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    I looked into Tish’s blue eyes, brushing a lock of blonde hair back from her cheek. God, she was beautiful – a perfect girl-next-door with big, wide eyes, a perky nose, and full cheeks. She leaned in, putting her lips on mine in a passionate kiss; I gave as good as I got, and soon, the two of us were lying back on the bed, our bodies intertwined. We broke apart, our breath only slightly labored, and she smiled at me. That perfect smile. I could’ve lived the rest of my life in that moment, basking in her love.  

    She shifted her attention, trailing kisses down my neck, then my well-toned chest, and down to my bare nether regions. Without hesitation, she gripped my already erect manhood and set to with her mouth, bobbing her head up and down as she sucked, licked, and kissed. She liked giving pleasure almost as much as she enjoyed receiving it. It wasn’t the most attractive of her qualities, but it wasn’t far down the list.  

    For my part, I’d always tried to emulate that attitude, and to an extent, I did savor my own time with my face between her legs. But I could never quite subvert my own sexual arousal to the point where it felt like hers was at least as important as my own. I wanted to give, but, perhaps more than equally, I wanted to receive. Often, I’d wondered if that made me a bad lover or simply, if I was trying to compare my own human nature to that of an angel like Trish.  

    I loved her, of course. I had for as long as I could remember. Even before I knew what the differences between girls and boys and how the two fit together meant, I’d adored her. And she had returned that feeling for almost as long. Certainly, we had experienced our ups and downs, but we were a couple, a partnership, two halves of a whole. And despite our relatively young ages – both nineteen years old – we knew we were soulmates destined for a life spent in one another’s loving arms.  

    But with her mouth wrapped around my member, with her tongue caressing it so expertly in all the ways she knew I liked, I didn’t think about love or destiny or soulmates – not overtly, at least. No – it was all about the physical pleasure of the act. And that was present in overwhelming abundance.  

    Even so, she knew how far to push me. And I knew how to delay the inevitable eruption of orgasmic release. Still, a man can only restrain himself so much, and soon, I knew that sexual outburst would come, whether I willed it or not. Trish sensed it. She almost always did. And as a result, she pulled away, a trail of saliva connecting her plump lower lip to my spit-slick and quivering member.  

    She grinned. I almost fainted from the need for release. But she didn’t move. Instead, she simply gripped the base of my manhood, tightly and without a hint of hesitation. And after a few seconds, my need retreated – not completely, but enough that I knew I could last a bit longer.  

    When she was satisfied I wouldn’t explode at the slightest touch, she climbed atop me. Hovering over me, as I beheld her perfect body, I couldn’t help but feel a sense of awe wash over me. Tight. Petite. Slightly tanned from a summer spent on the beach. And, for lack of a better term, perky – she looked exactly like what she’d once been: an all-American cheerleader. And she was mine. I was hers, too. 

    Trish lowered herself slowly – oh, so slowly! – until, at last, I felt her against the tip of my penis. It took everything I had not to buck my hips and thrust upward. But she wouldn’t like that. The whole point of her being on top was that she wanted to be in charge. She wanted to be in control. And I was more than happy to let her do just that. So, trembling with my need, I remained glued to the bed as she teased me, swaying back and forth.  

    She giggled at my struggle. With the new sun’s rays peeking through the curtains, bathing her in alternating bands of sunlight, she looked like an angel. My angel. She might’ve said something. I don’t know. I was too into the moment, too intent on how much I needed to be inside her, to distinguish between her amused giggles and actual words. It didn’t matter, though. We didn’t need verbal communication to know what the other wanted, what the other was thinking.  

    A second later, she descended upon me, taking me inside of her without a hint of protest. I gasped. She let out a tiny moan. And if I hadn’t been so used to her teasing, so used to holding myself just on the brink of release, I would’ve cum right there. But we had worked on it. I wanted to be a perfect lover for her, and I had no intention of letting her down. So, I held. Barely.  

    Inch by inch, she took my manhood until, at last, I could feel her groin resting against me. Trish sat there for a long moment, then leaned forward, kissing me again. I bucked my hips. I couldn’t help it. It was an involuntary reaction. But it was one I wholeheartedly embraced.  

    Gripping her hips, I rocked my own back and forth, sending my rigid member deep inside her. A second later, I was pulling out. Then, back in. Each thrust came faster than the last. But Trish didn’t stop me. It was what she always wanted. Push me to the edge and tease me until I have no choice but to give in. She called it an explosion of passion. I called it a sweet, sweet release.  

    And the final surrender to the inevitable eruption of pleasure came only a couple of minutes later. I came with a grunt, sending my seed deep inside her. She moaned with her own orgasm, her fingernails scratching down my chest as she leaned back, reveling in it all.  

    Then, just like that, it was over, and only the aftershocks remained.  

    Trish collapsed onto me, panting with exertion. My own chest rose and fell with each ragged gasp. I reached down, turning her chin so I could look at her. 

    “I love you so much,” I said, the words tinged with shared passion, emotion, and, above all, love.  

    She grinned. “I love you, too,” she said. “But if I don’t get off you right now, I’m going to be distracted again, and I’ll miss my first class.” 

    I returned her smile. “Would that be so bad?” I asked. 

    She sat up, pulling off of me. “You’re a bad influence, Todd Franklin,” she said, shaking her head. “A very bad influence.”  

    As I watched her walk from the room, still basking in the postcoital glow, I felt a twinge of guilt. I always did, after we had sex. I knew the reason, too, as little good as knowing did. But it lurked, just out of sight, bearing down on my mind. I hated my secret. I hated my desires. More than anything, I wanted to simply be exactly what I appeared to be. I wanted to be normal.  

    But I wasn’t. I just wasn’t. And there was nothing I could do about it. 

      

      

    *        *        * 

      

      

    The next day, I sat at my parents’ dinner table, still afflicted by my mind’s dark companion. I’d grown used to ignoring it. Or perhaps I’d just convinced myself I had. Even so, I knew that as soon as I was alone, I’d succumb. I almost always did. However, I could delay. I could stall. And I could distract myself. That was the only way to move forward, so, that’s what I did. 

    Shaking my head slightly, I jerked myself back to the present. “I’m sorry, what’d you say, mom?” I asked, idly pushing the remnants of my peas around my plate. “I kind of spaced out there.” 

    “I was saying that you should reconsider changing your major,” she said, trying not to sound annoyed. She hated when I drifted off. “There’s really not much of a future in journalism these days. It would be much better to choose something lucrative like engineering or –” 

    “Leave him alone, Wanda,” said my father, Aaron. A part of me still hated that I thought of him as my father. Of course, having married my mother when I was six years old, he truly was the only father I’d ever known. However, we weren’t blood related, and there was a creeping, frustrating part of my mind that would never let me forget that, that would never let me stop resenting him for being everything that my birth father should have been. “The boy’s chosen his path. If he wants to change it, he’ll do it himself. You harping on him isn’t going to change a damned thing.”  

    My mother seethed. She didn’t say anything, of course. She didn’t have to for me to see the signs. A slight tightening of her lips, a narrowing of her brow, the flare of her nostrils – she was fuming. But she remained silent. It wasn’t worth arguing over, especially not with me in the room.  

    My parents couldn’t have looked more disparate. Aaron was short, bald, and weedy – a former outcast if ever there was one. His eyes were narrow, his nose a little too pointed, and his chin a bit to weak. Even wearing his thousand-dollar suits, it would’ve been hard to respect him if I didn’t already know how good of a man he really was.  

    My mother was different, though. A couple of inches taller than him, she had raven-black hair, a once-beautiful face just now showing the signs of her age, and a full-bosomed and curvy body that made most men take notice. At forty-two, she wasn’t exactly in her prime, but she wasn’t far past it, either. Seeing her with Aaron was a study in opposites.  

    But I knew the truth. As much as I wanted to believe in true love, I wasn’t so naïve as to think that Aaron’s money had nothing to do with their marriage. A man like him didn’t get a girl like her without bringing something else to the table. And for him, it was his success as a broker at the very company where the two of them worked, albeit with my mother as an office administrator and him as an executive vice president.  

    I also wasn’t so blinded as to not be grateful for my mother’s sacrifice, such as it was. It was responsible for the lifestyle I’d come to take for granted. It had given me the means to go to college debt free, to live in the sort of luxury that never would’ve been possible in the home of a single mother. I didn’t know whether or not it was worth it for my mother, but for myself, I appreciated it for what it was. 

    “I’m just trying to guide him in the right direction,” she said, stabbing a piece of a pork chop with far more force than necessary. “You’ll agree that’s what a mother should do, right?” 

    “Of course,” he said. “But a boy needs freedom to choose his own path.”  

    My mother began to respond, but I interrupted. “I am right here, you know,” I said. “You don’t have to keep talking about me like I’m not. I’m sticking with journalism, okay? But I think next semester I’m going to switch to a double-major. Engineering, maybe. I don’t know yet. But I get what you’re saying, mom. I do. I’m not completely blind.”  

    “Of course you aren’t,” she said, reaching out to pat my hand. Her nails were perfectly manicured. They always were. I also couldn’t help but notice her attire – a tight, pink tank top and a pair of yoga pants; she’d obviously been to her yoga class before coming home for dinner.  

    “See?” said Aaron, subconsciously puffing out his chest. “The boy can make his own decisions.”  

    I could see the fury in my mother’s eyes, so I excused myself from the table, then gathered my keys, and fled the house. As I got in my car – a brand-new, black Camaro my parents had given me upon high school graduation – I could only imagine the argument unfolding inside the sprawling McMansion that I called home.  

      

      

    *        *        * 

      

      

    I stood at the door to Steve’s dorm room, hesitating for only a second for knocking. A shouted, “Come in!” came from behind the door, and I pushed through to see my best friend sitting on a futon. Steve Lowery was everything I’m not. Tall, broad-shouldered, and traditionally handsome, he looked like everyone’s perfect interpretation of an elite athlete. He had shaggy, brown hair, and a scruff of weeks-old beard decorated his face. 

    He turned as I came into the dorm room, stepping over piles of clothes, books, and, disgustingly enough, trash to take a seat beside where he sat playing a video game. He glanced at me, asking, “What’s up?”  

    “Nothing,” I muttered. “You?” 

    “Nothin’,” he answered, reaching down to grab an extra controller. He handed it to me, “Dinner with the parents?” 

    I nodded, saying, “Yeah. They’re fighting again.” 

    “So,” he said, pausing the game. “You’re saying I have a chance with your mom, then?”  

    “Fuck you, man,” I said. It was his favorite joke, and had been for almost as long as we’d been friends. From the moment we’d started playing basketball together in middle school, Steve had been a constant fixture in my life, and in that time, he had reveled in reminding me just how good-looking and desirable my mother was. At one time, it might’ve made me angry, but I was well past that. I knew he didn’t mean any of it, after all. Probably.  

    “Thought you might bring Trish,” he said. 

    “Is that why you cleaned up?” I asked. “Seriously, man – this is disgusting.” 

    He just shrugged. “I’ll take care of it tomorrow,” he said. “No practice or anything.”  

    A brief surge of jealousy erupted in my mind, but I suppressed it quickly. It wasn’t that I wasn’t happy for Steve. I was. He was living the dream. But I couldn’t help but be a little jealous that he’d been given the opportunity to play college basketball and I hadn’t. A little voice in my head kept reminding me that I’d averaged almost twice as many points per game as him. A louder one countered that they didn’t let five-and-a-half foot tall guys play college basketball, no matter how many points they scored. It was a familiar mental argument, and one I’d learned to all but ignore. Still, much to my consternation, it was all true. I hated the fact that Steve towered over me. And I hated that nobody had even given me a chance to prove that height wasn’t everything. I had skills. I had ability. That had to count for something, didn’t it? 

    But I already knew the definitive answer to that question, didn’t I? The facts of my situation were all the proof anyone needed. I hadn’t gotten a single offer – not even as a preferred walk-on – to play college basketball. I’d tried everything, too. I’d sent out highlight videos. I’d attended all the camps. I had been named to the All-State team. But it hadn’t been enough.  

    I shouldn’t have been so envious of my friend, but despite the fact that Steve had done none of that, had made almost no effort at exposure or even maximizing his skills, he’d been the one to get all the offers. He had been the one to get a scholarship playing basketball for my dream school. And he had been the one to take it for granted. It was galling. And frustrating. But I’d vowed not to let it affect or friendship, so I shoved all those feelings into a dark corner of my mind – right next to my dark, shameful companion – and endeavored to concentrate on the video game. 

    I was almost successful, too. But all the while, my many issues loomed over me, almost unnoticed. Almost. 
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    I sped home, probably going much faster than I should have. But that was half the fun of having a sports car, wasn’t it? Sure, I loved the look of the thing – all sharp angles and sleek lines – and I definitely enjoyed the rumble of its motor. But that kind of car was meant to be driven, and as I sped down the back roads to my house, I did my best to help it live up to its purpose. 

    When I finally reached my house, the windows were dark. Obviously, my parents had finished their latest argument and gone to bed. Or maybe they were making up. The thought should’ve disgusted me; I told myself it did. But in the back of my mind, that my shameful and constant companion loomed over my thoughts. I didn’t want to think about my mother that way, but I’d heard them together often enough that I had a damned good picture of how it would go down. I felt like vomiting.  

    The easiest solution to my problem, such as it was, would’ve been to move out. I could’ve gotten a dorm on campus, just like Steve. I would have, if he hadn’t been forced to live in the athletic dormitory. But there was a part of me deep inside that didn’t want to separate myself from the fetish that so often dominated my nights. Even sitting in the driveway, just thinking about it threatened to harden my manhood into an impressive erection.  

    I shook my head, shoving the thoughts to the back of my mind. I didn’t want to think those things! Not about her! I wanted to be normal, damnit! But I wasn’t. I knew that. And try as I might, I couldn’t shake the thoughts from their death grip they’d fastened upon my brain.  

    I opened the door, the car letting loose a soft bell to let me know it was ajar. I ignored it, pushing myself to my feet and slamming it shut. Trekking up the driveway and to the door, I tried to tell myself that I wasn’t going to do what I knew I couldn’t avoid. It was a familiar lie, and one I’d told myself countless times. But nearly every single night, I was confronted by my own nature. I couldn’t escape it, and I was beginning to tire of trying.  

    Not that there was any choice, of course. If anyone I knew found out the truth – the whole truth – I’d be ostracized. I would be a pariah. I would be cast out from any and every social and familial circle. It would be hell. I knew it. God, did I know it. 

    So, why couldn’t I stop? 

    That simple question dominated my mind as I inserted my key into the front door and went inside. After punching the alarm code into a pad near the door, I trudged up the stairs and to my room. Once I was within the familiar confines of my own dominion, I tore my shirt off, throwing it in a hamper near the door. Next came my shoes. Then my socks. And finally, my pants. I stood in the center of the room, naked but for my boxer briefs, wishing I could somehow stop what I knew was coming.  

    I couldn’t.  

    However, I did manage to delay the inevitable by studying myself in the full-length mirror near my closet. I wasn’t a very impressive looking man. Shorter than average, and with narrow shoulders, I certainly didn’t look like the athlete I’d considered myself a mere year before. I favored my mother. Dark hair, dark eyes, delicate features – I’d often been called pretty. And looking at my reflection, I couldn’t really deny that assessment. If I’d been born a girl, I might have even been beautiful.  

    Even as that thought spun through mind, I let out a mental wail.  

    I hated my looks, even blamed them for contributing to my hated secret. In fact, I’d done everything I could to move past them. Along my jaw was the beginning of a beard that looked little more than a day old. It had been almost a month since I’d shaved. But I was sure that one day soon it would come in. I was positive.  

    Even my room looked like I was overcompensating for something. Posters of half-naked women decorated the walls, sports trophies lined the shelves, and a giant television dominated one wall. In the corner was a desk containing my desktop computer, the tower glowing with neon lights. I strode toward it.  

    After positioning myself in my high-backed gaming chair, I unlocked the computer and quickly navigated to my favorite site. With the light off and my door locked, I couldn’t help but get tunnel vision as I clicked on one of my favorite videos. In it, an older woman was getting taken from behind by a much bigger, much stronger man. I had a near immediate erection.  

    The woman wasn’t even that pretty, and she probably never had been. With the heavy porn makeup and the rode-hard-and-put-up-wet look most porn stars have, she definitely wouldn’t have gotten my attention in real life. But she had a great body with full breasts and more curves than she knew what to do with. Or maybe I would’ve paid attention. I don’t know. I couldn’t predict what might trigger my fetish.  

    As I watched the video, my hand crept down to my groin, and I started to lightly stroke my manhood. It was far from enough to get me off; rather, it was intended to just keep me on edge as I finished the video. I knew I’d never make it that far. Eventually, I’d give in, give the thing a couple of good strokes, and I’d finish. I didn’t even use any lubricant.  

    From time to time, I’d try to convince myself that I simply had a thing for older women. I did, of course, but it went much deeper than that. I had long since acknowledged that fact to myself, and I let my mind wander to a familiar fantasy as I watched the scene play out on the screen.  

    In my mind, I was that woman. But I was me, too. Maybe our bodies would’ve been similar, but I still looked like me. Sure, I had a few more wrinkles, some stretch marks, and a little cellulite, but that was part of the fantasy. I didn’t fantasize about being a nineteen-year-old, female version of myself. No. That wouldn’t have bee nearly so shameful. Instead, I imagined being a forty-plus-year-old version, complete with the history a woman like that would have.  

    I’d been having that same fantasy since shortly after puberty, but the entire idea had started long before. When I was ten or eleven, I had seen a pair of my mother’s panties in the dirty clothes hamper in the bathroom, and in a fit of pique, I’d decided to try them on. Obviously, they hadn’t fit. Even then, I’d been small for my age. But as soon as I dragged them up my legs, a fire was lit that would burn for years to come.  

    After that, I’d sneak her panties whenever I could, trying them on, pretending I was her. I even borrowed her shoes and her makeup, when she and Aaron went on the odd trip. I looked ridiculous, of course. It wasn’t about looking good. It was about the fantasy. And so long as I didn’t look into a mirror, I could pretend I was like her.  

    Soon after puberty, I’d begun searching online for some validation that I wasn’t some strange freak. I’d found crossdressing sites aplenty, and I identified with them, after a fashion. But my fantasies were more specific. Of course, I found plenty of transgender porn, but that didn’t really interest me – not with their dicks flopping around. No – I needed something different. I wanted a real fantasy. 

    Eventually, I came across a few sites where people could post erotic fiction. Following chains of one link after another, I discovered some that catered to my particular fantasy. Upon finding them, I was elated to find that I wasn’t alone. There were others like me. Or mostly like me. In the same ballpark, at least. 

    Mostly, I’d find stories about sons swapping bodies with their mothers in some Freaky Friday sort of situation. Those were good, but they never really delved into the sorts of things I craved. They didn’t talk about those wrong-bodied boys living as women. Rather, they just focused on whatever erotic situation the writers envisioned.  

    But I didn’t want to be my mother. I’d known that for a long time. Certainly, I wanted to be like her – who wouldn’t? But I wanted to be my own person. I wanted to be a beautiful, older woman.  

    It was weird. And stupid. But I couldn’t help it. I’d certainly tried to suppress it, failing miserably. Sometimes, I’d manage to go a few weeks without actively seeking out the porn that formed the foundation of my fantasies, but I never stopped thinking about it. I couldn’t. It was as much a part of me as my arms or legs, fingers or toes. And I’d always go back. No matter what. 

    After only a couple of minutes of watching the video, I came. It felt almost as good as when I was with Trish. And that scared me. But I had gotten used to it. 

    As soon as the aftereffects of the orgasm faded, I stared at the screen in a bit of a daze. That’s when the familiar shame blanketed my mind. That’s when I started asking the questions.  

    What the fuck is wrong with me? 

    What kind of person fantasizes about those sorts of things?  

    Why can’t I stop? 

    A million other questions skipped through my thoughts, but I didn’t have an answer for any of them. So, as I always did, I rose from my chair, went to the bathroom adjoining my room, and cleaned myself up. Then, I went to bed. However, I didn’t go to sleep – not immediately. Instead, I played a little mind game that I played most nights. Three wishes. What would they be? 

    I tried to tell myself that I’d wish for normal things: wealth, health, and longevity. But as the minutes wore on, the answers changed. I imagined being a foot taller, of dominating the NBA. I thought about going back to when I was younger and righting wrongs. I wished for so many things. But as always, I came back to one, simple wish. 

    I wanted to be a woman like my mother.  

    I fell asleep with that wish taking a prominent position at the front of my mind.  

    





   





 

    3 

      

      

      

    The next day, I woke up, took a shower, and got dressed before heading off to class. As was usual, the previous night’s adventures in debaucherous fantasy had faded as far into the back of my mind as possible. Usually, it was easiest to feel normal in the mornings, and as the day went on, I’d grow more and more impatient to revisit my fetish. 

    As I drove to school, I almost felt normal. However, the veil of normality was inevitably pierced each time I heard, thought about, or saw a woman who fit my particular fantasies. When I did, I couldn’t help but imagine what her life was like. What did she do with her friends? What did they talk about? How much history, sexual or otherwise, did her mind hold? What did it feel like to wear her clothes, to feel gravity’s inescapable effects on her body? To feel the weight of her breasts tugging at her chest? To feel that distinctive absence between her legs? To know that she was only a few short years from beginning her descent into old age?  

    I remember, one time, wishing it was purely sexual. That was normal, wasn’t it? If the sheer number of “MILF” themed videos on various pornographic websites were any indication, that was a common enough fetish. Who knew what the fans of those particular videos thought while watching them? For all I knew, what I felt was just as common. But even then, I knew it wasn’t. It couldn’t be. I was strange. Weird. A freak. A shameful freak.  

