poor mother's getting worse, thanks to you. You don't understand how weak she is. You could have killed her, with that Mommy stuff.”

“I'm sorry! I didn't mean...”

Sam's father dug his fingers deeper into the tender flesh of Sam's arm. It all came back to Sam now. Daddy mad, Daddy yelling.

“You think you're so special? You think you can start over as some pretty baby in a little pink dress, and your mommy will take care of you? Well, that isn't how life works!”

Sam was crying now, tears streaming from his eyes as he sniffled and snuffed. He couldn't stop himself. Daddy was mad, and it was so scary, and all Sam could do was cry!

“Yes, sir!”

“Nobody wants to grow up, son. But we're men, and that means we have some goddamned dignity and we do the hard things nobody wants to do.”

Sam's father let go of his arm suddenly and Sam fell back, bouncing on the mattress. Sam's towel started to come undone and he fumbled with it frantically, pulling it closed.

Dad stood up, adjusting his mask.

“What did I tell you, last night?”

Sam swallowed his sobs, rubbing the sore place on his arm.

“You said I need to stay alone here in my room while I'm growing up into a man, so I don't infect anybody else.”

“That's right,” Dad said. “You're sick and you're dangerous, and you need to do what's right and stay the hell away from your mother and sister. Disappoint me again, boy, and there will be consequences.”

Sam's father shook his head, looking like he might weep himself.

“I'm starting to wonder,” he said, “if you'll ever be my son again. I'm starting to wonder if you ever truly were.”

CHAPTER 10
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After Sam's father was gone Sam dried his hair with the towel as much as he could, then he used the elastic to pull his hair back in another too-tight ponytail. He dug into the Little Kings bag to find some more boy clothes, then he quickly got dressed in pants, briefs and a buttoned-up shirt.

Once he was dressed as a boy, he sat on his bed and tried to grow up. He closed his eyes and strained, trying to make his body grow, trying to find the man inside and let him out. But no matter how hard Sam strained his body wouldn't grow, and he couldn't find a man inside. (He did however find some bathwater inside, when it came dribbling back out unexpectedly and made him think he'd peed his new pants. He would never get used to being a girl.)

He spent some time staring at his picture of the blonde woman wearing furs, trying to think of her like a man would. She was very pretty, he'd always thought so, but now when he looked at her he kept thinking of how she reminded him of his mother. He imagined her in the bed beside him, but in these fantasies he was little and she was big, and she would only smile and stroke his head and kiss him in ways that were sweet and gentle but not sexy. He tried to remember what it felt like to make love to a woman, and it all seemed strange. When he was a man, he wanted women in that way. But now he didn't.

He strained and strained to grow up until his eyeballs hurt, then he flopped back on the bed to hate himself for a while. But the hating turned into a nap, and when he woke up he was wearing another little princess outfit. This one was even more pink and girly than the last, with bigger frills, fancier bows, and ribbons in his pigtails. Whoever or whatever was dressing him seemed to have picked this latest outfit out of spite. The message was clear: This is what you are now.

Sam felt like crying, but crying was what a little girl would do and he was no little girl. He had to be strong and grow up into a man right away, like Daddy wanted!

(No. Dad, not Daddy. How was Sam ever supposed to grow up into a man, if he kept calling his mother and father Mommy and Daddy?)

Sam heard sounds outside in the street, children playing, and he got curious and went to the window. Down the block he could see two girls, one a bit younger than Greta and the other a little older. The older girl was tall and skinny and her friend was a little redhead with white poofy things on her pigtails, like pretty flowers.

The two girls were chasing each other around, laughing and shouting, their feet splashing in the fresh puddles from yesterday's storm. They seemed to be having so much fun, playing together. Seeing them made Sam sigh. He wanted to splash in the puddles too, and feel the wind on his new face. He wanted to go out and play.

Sam gasped, staggering back from the window and yanking down the shade. No, he did not want to play.  Children played, and he wasn't a child!

He sat back on the bed and tried to focus on growing up. But he could still hear the girls, playing outside. It made him think about how nice it had felt to dance for Greta, to learn the Jenny turns from her. It was good to learn the things his sister knew how to do, and to do them right so she was proud.

Greta was older than he was, and she was so big and graceful and pretty, and she knew how to draw and do Jenny turns and all kinds of things. The part of Sam that was a little girl was beginning to look up to her, the way she'd looked up to him when she was little and he was big. With a horrified jolt, Sam realized he'd been thinking like he was the kid sister.

Dad was right, Sam had to stay away from Greta and Mom. If he didn't, he'd become too much like them and never be a man again!