    However, I forced myself to concentrate on other things as I sped toward school. And when I got there, my classes were just distracting enough to keep me from dwelling on my issues. And what’s more, I was seeing Trish after, which meant I had that to look forward to. So, when I finally started making my way to the house her mother had left to her, I was in understandably high spirits. And those were buoyed even more by the sight of my girlfriend sitting on the front porch.  

    After getting out of my car and starting up the sidewalk to her small, two-bedroom house, she bounded toward me and threw her arms around my neck. A deep, passionate kiss followed, and I, at least for a second, forgot about my abnormality. To her, I was just her boyfriend, and with her lips on mine, I could almost believe it.  

    “How was class?” she asked, breaking away.  

    “Good,” I said, still holding her. “I think I’m going to do really well this semester. What about you?”  

    She frowned. “It was fine, I guess,” she said. She only had one class on Tuesdays and Thursdays; the rest of the time she spent pursuing her true passion: makeup. That wasn’t to say that she wanted to work at a salon or anything; she didn’t. Instead, she dreamed about going to Hollywood and doing practical makeup effects. She was good, too. Really good. Her Youtube channel was incredibly popular, and I had no doubts that, one day, she’d achieve her dreams.  

    My own were a little more ephemeral. My mother wasn’t completely wrong in her assessment of my chosen career. Journalism was a difficult field made more so by the death of the printed word. I didn’t have the looks or the demeanor suitable for television, and I all but scoffed at the cesspool that was online journalism. No accountability. No standards. Just a bunch of clickbait designed to get as many eyes as it could. I dreamed of something far more substantial, and while those sorts of jobs existed, they were few and far between. The chances of me achieving my goals were slim, even if I was a truly transcendent writer. Still, there wasn’t anything else I was passionate about, save basketball, and that ship had long since sailed.  

    “How’s the new video doing?” I asked. 

    “Better than the last,” she said. “A lot better. I think I’m making a name for myself.”  

    She was, and I was proud of her. Maybe a little jealous, too.  

    The two of us made small talk as we went, hand-in-hand, into the quaint house. It had been left to her by her mother, who’d passed when she was seven. Subsequently, she’d been raised by her Aunt Kathy, who’d all but abandoned her as soon as Trish turned eighteen. The last I’d heard, Kathy was in Greece. Or Italy. I really wasn’t sure, but she certainly wasn’t with the girl she’d raised. Trish took it in stride, though. She loved her aunt, and she’d always wanted the best for the woman. If that meant traveling, then so be it. I wasn’t quite so forgiving; the woman should’ve stuck around for at least a couple more years, and nobody could ever convince me otherwise. 

    The house itself was what one might expect. Small. Cozy. Tastefully decorated, but a little kitschy. But it was Trish’s home, and as such, it felt like mine as well. We plopped down on the couch and started making out. I thought it was going to go a little further until, after only a few minutes, Trish broke away.  

    “I want to cook dinner for you,” she said. “Tonight.” 

    “Oh,” I said, all but nodding at the erection straining my pants. “Okay. Can you…um…do that? I’m not trying to say you can’t cook, but it’s just…you know…you’ve never really done it before, have you?” 

    “I can cook just fine!” she insisted. 

    “Weren’t you the one who decided to put a can of biscuits in the microwave that time?” I asked. 

    I laughed. We’d been together that time, and the resultant explosion of dough and fire had sent Kathy scurrying into the kitchen with the fire extinguisher. Luckily, it hadn’t done any real damage, aside from ruining a microwave. It was our go-to story to describe how hopeless Trish was in the kitchen. Sometimes she found it funny. Other times, she decidedly did not.  

    This was one of those times. 

    Her mouth dropped open. “I was eleven!” she said. “And I was hungry. I didn’t know it would…you know…explode.”  

    “You’re right,” I said, holding up my hands in surrender. The last thing I wanted was to start a fight. “I didn’t mean anything by that. Dinner would be great.”  

    She narrowed her eyes, her nose scrunching ever so slightly. I pretended not to notice how cute that made her look. Finally, after a few seconds that felt like an eternity, her face relaxed, and she said, “I’ll let you get away with that this time. Next time, though…” 

    I didn’t, for one second, believe she was serious. It was a playful back and forth, even if I sometimes crossed the line. So, while she went into the kitchen to start dinner that I hoped to God wasn’t as bad as I thought it was going to be, I pulled my phone from my pocket and started browsing Reddit. It wasn’t long after that before I felt the call of nature and went down the hall and into the bathroom, where I relieved myself. I was in the middle of washing my hands when I heard Trish say, “What the fuck is this?”  

    My heart jumped into my throat. Had I left my phone on the couch? Had I locked it? As usually happened when I browsed Reddit, I’d gone to one of my favorite subreddits, a forum dedicated to people with my fetish. It was a small but active community, and anyone who saw that on my phone would’ve seen the truth of my abnormality in an instant.  

    What the fuck was I going to do? 

    That question raced through my panicked mind as I stared at my own reflection in the small mirror hanging above the sink. If she’d found that evidence – and it sounded like she had – I was finished. Done for. Our relationship was toast. I knew that as well as I’d ever known anything in my life.  

    And I knew she’d found it. I thought I’d locked my phone – I always locked my goddamn phone! – but I couldn’t be sure. What the hell was I supposed to do? How was I supposed to get out of this? A million questions just like that kept scrambling through my mind, but I didn’t have a single answer. It paralyzed me. I couldn’t move. Not even a single muscle. I was far too terrified.  

    Trish banged the flat of her palm against the door, demanding that I come out. “We need to talk. Right now!” she yelled. If I could’ve moved, I would have cowered in the corner.  

    But what was I going to do? Stay locked in her bathroom for the rest of my life? That was ridiculous. But the idea sounded curiously attractive. Eventually – after she’d banged on the door a couple more times – I resigned myself to facing the music and opened the door. The first thing I saw were the tears streaming down her face, and I realized they mirrored my own.  

    “I…I’m so s-sorry,” I sobbed, my voice hoarse. “I wanted to tell you. I just…I just never thought you’d understand.” 

    “I want to, though!” she insisted, reaching out to grip my arm. I hated that we were of a size. I had a little more muscle on me, but I only outweighed her by twenty pounds. And I was barely an inch taller than her. “Just explain to me what’s going on. What is with all of this?”  

    She held up my phone; it wasn’t on the offending subreddit. Instead, she’d gone to my post history, which was far more incriminating. All of my deepest, darkest fantasies were there in black and white; the anonymity of the internet had given me license to share everything about my fetish. And I had. Without holding back a single inch.  

    “I don’t know how to explain it,” I said. “It’s just…I’ve been like this for as long as I can remember. It doesn’t affect my life. It’s just posts and stories and stuff. I don’t…I-I don’t really want the things I said I wanted.” 

    She frowned. She wasn’t angry. She was just sad. “That’s a lie, Todd,” she said. “I know you. I know when you’re lying. You really do want this stuff, don’t you? You want to be an old lady.”  

    I shook my head. “No,” I said. “It’s not like that. It’s just…you know…it’s just a fantasy. Like you and being tied up. I don’t really want it. I just want to feel like it, if that makes any sense. I wish I didn’t, but I just…I just do.”  

    “Just explain everything to me,” she said. “Don’t leave anything out. I want to know where this started. I want to know what you’ve done. No lies. No half-truths. Just tell me everything.”  

    And I did. I started out slowly, hesitantly, but as I explained, everything just tumbled out. There really wasn’t all that much to say, other than feelings and masturbation, but I spent a lot of time on those. I ended it with, “I think my mom might know some of it. I don’t know. She found her panties in my room a couple of times, I think. But she never confronted me about it. I’ve never told anybody else this, except online. It was all too weird. Too wrong. I just…I guess I’ll just leave, now. I can only ask that you not tell anybody. I…I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry, Trish.”  

    Then, the most amazing thing happened. She smiled. “I think I can get into this,” she said. “I think I want to help.”  
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    “Y-you want to help?” I asked, dumbfounded. “How?” 

    Trish’s grin widened. “Did you forget what I can do?” she asked. “What if I could make you look like one?” 

    “Like what? A forty-year-old woman?” I asked, butterflies dancing in the pit of my stomach. “Are you serious?”  

    “Maybe,” she said. “It might take me a few tries, but I think I might be able to make it work. Making you look like a girl would be easy, but an older woman? That’s a challenge.”  

    “So, you’re not mad?” I asked. “You don’t think I’m a freak?”  

    “Oh, I definitely think you’re a freak,” she said, her tone good-natured. Even so, my shoulders drooped. It was my worst fear. But then she added, “But you’re my freak. I love you, Todd. I do. Warts and all.”  

    Warts and all. Was that acceptance? Or just tolerance? Surely, it had to be the latter, even with the excited look on her face. What would she think tomorrow? Or the next day? Or in ten years?  

    No, I thought, shaking my head slightly. None of that mattered. She wanted to accept me. She saw the silver lining in the dark, ominous clouds of my creepy fetish. She wanted to help. That said all I needed to hear.  

    “How would we go about it?” I asked, my tone tentative. “You just slather some makeup on me and then what?” 

    “Slather?” she asked, her tone one of offense. “I do not slather. Trust me, Todd. When I’m finished, you won’t even recognize yourself. Nobody will ever know you aren’t exactly what you tell them you are.”  

    “I don’t know…this seems so quick,” I said, but the idea of actually looking like an older woman, of it leaving the confines of fantasy and taking root in the firm expanse of reality, was nearly overwhelming. “B-but if you think you can do it…” 

    “I can!” she insisted. “Come on – we’ve got a lot of work to do.”  

    After grabbing my hand, she pulled me down the hall and into the bathroom, where she told me to strip. I was far past resistance, so I obeyed. Almost as soon as I was nude, she pushed me into the shower, turned it on, and told me to step under the cascade of water. When I was wet, she turned off the shower and started rubbing some foul-smelling concoction all over my body. 

    “What is this?” I asked. 

    “Removes body hair,” she said. “Aunt Kathy was a really hairy woman, and she swore by this stuff. Sit still.”  

    I did, and within a couple of minutes, she had my entire body – even my face – coated with the pungent stuff. My skin was already tingling. “This smells horrible, by the way,” I muttered.  

    She shrugged. “The price of beauty,” was her response. “Now, stay like that for ten minutes, then wash it off. Don’t get it in your eyes, mouth, or nose.” 

    Trish started to duck away, and I reached out, asking, “Where are you going?”  

    “Aunt Kathy left most of her clothes here,” she said. “I think they’ll fit you, once we get you ready.” 

    “Okay,” I said, releasing her. I was still reeling by the whirlwind of events. It seemed like only a few seconds before when I’d been totally convinced that I was about to lose the love of my life. And now I was standing in the shower, waiting on some hair removal cream to do its job? It beggared disbelief. I didn’t know whether to be happy or terrified of my girlfriend’s sudden acceptance of my abnormality. Certainly, it hadn’t been what I’d expected. Not even close.  

    Time passed – with the tingles becoming increasingly more uncomfortable – and soon, the requisite time had passed. I turned on the shower, got it to the right temperature, and stepped under the flow of warm water. After a bit of scrubbing, I was able to slough every last bit of the chemical from my body. My hair went along with it, swirling down the drain. I felt more naked than ever as I stepped out of the shower. And cold. So, so cold.  

    I knew it was my imagination. I’d never had much body hair to speak of, and certainly not enough to affect my body temperature. But that didn’t make it feel any less real. I glanced in the mirror, seeing my reflection staring back at me. I seemed younger than ever, without body hair. And my normally ivory skin was tinged with a bit of redness, irritated by the hair removal cream, no doubt.  

    I dried myself off. Then, in a fit of pique, I decided to get into character by wrapping the fluffy towel around my chest. I opened the bathroom door to find Trish reaching for the knob.  

    “Did it work?” she asked. I told her that it had, and she smiled nervously, saying, “Come on, then. I think I have everything ready.”  

    I let her guide me to her aunt’s room. I’d been in there before, but only a couple of times. I’d never really had much call to. So, as I stood there in the center of the bedroom, I couldn’t help but feel very out of place. Her aunt was exactly the sort of woman I idolized, though she was a bit thinner than I preferred. More than once, I’d used her for masturbatory fodder – not that I’d ever tell Trish that.  

    Trish grabbed a ball of fabric from the bed, then thrust it into my hands. “Put that on,” she said. 

    I held up the black garment, letting it unfold, and I saw that it sort of looked like a bathing suit. “What is it?” I asked.  

    “Shapewear,” she said. “It keeps your waist cinched and kind of perks up your butt. Don’t forget to tuck yourself.”  

    That made sense. I noticed that it really didn’t look like a one-piece bathing suit; or rather, it looked like the bottom half of one. I hesitated. If I stepped into that piece of lingerie, I knew I would be going over a line. Nothing would ever be the same. Trish could never look at me like a man again.  

    But she seemed so enthusiastic! Even as she stood in front of her aunt’s closet, she had a broad smile on her face. She was having fun! Maybe we could get through it. Maybe she could accept me. Maybe. Just maybe.  

    I stepped into the garment, and as I pulled it up my smooth legs, I couldn’t help but tremble. It was so much tighter than I expected, and it took me a little while to settle everything into place. However, once I did, it hugged my body in such a way as to give me the slightest of hourglass shapes. I turned, looking into a nearby mirror, and saw that it did, in fact, make my rear end look a little perkier. My manhood gave a little twitch, but confined as it was, it couldn’t really do much more than that. The butterflies in my stomach went into overdrive, making me feel so excited that I was almost nauseous.  

    “Looking good,” Trish said, examining me. “Next time, we’ll get you a proper girdle, though. We might even start you waist training.”  

    “W-what?” I asked. “Next time?” 

    “Well, this isn’t going away, is it?” she asked. “This is part of who you are, right? I can accept that. We can have fun with this.”  

    It was more than I ever could’ve expected. So, I just threw my arms around her, hugging her tightly. “Thank you,” I said. “Thank you so much.” 

    I don’t know how long we stood in that embrace, but by the time we broke apart, more tears had fallen down my cheeks. I never could have anticipated acceptance. In fact, for as long as I could remember, I had been convinced that everyone – Trish included – would hate me for the desires I couldn’t even begin to control. To find out that she wasn’t like that made me love her all the more.  

    Trish grabbed a plastic case off of her aunt’s dresser, then shoved it into my hand. “My aunt had breast cancer a few years ago,” she said as I opened the case to find a pair of jiggling, flesh-colored sacks. “She had to wear those until the doctors gave her the all clear to get reconstructive surgery. They should work for you for now.”  

    After the explanation, Trish helped me to apply some adhesive to the false breasts, which were then attached to my chest. It took a few minutes to get everything adjusted properly, but when they finally were in place, I almost shivered at the feel of them tugging against my chest. I cupped them with my hands, saying, “Oh my goodness.”  

    “They’re pretty realistic, right?” she asked. “Even without makeup, the seam is barely noticeable. Not that you’re going to be walking around in just your bra or anything.”  

    “It’s amazing,” I muttered. 

    She handed me a black bra, then helped me put it on. After only a couple of seconds, I had it in place, cupping the false breasts and lifting them into a prominent position. I felt positively womanly!  

    “Okay,” Trish said. “The next step might take a little while, so bear with me. I’m new at this.”  

    I nodded, and she grabbed my hand. Then, she led me into her bedroom. With each step, I could feel my breasts – my breasts! – jiggle pleasingly. It was almost rapturous. Trish directed me to sit at her vanity, and she opened her makeup case. Inside were dozens of brushes, hundreds of shades of makeup, and a few things I never could’ve identified. But she grabbed one of the brushes with confidence born of thousands of hours of practice. Then, she began. 

    I could barely follow it all, and turned away from the vanity mirror, I couldn’t even begin to wonder what she was doing. She applied various powders and paints to my face, my neck, and even my chest, paying special attention to where the falsies met my skin. It took the better part of two hours, during which she kept checking a photo on her phone, and she had to start over more than once, but when she’d finished, she let out a deep sigh, saying, “I think you’re perfect.”  

    “C-can I see?” I asked. 

    She grinned down at me. “I thought you’d never ask,” she said, turning me around. 

    As soon as I caught sight of myself in the mirror, I let out an audible gasp. 

    “I…I look like…l-like…a woman,” I said. And not just any woman – one who epitomized everything I idolized. It was hard to pinpoint just what she’d changed. I still looked like me, albeit a feminized version, but I also looked twenty years older. Maybe it was the tiny lines at the corners of my eyes? Or the slight imperfections in my skin? Or the appearance of the slightest of sags to my neck? I couldn’t see what, exactly, made the effect so dramatic, but it was effective nonetheless. I almost started crying again.  

    “I take it you’re happy with the results?” she asked. When I stammered out a response that said I was, she laughed. “Now, we need a wig. Blonde or brunette?” 

    “Brunette,” I said without hesitation.  

    She ducked out of the room and, presumably, into her aunt’s only to return a minute or so later with a bundle of long, flowing hair in her hands. Stepping up behind me, she positioned it in place, adjusted it, then applied some adhesive to keep it where it was supposed to be. When she stepped back, I almost fainted from the effect.  

    No – I didn’t look like me. I looked like my mother! 

    Sure, there were differences. Of course there were. But I had her eyes. I had her chin. Her nose. Her lips! And even though the wig had been styled very differently than my mother did with her own hair, the resemblance was uncanny. We could’ve been sisters, for God’s sake.  

    I kind of lost track of time as I stared at my reflection. It was everything I’d ever wanted. I looked exactly like I’d pictured in my dreams, in my fantasies. I was hot! And sexy! I could’ve starred in those videos I was so fond of watching! 

    Trish put her hand on my shoulder. “Are you ready to finish getting dressed?” she asked, her voice soft. She knew. She could see how the whole thing had affected me. How could she not? 

    I nodded and on wobbly legs, I followed her back into her aunt’s room. As soon as I was inside, I saw an outfit laid out on the bed. It consisted of a pair of her aunt’s jeans, a red top with a plunging neckline, and a begemmed belt. I would’ve chosen a dress or a skirt, but I could remember Kathy wearing the outfit, and she’d looked incredible in it. Plus, Trish obviously wanted to go for something more casual. Who was I to argue with that? So, I pulled the jeans on, noticing that with my uplifted rear, they were quite tight. I turned around, looking in the mirror to see that my butt looked amazing. Next came the top, which went on a bit more easily. However, I was a little surprised at how exposed I felt with the neckline exposing my “cleavage”. I slipped the belt around my waist, then topped the outfit off with a pair of modest, wedged heels.  

    “Not bad,” Trish said as I posed in the mirror. “I could almost believe you were a hot MILF, and I know better.”  

    I blushed scarlet, and she added that she was surprised how easily I moved in the heels. Sheepishly, I said, “I’ve had a little bit of practice.” 

    In fact, I’d been walking in my mother’s heels since I was fourteen. Any chance I got, I’d slip them on and sashay around the house, pretending to be her. And those hours of practice had yielded results.  

    “Good,” she said, thrusting a purse into my hands. “Let’s go, then.” 

    “Go?” I asked, my heart suddenly thumping out of my chest. “Go where?” 

    “To the mall, silly,” she said. “Playing dress-up is fun. But doing it in public is way better. You’ll be fine. Trust me.”  

    Inwardly, I groaned. But wrapping around my trepidation was an undeniable desire to put my disguise to the test. I nodded. “I do,” I said. “I really, really do.”  
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    The ride to the mall was nerve wracking. For God’s sake, even walking out the front door of Trish’s house was almost more than I could take. It was all I could do to put one foot in front of the other. I was sure that all her neighbors would see me for exactly what I was. They’d recognize me. They’d make fun of me. They’d take photos and I’d end up as a meme online. I almost vomited from sheer nervousness. And I very nearly turned back to the house so I could shed the disguise altogether.  

    But Trish was right there with me, holding my hand. She was my rock. She wanted me to be comfortable, to be what I needed to be. That felt good, at least. And it soothed my nerves enough to get me to her car – a blue Honda Civic that she had never really taken care of. When I was finally sitting in the passenger’s seat, I let out a deep breath. I wasn’t relieved, exactly – getting to the car only meant that I was one step closer to our destination – but I could feel the brief reprieve almost as if a weight had been lifted from my shoulders.  

    Trish slid into the driver’s seat and turned over the ignition. Pop music blared from the radio before she had the presence of mind to turn it down to a more decent level. “Are you okay?” she asked. “I know this is kind of a big step for you.” 

    “You think?” I asked, sarcasm dripping from my trembling voice.  

    “Just remember – say the word, and we turn back,” she said. “I don’t want to force you into anything.”  

    I nodded, but I couldn’t say anything. I was terrified that if I opened my mouth, I’d scream for her to let me go back home. I didn’t, though. As nervous as I was, I did want to do this thing. I wanted to go out as a woman, and so did Trish. That still felt wrong to me, but I wasn’t about to argue with it. 

    “I can’t call you Todd when you’re dressed like that,” she said. “What’s your girl name?”  

    “I…um…I post under Monica,” I said. “On Reddit, I mean. That’s the name I go by.”  

    “Monica,” she whispered. “It fits. Okay, Monica – we’re going to the mall, then. We won’t stay long, okay? But I want to take you to a couple of shops, let you try on some clothes. That’s it, though. I don’t want to overwhelm you.” 

    “O-okay,” I said, both dreading and feeling excited about being in a woman’s dressing room. “What if somebody recognizes me?”  

    “They won’t,” she said. “I barely would, and I know you better than anybody else. Even your own mom wouldn’t look twice at you.”  

    “Are you sure?” I asked. The last thing I wanted was to be outed.  