But it was lonesome being locked away in his room all day forever, doing nothing but trying to be a man. Sam's room was so sad and boring, with these plain walls and only the one picture of the blonde lady wearing furs. If he had to stay here all alone until he was a grown up, couldn't he at least make the room a little more pretty?

Sam looked up at his ceiling, at the cracks that made pictures that weren't really pictures, and it gave him an idea.

He opened up the drawer in his end table and took out a pen. It was one of those pens where you could click the top and it would make different colored inks, blue or black or red. He got it on one of his trips to Shreveport, from an exec at the Delta Waves hotel chain. Sam had made the sale that day, the last sale he could remember making before everything fell apart. He pictured himself as a grown man, wearing a suit, shaking hands and trading pens, and it all felt like some half-remembered dream.

He walked over to his bedroom wall and began to draw a picture with trees and a lake and birds shaped like M's, and a sun with a smiling face. He hadn't drawn anything since he was a kid, and he'd forgotten how much fun it was. He drew himself by the lake, with Mommy and Greta. Mommy was biggest, then Greta, then Sam, and they all looked happy. Now even if he couldn't be with Greta and Mommy, at least he could see them while he was all alone in his room growing up.

He stood back and smiled at his drawing. It was very nice, even if it wasn't as good as the ones in Greta's sketchbook. Maybe someday Greta could teach him to draw better.

Just then he heard the click of his side door and turned to see Greta peeking in. He smiled and ran to her.

“Greta! Look, see, I drew us in a picture with Mommy!”

Greta went pale and rushed over to the wall. Sam followed her, sensing she didn't like the picture and that he might be in trouble somehow. Greta turned and gave him a little slap on the wrist, just hard enough to sting.

“Ow! Greta!”

“Sammy, no! Why did you draw on the wall? When Daddy sees that, he'll be furious!”

Sam blinked, his senses returning. What the hell had he been thinking? Greta grabbed his shoulders and gave him a shake.

“Bad Sammy! We must never draw on the walls, do you understand?”

Sam shoved her away with a scowl.

“Quit talking to me like I'm a baby! I got confused for a minute and I was thinking like a kid, but I'm OK now.”

Greta gave him a doubtful look, then she hurried into the bathroom and came out a moment later with a wet, soapy towel.

“I just hope I can get this mess off the wall. Oh, Daddy's going to be so angry. Bad, bad Sammy!”

“Quit saying bad Sammy!”

Greta began scrubbing the wall, the trees and the sun fading away as she worked. But even as Sam was relieved to see the image fade, some part of him was hurt that Greta didn't like his picture.

“It was supposed to be us, Greta.”

She gave him a little smile.

“I know. And it was a very pretty picture. But we can't draw on walls.”

“I know that. I'm not stupid.”

Greta went to rinse off the towel in the sink, returning a moment later.

“Will you draw me another one sometime? On a piece of paper?”

Sam frowned. He knew he was acting like a kid, and Greta was treating him like one. But it felt good to be a kid with her, to be the little sister. It felt much better, and easier, than trying to act like a grow up.

“OK,” he said. “I could draw one if you want me to, I guess.”

Greta sat on the bed, patting the place beside her to indicate he should sit too. Sam struggled trying to climb, and Greta took his hand and helped haul him up.

“Poor little thing. The stuff in this room is really much too big for you now.”

Sam suddenly remembered what his father had said.

“I'm not supposed to talk to you, Greta. Daddy says I'm sick and dangerous and I need to be alone while I grow up into a man.”

Greta looked at him seriously.

“Daddy said that, huh? And how do you feel about that?”

Sam sighed.

“I hate it. I sit here trying and trying to grow up, but I just stay little. It's so lonesome trying to grow up all by myself. I like it a lot better when I'm with you.”

“Well,” Greta said, “maybe Daddy's wrong about what you need. Maybe you'll grow up better if you have somebody there to do it with you. I'm growing up too, so maybe we can grow up together, and I can do stuff first and then teach it to you.”

Sam shook his head.

“I can't grow up like you. I have to grow up real fast, and be a man.”

Greta smiled and kissed his forehead.

“I think you just have to grow up the way you grow up.”

Sam started to cry, he wasn't sure why, and he snuggled up against his sister and put his arms around her.

“I'm sorry I'm crying,” he said. “I know it's bad.”

“You can cry with me, Sammy. You can cry.”

She held him while he cried for a while, then when he was starting to feel better she gave him another little kiss.

“I have something for you,” she said. “I think you'll like it.”

She left the room, returning a moment later with her old teddy bear, Sir Fuzzalot.

“That's yours,” Sam said. “I can't...”

“I'm old enough now,” Greta said, “I don't need Sir Fuzzalot so much anymore. And I can always come visit him, here in your room.”