    “A hundred percent, Monica,” she said. I felt a shiver of excitement shoot up my spine at her use of my chosen name. She put the car in reverse, adding, “It’s going to be great.”  

    I nodded, but my trepidation didn’t fade in the twenty minutes it took for us to get to the mall. It was a great behemoth of a building that contained multiple stories and almost a hundred shops. The parking lot was chock full of cars, and it took us a few minutes to find a good spot. I was secretly grateful for that, even going so far as to hope that we’d never find one. It was stupid and silly and exactly the opposite of what I’d wanted for so long, but that didn’t keep my mind from dwelling on that particular impossibility. So, when we finally pulled into a space between a pair of looming SUVs, I hesitated before opening my door. 

    “Are you okay?” Trish asked. “We can go back right now if you want. I don’t want to pressure you into this.” 

    I considered it. I really did. But before I could even process my own thoughts, I was shaking my head. “No,” I said. “I want to do it.”  

    She grinned. “Then let’s get to it,” she said.  

    After we got out of the car and started on our way toward the front entrance, I felt more self-conscious than I’d ever felt in my life. I was sure that every eye was on me, even though I knew it was a ridiculous notion. I had seen the way I looked, and though the disguise wasn’t exactly perfect, especially up close, it was good enough that nobody would look twice at what appeared to be a just-shy-of-middle-age woman. But my fears weren’t rational. My self-consciousness didn’t care about logic. It latched onto my brain and wouldn’t let go.  

    But I kept putting one foot in front of the other, trying to revel in the fact that I was doing something I’d dreamed about for most of my life. I was a woman, I kept telling myself. An older, sexy woman. I concentrated on the weight on my chest, the tightness of jeans, the feel of my heels as I took each step. I forced myself to feel the sway of my hips, the tickle of my hair against my shoulders. And before long, I was smiling.  

    “You’re really loving this, aren’t you?” asked Trish, holding the door open for me. “I didn’t really see it until now, but this really is a part of you.” 

    I nodded. “I…I guess so,” I said, pushing past her and into the mall proper. People were everywhere, and I couldn’t help but notice that a few men, some old enough to be my father, took notice. One even smiled at me! I blushed as Trish caught up. 

    “You’re going to have to get used to that if we’re going to keep doing this,” she said, not even looking at the man. “You’re very pretty.” 

    I was, wasn’t I? It was one thing to imagine it, to fantasize about it, but it was something altogether different to live it. As we walked through the mall and to our first destination, I couldn’t have been more aware of the stares that followed us. More, I couldn’t help but wonder what I’d do if a man approached me. What would I do if he asked me out?  

    No – obviously, I’d refuse. Maybe the sound of my masculine voice would tip him off that I wasn’t what I appeared to be. In any case, I was certain that I wouldn’t let that kind of thing happen. Still, as we went into a boutique called The Pink Ribbon, my mind dwelled on what I would’ve done if I’d really been a woman in that kind of situation. And it was decidedly X-Rated.  

    “Hello,” said a pretty, Hispanic woman that looked vaguely familiar. She was short, with raven hair and a pretty face. She looked about the same age I was pretending to be. Her nametag read “Maria”. “How can I help you?”  

    “We’re looking for something cute for my…um…” Trish glanced at me, then grinned. “My mom. We’re looking for something cute for my mom.” 

    The woman smiled. “I’m sure we can find something,” she said. “Formal? Or casual?”  

    Trish took the lead, telling the woman what we were looking for. I didn’t speak for fear of outing myself with my voice. Or at least that’s what I told myself. But it wasn’t really the truth. The reality was that I was too busy basking in the fact that the woman hadn’t even questioned my gender. To her, I was just another woman. God, that felt good. Better than I ever could’ve anticipated.  

    After a little consultation, Trish and the woman settled on a pair of outfits – a pretty, blue sundress and a skirt set that looked scandalously revealing. The woman shoved the clothes into my hands and practically pushed me into the dressing room, saying, “If you have any issues, just let me know.”  

    I murmured something which must have been convincing enough, because she yanked the curtain closed, leaving me to stare at my reflection in the mirror. I was pulling it off. I was, to her, a woman. It was enough to set my stomach to roiling and send my mind into chaos. But over it all was a sense of undeniable satisfaction and a wide streak of arousal. If my manhood hadn’t been so secure in the restrictive underwear, I would’ve been sporting a more-than-noticeable erection. As it was, though, my member was on lockdown, which kept my groin looking as smooth as any woman’s. I liked that.  

    I undressed, still marveling at my own reflection in the mirror. Of course, the rest of my body didn’t have the tiny imperfections meant to mimic aging skin, but the effect was as dramatic as I might’ve expected. And what’s more, the seam between my skin and the breast forms was completely invisible. An unless I explored it with my fingernails, it would remain so.  Trish truly had done a magnificent job.  

    I quickly donned the sundress, and I was surprised to see that it fit me almost perfectly, save that it was a bit looser around the hips than it was supposed to be. Not for the first time since starting my little adventure, I wished for wide, womanly hips. But that was not to be, and I only barely noticed the lack.  

    I stepped from the dressing room and Trish inspected me with wide eyes. She was as impressed as I was, especially when I spun in place, sending the dress swirling around my thighs. I reveled in the feeling of it, the sheer danger. If I could ever bring myself to wear something like the sundress outside, all it would take was one slight breeze to expose everything. The notion was both exhilarating and terrifying.  

    The next outfit took a little more time to put on. The red skirt’s zipper was in the back, and I had to bend my arms in uncomfortable ways to get it zipped up. But I managed. The blouse was also a pain, mostly because the buttons were on the wrong side. But as with the skirt, I got it to cooperate well enough. It was all worth it, though. When I stepped out of the dressing room, Trish’s smile was all the reassurance I needed to know that I looked damned good.  

    “Perfect,” she said. “Just perfect. I think we can buy them both.”  

    I smiled. I’d never had a wardrobe of my own. Sure, I’d snuck my mother’s panties, and I had tried on a couple of her dresses over the years, but I’d been too afraid to do more than that. Having my own clothes was new. And intoxicating. After I put my original outfit back on, we paid for the clothes and left the store.  

    Over the next couple of hours, we repeated ourselves in a couple of different stores. By the time we were finished, I had six new outfits, a couple of bags of new lingerie, including some body shaping underwear with a padded rear and hips, three new pairs of shoes, and a skimpy bikini I didn’t have the courage to try on. When we finally made our way back to the car, my feet were killing me, my nerves were frayed, and my heart seemed to have settled on twice its normal beats per minute. But I also felt a deep satisfaction overlaying it all. I had finally done it. I had finally lived out my dream. And it felt so incredibly good that I knew I wanted more.  

      

      

    *        *        * 

      

      

    “You know I’ve always had a fantasy about older women,” Trish said, sitting on the bed as I put my new clothes away. After we’d gotten back to her place, she had decided that her aunt’s room would be my womanly sanctuary. There, I could store my clothes. There, I could be the woman I wanted to be. I’d eagerly accepted her generosity.  

    I hung the last blouse up, turned, and said, “Really?”  

    She smiled shyly. “Kind of,” she said. “I used to fantasize about your mom.” 

    I narrowed my eyes. I had shed my outfit, and I stood before her wearing only my lingerie. I knew the effect wasn’t perfect – there were still some things that weren’t quite right – but I also knew that I looked enough like a woman to fool a casual glance.  

    I wasn’t sure if Trish was serious, though. She’d never mentioned even a passing interest in bisexuality. But then again, it was entirely possible that she wouldn’t have, especially if it involved older women. We told one another most things, but our current situation was proof enough that there was plenty of room for secrets in our relationship. Even so, it was difficult for me to believe that her statement was anything more than an attempt to incorporate my fantasies into our sex life. Either way, I was more than willing to accept it at face value.  

    “What about Monica?” I asked. “Do you have a thing for her, too?” 

    Her smile broadened. “I do,” she said. Then, she crooked her finger, beckoning me to come to her. I did. I leaned in, kissing her deeply. Her hand found my breast, and though it wasn’t real flesh, I could almost feel her hands massaging my chest. My own hands went to her waist, and she leaned back. We collapsed onto the bed.  

    My manhood strained against the confines of my restrictive panties, but they remained steadfast. I reached down to free it, but Trish grabbed my wrist. “No,” she breathed. “When you’re Monica, you don’t have that thing. We’re just two girls, and that’s how we’ll do it.”  

    I raised an eyebrow, a little confused. That lasted only a moment before she guided me down until I was face to face with her pantied groin. She’d worn a pink thong beneath the flouncy dress she’d chosen for the day’s outing. I reached up, hooking my fingers under the garment’s waistband, and dragged them down her shapely thighs.  

    I stared at her sex for a long moment. It had always looked perfect to me – not like the ones I’d seen in the videos on my computer. The barest tuft of hair above shapely lips, it looked so inviting. I dove in face first.  

    I’d never been one to balk at cunnilngus. In fact, I enjoyed it immensely because I knew how much pleasure it gave my partner. I was good at it, too, going at it with a gusto born of pure enjoyment. However, knowing how I looked, feeling like a woman – it changed things, and for the better. Somehow, I felt more in tune with her body, with her every moan, with each tiny quiver of pleasure. It wasn’t long before she was looking down on me with lust filling her eyes.  

    “That’s it, mommy,” she breathed, her fingers snaking through my hair. “Lick that pussy. Lick your daughter’s pussy.”  

    I almost broke away. Mommy? Daughter? What kind of fantasy was this? It didn’t kill my mood, but it came close. I soldiered through, hearing her coo about mommies and daughters, and eventually, she came, squeezing her thighs against my ears as she bucked her hips wildly.  

    And all the while, I wondered whether it was possible that I’d hit the jackpot. Could I have really found the one girl who could accept me as I was? It seemed unlikely, but the proof was right there, her legs squeezing my head as I licked her to one orgasm after another.  
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    Over the next three months, I got more and more used to playing Monica. Or being Monica. In fact, there were times when I wondered which was the real me: Monica or Todd. Certainly, I spent most of my time thinking about being a woman; if I’d been preoccupied by my fetish before, I quickly became completely obsessed after learning to spend time as the woman I’d so long dreamed of being. 

    But I was adamant that I wasn’t transgender. I didn’t just want to be a woman. I wanted something specific. Something unattainable without mountains of makeup and the other necessary paraphernalia to sell the illusion. It was a fantasy. A fetish. It wasn’t supposed to be real, no matter how it felt.  

    However, I did learn to do things myself, and eventually, Trish and I got my transformation time down to less than thirty minutes. Forty-five, if I didn’t have her help. It was insane to see my face change so dramatically, no matter how often I saw it.  

    Sex was different, too. Because almost every moment I spent with Trish was as Monica, things started shifting between us. It was a rare occasion when we made love like a normal couple. Instead, she seemed to revel in the taboo idea of an incestuous relationship between mother and daughter, roles we played at almost all times, especially in public. Most of the time, it consisted of oral sex, usually with me on the giving side, but as the weeks went on, Trish started to introduce toys. That culminated in her use of a strap-on she bought online.  

    That experience was more than a little disconcerting because I’d never had more than a finger up my rear end, and suddenly, she wanted to shove an intimidating dildo in there? No matter how much lubricant she used, I knew it was going to hurt. However, as uncomfortable as the whole situation made me, I felt I owed it to her to give her what she wanted. So, I took it with as much grace as I could.  

    Of course, I was right. It hurt more than I can really describe. The thing wasn’t huge, but it felt like it was tearing me in half. I couldn’t help but weep. That’s how it went down, with me on my hands and knees, my wig forming a curtain around my face as I shoved my rear into the air. Trish was behind me pumping away with that hateful thing, completely oblivious of how it made me feel.  

    But then, I felt it. Just a twinge of pleasure swimming amidst the pain. It promised so much more, and over the following weeks, it delivered on that promise. Each session with Trish’s strap-on, with her slapping my ass and calling me her slutty mommy, elicited less and less pain. Soon, it was gone, replaced by pleasure. Before long, I was moaning right along with her, begging her to give it to me harder and harder.  

    I knew I was getting far too comfortable in my role as Monica, but I couldn’t stop. I didn’t even know if I wanted to. Still, I couldn’t deny that it began to affect my everyday life. I was either so distracted that I couldn’t concentrate on anything else, or I was actively having to keep myself from acting like a woman. I had to keep the sway from my hips. I had to moderate my gestures. I had to keep myself from smoothing my nonexistent skirt when I sat down. It was understandably exhausting, which made me crave my time as Monica all the more. 

    So, I was lost in thoughts of my next adventure as my alter ego when Steve said, “You’ve been acting weird lately.”  

    I jerked to awareness, realizing that I hadn’t been concentrating on the game we were playing at all. I’d almost let the controller fall from my hands, for God’s sake. I needed to do better. I needed to get ahold of myself.  

    “What are you talking about?” I asked. 

    He paused the game, saying, “You know what I’m talking about. Or did you forget about yesterday?”  

    The makeup incident. He wasn’t going to let it go, was he? I missed a bit of makeup in my hurry to remove my Monica disguise, and of course, Steve had noticed it. It wasn’t much, and it certainly wasn’t damning evidence, but given my other issues, it was enough to raise his suspicions that something was amiss.  

    “I told you it was from Trish,” I said. “She was practicing on me for one of her videos, and I didn’t get it all off.”  

    It was a good lie, and I think he mostly bought it. 

    “And the nail polish?” he asked. 

    I almost sighed. I still didn’t know how he’d even noticed that. Who even saw clear nail polish in the first place? But he had seen it. And he hadn’t let me forget about it, either. 

    “Lots of guys get manicures,” I pointed out. “I didn’t even notice the girl had done it, honestly. Next time I go, I’ll make sure they know not to. Anything else I’m doing wrong? Jesus, man. You’re acting so weird.” 

    He shook his head. “I’m acting weird,” he muttered. “Sure.”  

    I wished I could tell him, but I knew he wouldn’t understand any of what I was going through. Steve had never experienced even the slightest of identity crises. He knew exactly who he was, and he liked that person. Would that we were all so secure.  

    “Look,” I said. “I’m fine. I really am. I promise.”  

    Again, he shook his head. I knew he wasn’t convinced. But still, he said, “Fine. But look, I need to hit the hay. Practice starts early tomorrow morning.” 

    “Oh,” I said. “Okay, sure. See you tomorrow, then.” 

    Even as I got up and left his dorm room, I knew something between us had changed. I hated it – Steve had been as big a part of my life as anyone else – but there was little for it but to accept it. I didn’t know if it was my forays into my fetish or our wildly different lives, but we were drifting apart, and there was very little I could do to stop the slide.  

    Maybe it was a good thing, though. My time as Monica was demanding enough, and I knew that something would soon have to give. So far, it had been my class attendance. I’d missed more days than I cared to admit. But now? Without the need to hang out with Steve as much? It was possible that I could get things back on track.  

    God, what was I saying? Was I choosing Monica over Steve? It felt like it. And what’s more, I was actually okay with that choice! What kind of person did that make me? Selfish? Definitely. Did it make me a bad person, though? I wasn’t so sure. Was it so wrong that I wanted to make myself happy? Acting like Monica did that. And it made Trish happy, too. I was sure of that, now. Should I then, deny myself because one person couldn’t accept it? No. That didn’t make sense.  

    I went down the hall and descended the steps, my mind whirling with a thousand questions. Eventually, I made my way to my car, and by the time I was on the road, I was barely even thinking about the impact of my decisions. No – I was too excited about getting back to Trish’s house and becoming Monica.  
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    I’d just had the worst semester of my life, academically speaking. I sat in my car, still on campus, still staring at my phone’s screen. I wasn’t really looking at my grades. I didn’t need to. Not anymore, at least; I’d already seen them, and I was lost in the quagmire of considering the consequences.  

    I hadn’t failed all of them. That was something, at least. I shook my head. No – I hadn’t failed them all, just most. Three classes failed. Two barely passed. If I escaped those grades with academic probation, I knew I’d be lucky. If I wasn’t, I’d be kicked out. No matter what, I was going to lose my scholarship. And while I didn’t strictly need it – Aaron could afford my tuition well enough – it would be incredibly embarrassing to ask.  

    In hindsight, I should’ve seen it all coming. I should have been able to predict my whole world crashing down around me. I had been so focused on being Monica that I’d all but forgotten school. And when I had remembered to go, I’d been distracted. It was a wonder I’d managed to pass the classes I had, if I was honest.  

    I sighed, setting my phone aside and starting the car. After pulling out of the parking lot, I started home, but I ended up at Trish’s house. I was already getting undressed in my – no, her Aunt Kathy’s – room when I realized what I was doing. I hadn’t even thought about it. It was just a force of habit for me to go straight to being Monica. And why not? For almost four months, I’d been doing just that.  

    I sat down, burying my head in my hands as I tried to figure out what I was going to do. I hated myself for my own weakness. If I’d never given in to my fetish, I wouldn’t have failed my classes. I was sure of that.  

    But what about all the good things that had come from being Monica? Trish and I were closer than ever, even if our relationship had changed quite a bit. We still loved one another, and sharing the journey of my transformation into Monica had shown us different sides of one another. And that wasn’t even considering all the joy the whole thing had brought me.  

    Was it worth it, though? I wasn’t any happier than before – not really. Despite the brief spikes of happiness that being Monica gave me, it only served to highlight how empty the rest of my life was. When I was her, everything seemed more vibrant, more alive, and so did I. As Todd, though? Life was lifelessly drab. Or at least that’s how it felt. 

    “What’s wrong?” came Trish’s voice. She’d come in without me hearing her.  

    I looked up, my eyes rimmed in red from tears. “I messed up,” I said. “Bad.” 

    “What happened?” she asked, immediately at my side. She put her arm around my shoulder, pulling me close. I all but collapsed against her as the tears came again. I felt so lost. I didn’t know what to do. 

    Then, I told her that I’d failed my classes. I was well past sugarcoating my mistakes with her, so I didn’t pull any punches when I explained why I’d failed. It was cathartic, getting it all off my chest. Finally, I said, “I think I’ve got to cut it back. Being Monica, I mean. I need to ration it or something. Just every other day, maybe. Yeah, that’s it. I’ll just do it every other day.” 

    “And you think that’ll work?” she asked, her voice strong, but concerned.  

    “It has to,” I said. “Yeah. I think it will. No – I know it will. It has to.”  

    She nodded, and I continued to cry. But I felt better. I had a plan, and I knew it would work.  

      

      

    *        *        * 

      

      

    A few days later, I pushed through my front door. The day before, I’d broken the news of my academic failings to my mother, and although she’d been extremely disappointed, she had been supportive. I wasn’t surprised to hear that she was completely committed to paying my way for the next semester. And as embarrassed as I was about losing my scholarship, I was extremely grateful for her support. I knew I was a lucky guy. 

    Lucky. That wasn’t what I thought as I stood in the doorway, though. Inside, Trish and my mother sat on one of the couches, looking at me expectantly. Aaron was nowhere to be seen. That should have been my first clue that something was wrong. The next wasn’t so much a clue as it was a hammer to the face. 

    “I’m sorry, Todd,” Trish said. “I needed to tell someone.” 

    I almost fainted. I could see it in her face. She’d told my mother. I had trusted her with my secret, and she had betrayed my trust. I almost vomited, then and there. I didn’t, though. Instead, I just stood there in a daze. I couldn’t feel anything. Trish kept talking. So did my mother. But I only heard vaguely word-shaped sounds over the sound of my own heartbeat, my own panic.  

    “Todd, honey?” my mom said, suddenly beside me. She gripped my arm. “Are you okay?”  

    “I…it’s not true,” I muttered. “W-whatever she told you, it’s not true. It was all…it was all just…a g-game and –” 

    “Calm down, sweetie,” she said, her voice soothing my panic. Slightly. “I already knew. I’ve always known.” 

    That jolted me back to awareness. “What?” I managed, my voice cracking slightly. 

    “I’ve known about it almost from the very beginning,” she answered. “Just come inside and sit down. We have to talk about all this.”  

    I closed the door and allowed her to guide me to a spot in the living room. I sat on one of the plush couches, the looked up. Tears were already welling up in my eyes. God, had I always been so prone to weeping? Or was it my constant forays into femininity that had unlocked some tendency toward emotionality?  

    “I had to tell her, Todd,” Trish said. “I didn’t have a –” 

    “I don’t want to speak to you,” I interrupted. “I trusted you.” 

    She looked as hurt as I felt. Good. In that moment, I hated her. I loved her, too.  

    “Don’t be like that,” my mother said. For the first time, I noticed that she appeared to have been crying. So did Trish. As far as I was concerned, it served them right. Or at least Trish. She’d had no right to reveal anything about my habits. No right at all. 

    My mother, who wore a purple, long-sleeved top, jeans, and a pair of heeled boots, looked as beautiful as ever. I hated that I noticed that. And I hated that I was jealous of how effortlessly it all came to her.  

    When I didn’t respond, she said, “I’ve known since the beginning, Todd. At first, I thought you just liked to crossdress a little. I never said anything because I thought you’d grow out of it. And besides, it never seemed to affect your life. You were healthy and happy, so who was I to interfere?” 

    She sighed. “But then I found those stories on your computer,” she said. “The ones you wrote in high school.” 

    I swallowed hard. Those stories had been as intimate as the posts I’d made on Reddit, and they’d detailed my every fantasy. Some of them, which I’d submitted to various erotica websites, had centered around the protagonist switching bodies with his mother. Others were simpler tales of age progression in which the main character ended up living the life of an older woman. None were subtle about their themes, and anyone who read them would know without a doubt what my fantasies were really about. If she’d read those, she knew exactly what I liked. 