Sam hesitated, but then he took the teddy bear and held it close, rubbing his damp cheeks against it.

“I don't want a stuffed animal,” he said. “They're for babies.”

Greta smiled.

“Uh-huh. But doesn't he feel so good to hold?”

Sam squeezed the bear tight. It felt like he'd been waiting for this bear for as long as he could remember.

“He's OK, I guess. Maybe I'll just hold him, for a little while.”

“That's good, Sammy. I'll be back soon.”

Greta got up and Sam made a little sound, not wanting her to go.

“It's OK,” Greta said. “Daddy's not home right now, and I just need to talk with Mommy. Sir Fuzzalot will keep you company while I'm gone.”

She left the room, leaving the door open just a bit behind her. Sam was alone, but it wasn't so bad now because he had Sir Fuzzalot to keep him company when his big sister was away.

CHAPTER 11
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A few minutes later Greta returned, looking nervous.

“Mommy's coming,” she said.

Sam scrambled down from the bed, his heart racing.

“No, Greta! She can't see me like this! Daddy said seeing me made her sicker! Last time, just seeing me made her sick and she fell down!”

“It won't be like that, this time. She wants to see you.”

“No! Daddy said it's bad!”

Sam ran into his closet, pulling the door shut behind him, and hid behind his giant clothes from when he was a man. It was like a dark forest in there, the legs of his old pants like the trunks of big trees. He crouched down in the very back of the closet, rolling up into a tiny ball in the dark, so nobody could find him.

He heard footsteps outside, and he recognized them as Mommy's.

“Where is she?”

“Hiding in the closet,” Greta said. “She thinks you'll faint if you see her again.”

Stupid Greta, giving away his hiding place like that! What kind of sister gave away where you were, when you were trying to hide?

Mommy sighed.

“I suppose I can't blame her for thinking that. The poor little thing, she must have been so confused and frightened. Come on sweetie, let's get started.”

Sam heard footsteps and strange creaks, heavy things scraping along the floor. He crawled forward and opened the closet door just enough so he could peek out, seeing Mommy and Greta carrying dark wood boards out of the room. He didn't recognize what the boards were at first, but then he realized what was happening: Mommy and Greta had taken apart his old Ikea bed and now they were carrying it away, piece by piece.

Why would they take away Sam's bed? He needed his bed! Where would he sleep, without his bed?

A few minutes later he saw Mommy and Greta bringing in the boards of Greta's old bed, a pink one that was much smaller than Sam's. As they started to put it together right where Sam's bed used to be he  wanted to cry out, to protest that it was a bed for little girls! He was a man, and he needed a man bed! But he stayed silent, knowing that if he drew attention to himself he might upset Mommy again.

When they were gone for a moment he stuck his head out of the closet and looked around, groaning to see how things had changed. Mommy and Greta were emptying his room, taking away everything dear to him. They had already taken out the old trunk where he kept his fretsaw and other tools, and there were just scuffs on the floor where his writing desk had been. It was the desk where he'd done his homework back in business school, back in high school, all the way back to middle school.

If they were just taking away all of his things and leaving his room empty, that would have been bad. But it was worse than that. They were actually replacing his things with a lot of Greta's junk! Even the  furniture he'd made himself, solid stuff of oak and pine, it was all being swapped for little girl things. They'd even replaced his alarm clock with Greta's stupid little ladybug clock.

He heard their footsteps in the hall and retreated into the closet, watching as they came back and got to work on Sam's dresser. They pulled out all the drawers and slipped towels under the dresser's legs, then together they slowly slid the heavy dresser along the floor until it was out of the room. Sam was amazed to see them do it. Mommy was so weak, and Greta was just a girl. He never would have imagined they were capable of something like that!

They were both looking sweaty when they brought in Greta's little pink dresser (now Greta was the one who needed a bath!) and Mommy was breathing hard when she stood up and wiped her forehead. But she wasn't wheezing, and Sam was relieved to see that she didn't seem like she was sick.

“That's most of it,” she said.

Greta made a little face.

“What about..?”

They both looked up at the wall, at the framed picture Sam had put up of the naked blond lady wearing furs.

“Yes,” Mommy said. “I suppose that's not really appropriate, for a little girl's room.”

Mommy stepped over to the wall, reaching to take the picture down. Before Sam knew what he was doing, he came running out of the closet.

“No, stop! You can't take my picture of the lady! I cut it out of the magazine and made the frame all by myself with my fretsaw, and it's mine and you can't take it away!”