    For a second, I considered denial. That might’ve made me feel a little better. But she already knew. She knew! And there was nothing I could do to make her forget that knowledge. So, I just nodded, saying, “Okay? I wrote some stories. You figured out what they mean. And you waited what? A couple of years before you said anything? Why?” 

    “Because I told her what we’ve been doing,” Trish said. “And I told her that it’s been affecting you negatively.” 

    “Your grades,” my mother said. “Your friendship with Steve. I’ve noticed how distracted you’ve been, but I thought it was just stress. Now, I know it was something else. You’re obsessed with this whole fantasy. And we both think you need to stop.” 

    “Y-you want me to stop, huh?” I asked, devastated by what I was hearing. I turned to Trish, asking, “You too?” 

    “I’m sorry,” she said. 

    “I thought you liked it,” I said. 

    “I do,” she admitted. “I wish we could keep doing it. But even if you cut back, I know you’ll never stop thinking about it. There’s no way to manage this unless you quit cold turkey. It’s just like an alcoholic or something. You’ve just got to stop before it takes over your life.”  

    Stop. Just like that. How in the world could I stop, knowing how it all felt? I was okay with cutting back. I was. But stopping? I’d go crazy. I knew I would.  

    “I…I can’t,” I muttered. 

    “You can,” my mother said. “Because you have to. It’s an addiction, just like any other, and it’s killing everything else in your life. You have to stop.”  

    I shook my head. I didn’t want to stop. I didn’t want to leave Monica behind, not now that I’d finally found my stride. I wanted to explore that other life. I needed to. And I said as much. The two most important people in my life countered. I came back with more objections, which they argued against. Back and forth we went until we were all weeping openly. I begged them to understand, and, in the end, I think they did. But they didn’t budge. They couldn’t – not with what was on the line. They held firm, and bit by bit, I relented. Eventually, I found myself nodding along with their demands. Eventually, I gave in, vowing to leave Monica behind forever.  

    And I think – that night, at least – I meant it. I really do.  
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    For the first few weeks, I held strong. Trish and I destroyed or donated all of my clothes. We threw away my wigs. We even got rid of my shoes. The breast forms too. It felt almost ritualistic, and I remained stoic throughout. She even gave up her strap-on, which I knew was as hard for her as the rest of it was for me.  

    Despite the breach of trust, I didn’t blame her for revealing my secrets. She had been worried about me. Or at least, that’s what kept telling myself. However, each time I saw her, I couldn’t help but feel at least the tiniest twinge of resentment. Or disappointment. Maybe both. I think that was the first chink in my armor.  

    I had meant what I said. Truly, I did. I wanted to get better. I wanted to take hold of my life. But only a week after making all those promises, I found myself browsing women’s clothes online. The week after that, I was looking at breast forms. A few days after that, it was makeup. Before a month had passed, I’d begun to formulate a plan, which I put into action in the second month.  

    I suppose I was lying to myself the whole time. I kept insisting that I wasn’t doing it to actually become Monica. As silly as it might sound, I told myself that I was just ordering all those things so I had them nearby. I wanted them there. That didn’t mean I had to use them. I was knee deep in denial, and I had no idea I was sinking further and further by the day.  

    I rented a climate-controlled storage unit and a P.O. box where I could take deliveries. Once that was set up, I had everything I needed to start assembling everything I would need to reestablish my disguise. So, that’s what I did. It took almost three weeks, but, eventually, I got everything I needed. And then I went wild. 

    That first bender was epic. I got dressed, did my makeup – not as expertly as Trish, perhaps, but it was good enough – and rented a hotel room. I stayed there for two days, even going so far as to spend my nights at the hotel bar. I got so excited each time a man bought me drinks. I got even more excited when one would invite me back to his room.  

    It was after those wild two days that I found myself in my therapist’s office. She was the only person besides Trish and my mother who knew the truth of my depravity, but I kept my recent backslide a secret, even from her.  

    “And how are you feeling?” Dr. Wilson asked. She adjusted her glasses. “Any urges?” 

    I sighed, shaking my head as I bent down, elbows on my knees. “Always,” I muttered. I couldn’t quite decide if they were worse when I spent time as Monica or when I refused to give in to my fetish.  

    “How are you dealing with them?” was her next question. I looked up, studying the woman. She was younger than her credentials might have indicated. Pretty, too, in a mousy sort of way. Definitely not my type. Whatever that was. I didn’t have a clue, one way or the other. I loved Trish, and I was insanely attracted to her, but I couldn’t quite ignore the feelings I got when men paid attention to Monica. But that was different, wasn’t it? That was just me playing the role.  

    “Badly,” I admitted. “I want to let her out, doc. I know I can’t, but it’s so difficult to keep my promise.”  

    “But you do understand why you can’t, right?” Wilson asked. “You can’t handle two lives. No one can, Todd. Most of us have a hard enough managing the one.”  

    I laughed, the sound harsh. “Don’t I know it,” I sighed. “Listen – I’m okay. I’ll be okay. I know I will. I’ve managed this thing for almost a decade. I’ll keep doing it as long as I have to.”  

    “Good,” she said. “Very good.” 

    The session went on, and she continued to probe. But I didn’t let on that I’d already secured my ability to do exactly what I’d promised not to do. That wasn’t something she needed to know. Nor did Trish. Or my mother. I could manage it. I was sure. 

      

      

    *        *        * 

      

      

    I knew I was out of control. Almost a year had passed since I’d made my promise, and I had all but shattered the thing. I hadn’t just fallen off the wagon; I’d destroyed the thing. Nearly every weekend, I found myself as Monica. Sometimes, I just spent the time shopping. Other times, I flirted with men at the bars. On three occasions, I’d taken things a little further than that. I’d stopped each encounter before they went past kissing, but I knew that, eventually, I’d let it go. And then my whole world would come crashing down. Or at least my self-image.  

    My relationship with Trish was in tatters. Ostensibly, we were still together, but we barely saw one another. I claimed that I was busy with school, but I think she knew that I was lying. Maybe she just thought I was avoiding her because she’d broken my trust. That seemed plausible enough. And it had the added benefit of being somewhat true.  

    Ever since the night of my impromptu intervention, I’d been unable to see Trish in quite the same light. Initially, I had thought I could get over it. But I had shared with her my most intimate secret, and it hadn’t taken more than a few months for her to betray me. That kind of breach wasn’t repaired overnight, and certainly not without quite a bit of care. And I was far too distracted to give it the attention it deserved. So, it withered to nothing. Our relationship was well on its way to doing the same.  

    I’d begun to live my life in something of a haze, with the time I spent as Monica the vibrant oases amidst the parched desert of my other life. In my more lucid moments, I realized that it was all terribly unhealthy. And I would make vows to change. I would tell myself that each time was the last. But in the end, I always went back.  

    It was after one such vow that I found myself pulling away from the mall, my trunk filled with bags. As Monica, I’d spent the entire day shopping, and I’d come away with enough clothes to impact even my out-of-control wardrobe. I was particularly excited about some skimpy, new lingerie I’d found at Victoria’s Secret. Not that I could really fill any of it out – I still had the body of a boy, no matter how well I usually camouflaged it. But that didn’t affect how it felt when I wore such things. I was more than a little eager to get back to my hotel room and try them on so I could pretend they fit me perfectly.  

    I turned, entering the onramp to the highway. I mashed the accelerator, the car leaping forward. I felt a rush as the speed pushed me back into the seat, and I started to merge into traffic. 

    Then, everything erupted into chaos. With a loud crunch, I was flying through the air. It all felt like it was happening in slow motion. The world spun. I saw cars beneath me. Or was it above? I couldn’t tell, and I didn’t have much time to analyze it before my car hit the pavement.  

    I think I cried out. I might have. But then, any sound was strangled by a cacophony of pain that lasted the split second that felt like an eternity before I was overtaken by blessed unconsciousness.  
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    I awoke, my eyes fluttering open. The first thing I realized was that everything felt wrong. Sunlight filtered through the nearby window, bathing the sterile, white room in a weak illumination. Machines beeped, their incessant tones piercing my pounding skull. And my mother lay on a nearby cot, asleep. I didn’t know where I was or why I was there, and panic began to bloom in my mind. And then I remembered the accident, flipping through the air, the impact, the pain… 

    I pushed the memory from my mind.  

    The events following the accident were spotty, at best. Bits and pieces, flashes, really were all I could recall. An EMT looking at me like I was on death’s doorstep, a chaotic ambulance ride, panicked nurses and doctors – it all blended together until I couldn’t really tell which was up. What I did know was that I couldn’t move and that I was in absolute agony. Unceasing pain. Throbbing, burning, sharp stabs – I experienced every type of pain I could imagine, and there was no respite. None at all. My life devolved into torturous torment that, upon waking, had become something decidedly less focused.  

    I still hurt, but the pain had faded into a dull ache. And it was all over my body. I couldn’t move anything but my head, and that only a couple of inches. In the periphery, I could see the edges of the bandages encircling my entire head. No doubt, that gauzy covering covered other parts of my body, too. I felt like crying.  

    How bad was it? 

    That simple question kept rambling through my mind. Of course, I knew it was bad. Really bad. But I had no context for the extent of my injuries. And that was terrifying. Had I lost limbs? Did I look like one of those burn victims I’d seen online? Was everything about me ruined? I had no answers, but that didn’t keep the questions away.  

    I probably drifted off. Or perhaps I was simply dazed. I don’t know. But suddenly, my mother was by my side, stroking my bandaged cheek. We locked eyes, and I could see the pain there. I could see the sadness. Was it just from seeing her son in pain? Or was it because she knew I’d never have a normal life? Because she knew the accident had rendered me a freak.  

    I opened my mouth to speak, but nothing came out. Or rather, something did, but it was little more than an unintelligible rasp.  

    “Shh,” my mother said, leaning over me. “Don’t try to speak. Your throat was damaged.”  

    My eyes widened, and I think she took my meaning. I wanted to know what was wrong, and I wanted to know right then. 

    “You’re going to be okay,” she said, her voice soothing. “But there’s quite a bit of swelling in your brain. In the next hour or so, they’re going to put you into an induced coma until the swelling goes down.”  

    I flexed my jaw, which was a mistake. Tears came, then. It was the only response I could muster to combat the pain, which shot down my jaw, spreading like a wildfire that engulfed my entire face.  

    “My poor baby,” she said, stroking my bandaged head. “I guess there’s no sugarcoating this. I think it’s best just to come out and say it. You’re going to need extensive reconstructive surgery – mostly in your face. Miraculously, there were no burns, though. We have that to be thankful for.”  

    Reconstructive surgery. My face must have been completely mangled. I felt nauseous, imagining a life as some monstrous freak. I could practically hear the horrified gasps from small children. And what about Trish? Surely, she wouldn’t want to be with someone like that. It was a depressing thought. 

    “But we have the best doctors on it, Todd,” she said. “The best. I don’t intend to spare any expense. We’ll get you sorted out. When this is all said and done, you’ll look back on this as a turning point in your life. I know you will.”  

    I tried to narrow my eyes in confusion, but the pain put an end to that straightaway. A turning point? Did she think I was going to have some come-to-Jesus moment or something? Did she…oh, God. Oh, fuck.  

    I had been Monica when I’d been in the crash. My months of sneaking around and going on adventures as my alter ego had obviously been uncovered. Vaguely, I could recall the EMTs referring to me as “ma’am”, hearing feminine pronouns being used to describe me.  

    I wanted to explain. I wanted to tell my mother that it was a one-time thing, that I’d simply been weak. She didn’t have to be disappointed in me.  

    But I couldn’t speak. I couldn’t defend myself. I couldn’t lie.  

    “When you wake up after the coma, you’re going to be alright,” she said. “I promise, sweetie. I promise.” 

    Alright. I don’t know if that should’ve scared me, but it did. She seemed so calm, so collected. Perhaps it was simple gratitude that her son wasn’t dead, but to me, it felt like she seemed resigned to something she found distasteful. Was it my mangled looks? Did she not believe that the doctors could fix me? Or was it something else? I didn’t know, and I didn’t really relish finding out. 

    She kept reassuring me that everything would be okay for the next few minutes until, at last, a doctor came in. He loomed over me, looking into my eyes. The man didn’t look like anything special – average height, average build, Asian features – but he carried himself with an air of control. He knew what he was doing, I was sure. 

    “Dr. Wong?” asked my mother. “Was your flight okay?” 

    “It was,” the man said. “Your first installment went through without issue. We’ll begin transferring the patient to my facility within the hour.” 

    “Good,” my mother said, clearly relieved. “And you can do it?” She glanced at me, then added, “You can achieve our goals?” 

    “I can,” he said. “With better results than you can even imagine. When I’m finished, no one will ever be able to tell this even happened.”  

    She let out a sigh. “Let’s do it, then,” she said. 

    Suddenly, a nurse appeared next to me. She was Asian, too, strangely. Hefting a syringe, she inserted the needle into my I.V., then depressed the plunger. A second later, I started feeling drowsy.  

    My mother patted my arm – I could barely feel it through the bandages – and said, “It’s all going to be okay. Everything’s going to be perfect. You’ll see. Just go to sleep, sweetie. Just go to sleep.” 

    And I did. 
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    I drifted in and out of consciousness – or I think that’s what happened, at least. I could never move or open my eyes, but I could hear things – the rumble of a plane engine, strange people speaking in a foreign language, my mother’s concerned voice. None of them made me feel any better about my situation. In fact, they made things decidedly worse. Each time, I welcomed unconsciousness when it inevitably came.  

    But this was different. I knew that as soon as I could open my eyes. Everything was hazy, almost as if I was seeing through a sheet of almost-clear plastic. I could make out my surroundings – another hospital room, judging by the white sterility – but it was blurry. I blinked once, then again, and with each subsequent blink, my sight cleared.  

    I tried to sit up, but I couldn’t. I wasn’t restrained; I was sure that if my muscles worked properly, I could’ve managed it. But they were weak – so weak, in fact, that I could barely lift my arm more than an inch. It was frustrating, but at least I wasn’t paralyzed. And I was bandage free. I could see that much when I tilted my head forward or to the side. But something else was wrong. A lot of somethings, unless I missed my guess. However, I couldn’t quite put my finger on any of it.  

    And then my mind latched onto something. Specifically, I could see a long lock of brown hair lying on the pillow next to me. I shook my head, and more of the stuff fell over my eyes. I had long hair. Long, glossy hair.  

    What the fuck? 

    My mind raced, trying to make sense of the discovery. Obviously, I’d been in a coma for long enough that my hair had grown more than a foot. I couldn’t judge properly, but I could tell that it would fall well below my shoulders. How long would growth like that take? Months? Longer? I didn’t know exactly, but I was well aware that hair didn’t grow that much overnight. No – I’d been out for quite some time, which would explain why I couldn’t move. No doubt, my muscles had atrophied from lack of use. That was how it worked, wasn’t it? 

    But there was more. I knew there was, but my mind couldn’t quite catch up to the situation. I lay there, frustrated and my thoughts racing to catch up. I could move, though. I could wiggle my toes. I could make a fist, if a weak one. And I could lift my arms a bit. That was good, right? I could even move my head. 

    Then I noticed the second change, and my heart nearly stopped. Tilting my chin forward, I could see that my chest looked wrong. Too big. Way too big. And then I felt the telltale jiggle each time I shifted. I knew what that meant. I had worn breast forms enough to recognize it for what it was, even if this felt so, so very different. I had breasts. And they weren’t small, either. Not even close.  

    “Oh, God,” I tried to say, the words escaping my mouth in the barest whisper. “Oh, my fucking God.” 

    I heard something off to my right, and I turned my head to see the room’s door swing open to admit three people. The one in front was the doctor from just before I’d gone into my coma. The second was the woman who’d put me under. And the third…the third was my mother. All of them wore blue scrubs and surgical masks.  

    “She’s awake,” said the woman I assumed was a nurse. Her voice had a slight accent. “For good this time, unless I miss my guest.”  

    “Right on schedule,” said the doctor, his voice similarly accented. “Everything is going according to plan.”  

    “So far,” my mother said as the three surrounded me. She looked down on me, saying, “I know you have a lot of questions, sweetie. We’ll answer them all in due time. But for now, we don’t want to overwhelm you.” 

    I managed to nod, and she smiled. 

    “Your injuries were substantial,” she explained. “So much so that we had to make some tough choices. I want you to know that everything we decided was for your own good. We wanted you to be happy and healthy. Given your history, we only had one choice. If we hadn’t done what we did, you would’ve ended up –” 

    “There will be plenty of time for reasons and justification later,” interrupted the doctor. “For now, she needs to understand what she’s been given. If you can’t stay on track, you may wait outside while I give the explanation.” 

    My mother nodded. “I can stay on track, Dr. Wang,” she said. Then, to me, she continued, “The bottom line is that because you longed to be female, and given your injuries, we decided to give you your heart’s desire.” She took a deep breath, then blurted, “You’re a woman, now. A real woman. That’s what we did.”  

    “A-a woman,” I muttered. Or I tried to. The words didn’t actually come out. Instead, it sounded more like an inarticulate groan. 

    “An older woman,” she said. “Just like you’ve always wanted.”  

    I barely had time to process it before I was overwhelmed by emotion and fainted.  

      

      

    *        *        * 

      

      

    A few hours later, I awoke thinking that everything had been a dream. Or a nightmare. I was in no way prepared to decide which. I think, even after I fully woke up, I thought I was the butt of a joke. There was no way that my mother would arbitrarily decide to subject turn me into a woman, right? It was like something out of one of my stories. Stories I’d once masturbated to. Stories I’d spent nights dreaming about coming true. And now I was living it? I felt nauseous.  

    But as much as I tried to convince myself that it wasn’t real, I could feel the proof tugging at my chest. I could see the swell of my breasts. God – my breasts! Mine. Not falsies. Not tissue paper. Real flesh. As I stared up at the ceiling, I could already feel the tears flowing down my cheeks.  

    I don’t know how long I lay there, weeping and trying to wrap my head around the situation, but some time later, my mother appeared beside me. I turned to glare at her as she sat on the edge of the bed.  

    “You’re angry,” she said. “And afraid. I expected that.”  

    I didn’t answer. Instead, I set my jaw and continued staring at her.  

    “I’m still not used to that face staring back at me with your eyes,” she admitted. She put her hand on my arm. I wanted to flinch away, but I couldn’t move. She continued, “I wish we could’ve gotten your consent, but I knew you could never make the decision for yourself. Rest assured that I did this because I thought it was the only way you could ever be happy. When we found out you’d been in that wreck, and that you were dressed as Monica, it didn’t take us long before we figured it all out. We found the storage unit. We found your journals. I read all of them, and as soon as I had, I knew this was the only way, especially given your injuries. I contacted Dr. Wang the next day.”  

    She looked away, wiping her own tears away. She gripped my arm, then turned back. “He really is the best,” she said. “The things he did – there’s no way anyone in the States could’ve done half as well. Maybe they could’ve repaired your face, but everything else…no, he was the only choice, especially given the alterations. Those came out perfectly, by the way. It would take a thorough medical inspection for anyone, including another doctor, to figure out that something wasn’t quite right. It really is remarkable.”  

    I lay there as she continued to explain, and each sentence sent me spiraling further into self-pity. Still, I held out hope that it wasn’t real. It was simple denial. I knew that. But it was all I had.  

      

      

    *        *        * 

      

      

    Over the next week, I was subjected to tiny electric shocks via electrodes attached to every muscle in my body. The nurse, who I learned was called Biyu Zhang, explained that it was to combat the atrophy of my muscles. It wasn’t like the Bride in the movie Kill Bill, apparently. No – I couldn’t spend a few hours telling myself to wiggle my big toe and get back into fighting shape. It was a long, arduous process that began with the electric stimulation and would include weeks of physical therapy. For other coma patients who’d been out for as long as me, the recovery would’ve taken much longer. However, they’d used some revolutionary methods to hasten my return to normality. 

    Normality. There was no such thing in my life, as far as I was concerned. Never was that more apparent than on the fourth day, when I was finally strong enough to sit up. I could feel my breasts pulling on my chest. They were much bigger than the breast forms I’d once worn, and they were sensitive, to boot.  

    The next day, I allowed myself to explore other parts of my body. I couldn’t tell much when I felt my stomach or my face or hips, except that things were different. My skin felt wrong. Soft, but not perfect. I knew my waist was smaller and my hips wider. And my groin… 

    I almost passed out, the first time I felt my brand-new vagina. There was a tube sticking out of it – the catheter – but otherwise, it felt much the same as any other vagina I’d ever felt, which is to say that it was similar to Trish’s. That was quite a shock, to say the least, and I jerked my hand away, feeling dizzy and disoriented.  

    I think that’s the moment when I realized it was all real. I was a woman, completely and, as far as I knew, irrevocably. And as much as I’d always dreamed of such an eventuality, they were just that – fantasies. I’d never considered being confronted with the reality of it. To suddenly be in the body of a woman – and if my mother was to be believed, one who looked much like the women I’d always fetishized – was something akin to a nightmare.  

    Or was that my masculine pride asserting itself? Maybe my anger of having no say in the matter? No. That wasn’t it. I hadn’t wanted it, and my mother had had no right to transform me without my say-so. That was the simple truth.  

    Even so, each day, I found my hand creeping back down to my groin. I never lingered long, but I didn’t need to. It was almost as if I wanted to keep reminding myself that it was still there, that I was still a woman. And no matter how many times I went back, I kept getting the same answer.  

    I was a woman. And I had no idea how to process that fact. 
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    The rest of my recovery went by without a single issue. Slowly, I regained my strength enough to get out of bed. After that, the milestones came quickly – first steps, walking unassisted, going to the bathroom on my own – they all came and went without much difficulty, aside from the sheer wrongness of it all. Suddenly having to sit to urinate was enough to send me into a fit of tears.  

    Biyu, my nurse, didn’t understand any of it, of course. As far as she knew, I had wanted it. I’d dreamed of it. And now I had it. I was finally the woman I’d longed to become. I should’ve been happy.  

    And while that was at least partially true – the circumstances, at least – I couldn’t even begin to get past the resentment I felt over my situation. Or that’s what I told myself, at least. Inside, though, each time I did something as a woman, I felt a familiar thrill of excitement. My deviant mind wanted to enjoy it. And that made me even angrier. 

    Still, I worked diligently to regain mobility, and day by day, I did. After a little over a month, I was declared recovered enough to begin my training, such as it was. That’s where my mother, who’d been curiously absent throughout most of my recovery, came in.  

    I stood before her, wearing a hospital gown, with my shoulders back and my jaw thrust forward. I was angry, and I wanted her to know it. 

    “Have you looked at yourself?” she asked. 

    The question took me by surprise. I’d seen my body, of course. Sort of. But there were no mirrors in the hospital room, and I’d avoided looking down as much as possible. I shook my head, saying, “Not really.”  

    “Best to get that out of the way before we get started,” she said. “Take off the gown.” 

    I glared at her, but I complied, letting the thing fall to the waxed floor. I stood there, feeling cold and angry and exposed while she pulled her phone from her back pocket. Holding it up, she took a photo. Then, she handed me the phone. What I saw when I looked at the screen shocked me. 

    I looked like the picture of Monica I’d long held in my head, though I looked more real. More natural. My breasts were full – and they didn’t look like implants, either; rather, they looked like the natural breasts of a woman in her forties – and my hips flared out from my narrow waist. I zoomed in to my face, and I saw wrinkles – actual wrinkles! – there. They weren’t terribly prominent; I didn’t look old. I just looked mature. The rest of my skin was similar in that indefinable way that identified an older woman. And I held a bit more fat than a younger woman might. I wasn’t exactly full-figured, but nobody would ever mistake my body for boyish; that was for sure.  

    And then I looked at my groin. Buried in a triangular patch of thick, dark pubic hair was my vagina. I’d felt it often enough to know that it was perfect, that no one would ever think I was anything less than a full, genetic woman.  

    I almost fell over. I would have if I didn’t manage to catch the railing of the bed so as to hold myself up.  

    “Y-you did it,” I managed. My voice still hadn’t fully recovered, but it was clear enough that I knew that, when it finally came back to full strength, it would be just as feminine as the rest of me. “You actually did it.”  

    “That was the plan, Monica,” she said. “Now – you need to know a couple of things. First of all, from now on, I’m not your mom. We’re just friends. Trish has agreed to let you stay with her; you can continue to pose as her mother, if you like. But –” 

    “Wait – Trish knows?” I asked, surprised. 

    “Of course she knows,” my mother – no, Wanda said. I needed to remember to think of her as an equal. “She was a big part of this decision.”  

    My world felt like it was spinning, but I managed to keep from falling.  

    “As I was saying, you have to think of me as Wanda now,” she said. “And for the next few months, I’m going to be training you to be a woman. We have to establish your new history. You have to learn how to walk and talk and –” 

    “I know how to do that,” I said.  

    “You know how to play a part,” was her response. “But for this to work, you need to be a woman, not just act like one. You’ve got the body for it. Now, we need to fix your mind.”  

    “And then what?” I asked. 

    “And then we go home,” she said. 

    “After that?” was my next question. 

    “That’s up to you,” she said. “I honestly have no idea what –” 

    “That’s right!” I yelled. Or at least, I tried to scream. It came out as a hoarse half-shout. I didn’t care, though. I was furious, and I couldn’t hold it in any longer. “You don’t know! You have no idea what’s going on with me. But that didn’t stop you from making this decision, did you? You just acted. You just –” 

    “You don’t understand, Monica,” she said. “I didn’t have a choice. You have to understand that –” 

    “I understand that you hated that I was different, and you took this chance to teach me a lesson or something!” I growled. I hated how my whole body seemed to jiggle with each of my wild gestures. “That’s what I understand, Wanda!” 

    She turned away, clearly taken aback by my fury. I could hear her sobs. Good. She deserved to feel bad about what she’d done. When she turned back to face me, though, I felt a pang of regret. I hated seeing her cry. 

    “Just listen for a second,” she said. “No shouting, just listen.” 

    I nodded. “Fine,” I said. 

    “There was no choice,” she stated. “Everything was destroyed. Your face was in ruins. Your body was broken. And your manhood was just…it was just mangled. The doctors who saw you first claimed they could do little more than patch you up. You’d always look like a freak. A half-person. And that wasn’t even considering the quality of life you’d have, what with your bones and your…your…I had no choice but to seek outside help.”  

    She sat on the edge of my hospital bed and buried her head in her hands. She didn’t even look up as she continued, “I read about Dr. Wang online. He’d already done remarkable things with burn victims, so I got in contact with him. I didn’t expect it to work. I didn’t dare. But to my surprise, he said he could help you. He said he could rebuild you as good as new.” 

    “But you chose to turn me into this,” I muttered. 

    “No!” she said, shooting upright to stare at me. “Not at first! Not until I met with him and he refused to do it unless it met a certain standard of difficulty.”  

    “W-what?” I managed, taking a seat next to her. My gown still lay on the floor, all but forgotten. I crossed my arms over my breasts. 

    “He wouldn’t do it unless he could get crazy with it,” Wanda explained. “He made suggestions, but they were all too strange. Too wrong. I won’t even go into it right now. But in the end, in a fit of desperation, I suggested that he turn you into…in…into this. It was your fantasy, after all. And it had to be better than the alternative. I knew I had him as soon as I saw his face lighting up as I explained everything. He accepted the job, right then and there – for a considerable fortune, too. But it was worth it. He delivered exactly what he promised.”  

    I felt like a fool. She hadn’t betrayed me. Quite the opposite, in fact. She’d given me a chance.  

    “I…I think he’ll turn you back,” she said. “Not now, of course. Maybe in a couple of years or something. He hinted that it was a possibility. But for now, we don’t have a choice. For now, you’ve got to be Monica. You understand that, right?” 

    I nodded. “I-I understand,” I said. Then, I forced a smile. “I guess we need to get to it, then.”  

      

      

    *        *        * 

      

      

    Over the next few months, I learned far more about womanhood than I ever thought possible. Certainly, I was well acquainted with being female, at least on a surface level, but I’d never lived it. It was like I was a tourist who’d finally decided to settle in a new country. I knew some things, but I’d barely peeked beneath the surface. And Wanda endeavored to show me everything. 

    I’d already heard her stories about growing up – she held nothing back, especially about things she deemed important. Her favorite dolls, her struggles with boys, learning what to wear and when – it was all part of my reeducation. She even made me take tests on what she taught.  

    I learned about her first period. I learned about her losing her virginity, about how she’d gone quite wild during college. And I learned about her embrace of motherhood. All of it shocked me, especially her frank lectures on her sexual exploits. No one wants to hear that their mother slept with more than forty guys during her freshman year of college. Nor does anyone want to find out about her preferences. Or her skills in the bedroom. Or any number of other facts I was forced to memorize. 

    Once I’d learned enough, Wanda made me adapt her stories for my own use. I needed to create my own history so that, if anyone asked, I had a ready answer. And as far as she was concerned, adapting her history to my own gave everything a backbone of truth. So, her stories became mine, except with slight twists.  

    She had lost her virginity at Prom her junior year in high school to a boy named Craig Foster. I had lost mine to Hugh Davis after homecoming in my sophomore year. She’d gotten her first period at twelve; mine had come at eleven. She liked missionary; I liked doggystyle, which was mostly true, given my experience with Trish’s strap-on. On and on it went until I had my fake history memorized almost as well as my real past.  

    After that came my education in fashion. According to Wanda, I needed my own style, and my tacky preferences from before simply wouldn’t do. I’d gotten a little offended at her characterization of the wardrobe I’d picked, but I had long since given up arguing with her. She only wanted to help, and I needed to let her. So, I didn’t balk when she had me start reading fashion magazines. Nor did I complain when she criticized my choices. Eventually, I began to realize that she was right, that my old wardrobe had been tacky, at best, and trashy, at worst. After that, I started to make better choices. When she finally declared that I had a well-developed fashion sense, I felt an overwhelming sense of gratitude.  

    Throughout it all, my recovery took precedence. It wasn’t enough that I could walk and move without pain or effort; no, I needed to be healthy and athletic. To that end, she had me do yoga and aerobics. She even had a ballet teacher come in twice a week to teach me grace. And it helped immeasurably. By the time six months had passed, I felt as ready as I’d ever be.  

    And I would need to be, too, because not long after, she scheduled our trip home. 
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    “Does Aaron know?” I asked, sitting next to Wanda on the private plane. It had been lent to us by Dr. Wang – a small courtesy, given the amount of money we had spent on my treatment. “About all this, I mean.” 

    She didn’t look at me. She didn’t need to see my gesturing to my body to understand my meaning. She knew.  

    Shaking her head, Wanda said, “No. He thinks Todd went overseas for a study abroad program.”  

    “And you don’t think he’ll recognize me?” I asked. 

    She laughed. “If I hadn’t seen it happen, I wouldn’t,” Wanda said, leaning back. She was dressed casually in a pair of jeans and a tee-shirt that hugged her upper body like a second skin. There was a part of me – the part that still thought of her as my mother – that considered the outfit a bit too risqué, but the rest of me, the remaining bit that had wholeheartedly embraced my new identity, thought that she looked great. For my part, I wasn’t dressed dissimilarly – jeans and a top with a v-cut neckline that displayed my cleavage to good effect.  

    I couldn’t help but feel a little out of place. Certainly, I’d been living with my new body for six months, and most of the time, it felt like I’d never had another. But there were times when I couldn’t help but take a step back and wonder how things had gotten so skewed, so quickly. I didn’t think I’d ever get used to feeling my breasts bounce. Or the natural sway of my hips. Or the way my own mother looked at me like a sister. Our relationship was disconcerting, to say the least. 

    I’d seen her naked so many times that I barely even thought twice about it. She claimed she wanted to desensitize me about seeing the female form, but I thought it was as much to hammer home the changed nature of our relationship. And it had worked, too. I didn’t feel like her son anymore, and she certainly didn’t seem like my mother. She was, of course, but it took conscious effort to see her as such. I suppose that had been the whole point of everything.  

    Through the rest of the long flight, we alternated between small talk, naps, and last-second reminders of my new identity. I was to be Monica Leigh Pearson, forty-two-year-old bookkeeper, and Trish’s birth mother. I’d left when she was a child because I couldn’t afford to give her the life she deserved. Instead, she’d been raised by my ex-husband’s sister, Kathy. It was a tidy story, and it would explain why I’d spend a lot of time with Trish. But it felt incredibly distasteful and more than a little dishonest. I knew for a fact that Trish’s mother was dead, and posing as her felt disrespectful. However, the die had been cast. My role had been established. And there was no wiggling out of it.  

    By the time the plane touched down on the runway, I felt a deep foreboding in the pit of my stomach. What would Trish say when she saw me? Obviously, our relationship would change. I couldn’t be the man she needed. In fact, I didn’t even know if she wanted to be together. Probably not. It was one thing to fool around with a boy pretending to be an older woman. It was something else entirely when it became all-too-real.  

    “I’m nervous,” I admitted. 

    “I can tell,” Wanda said, still sitting across from me. “Is it just general anxiety? Or is it about something particular?”  

    “Both?” I suggested. “I don’t know how to be this – not in the real world. I know my new history backwards and forwards, but I still feel like a fraud. I still feel like I’m wearing a costume. Maybe this is all a dream, and I’m going to wake up any second. I don’t know. You’d think after almost a year, I’d be used to it all. But I’m not. I still have to consciously stop myself from staring when I see my reflection in the mirror. And sometimes, I reach down to adjust myself only to realize there’s nothing there. How do I get past that? How do I be Monica for real?”  

    “I don’t know,” Wanda admitted. “The fact of the matter is that nobody does. But my suggestion is to fake it until you make it.”  

    I quirked an eyebrow at her. “Is that a joke?” I asked. “Because it’s not funny.” 

    “No,” she said. “Not at all. I’m just saying that if you keep playing this role, especially in public, it’ll get easier. All of this, it’s just been preparation. You still think of yourself as Todd, even if it’s only subconsciously. But the longer you act like Monica, the longer you tell yourself you really are her, the easier it’ll be. Eventually, Todd will just be a weak shadow that follows you around. Most of the time, you won’t even notice him. And he’ll never be able to affect what you do or how you see yourself.”  

    “How can you be so sure?” I asked. 

    “I’m not,” she stated. Then, she forced a smile, saying, “But it make sense, doesn’t it? It doesn’t really matter, though. We’re here, and there’s no getting past what you have to do.”  

    I nodded. She was, of course, right. I couldn’t escape what was coming. So, I had little choice but to forge ahead. So, that’s what I did, gathering my carry-on and exiting the plane to see Trish standing beside a limousine – also provided by Dr. Wang. She looked as amazing as ever, but I would be lying if I said there wasn’t something missing. In any case, she raced forward and threw her arms around me. Her breasts pressed against mine as she squeezed me in a tight embrace. 

    “I’ve missed you so much!” she said, her words coming in a sharp exhale. “Wanda’s been sending me updates, but that’s not the same as seeing you in person.”  

    “I’ve missed you, too,” I muttered. Then, without warning, she kissed me, and for a long moment, everything was right with the world. For an instant, I forgot all my issues. I didn’t think of my role or how much I’d changed or anything else. There was just her and me, and that was more than enough. But as soon as we broke away, everything came crashing back down.  

    It was her expression that did it. Confusion, maybe? Or was it disgust? No – nothing so strong as that. But there was something wrong. I wasn’t the same, and the kiss had hammered that home for her.  

    “I’m sorry,” she said, looking away. “I know this isn’t…I know it’s not…this is just going to take some getting used to, I think. We’ll figure it out, though. I promise we will.” 

    “No more kissing in public,” Wanda chided, descending the steps leading up to the sleek plain. “You’re mother and daughter, not a pair of young lovers. Remember that.” 

    Mother and daughter. We’d played that role often enough during my previous escapades. But that was just an act. Roleplay. But now? We’d have to live it every single day. How could I even begin to do that with the woman I loved so dearly? She was my everything. And now, I was – what? What the hell was I to her? Just another old lady? Could she even see her boyfriend beneath all that femininity? I longed to hug her, to hold her, to kiss her. But judging by her expression, she felt no such thing. Or at least, she hid it well.  

    I suppose that was for the best. Wanda was right, after all. We couldn’t afford to let the public façade drop, even for a second. I would have to be content with our new relationship, because that was all I’d ever have with Trish.  

    Or at least that’s what I thought. In fact, I dwelled on it for most of the ride back to her house. No – our house. My home. Even as I told Trish about my recovery and training, I couldn’t help but mourn the loss of our relationship. Wanda remained silent throughout. She didn’t want to interfere.  

    Finally, though, the limousine pulled to a stop and, after the chauffer helped us with my bags, we made our way inside. Trish led me inside, saying, “I think it’s best if you take Aunt Kathy’s room. She’s not coming back anytime soon – she met some rich guy she’s intent on marrying – so it’s yours for as long as you want it.”  

    I followed her to the room, and once the bags were inside, I said, “Trish, I’m sorry for everything. I didn’t mean –” 

    And then she erupted. Not in anger, though. Rather, she exploded in passion. The kiss on the tarmac seemed chaste in comparison to what she gave me in that room. We both collapsed onto the bed, with her on top, as we kissed – passionately and deeply – for what felt simultaneously like an eternity and a split second. When she finally broke away, she said, “You don’t ever have to be sorry for what happened.”  

    “Really?” I asked. “I thought –” 

    “I didn’t want Wanda to see,” Trish said. “She has certain ideas about our relationship that I don’t agree with. She has her heart in the right place, but I can’t accept losing you. Not now, not ever. She wants us to drift apart because she thinks this will confuse the situation. She doesn’t think you can accept being Monica unless I let you go. Maybe it’s selfish, but I can’t imagine doing that. I just won’t.”  

    I grinned, the first time I’d done that in quite some time. “You have no idea how much of a relief it is to hear you say that,” I said. Then, we kissed again. The next time we broke apart, we were both breathless.  

    “I think it’s time for you to show me everything,” she said. “Take off your clothes.”  

    I hesitated. “A-are you sure?” I asked. “I’m not…you know…” 

    “I love you,” she stated. “It doesn’t matter if you’re a man or a woman, young or old. I’ll always love you. Now strip.”  

    I shook my head, then disentangled myself from her. Standing, I gripped the bottom of my blouse and pulled it over my head. My breasts bulged from beneath my bra. I unhooked it, tossing it aside and freeing the things.  

    “They look so real,” she said. “Can I touch them?”  

    I nodded, and she reached out with a tentative hand, cupping my right breast. “They’re D-Cups,” I said. “And they look real because they are. Sort of. They’re not implants. Apparently, Dr. Wang forced my body to grow them the natural way. It’s the same as my skin and everything else. It’s all me.”  

    She reached up to stroke my face. “These are real wrinkles, then?” she asked. 

    “Sort of,” I said. “My skin’s brand-new. It won’t age until I pass a certain point. The way he explained it all to me is that I’ll look like this for the next twenty years. After that, I’ll age like normal. And before you ask, I have no idea how he did it. Something to do with stem cells and gene editing and a bunch of other stuff I don’t understand. The bottom line is that, as far as anybody will be able to tell, this is all me.”  

    “Does it feel like it?” she asked, still stroking my face. “No dead spots in the nerves or anything?”  

    “None that I’ve found,” I said. 

    She smiled. “Okay, then,” she said, pulling away. “Let’s get you out of the rest of those clothes.”  

    I complied, undressing in front of her. She made a few more comments – specifically about my stretch marks and the faint cellulite on the back of my legs and on my rear end, which she called perfectly plump before slapping it. Trish loved the way it jiggled. Finally, she turned her attention to my vagina. Unlike my first real inspection, my pubic hair had been trimmed down to a tiny strip, which left the whole thing perfectly exposed.  

    “Can I touch it?” she asked. 

    I shrugged. “If you want,” I said, though I felt more than a little trepidation. That only increased as she reached out, brushing it lightly. I shivered as she massaged my labia. Then, without warning, her finger slipped inside me. I gasped. 

    “Oh,” she said, pulling away. “I’m so sorry. I just got carried away.” 

    I tried to settle my heartbeat. “No,” I said. “It’s…it’s okay. I was just surprised. Do what you want.” 

    It wasn’t that I had never felt anything in there. I’d explored my own parts quite a lot over the previous six months. But feeling someone else down there was an altogether different experience. Not bad. Just different. 

    “Get on the bed,” she ordered. “And spread your legs.”  

    I couldn’t even begin to disobey. Soon, I was on the bed, my legs spread wide so she could have good access to my groin. Until that moment, I hadn’t realized how much I’d missed the simple feeling of human contact. Throughout my recovery and training, I’d rarely been touched, and never with any sexual intent. But when Trish descended upon me, I felt a surge of relief that I didn’t even know I needed.  

    She was no expert. I could tell that she was just as nervous as I was. But she was willing, and enthusiastic, and her fingers were dexterous. Before long, she was working them in and out of me like she’d been doing it all her life. And then she started in with her mouth, and I felt like I was melting. The pleasure of it kept building inside me, pressing up against some invisible barrier until I felt like I was going to pop. 

    “You like that, mommy?” she asked, pausing, her face hovering near my genitals. “You do. You like it when your daughter licks your naughty pussy?”  

    “Yes,” I breathed. “Give it to mommy!”  

    And she did, giving me my very first feminine orgasm. It was more intense than anything I’d ever felt, and wave after wave of pleasure rolled through me. My every muscle tensed. My toes curled. And when everything hit a crescendo, I let out a scream of inarticulate ecstasy.  After that, it slowly died down until only the aftershocks remained. 

    Trish stopped licking, then said with a sly smile, “I guess that works properly, then.” 

    “I guess it does,” I agreed, still breathing hard. 

    “Now it’s my turn,” she said, standing. In an instant, she had her pants off, and she was climbing over me. A second later, she’d straddled my face, saying, “Now be a good mommy and give me a proper orgasm.”  

    And I eagerly set to doing just that.  
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    “Hello, ladies,” said Wanda, taking a seat around the circular table. She nodded to the chair beside hers, which I took. “This is Monica, the old friend I told you all about.”  

    I looked around the table, seeing three other vaguely familiar faces. Wanda introduced them as Nora, Maria, and Erica, her best friends. I nodded and smile, knowing that I’d met them all as Todd. Of course, they didn’t recognize me. To them, I was just another woman about their age.  

    Nora was a good-looking blonde who might’ve been a shade under forty. Tall – at least to me – and with flashing, green eyes, she had a body to die for. According to Wanda, it had cost quite a pretty penny; she had no qualms about going under the knife. Her impressive, gravity-defying bosom was proof enough of that. She wore a tight, blue dress that left little to the imagination. 

    Erica, who sat beside her, couldn’t have been more different. Dark-skinned, and with straightened hair, she looked like a former beauty queen. And she had the bearing of one, too. All entitlement and arrogance.  

    Maria was the odd one of the bunch. Of course, she was pretty enough – they all seemed like poster children for the bored soccer mom crowd – but she didn’t seem nearly as haughty as the other two. Hispanic, she had dark hair, dark eyes, and a medium complexion.  

    They were all dressed differently, but there were enough similarities to tell anyone who looked that they were part of the same clique. Or maybe the same stereotype. I couldn’t be sure. And what’s more, I clearly belonged. My own outfit was well-chosen – a simple sundress that enhanced my attributes while hiding my flaws. Wanda wore a loose, red, knee-length skirt and a loose blouse that seemed somehow almost as revealing as if she was wearing a bikini top. In any case, I knew I looked as good as the rest of them. That seemed suddenly very important.  