Mommy turned and looked down at him with wide eyes, and just for a moment Sam was afraid she was going to fall down again. But then she smiled just a little, like she recognized him at last. He held up his arms up to her, suddenly not caring about the furniture or the picture but just hoping she would pick him up and hold him close.

“Mommy...”

She looked confused, covering her smile with her hand, and she was crouching down to him when Sam gasped to see that Daddy was standing in the doorway of the bedroom.

Daddy's eyes were wild, and without saying a word he rushed at Sam and slapped him across the face, sending him to the floor. He stood over Sam with his arm raised high, as if he was ready to strike Sam again.

“Mama's boy,” he snarled. “You selfish little son of a...”

But before Daddy could finish his sentence Mommy flew at him and grabbed his wrist, pulling him back from Sam.

“Don't you dare lay a hand on my child!”

She slapped Daddy hard, and he looked at her with astonishment.

“Anna! You know as well as I do that Samuel is ruining everything with this little girl shit! He's tearing our family apart!”

Mommy swept Sam up in her arms, holding him close against her chest. Greta ran over and took Mommy's free hand, and Mommy drew her in close to her hip.

“If you can't accept my children,” Mommy told Daddy, “just as they are, then you have no place in this house.”

Sam was snuggled up against Mommy now and he couldn't see Daddy's face, but he could hear the  tremor in Daddy's voice.

“Anna, please. You're being ridiculous...”

“Just go,” Mommy said. “Don't make me call some of your old friends on the force.”

There was a long and terrible silence, then the sound of Daddy's shuffling feet in the hall. The front door clicked shut, and then Daddy was gone.

CHAPTER 12

––––––––

The sun hadn't quite finished setting when Mommy put Sam down in his new bed. There were little unicorns on his sheets and his pillows were pink. Sam wasn't sleepy and he kept trying to get out of bed, but Mommy would just give him soft kisses and gently tuck him in again.

“No,” he said. “I can't be a little girl! I have to be a grown up! I have to be a man! You and Greta need me!”

“We do need you,” she said. “We need you, just as you are.”

“But that's not how life works! First you're little, then you grow up, and once you're a grown up you can never be little again!”

Mommy smiled.

“No. Sometimes we're little, and sometimes we're grown up, and then sometimes we're little again. You worked so hard for so long, never asking us for anything in return. And now you're little, and you need us to take care of you.”

“But how will we live? Greta's too young to work, and you're too weak.”

“No,” Mommy said. “I'm not. For too long, I let Bert convince me that I was weak. I know that man loved me, in his way, and a part of me will always love him. But things had been bad for a long time, and it was time to change.”

“But Mommy...”

She shushed him gently, smoothing down the covers where he'd kicked them out of place.

“We'll survive. Sometimes, things will be hard. But I'm your mommy, and you and Greta are my children, and we'll survive.”

Sam wept, feeling the last of his adulthood slipping away from him.

“It's scary,” he said. “It's so scary, to be little again.”

The room was getting dark now, and he looked up to see that Greta was there too. She stepped forward from the shadows and took his hand.

“Let it happen, Sammy,” she said. “Please. Right now, the most grown up thing you can do is to just start over, and let yourself be little again.”

Sam trembled for a moment, looking up at Mommy and his big sister. He was like them now, pretty and blond, with blue eyes. They were like the same woman at three ages, with Mommy as the grown up, Greta as the young girl and Sam the child at last.

Sam Gregory exhaled, and felt the last of his adulthood leave him. He was a little girl.

She was Samantha.

Mommy gave Samantha another kiss, then Mommy and Greta left the room and Samantha snuggled down in her new bed and slept.

She only awoke briefly a couple of hours later, when the phone rang and Mommy answered. Mommy sounded very tense when she first spoke, but then she sighed and her voice became soft.

“I see,” she said. “You know, somehow I can't say I'm really that surprised. Don't worry, darling. I'll be there soon.”

Greta was in the living room, and through the open bedroom door Samantha saw Mommy go to Greta and put a hand on her shoulder.

“I need you to watch your sister,” Mommy said, “just for a little while. I have to go out.”

Greta looked worried.

“Who was that on the phone?”

Mommy didn't answer for a long moment, but just smiled sadly.

“It seems,” she said, “that your sister was contagious, after all.”

CHAPTER 13

––––––––

Samantha Gregory awoke the next morning from peaceful dreams to find that she was herself, a little girl ready to start her new life.

She was not too surprised that her clothing hadn't changed while she slept, that she was still wearing the nightie she wore when Mommy put her to bed. Someday, when Samantha was big like Greta, she would get to dress herself. But for now she would wear the clothes Mommy laid out for her, and the uniforms for school, and her little pink tights and tutu for ballet class. And this was all fine.