    Still, I wasn’t completely at ease in that setting. Going to brunch with Wanda’s friends seemed like a huge step, and one I wasn’t entirely ready for. The location was the same as always – a little bistro called The Spot of Tea that, according to Wanda, served some of the best mimosas in the city. It must’ve been quite good, because that’s what everyone ordered. Not wanting to seem out of place, I did the same.  

    “I swear,” said Nora, taking a gulp of her orange-colored beverage. “If I have to deal with Mike’s bullshit anymore, I’m going to divorce him. And I know about his little offshore account, so I’d get half of that, too.” 

    “What did he do this time?” asked Erica. 

    “Financial abuse,” she said. “He won’t buy me a new car because the one I have is only a year old. I tried to explain to him that I need the new model, but he’s not hearing it. He says I can get a new car when I pay for it – like I didn’t leave my career behind to raise his stupid kids. I’m of half a mind to sleep with one of his colleagues just to teach him a lesson.” 

    According to Wanda, anytime Nora didn’t get what she wanted, she claimed some kind of abuse. When her husband wanted her to do more of the housework, she said it was emotional abuse. When she’d been caught cheating – multiple times – she’d claimed she had only done so because of a toxic home environment. She’d even gotten her husband, Mike, to go to counseling to fix his trust issues – as if he didn’t have a completely valid reason to distrust the woman! But Wanda also said that Nora had been a good friend to her over the years. I’d have to trust her judgment, there, because from what I could see, Nora was the absolute worst. 

    “At least your husband pulls his weight,” Erica said. “Mine is living in some dreamworld where he thinks he can spend a hundred hours a week at the office and our relationship won’t suffer at all. He doesn’t put any effort into it at all.”  

    Of course, I knew the backstory there, too. Erica’s husband, Jerome, was a lawyer, and while he did work incredibly long hours, it was mostly because of Erica’s insane spending habits. She was an admitted shopaholic, and, according to Wanda, a very materialistic person. However, the two had known one another since college, and she couldn’t imagine her life without the other woman.  

    “Albert got good news yesterday,” Maria said, her voice unassuming. She was the newest member of the group, besides me. “He talked to his friend, Francisco, and he’s committed to investing in Albert’s new workout facility. They’re supposed to start scouting new locations next week.”  

    The other women feigned happiness, but I could see quite a bit of jealousy there. Maria had the most functional relationship – indeed, the most normal life – of any of the women. Her husband made his living as a pitching coach that catered to local elite prospects. He was a former minor leaguer who’d managed to harness his knowledge to make a decent living. Maria, by contrast, owned a boutique in the mall, which explained why she looked so familiar.  

    “Is Aaron still having those problems in the bedroom?” asked Erica, looking at Wanda. 

    For a second, I expected Wanda to hesitate. She’d never spoken of her relationship to Aaron with me. But then again, that wasn’t really necessary for my development. In any case, she didn’t hesitate, not even for a second, before answering, “It’s not an issue. He’s just got a small dick. I’ve told you a hundred times that it’s not about the size, so much as how he uses it. And he’s perfectly fine in that department.” 

    Nora rolled her eyes. “Says the size queen,” she said. “Not that I’ve got any room to talk. My new gardener is hung like a horse! And that body…God, it gives me shivers.”  

    The conversation continued, touching on the women’s lives, sexual and otherwise, including their history of infidelity, the problems in their respective bedrooms, and just about any other topic of gossip they could think of. However, the talk did get increasingly sexual with each progressive mimosa. For my part, I responded when appropriate, using my memorized history to good effect. I wasn’t sure if they bought it, of course. But they seemed to accept me. And what’s more, I learned quite a bit about the women.  

    First of all, neither Erica nor Nora seemed even remotely happy with their marriages. Their husbands were either abusive, inadequate, or both. I didn’t know whether to believe their claims, because most of what they considered abuse seemed more like trivialities or very valid arguments. But who was I to say? I didn’t know their lives.  

    And second, I was surprised by the frank way in which they discussed their sex lives. By the end of the brunch, I was almost positive I could pick their husband’s members out of a lineup, based only on the descriptions they gave. And what’s more, Nora was completely unashamed of her many, many affairs. Erica seemed a little more circumspect, if only just, about her ongoing relationship with one of her husband’s friends.  

    And finally, I began to realize that my task wasn’t nearly so difficult as I might have expected. I looked the part. I acted the part. And as such, people simply accepted that I was what I appeared to be. That, at least, was comforting, even if the discovery of Wanda’s friends’ nature wasn’t.  
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    It’s so difficult to articulate how I felt in the weeks following my reintegration into normal society. On the one hand, it was absolute heaven. All of my fantasies were coming true; I was living the life I’d so often dreamed of living. And it was overwhelming. Everything from getting dressed in the mornings to interacting with my new friends – or rather, Wanda’s, if I was honest – to sex with Trish – it was the life I’d fantasized about for almost as long as I could remember. 

    But try as I might, I couldn’t shake the feeling of guilt that accompanied my every minute. I knew where it came from. I could feel my abandoned masculinity eating at my joy, clawing at my efforts to embrace my new life. Each time I saw my naked form in the mirror, every time I felt my breasts bounce, each instance where I caught a stranger admiring me – my mind jumped to shame. I was a man, wasn’t I? Maybe not on the outside, but inside, I was the same person I’d always been. And no matter what my fetishes or fantasies, nothing could ever change that.  

    Right? 

    With each passing day, I wasn’t so sure. With every passing minute, my life as Todd faded further into the background. I’d never forget it, sure, but it wasn’t so clear as before. And what’s more, I looked back on my first forays into femininity, and I couldn’t help but feel a twinge of embarrassment. Or more than a twinge, in most instances. I knew I was being harsh on myself. I’d never looked as bad as the picture I had in my mind. But when I compared it to my current appearance, it seemed like a pitiful imitation of womanhood that I was surprised everyone didn’t see through.  

    I definitely didn’t miss the accoutrements that made that ruse possible. The body shaping underwear, the not-quite-realistic breast forms, the gobs of makeup – it was all so constricting. But now? I could just slip on a pair of panties – as skimpy as I wanted to wear! – and nothing would fall out. I wouldn’t lose my curves. And if I didn’t feel like wearing a bra? I rarely made that decision, outside of lounging around the house, and for obvious reasons, but I could have without worrying that the adhesive was going to fail and I was going to lose my breasts.  

    Of course, my transition into womanhood wasn’t without its speed bumps, either. First of all, there’s a big difference between styling a wig and arranging the hair on my actual head. I’d had plenty of practice, but I still wasn’t nearly as proficient as I should’ve been. The makeup was the same way; I had to actively keep myself from going overboard. The last thing I wanted was to leave the house looking like a clown. And then there was my metabolism. 

    God, where do I even start with that? Everything I ate seemed to go straight to my hips. Even a week of eating wrong, and my jeans would start getting tighter. I was sure some men would like that kind of thing, but even an extra half-inch would make me feel like a whale. That was one of the reasons I found myself standing in the kitchen of my old house, wearing a pair of black yoga pants a yellow sports bra, and a form-fitting tank top. My feet were clad in Nikes with pink highlights.  

    “Just hang on a few seconds, Monica,” Wanda said, bending over to look into the refrigerator. Her outfit was almost identical to mine, save that she’d foregone the tank top, leaving her torso clad only in a red sports bra. “I know I put that smoothie somewhere in here.” 

    “Take your time,” I said. “Believe me, I’m in no hurry to get down to the studio today. I’m still sore from yesterday’s session.”  

    “Kyle definitely pushes us,” she said, referencing the yoga instructor who’d put me through my paces the day before. He was a strikingly handsome man with a body built by countless hours of yoga. He had long, brown hair and a perpetual five o’clock shadow. “You’ll get used to it, though. And you’ll be better for it.”  

    “If you say so,” I said. 

    “You ladies going to work out?” asked Aaron, walking in from the adjoining room. He still wore a suit – blue, pin-striped, today – but he looked tired. He set his briefcase on the bar, then wrapped his arm around his wife’s waist. He pulled her to him, then kissed her. “Remember, it’s date night tonight.”  

    That explained why he was home early, solving a mystery I didn’t even realize I’d been thinking about. In the weeks since I’d been back home, I’d run into Aaron a few times. However, as frightened as I initially was, it only took one meeting for those fears to be allayed. He didn’t show even a hint of recognition when he saw me, and bought the story that I was Trish’s long-lost mother without a single question. However, I had caught him checking me out a couple of times, which made me feel all kinds of dirty. And a little excited. But that had nothing to do with him being the only father I’d ever really known. I got that feeling anytime I noticed a man looking at me.  

    “I remember,” Wanda said. “I want to go to that new vegan place downtown. It’s supposed to be good.” 

    “If rabbit food can even be good,” he muttered. “But you’re the boss. I’ll see you after your workout.”  

    She smiled, kissed him on the cheek, then said to me, “Come on, Monica. We don’t want to be late.”  

      

      

    *        *        * 

      

      

    “God,” Wanda said, starting her car – a Mercedes Benz SUV that she’d just gotten. “I hate date nights.” 

    “Really? Why?” I asked as she put the thing in reverse. She backed out of the garage, then into the street. She put the car in drive and accelerated away from the house. 

    “Because he always expects sex afterwards,” she said. “I know this makes me a horrible person, but he’s just too small. I can barely feel anything. I just lay there with a pillow over my face – he thinks I do this to keep the noise down – and let him do his business. Then, when he’s asleep, I go into the other room and finish myself off.”  

    I was taken aback by her frank statements. No person ever wants to think about their parents’ sex life, much less hear their mother discuss it without a hint of embarrassment. But Wanda wasn’t really my mother anymore, was she? No – we were friends. That’s what I kept telling myself as she continued to complain about Aaron’s inadequacy. Finally, I’d had enough, and I asked, “Why did you marry him, then?”  

    “What?” she asked, surprised I’d finally spoken. I could almost believe that she’d forgotten I was even there.  

    “If you’ve never liked being with him, then why did you marry him?” I asked again. “It seems kind of crazy.” 

    She shook her head, a wry smile on her face. “That’s because you’ve never been a single mom staring down the wrong side of thirty, and with nothing in the bank,” she said. “Aaron’s a good man. He’s sweet and caring, and he loves you. I mean, he loves Todd like he’s blood. And he’s a good provider. Sometimes, we sacrifice one thing for the other. I made the wrong choice with my first husband. I wasn’t going to do that again with the second.”  

    “Does he know?” I asked. 

    “What? That I’m not happy?” she asked. I’d never mentioned happiness; I guess I had simply assumed she was, despite her dissatisfaction in the bedroom. After all, she had a good life, and she had almost anything she could ever want. Hearing her imply that she wasn’t happy was more than a little surprising. “No. It would destroy him.”  

    I nodded, but I didn’t respond. She took the hint, and the conversation drifted to gossip about her friends. Apparently, Nora had already found already made her move on her new gardener, and the two were sleeping together at almost every opportunity. I couldn’t help but feel sorry for her poor husband, but then again, he couldn’t be completely innocent in the matter, could he? If he was giving her what she needed, she wouldn’t have to look elsewhere.  

    That talk occupied us until we finally reached the yoga studio, and we went inside chattering about our friends. When we got inside, my breath caught in my chest as I beheld Kyle, our instructor. He looked better than ever, and definitely elicited a certain tingle. I could see why Wanda insisted on taking only his classes. Looking around the room at our classmates, it was a widely shared feeling, too. The whole class was occupied by women who were obviously looking for his attention. A cocked hip there, a thrust chest here, a smile, a “coincidental” touch – the signs were all there. Kyle, for his part, seemed well-versed in ignoring it. But he noticed. I was sure of it.  

    The class commenced, and he pushed us all to our limits. Despite doing yoga for the entirety of my recovery, I still wasn’t nearly as flexible as I might like. But I was getting there. Still, by the time we finished, I was exhausted.  

    “You did well today, Monica,” Kyle said, suddenly standing in front of me. “You’re really making great progress. I’d love to give you some private lessons, if you like.” 

    I felt like I was having a heart attack. My skin felt clammy. My chest compressed. I was suddenly sweating profusely. I wanted nothing more than to turn tail and run. But I couldn’t make my legs move. Thankfully, my mouth still seemed to be in working order. 

    “Maybe,” I said, forcing a smile. “I think…I think I’ll stick to the classes for now. But thank you.”  

    He grinned, his beautiful, blue eyes boring into my soul. “Suit yourself,” he said. “But the offer stands. Remember to drink plenty of water.” 

    And then he was gone. 

    “You’re stronger than me,” said Wanda, standing at my shoulder. “I don’t think I could even begin to turn him down for some…ah…private sessions.”  

    “Oh, shut up,” I said, my heart slowing to something approaching normality. “Get your mind out of the gutter. It wasn’t what you’re thinking. He just wants to help me with yoga.” 

    She smirked. “Sure,” she said. “And Nora’s gardener’s there to cut the grass and pull weeds.”  

    I rolled my eyes. “You’re so bad,” I said. “Let’s go. You’ve got date night, right?” 

    That took the wind out of her sails. Frowning, she responded, “Fine. Let’s go.” 

    We poked fun at one another all the way to the car. When we were inside, she said, “Oh, I almost forgot. I talked to Aaron a couple of days ago about getting you a job. He says there’s an opening for a secretary on his floor. He’s already put in a good word for you. All you have to do is put in your resume and not embarrass yourself too badly in the interview.” 

    “A job?” I asked. “I don’t need a job.” 

    “Really?” she asked. “Because I don’t see anyone supporting you right now. I can’t keep funneling money your way; Aaron’s going to start asking questions. You need to learn to support yourself. And you don’t have a lot of skills, really. I know you can type. And you can answer phones. There are worse jobs than working at the brokerage. They’ll pay well, and you get great benefits. And who knows? Maybe you can snag a rich husband like I did.” 

    “Do I have to?” I asked. 

    “You’ve got to do something, Monica,” Wanda said. “If it’s not there, it’s somewhere else. That’s part of all this.” 

    I sighed. She was right. I wasn’t going to school. I didn’t have a degree. And Monica didn’t have anyone to support her. I had little choice but to get a job, and working as a secretary wasn’t the worst thing in the world. So, I agreed to apply for the job.  
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    “This is stupid,” I said, holding the phone like it was something dangerous. Or poisonous. Maybe both. “I don’t need to date. We have each other.” 

    Trish rolled her eyes. “First of all, that’s sweet,” she said. “But what are people going to say if a woman who looks like you doesn’t even try to find a guy? Or a woman, I guess. No judgement.” 

    My jaw dropped. “You’d be okay if I went out with another girl?” I asked. 

    She quirked an eyebrow. “I wouldn’t say I’d be ‘okay’, per se,” she stated. “And definitely not a girl. More like a woman your age. I could accept that. People aren’t as judgmental of lesbians these days. Why? Is that what you want? Just put it in your profile, and I’m sure you’ll get plenty of matches.” 

    I glanced at my phone, not really wanting to see what was displayed on the screen. Tinder. The “hook-up” app. Sure, some people had met their soulmates there, but that wasn’t what it was really for. It was for sex, and nothing else. And Trish had practically forced me to download it on my phone. What did that say about our relationship? I’d been back for over a month, and we still had sex every night – I’d been particularly pleased with the return of her strap-on; vaginal sex beat anal sex a hundred times out of a hundred. But I could feel our relationship changing by the day. More and more, it felt more like a platonic friendship than anything else, and I was convinced I was holding the final nail in that particular coffin.  

    “I don’t want another girl,” I muttered. 

    “A guy it is, then,” she said, snatching my phone from my hand. “A little semi-anonymous dick will do you good.” 

    “Trish!” I gasped. 

    “Kidding!” she said, already typing something into the application. No doubt, she was writing my profile. “You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to. But I read those stories you used to write, remember? I know that that’s a big part of your fantasy. Again, no judgment – I’m here for you whatever you need.” 

    “I don’t need a man,” I insisted. “It can just be me and you.”  

    “What are your interests? Long walks on the beach? No – that’s cliché,” she said. “Oh, I know – yoga. You love going to your yoga classes.”  

    “It’s a good way to get in shape!” I said. 

    “And that’s why you look forward to it so much, right?” she said. “It’s fine to like stuff like that. What else? Writing. That’s a good one. Hanging out with the girls. Fashion – I know you’re super into that. Just a couple more interests…” 

    “Can you just stop for a second?” I asked, putting my hand over the screen. “I don’t really want to do this.” 

    “Why?” she asked. “Seriously – why? What are you afraid of? This is one of those experiences you wanted badly enough to write twelve stories about it, right? I’m not saying you have to have sex with these guys. But I think it would do you some good to go out and meet new people as Monica. You can’t live your life cooped up in this house.”  

    “What does this mean for you and me, though?” I asked. “You don’t want me anymore?” 

    She sighed, setting the phone down. “Of course I want you,” she said. “But what we have, it’s probably going to change. You know that. I like being with you. I love you more than you can know. But I don’t know if I want to spend the rest of my life in a lesbian relationship. And judging by everything I know about you – and I know you better than anybody else in the world, by the way – you might not either. It’s fine for now. Better than fine. But what if that’s just because you don’t know any different? You’re a woman now. A real woman, regardless of how you might think of yourself. It’s time you experimented a little with what that means.”  

    “So you do want me to have sex with men,” I reasoned. 

    “I want you to figure out what makes you happy,” Trish countered. “If that means you want to stay with me, that’s great. I hope I want the same thing. But it’s also okay if that’s not what either of us doesn’t. Neither of us is going to love the other any less if we’re not a couple.”  

    I pushed my hair behind my ear. She seemed so sincere. And if I was honest, I was curious about dating men. I didn’t want to have sex with them – I knew that much – but I did like the idea of being the center of some man’s world, if only for a night. So, I nodded, saying, “Okay. Let’s do this.”  

    She grinned, and we set about establishing my profile. We took quite a few photos, all from flattering angles, and, after what felt like half the day, we were finally able to go live. I posted the profile.  

    Then, we went hunting. Some of the men were successful. Others were handsome. And a fair few ticked both boxes. I swiped right on those. And then, we waited.  

      

      

    *        *        * 

      

      

    “I don’t know that I’m ready for this,” I said, standing before the mirror. I couldn’t look away from my reflection, though I did everything I could to ignore the troubled expression on my face. After a week of pressure, Trish had finally bullied me into accepting a date with one of my matches, and the day of that rendezvous had finally come. For the occasion, I wore a brown dress with a scooped neckline and capped sleeves. It was fitted up top, but fairly loose in the skirt, which served to accentuate all my best features. I knew I looked good. Better than good, really. Any man would be more than happy to date me. But did I want to date them? 

    The question had rampaged through my mind since the moment I’d agreed to help Trish create the profile, and I’d yet to find any way to slow it down. I certainly didn’t have an answer, which both frightened and excited me. On the one hand, the notion that I would actually go on a date with a man, and one twice my real age, terrified me. What would he expect? What if he figured out that I wasn’t what I seemed to be? As unlikely as that was, given how foolproof my transition had been, it was the sort of thing that kept me up at night. But more than that, I had no idea how I would react to male attention. My denial wasn’t so impenetrable that I completely dismissed the idea that I might like it. In fact, I suspected that I would. But what if I wanted to take it all further than a simple dinner date? What if things progressed out of my control? What if I found myself living out one of my fantasies? 

    That made me shudder in fear. Or anticipation. I couldn’t really tell.  

    But on the other hand, I knew that Trish was right. Even if I didn’t want to date men, I needed to get out there and mingle with people my age. Or rather, the age I was pretending to be. I couldn’t keep hanging out with her for the rest of my life – not without checking to see what else was out there. That shamed me almost as much as it excited me.  

    To say I was of two minds on the whole dating thing would’ve been a vast understatement. It was more like a hundred minds, if I was honest, and they all seemed to want to have their say.  

    However, no matter what I thought of the matter, I didn’t seem to have any more choices. I’d set things in motion, and now I had to see where events took me. Never was that more apparent than when Trish said, “Ready or not, if you don’t leave soon, you’re going to be late. Guys don’t like that, if you hadn’t guessed.” 

    I sighed. I wasn’t getting out of it, was I? Nobody was going to snap their fingers and make the tough choices go away, were they? I had to be a big girl and do this. I had to face my fears. So, I squared my shoulders, smoothed my skirt, and said, “I guess you’re right. How do I look?” 

    She grinned. “Perfect,” she said. “If I was a guy, I’d totally do you, mom.” 

    Mom. The word felt like an open wound. But I swallowed my objections and said, “Alright then, wish me luck. I’ll see you later tonight.”  

    “And I’m going to want details!” she insisted. “And remember – have fun!” 

    Fat chance of that, I thought. But I said that I would, gave her a hug, then left the room. Before I knew it, I was in her car – I hated driving the thing, but it was the only one available – and driving to Esposito’s, a local Italian restaurant where I was going to meet Darren Harris, my date for the night.  

    My mind roiled with apprehension for the entirety of the twenty-minute drive, and it didn’t let up at all when I pulled into a parking space. After checking my makeup one last time in the vanity mirror – it was perfect – I took a deep breath, gave myself some encouraging words, and then got out of the car. My heels clicked as I covered the width of the parking lot and went into the restaurant. When I reached the hostess – a pretty blonde – I told her I was meeting someone. After giving them Darren’s name, she escorted me to a candlelit table in the back corner of the restaurant.  

    God – did it have to be so romantic? And did he have to be even more handsome than his profile pictures indicated? 