Little Samantha wouldn't have to put on a suit and tie, and she wouldn't have to travel anywhere she didn't wish to go, and she wouldn't have to be alone in strange places.

All she had to do was be good, make Mommy and Greta proud, and grow up into herself.

CHAPTER 14

––––––––

They all went on a short trip together, something they hadn't done for years, taking the train to the green country outside of town. They had the whole train car, full of warm sunlight, all to themselves.

Things had changed very quickly for the family. Between Daddy's benefits from the police force and the army, and his life insurance, the Gregory girls were suddenly quite well set up for the future. Mommy kept explaining to Samantha that they weren't rich, they were just comfortable, but Samantha and Greta were both very excited and they stood up in the aisle of the train and started doing chaines turns together. (Or Jenny turns, as Samantha insisted on calling them.)

Anna leaned back in her seat, smiling as she watched her two eldest girls dance. She bounced little Bertha on her knee, stroking the child's beautiful blond curls. Bertha pouted, her chubby arms folded across her chest, but Anna just cuddled her close. Poor Bertha was such a fussy toddler, but she was getting a little better each day.

Of course Anna knew it wouldn't be easy, raising three girls alone. But she was strong, and she reminded herself that these were days to treasure. She knew, better than most, that a second chance is a rare and precious thing.

AUTHOR'S NOTE:

GETTING SMALL

––––––––

I wrote The Samantha-Morphosis under circumstances I wouldn't wish on anybody. Readers of my previous books who made it all the way through my afterwords will know that I had cancer a couple of years ago. As far as I know I don't have cancer again (knock wood!), but my health continues to be pretty lousy and it's just been a grim, frightening time.

So I escaped into the pages of this book. And what a strange escape it was! Little Sam's horror at the transformation of his flesh, his worries about the future, his depression... it all reflected the sort of stuff I was struggling with in real life. I'd made my troubles pink and frilly, but this is still a book about adapting as you watch yourself change in frightening ways and you lose the person you thought you were.

As preparation for writing this book I re-read Kafka's The Metamorphosis. It's justly acclaimed, but dear lord, that is not a book to read when you are going through a bad time. (Spoiler warning:) Poor Gregor Samsa turns into a monstrous creature and just sits in his bedroom being miserable about it. His family gradually gives up caring for him, and in the end he seems to basically die of despair. There are some very hard truths in this surreal story about a man who becomes a giant insect. It says a lot about illness, disability and depression.

But it doesn't say everything. Sometimes, frightening change turns out to be for the best. Sometimes (if you are fortunate), the people who love you don't stop loving you just because you are changing, and they gather around to help take care of you when you become small and afraid. I wanted to tell a story where Gregor Samsa (here Americanized as Sam Gregory) changes in ways that horrify him, hides in his dark bedroom and wants to die, but is led back into the light by the people who love him. Life is hard and often cruel, but we don't all die like roaches and get swept into the bin by the cleaning lady.

As much as this book is a reaction to Kafka's story, it is perhaps just as much a reaction to my own  novel, He's Stuck as a Schoolgirl. I had a lot of fun writing that book, but when I looked back I was kind of troubled about the symbolism of the story. (Spoiler warning #2:) By having Joe Withers ultimately embrace being a little girl, was I kind of saying that it was fine to totally reject the responsibilities of adulthood and be childish? That's not a message I can get behind, in real life. But a few months later I talked it out with a trusted friend and she explained that I'd missed the real message of my own book: Sometimes you have to be ready to start life over, and it takes maturity to admit things aren't working and let yourself be as vulnerable as a child.

That's a message I can get behind, and it was one I wanted to make more explicit in this book. Some readers may feel I've made it too explicit, but I don't mind getting a little preachy if I think something's worth saying.

Of course this book, like Schoolgirl, is dripping with weird Freudian symbolism. I was fully aware of that when I wrote both books, and I had fun with it. But during the writing of this book there were moments when I did question myself, when I looked at my relationship with my parents and wondered where the heck this stuff came from.

The funny thing is, Sam's parents really don't reflect my own parents at all. My father is the kindest man I've ever met, and my mother is terrific but I harbor absolutely no desire to throw my arms around her legs and call her mommy. I do have some fascination with the iconic figures of the stern, harsh Daddy and the big, soft Mommy goddess, but I think that fascination is about a more universal Mommy and Daddy. I think the Mommy and Daddy in this story may be yours, as much as they're mine.

I will always be more grateful than I can say to the people in my life who have taken care of me when I found myself small and lost, yet again. I hope they never read this book (that would just be weird) but nevertheless I dedicate it to them. I'll do everything I can to grow up right and make them proud.

––––––––
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