    Darren stood to his full height. Even with me in three-inch heels, he towered over me. I liked that. It made me feel safe, for some reason. In addition to being tall, he was quite athletic; one of his interests had been CrossFit, and it showed. Wide shoulders, a tapered waist, and an easy grace that spoke of athleticism; he had the sort of body I’d always dreamed about having. Or wanting. Maybe both. In any case, there wasn’t enough time in the world for me to figure out the difference. 

    “Monica?” he asked. I nodded, and he said, “I didn’t think it was possible, but you look even better than your pictures. I’m Darren.” 

    I smiled. “Thank you,” I said. He gave me a quick hug, then pulled out my chair. I took it, and he sat in the one across from me. “I guess that’s a rarity?” 

    “You have no idea,” he said. “New to the dating scene, huh?” 

    “You could say that,” I answered. “It’s been a while.” 

    “I’ve only been doing this for a few months,” Darren admitted. “It took me a while to get over my divorce.”  

    I nodded, but I didn’t press him. The last thing I wanted was to pursue that line of conversation. Instead, I changed the subject, asking whether or not he had children. He didn’t. He asked the same thing, and I told him about Trish. “She’s my whole world, now,” I said. “I just wish she hadn’t grown up so fast.”  

    I’d heard my own mother say the same thing about me, and it seemed to be a common sentiment. I hated having to pick and choose my words so carefully, but there was nothing else for it. My whole life was a lie, but it was one I’d better start believing. Otherwise, I’d never get a man to like me.  

    Was that what I wanted? The thought had come completely out of the blue, but staring into Darren’s earnest, brown eyes, I felt more confused than ever. And what’s more, as the evening progressed, he revealed himself to be smart, funny, and charming. And for some reason or another, he seemed to like me. Me, of all people!  

    We drank a little wine. We ate our meals – vegetarian, for me, and decidedly carnivorous for him – and I began to think that I could get used to such things. By the time the date ended, I was genuinely disappointed. Until he asked something I hadn’t been expecting. 

    “Would you like to come back to my place for a drink?” he asked. 

    A drink. I knew better than to believe that’s what he meant. I’d never really dated – Trish and I had been a couple since middle school – but I wasn’t naïve. Or not completely, at least. A drink meant sex, or something very close to it, at least. Was I ready for something like that? Did I want it?  

    Maybe it was the wine asserting itself, but I found myself nodding, saying, “I think I’d like that.”  

    He hadn’t had nearly as much to drink as I had, so I let him take the lead. He drove a new pickup truck, the sort that cost as much as most sports cars – a good indicator that he was at least as well off as he seemed. I hadn’t even asked him what he did for a living, but I wasn’t really all that interested in that. Money wasn’t important. But it wasn’t unimportant, either, especially when he had it.  

    The drive back to his place, which turned out to be a condo downtown, was uneventful, save that our conversation devolved into thinly veiled sexual inuendo. In my semi-inebriated state, it all seemed like good fun. And besides, Darren was handsome. And funny. It wasn’t that big of a deal. Or at least it seemed that way until we finally reached his condo. That’s when reality began to set in.  

    I almost panicked. I thought about running. It was a silly notion, but the idea of kicking off my heels and fleeing through the parking structure had a certain appeal to it. I wouldn’t have to face what I knew was about to happen. I wouldn’t have to face the part of me that had decided she wanted it. That would’ve probably been easier. 

    But I didn’t flee. Instead, I followed him to a nearby elevator, where, once the doors were closed, he turned to me, leaned down, and kissed me. I’d been kissed before, of course. Hundreds of times. But this was different. So, so different. As his lips connected with mine, as his tongue invaded my mouth, as I felt his rough hands at my waist, I almost swooned. Immediately, I wanted to give in. I wanted to accept it. I wanted to surrender because it felt so damned right.  

    However, there was a tiny part of me that resisted, that held on. I clung to that, and I managed to maintain some semblance of control until the elevator dinged our arrival to his floor. We broke apart, and he smiled down at me. Breathless, I returned the expression with one of my own, and he pulled me out of the elevator and into the hall. Hand in hand, we covered the distance to his apartment and inside.  

    As soon as the door closed behind us, all pretense was forgotten. Neither of us cared about drinks. Or talking. We only cared about the primal urges coursing through our veins. I gave in, then. Fully. Completely. And with reckless abandon.  

    Instincts I didn’t know I had took over, and, as we kissed, moving to the couch as we our lips remained locked together, my hand found its way to his groin. I could feel him there. So thick. So erect. Had mine ever felt like that? No. He was a man. I don’t know what I had been, but whatever it was, it wasn’t even in the same category as Darren. Curiously, I didn’t feel any shame at that realization.  

    Once we were on the couch, I straddled him. I took his face in my hands, and we continued to make out. I could feel his erect manhood pressing against my groin. I bucked my hips, grinding against him. He let out a muffled groan. I knew what he wanted. I wanted the same thing. I could feel the need enveloping me. I ignored it, forcing myself to take it slowly.  

    I slithered down to my knees, positioning myself between his legs. After fumbling with his belt, I awkwardly unzipped his expensive slacks to reveal a bulge straining against his black boxer briefs. It practically quivered as I ran my manicured hand over it. Or maybe that was me trembling. Hooking my fingers under the waistband, I pulled them down. 

    The thing sprang free, and I gasped. 

    “It’s so big!” I muttered, an awe-filled whisper. He chuckled, but he didn’t say anything.  

    I stared at his manhood for a long moment. It was big – not pornstar big, but still larger than average. And it was veiny. I wrapped my hand around it, surprised at how warm to the touch it was. I could’ve sworn I could practically feel his accelerated heartbeat.  

    I knew what I wanted to do. I’d written about it. I’d read about it. I’d fantasized about it. But actually sucking a man’s dick? That was intimidating in a way I never wanted to consider. It was one thing to dream about it; it was quite another to stare one face-to-face and wrap your lips around it. Which is exactly what I did. 

    My mouth enveloped the head, and I tongued it for a moment before retreating. It tasted good. Like flesh, obviously, but different than anything else I’d ever experienced. And the smell – God, the smell. It wasn’t sweet. Nor was it sour. On the surface, it shouldn’t have been pleasant at all. But I couldn’t get enough of that musky scent. I breathed it in, relishing it.  

    I dipped my head toward the base, licking him along the underside until I reached the tip once more. I did that a couple more times, coating the thing in saliva, before finally wrapping my lips around it once more. I bobbed my head, forward, then sucking on the backstroke. Again. And again. Over and over. From time to time, I’d pop it free and lick. I’d vary my pace. I’d play with his balls. It really wasn’t so different than when I’d lick Trish’s pussy, really. Sure, it was obviously different. But there were enough similarities between the two that the skills with one transferred to the other.  

    Honestly, I don’t know why I enjoyed it so much. Maybe it was my hand, creeping down beneath my dress and into my panties. I massaged my clit as I sucked. But I knew – deep down, at least – that even without that physical stimulation, I would’ve liked giving head. There was just something about it that screamed femininity to me. I loved the notion that I had complete control over him. I took pleasure in his pleasure.  

    Or maybe it was because it was the culmination of years’ worth of fantasies. I don’t know. I can only tell how I felt. And I felt as aroused as I ever had in my life.  

    After a couple of minutes – or maybe it was a lot longer; I’m not sure – Darren grunted, “I’m about to cum!” 

    I didn’t stop. Instead, I increased the pace until, at last, I felt him tense. Then, a load of hot, salty semen shot into my mouth. Before I knew what I was doing, I was swallowing.  

    It wasn’t until he’d finished and his member started to deflate that the full realization of what I’d done hit me. That’s when the panic returned. And nausea. And self-loathing.  

    What the fuck was wrong with me? I had just sucked a guy’s dick, and without even a hint of hesitation. And I’d liked it! What did that say about me? 

    I pulled away, the taste still completely fresh in my mouth. I felt like crying. Or vomiting. Maybe both. Darren noticed. 

    “What’s wrong?” he asked. 

    “N-nothing,” I said. “I just…I just need to go home.” 

    “Did I do something –” 

    Springing to my feet, I interrupted, “I’m just going to go. I’m sorry. I had…I h-had a good time. I just have to go.”  

    And finally, I fled. At some point, I called an Uber, though I barely remember it. I got home about thirty minutes later, and despite Trish’s insistence on getting her “details”, I retreated to the shower. When I finally got out, she’d gone to bed.  

    I didn’t sleep that night. I was too preoccupied with what I’d done. Or rather, the implications of it.  
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    I spent the next week ignoring texts and calls from Darren. I hated myself for it, but I hated the idea of losing control again. After a half-dozen queries from Trish, I finally came clean and told her what had happened. 

    “And you just ran away?” she asked. 

    “I didn’t know what else to do,” I admitted.  

    “Didn’t they cover that in health class?” she asked. “Or maybe your mom gave you the talk? When a man and a woman love each other, they –” 

    “I wasn’t going to have sex with him!” I insisted. “I’m not…you know…” 

    “No,” she said. “What aren’t you?” 

    I sighed, hanging my head. Then, I whispered, “Gay. I’m not gay, okay.” 

    “Listen,” Trish said, reaching out to cup my chin. She lifted it so that we were face to face. “You’ve got to get over that stuff. You’re a woman. Being with a man doesn’t make you gay. It’s the opposite. And look – I’m okay either way. Really, I am. I’ll support you as best I can. But you’ve got to be honest with yourself about what you want.”  

    “I wish I knew what I wanted,” I said. 

    “Don’t you, though?” she asked. “You were with him for a few hours, and you ended up on your knees. I’m no psychologist, but I think that means you like men. Maybe you like girls, too. But you definitely want to have sex with men. And that’s okay. Better than okay, really. It’s great.”  

    Over the next month, I tried to wrap my brain around Trish’s logic. It made sense. And I was beginning to accept that my feelings toward men weren’t exactly chaste. But it was a difficult thing, abandoning twenty years’ worth of conditioning, of expectations. And no matter how much I wanted to be honest with myself, it was like pulling teeth. I made progress, but I knew it would be a little while before I managed to fully accept the parts of my sexuality that scared me.  

    In the interim, I could feel my relationship with Trish changing. We still had sex occasionally, but after my admission, it became more infrequent. Eventually, the occasions when she’d come into my bed felt odd, and more often than not, we’d end up cuddled next to each other and watching Netflix. 

    But curiously, we became closer than ever. What had began with our first trips to the mall had morphed into what I could only describe as mother-daughter time. We did almost everything together. Shopping, trips to the salon, movies – rare was the occasion when one of us went out without the other.  

    I understood it, too. Trish had grown up without a mother. Sure, Kathy had always been there for her, and she’d done her best, but she could never be Trish’s mother. There were a lot of reasons, some of which was rooted in Trish’s resentment over her birth mother’s exit from her life, but that didn’t make it any easier for either to deal with. So, that situation had left Trish with something of a void in her life, and as the days went by, she tried to push me to fill it.  

    For my part, I just went along with it. I’m not sure why. Maybe I liked the idea of being a “mother”. I did love Trish, and I always would. If I couldn’t be her boyfriend, then I’d take what I could get. It wasn’t a conscious choice, of course, but it was a choice nonetheless. 

    Besides, I wasn’t altogether comfortable with the direction our sex life, as rare as our coupling had become, had taken. The mommy-daughter game gave the whole thing an incestuous bent that made the it all feel a little creepy. And what’s more, she loved the idea of dominating her “mommy”. I had no desire to explore the psychological issues behind that particular fantasy, either.  

    So, as our relationship shifted, I had a lot of reasons – and so did Trish – to just let it take its course. However, it did raise quite a few questions in my own mind.  

    First of all, who was I without Trish?  

    My entire identity was intertwined with the relationship which had defined my life. I’d already lost my best friend – there was no way I could rekindle my friendship with Steve, given the way I looked – and the death my relationship with Trish, which is how I thought of it, severed the last tie to my old life, to my old identity. And with it became the firm establishment of my new life as Monica. I wasn’t completely sure what to think of that.  

    Second, did it mean that I didn’t like girls, after all? I didn’t want to admit it, but the evidence was all there, piled in front of me. Even though they were all the sorts of women I’d once masturbated over, none of my friends aroused me at all. Sure, I could acknowledge that they were pretty enough, but when I thought about having sex with them, it just felt wrong. In addition, I couldn’t ignore the feelings I got when I saw attractive men. My encounter with Darren notwithstanding, I soon began to recognize the telltale tingle in my nethers for what it was. No – as much as I was loathe to embrace it, I was a straight woman. Very straight. Barely a bend in sight.  

    And finally, I had to wonder what it all meant in the context of my future. For so long, I’d clung to the idea that, one day, Wanda and I could convince Dr. Wang to reverse the procedure. It was possible, she’d insisted. And for someone like him, the challenge of it would be very attractive. I had thought of my time as Monica as something akin to my time before the car accident. I was still a tourist, if a long-term one. But if I accepted my womanhood, if I embraced my sexuality, if I began to think of myself as Trish’s mother instead of her lover, what did that mean for my life moving forward?  

    I didn’t want to think about the answers to any of those questions. Nor did I want to contemplate the answers to a hundred others. I just wanted to live, to make the best of what I couldn’t change. However, the answers would come, whether I wanted to find them or not. Eventually, I’d have all the answers I could want.  
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    “Do I look professional enough?” I asked, spreading my arms and twirling in front of Trish. I wore a black, A-line skirt and a white blouse, both of which were very complimentary of my figure without looking too slutty. Beneath it all, though, I wore a red thong, a matching garter belt, and black stockings. My bra was white, so as not to show through my blouse. In short, it was my confidence lingerie, and it certainly did the trick.  

    “Muy, muy professional,” Trish said, grinning as she gave me the thumbs up. “You’re definitely getting the job.”  

    As a secretary, I thought. It was the last career I ever imagined myself having, much less wanting, but pickings were pretty slim for a forty-plus-year-old woman without any job history. Aaron had come through with the opportunity, and I couldn’t lift that particular gift horse in the mouth. I was on the verge of being cut off by Wanda, so I needed to take steps to support myself. To that end, I’d let Aaron set up the interview for me.  

    I grabbed my matching, black jacket, and slipped it on. After giving Trish a hug, I grabbed the keys to the car and set off. The drive was mostly uneventful, save for the butterflies dancing in my stomach. I’d never really held a job, let alone a nine-to-five, and I had little idea what to expect. However, I was resolute. And smart. And motivated. I would get the job, I kept telling myself. It was a foregone conclusion.  

    Still, when I arrived at the office building and made my way to the proper floor, I was still incredibly nervous. My anxiety persisted as I introduced myself to the receptionist – she was seated at a circular desk in the lobby immediately inside the office space – and took a seat to wait. That gave me an opportunity to study my surroundings.  

    The waiting room itself was well-appointed. Expensive-looking paintings decorated the walls, the seats were comfortable and upholstered in leather, and the light fixtures screamed money. I’d been in the office before as Todd, but back then, I hadn’t noticed just how successful the furnishings made the place look. I was impressed.  

    I didn’t have long to wait before Aaron himself appeared, saying, “Monica? Are you ready?”  

    I stood, extending my hand and saying, “It’s good to see you, Aaron.”  

    He took it, his eyes drifting down to my almost-exposed cleavage. Not for the first time, I wondered if I should’ve left another button undone. I’d tried it in front of the mirror, but I’d felt like I was spilling out of my blouse. But Aaron was a married man, wasn’t he? He didn’t really care what I looked like, so long as I was dressed professionally. Certainly, he wasn’t there to ogle me.  

    I kept telling myself that as he undressed me with his eyes. I could only imagine the lecherous thoughts running through his mind. And as embarrassing as it was, I could only hope that those fantasies helped me get the job. What did that say about me? 

    After a little small talk, he led me through a pair of double doors and into the office proper. Inside were a couple dozen rows of cubicles, each housing a different employee who was on the phone, the computer, or talking to a coworker. It looked like any other office. He described what they were doing, but I didn’t understand most of it. So, I just smiled and nodded as he led me to the back, where we entered a hall. As we traversed it, I saw that there were offices – each belonging to a manager of something or another – lining each side. Finally, we reached another bank of offices at the end, and he led me toward one of them. In front of each was a desk with a woman sitting behind it.  

    “And these are all for senior executives like me,” he said, pushing through the door and into the office beyond. I stepped inside, recognizing the décor. Sports memorabilia lined the walls, and there were more than a couple of photos of me – or rather, Todd. It was a bit jarring, seeing those. More than a bit, really. I did my best to ignore them as I sat in a seat across from Aaron’s. A walnut desk loomed between us.  

    “I just wanted to thank you for this,” I said, crossing my legs. “Even if I don’t get the job, I’m really grateful for the opportunity.” 

    “Get the job?” he asked. “Didn’t Wanda tell you? I’ve already decided to hire you.”  

    “W-what?” I asked, confused. 

    “Yeah – this is just a formality,” he stated. “Think of it as more of an orientation than anything else. Obviously, we still have to discuss the particulars – salary, benefits, and such – but if you want the job, it’s yours.”  

    “Wow,” I said, dumbstruck. I couldn’t say much else for a few seconds. Then, finally, I had to admit, “I really don’t know what to say to that. Thank you, I guess. Yeah. Thank you.” 

    “Wanda says you’re reliable,” he said. “And that’s enough for me. So, you’re welcome.” 

    After that, the “interview” progressed to a question-and-answer session, then a discussion of compensation, and finally, my acceptance of the job. From there, he sent me over to human resources, where they had me fill out a metric ton of paperwork. The whole time, I was thanking God for my bulletproof identity that had been provided by one of Dr. Wang’s associates. Apparently, his work was such that new identities were often required. I didn’t want to contemplate what that meant. Instead, I was just thankful.  

    In the end, I left that office with my first job. 

      

      

    *        *        * 

      

      

    Six weeks later, I took my place as Aaron’s fully-trained assistant. I wasn’t completely sure how I felt about it, either. Obviously, I was happy and excited to have a job. And I was beginning to take pride in my abilities. But considering that those abilities were in answering phones and making Aaron’s coffee, I was a bit conflicted. It’s not like I grew up wanting to be a secretary, after all. But I needed a job, and this one paid better than most. So, I was grateful for it.  

    However, I couldn’t quite get over the familiar way Aaron treated me. He was a great believer in sexual jokes, and he had a bad habit of calling me by pet names. They weren’t offensive or anything, but I would be lying if it didn’t feel a bit demeaning to be called “sweetie” or “babe” by my boss. And if that weren’t enough, the man did have something of a wandering eye. More than once, I considered telling Wanda that her husband took particular interest in staring at my chest most days. Or my rear. Sometimes my legs. And the touching… 

    Look – I’m no prude. I get it. People who work in mixed company are often attracted to one another. And I can look past the names or the looks, but when Aaron took every opportunity to touch me – never completely inappropriately, mind; usually, it was just a hand on the small of my back or on my shoulder – it just comes off as creepy.  

    Still, I did my best to ignore it. After all, the man had given me a job, no real questions asked. How ungrateful would I look if I made a big deal about some harmless – and likely unconscious – touching? No – I kept it to myself and did my job as best I could. That’s how you get ahead, right? 

    However, in my third month working under Aaron, that attitude was put to the test. The two of us had just worked late into the night on a proposal for an important client, and we were having takeout in his office when he said, “You’re a very beautiful woman, Monica. You know that, don’t you?” 

    I swallowed a forkful of Chinese food, almost choking in the process. “T-thank you,” I said. “I try.”  

    He leaned back in his chair. “You do more than try,” he said. “And don’t think I haven’t noticed the way you look at me.”  

    The way I looked at him? What was he talking about? 

    “I…um…I don’t know what you mean,” I stammered. 

    “I think you do,” he said. “And I think we both know where this is going to eventually end up. Why don’t we just cut to the chase and get to the good stuff, huh?”  

    I narrowed my eyes. Was he really talking about what I thought he was? That really was the last thing on my mind! But Aaron seemed to think differently, because he stood, unzipped his pants, and pulled his manhood out.  

    And I nearly laughed out loud. Not because it was small. I mean, it was. Or maybe average. I don’t know. It certainly wasn’t big. But no – I almost burst out laughing because of how silly he looked, standing there in all his five-foot-nine glory, grasping his cock like it was some kind of lifeline, with this smug look of superiority on his face. It was utterly ridiculous. 

    My mirth must’ve shown in a smile, because he took that as encouragement, giving the thing a couple of quick strokes before stepping close to me. “Go ahead,” he said. “Suck it.”  

    “I…I think you go the wrong idea,” I said, turning away. “I…I don’t…y-you’re married.”  

    “Wanda’s cheated on me at least three times, and that’s just what I know about,” he said. “I think it’s okay if I do it just the once. Besides, what she doesn’t know can’t hurt her.” 

    “I-I think I’m…I’m just…I’m not comfortable with this,” I said, making to stand. But Aaron gripped my shoulder, forcing me back to my seat.  

    “You might want to rethink that” he said. “Your ninety-day performance review’s coming up, isn’t it? I’d hate to give you a bad review. Interesting fact – you’re not a real employee until you complete your probation. Coincidentally, that’s finished when you get your first review.”  

    I understood his meaning. Give him what he wanted, or I’d be out of a job. No explanation needed. Just a few quick strokes of his pen, and I’d be gone. Even so, I considered refusing. I didn’t need the job that badly, did I?  

    Of course I did.  

    In the three months since I’d started working for Aaron, I had begun to establish my independence. I’d bought a car. I had started paying my own way. And I wasn’t about to give that up without a fight. So, I did the unthinkable. 

    I leaned forward and took Aaron’s cock into my mouth, and I sucked it. But that wasn’t enough. After only a minute or so, Aaron guided me to my feet, bent me over his desk, and lifted my skirt. He yanked my panties down to my thighs, then ran his fingers over my sex. I didn’t dare move. I couldn’t speak. I just let him do whatever he wanted to do.  

    And what he wanted to do was fuck me in his office. He didn’t care that I was crying. Nor did he seem to care that I just lay there. All he wanted was to do the deed. My only solace was that it was over very quickly. He came inside me with a couple of grunts, then pulled out. After giving my ass a slap, he said, “Good job today. I expect similar results tomorrow. I’ll let you go clean up, then you can go home. I’ll finish up the proposal alone.”  

    In a daze, I pulled up my panties, straightened my skirt, and retreated to the bathroom. After I cleaned myself up as best I could, I found myself staring at my tear-streaked face in the mirror. I felt dirty. Cheap. I felt like an absolute whore.  

    And then a realization hit me. I’d just lost my virginity in the worst way possible. Certainly, I’d had sex before, but never with a man. And for it to happen like that made me want to vomit. Or scream. Maybe both. But I didn’t. Instead, I wiped my tears, then quietly left the office.  
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    Wanda wanted to treat me to a spa day, and once the other girls got wind of it, they insisted on coming. So, three weeks after the incident in the office, I found myself sitting naked in a sauna with the three other women. I barely even noticed their nudity; I’d seen much the same at the gym on so many occasions that it had just lost its novelty. And besides, I wasn’t particularly attracted to the female form anymore. Maybe I never was; I’d begun to think that my entire persona as Todd was a show, an act, a façade constructed of everyone else’s expectations.  

    Or maybe that was just an excuse. I don’t know. In any case, I wasn’t really in the mood to examine my sexuality because each time I looked at Wanda, I wanted to scream at her that her husband was a fucking rapist. Or a sexual assaulter. Something. He was definitely something unsavory. I still hadn’t quite worked out what any of it meant, either. I just knew he’d taken advantage of me, and nothing anyone could say would make me feel better about it.  

    The worst part was that he’d apologized the next day. He said he’d been under a lot of stress, and that he realized that he’d made a mistake. He tried to excuse his actions as a misunderstanding. He made it sound like he’d mixed up my coffee order or something. I wanted to slap him. I wanted to cry. I wanted to scream and shout and report him to human resources. But I didn’t, because deep down, I knew it wouldn’t really do any good. Best case scenario, I’d get him fired, and I would ruin his marriage to Wanda, a woman I cared about deeply. And worst case? Nobody would believe me, and my relationship with Wanda would be destroyed. In no instance would I win.  

    So, I kept my mouth shut and continued to do my job, all the while my rapist, the man I’d once considered a father, sat ten feet away. It was disgusting and demeaning, but I couldn’t see a way out of it.  

    “Are you okay?” asked Wanda, jerking me from my thoughts. “You seem kind of out of it over the past few days.” 

    I shook my head. “I’m fine,” I said. “Just thinking about a situation at work.”  

    “Aaron’s riding you pretty hard, huh?” she asked. 

    “Something like that,” I muttered. “If you don’t mind my asking, what do you see in him? Be honest.” 

    “A fat paycheck,” suggested Nora, who’d been listening in on our conversation. “A nice house. A fancy car. You know – the necessities.”  

    “It’s more complicated than that,” Wanda said. 

    Erica chimed in, saying, “Not really. We all know you wouldn’t give a guy like him the time of day if he wasn’t well off.”  

    “It’s a factor,” Wanda admitted. “But it’s not the only one, okay? I like him. Maybe not as much as I’ve liked other guys in the past –” 

    “Like that tennis coach you slept with last year?” Nora asked, grinning. “Or that guy you ran into at your high school reunion? What was his name? Dirk something?”  

    Wanda ignored her, but I had to actively fight to keep my jaw from dropping. They had all hinted at Wanda’s infidelity, but they’d never pointed out actual instances. I’d half expected that the girls were simply teasing her about it all. Obviously, I’d been mistaken, which threw me for a loop. Finding out that my mother – God, it felt weird thinking of her like that, especially when we were both sitting naked in a sauna and talking about her affairs! – was kind of a slut was more than a little eye-opening. But judging by the women she surrounded herself with – excluding Maria, of course – that shouldn’t have been surprising. But it was. Disappointing, too. 

    “My point is that Aaron is a good man,” Wanda insisted. “And he adores me. That counts for something.”  

    “Almost as much as that fat bank account,” Erica said.  

    I wanted to tell Wanda that her husband wasn’t the man she thought he was. If he’d done it to me, I had no doubt that he’d assaulted other women. Maybe that was why he had a job opening in the first place. But did I dare shatter her view of the man? It seemed cruel, especially considering that it would do little good. No doubt, I’d be cast as the villain in his story.  

    “Jerome’s having trouble getting it up lately,” Erica blurted. “That thing just flops around like a firehose or something. It doesn’t matter what I do, it just doesn’t do anything.”  

    “What did you do about it?” asked Maria. It was easy to forget she was there, sometimes. She was always so quiet. I’d since learned that, other than me, she was the group’s newest member, and she didn’t really fit in with the others. As such, she usually kept mostly to herself, just nodding along as the others had their conversations. I almost felt sorry for her, except that she had what seemed to be the only functional marriage of the bunch. In fact, of the group, she might’ve been the only genuinely good person. Why she stayed, I’d never know.  

    Erica answered, “I was really supportive and understanding, at first. But after the third time, I started getting mad. I mean, he can’t get hard for all this?” She gestured to her naked body. To her credit, she was incredibly well-built. “I started needling him about it. If he ever finds out about Ty, I’m going to use his useless dick as a reason.”  

    “Jesus,” I muttered before I could catch myself. She really was a horrible person. 

    “Oh, please,” Erica said. “Don’t act all indignant. You would do the same thing in my situation.”  

    “Come to think of it, Monica never shares any war stories,” Nora pointed out. My heart jumped into my throat. “The only single girl in the group, and nothing? Come on, girl – tell us what we’ve been missing.”  

    Nothing, if their own stories were true. They all had more sexual partners than any single woman. But I didn’t say that. Instead, I blurted the first thing that came to mind. 

    “I had sex with a guy at work,” I said. The words came out in a tumble. I wanted them back as soon as they burst free. “I mean…um…yeah. It was one of the…ah…younger brokers. I was working late one night, finishing up some filing, and…well…he was there too…” 

    “And he bent you over a desk and gave it to you good!” exclaimed Nora. “How old was he? I knew you were a cradle robber!” 

    A grinning Erica said, “Younger the better. That way you can train them however you want! I had this eighteen-year-old kid a couple of years ago. He was just beautiful. Tall and handsome and with the biggest dick I’d ever seen. You’d have loved him, Wanda. In fact, he used to hang out with your son.”  

    “Steve?” I blurted. 

    “You know him?” Erica asked. 

    Shit. How was I going to explain that one? 

    “My daughter…she’s Todd’s girlfriend,” I explained. “I met him once.”  

    “Must’ve left quite an impression,” Erica said. “Maybe you’re going to try to have your own little experience, huh? Don’t worry – I gave him plenty of pointers before he went off to college. If you see him again, be sure to tell him Erica said hello. And that the cabin’s always unlocked – he’ll know what it means.” 

    Inwardly, I groaned. I’d barely even thought about Steve in the past two months, and now, I’d just found out that he’d slept with Erica? One of the worst people I’d ever met? That was enough to send my mind reeling.  

    The girls continued to talk about past sexual conquests – including Wanda’s many affairs – and I chimed in when appropriate. However, I was completely distracted for the rest of the day. It wasn’t until I was in the car with Wanda that I managed to pull myself together. I turned to Wanda, asking, “Was all that true?” 

    “The girls exaggerate about their sexual history,” she said. “Most of the time –” 

    “No – about you,” I said, interrupting her. “Have you been cheating on Aaron all this time?” 

    “It’s more complicated than that,” Wanda responded. 

    “That doesn’t answer my question,” I pointed out. 

    “No,” she said. “It doesn’t. But if you must know, yes. I’ve cheated on him almost from the very beginning. I even fucked some guy on our honeymoon. Aaron was asleep, and I went for a walk on the beach. I met this French guy. I don’t even remember his name. We talked, and I ended up back in his room. Aaron never found out.”  

    “Why?” I asked. 

    “Because I settled,” Wanda said. “Nobody wants to admit that. We all start off thinking we can have it all. We can have the sexy guy who makes us feel all those wonderful things, but he’ll be loyal and faithful and a good provider. But that’s not how it works, Monica. We all have to compromise. For me, I gave up on being turned on by my husband. He’s just so damned boring. I could deal with the way he looks if he’d just bring some creativity to the bedroom. But that’s not who he is. He’s the nerdy, repressed guy who couldn’t get a girl until he had money. That’s what he brings to the table.”  

    “And what do you bring to the table?” I asked. 

    “He gets to trot me out at company functions,” she said. “I’m his arm candy. To him, I’m on this pedestal. He never thought he’d get a woman like me. So what if I’m a little past my prime? He doesn’t care. He finally gets to fuck the prom queen.”  

    I shook my head. “I thought you loved each other,” I said. 

    She laughed, a sound without an ounce of mirth. “Love is a myth,” she said. “We care about each other, sure. But love? Don’t be a child. People are too complicated for that.”  

    “I don’t believe that,” I said. “Trish and I love each other.” 

    “Until you weren’t attracted to one another,” she said. “And then all that love got abandoned, didn’t it? Or do you think that if you were in love with her, you would’ve slept with that random guy at the office? To be honest, I’m surprised she hasn’t already found some other guy herself. The fact is that ‘love’ is transactional. You both have to get something out of it. As soon as you don’t, you find someone else to pick up the slack. That’s human nature, Monica.”  

    Again, I shook my head, but I didn’t respond. As we pulled out of the spa’s parking lot, then made our way onto the freeway, I remained silent, lost in thought.  

    “Sometimes, I forget you’re not what you appear to be,” Wanda said. “I’ve spent all this time making myself think of you as Monica that it’s hard to remember that you’re just a twenty-one-year-old kid who doesn’t know how the world works. You’ve got a face that says you’ve seen a thing or two, but that mind? You’ve got a long way to go. You’ve got a lot to learn.”  

    “Maybe I don’t want to learn,” I muttered. 

    She shrugged. “And maybe you won’t have to,” she said. “You’ll be the first, though.” 
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    Over the following couple of weeks, I didn’t really want to see Wanda – not after what she’d said. I refused to believe the world was nearly as bleak as she described, but with the way she spoke, with all that conviction, I couldn’t shake the doubts that plagued my mind. Was it really a foregone conclusion that every woman would have to settle for someone she didn’t really love, just for the sake of stability? Logic said that it was just one viewpoint, but my experience, shallow as it was, told me something different. Of all my friends, Maria was the only one who’d remained faithful to her husband. As far as I knew, at least. She could’ve been shacking up with some guy in a seedy motel room each weekend, for all I knew. In fact, it was likely, given her company.  

    So, what did that say about me? Would others think the same of me? I knew I’d never cheat – I just wasn’t built like that – but the idea that I might never find the love of my life was more troubling than I cared to admit. I’d already been forced to abandon one once-in-a-lifetime love affair; could I really take never being able to replace it? What about Trish? Would she ever find the one? Or had I screwed that up for her?  

    The fact was, there was no way to know. I knew that, but I couldn’t stop thinking about it. However, I did my best to go about my life as normal. I went to work. I did my job. I went to the gym. I tried to throw myself into the mother-daughter activities Trish planned. But even as we curled up on the bed watching romantic comedies or went on shopping sprees where we couldn’t buy nearly as much as we wanted, my doubts haunted me.  

    So, I was understandably distracted as I pushed through the locker room doors and into the gym proper. I wore a pair of yoga pants, my pink-highlighted Nikes, and a tank top over a strained sports bra. My hair was in a ponytail, and I wore minimal makeup. My whole look said that I was there for one reason, and one reason only; I just wanted to work out in peace. I didn’t want to deal with leering gazes from the men, jealous looks from the women, or furtive glances from people who didn’t quite have the confidence to stare in earnest. They still followed me, of course. I was used to that. But no one approached me as I stepped onto a treadmill and set the thing up for a rigorous workout.  

    I was on the thing for nearly an hour before I finished, exhausted, sweaty, and feeling invigorated from the physical activity. Yoga was all well and good, but I needed to get my heart rate up. I needed to sweat. And if I was honest, I needed to keep the ever-threatening pounds from attaching to my hips.  

    I stepped off the treadmill and wiped my face with a white hand towel. Still breathing hard, I turned and ran into a brick wall. I stumbled backwards and almost fell, but a strong hand shot out to grab my wrist, steadying me. I looked up at the wall – no, it was a tall, wide-shouldered man with a square jaw, closely cropped hair, and only a hint of stubble on his cheeks. He was nearly as sweaty as I was.  And I recognized him. 

    Coach Mickelson. 

    Inwardly, I groaned. He was the last person I wanted to see. It wasn’t that I didn’t like the man. No, quite the opposite. He’d been my high school basketball coach, and for those four years, he’d been as much of a father figure to me as Aaron. I’d looked up to him in a way I’d never looked up to anyone before. And for his part, Mickelson had treated me like his long-lost son.  

    However, when I’d failed to get a single scholarship offer, I’d been so embarrassed that I cut contact completely. I’d disappointed him, and I couldn’t face that. Still, though, he’d once been one of the most important people in my life. And there he was, standing in front of me in all his honest-faced glory.  

    When did he get so handsome? 

    The thought struck me like a blow to the stomach, but even as I tried to deny it, I knew it was useless. The man was good-looking, and ruggedly so. His wasn’t the face of a male model, but rather one that would’ve looked at home in one of the old Marlboro ads.  

    “Are you okay?” he asked, his voice like crushed gravel. He steadied me with another hand on his shoulder. “I didn’t hurt you, did I?” 

    “What?” I blurted. “Um…no. No, I’m fine.” 

    “I’m sorry,” he said with a crooked grin. “I guess I should watch where I’m going, huh?” 

    “It’s fine,” I said. “I’m just…I was just finishing up. It was good to meet you.” 

    I pushed past him, but I stopped when he said, “But you didn’t.”  

    I turned back to him, saying, “What?” 

    “You didn’t meet me,” he said, extending his hand. “I’m Gary.”  

    Gary. I rolled the name over in my mind. I’d known that was his name, but I’d never used it before. 

    “I’m Monica,” I stated, taking his hand. “Nice to meet you.”  

    I turned again, but he asked, “This might be a little forward, Monica, but you wouldn’t want to get together later, would you? Maybe catch the game at Wings or something? Assuming you like basketball, of course.”  

    Was he asking me out on a date? No, that wasn’t possible. He was married, wasn’t he? I glanced at his hand, but I didn’t see the ring he’d always worn. What had happened? I hadn’t spoken to him in nearly four years, so it wasn’t out of the question that he might have gotten divorced. No – that didn’t matter. I wasn’t going to go out on a date with my old basketball coach. That was just crazy. 

    So why couldn’t I just tell him no? I wanted to. I think. I should have. But I didn’t. God help me, I didn’t. 

    “I love basketball,” I said. “Meet you there at seven?” 

    He grinned again. “It’s a date,” he said.  

    I smiled back at him, said something I can’t remember, then went back to the locker room to change. All the while, I couldn’t keep those damned butterflies from dancing in the pit of my stomach. 

      

      

    *        *        * 

      

      

    “You’re going, and that’s that,” said Trish, looming over me as I sat on my bed. I wore only a pair of pale, yellow panties and my bra. My favorite jeans – ones that really hugged my rear, making it look amazing – lay beside me next to a white tee-shirt emblazoned with the logo of my favorite basketball team, The Golden State Warriors. “He’s a good guy.” 

    “But it’s more complicated than that,” I said. “He’s…he was…” 

    “To you, he wasn’t anything,” she reminded me. “Maybe he was Todd’s basketball coach, but Monica doesn’t know him. And it’ll do you some good to get back out there. You haven’t been on a date since whatever happened with Darren.” 

    “Please don’t bring that up again,” I muttered. I’d never told her about my first dating experience as Monica, and I didn’t think I ever would. She didn’t need to know those kinds of intimate details of my life. I deserved at least some privacy.  

    Or did I? As much as we liked to pretend we were mother and daughter, she was still the girl I loved. We hadn’t had sex in quite some time, but we were still affectionate. And I still had returning to my old life in the back of my mind. Would she ever forgive me if I told her I had sex with a man? Was I no better than Wanda and her horrible friends? 

    No. My situation was different. Clearly. What I’d done was cheating.  

    So, why did I insist on hiding it? 

    “Fine,” I said. “I’ll go. But I’m not going to enjoy it.”  

    She grinned, saying, “Sure you won’t. I’m going out, too, by the way.” 

    “What?” I asked, suddenly alarmed. 

    “Just with some friends from school,” she said. “We’re going to some bar downtown.” 

    Since when did she have friends I didn’t know? And what if one of them was a boy? Jealousy bloomed in my mind, but I stamped it out. I had no right to police her friends. She was her own woman, and I trusted her. Didn’t I? 

    “That’s nice,” I muttered, pulling on my jeans. Next came my top. And finally, I did my hair and makeup. It was all a familiar routine, and I accomplished it in record time. When I was finally ready, I told Trish to be careful, then went to my car – a freshly bought Toyota Camry – and drove toward the restaurant where I was supposed to meet Gary.  

    When I arrived at the sports bar, I sat in my car for almost five solid minutes, just staring straight ahead at the kitschy façade. The name of the place, “Wings”, was emblazoned on nearly every available surface, and through the windows, I could see what seemed to be a thousand flat screen televisions, each tuned to the same basketball game. It was packed, too, the patrons enjoying corporate versions of bar food and overpriced pitchers of beer. 

    Finally, I decided I couldn’t delay any longer. So, I opened my door – banging the car next to me in the process – and got out. Not for the first time, I wondered if I was underdressed. Should I have worn a dress? Heels? The works? That’s what I’d worn on my last date, which seemed a million years ago.  So, why hadn’t I done the same for Gary? What did it say about how I felt about him? 

    I shook my head. I didn’t feel anything. I hardly knew him. As Monica, at least. As Todd, though, I knew him almost as well as I knew anyone else. Sighing, I started toward the restaurant.  

    What had I gotten myself into? 
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    I was surprised to find that Gary was waiting for me near the entrance. As soon as he saw me, he grinned, saying, “I’m so glad you made it.”  

    I smiled, replying, “I said I would.”  

    He gave a half shake of his head, responding, “You have no idea how many people say they’ll do something, then don’t, especially when it comes to dating.” He swept his hand out, saying, “I’ve reserved us the finest table in the place.”  

    “Lead on,” I said, not quite understanding why I’d want to banter with him. My plan had been to get in, be polite, and get out. I certainly didn’t want to enjoy myself. The restaurant was filled with the din of conversation as we went to a booth not far from the bar. He gestured for me to sit, and I did. 

    “Like I said – best booth in the restaurant,” he said. He pointed to one television, over my shoulder, then thumbed toward one behind him. He finished with pointing at another near the bar. “Best seats in the house.”  

    “Yeah,” I said, my eyes drifting up to the television. The Warriors were playing in the semi-finals against The Clippers. Suddenly, I realized I hadn’t watched a basketball game since getting back home. It was a bit disconcerting, considering that it once been a huge part of my life. Now, it was just a game.  

    “So – Warriors fan?” he asked. 

    “Used to be,” I answered. “These days, I don’t really have much time for basketball. I haven’t seen a game all season.”  

    “Honestly, you didn’t miss much,” he said. “I love watching them play, but this super team nonsense doesn’t make for interesting basketball. I much prefer a little parity.” 

    “I remember saying the same thing, once,” I admitted. “If you already know the conclusion, watching just doesn’t do much for you, huh?”  

    “Exactly!” he said, showing genuine enthusiasm. That took me aback, because I’d half expected him to act like Darren had. Smooth. Calm. Polished. Gary wasn’t like that, though. He wore his emotions on his face, which made it seem like he felt things far more strongly than other people. And he wasn’t shy about letting his feelings known. That was one of the things I’d always liked about him: he was genuine and honest, rare traits if I’d ever seen them.  

    We continued to make small talk about basketball as the server – a pretty girl dressed like she was working at Footlocker – took our orders. Gary ordered a patty melt. I got some chicken fingers and fries. When the food finally arrived, our topic of conversation shifted to something more personal – our histories. 

    “Ever married?” he asked. 

    “No,” I said. “I have a daughter, though. Trish. What about you?”  

    “A son,” he said. I remembered him, though Paul was a bit older than me. Or Todd. Whatever. It was a little confusing, considering I had the body and life of a forty-plus-year-old woman. In any case, Paul was the spitting image of his father. “My wife passed two years ago.”  

    “Oh,” I said. “I’m so, so sorry. May I ask how she…um…went?” 

    “Cancer,” he said. “It’s always cancer, isn’t it? Lymphoma. By the time we found out about it, she was already on her way out.”  

    “I’m sorry,” I said again. What else was there to say? 

    “The funny thing is that we all believe we’ll have the rest of our lives with our partners,” he said. “We make all these plans, you know? We’ll travel when we retire. We’ll really make time for one another. We’ll have hobbies and grow old together playing Bingo at the community center. But then, just like that, she’s gone. All those plans, they just dissolve in an instant. And somehow, we’re just supposed to pick up and keep going. We’re supposed to pretend like nothing happened. But it did, you know? It happened. Nobody wants us to think about the future we lost. They just want us to focus on the future we’re going to have. It’s really messed up, if you think about it.”  

    I didn’t know how to respond. Obviously, Gary had loved his wife dearly. How had I not seen that, growing up? I’d met her so many times that it seemed silly that I hadn’t seen the sheer volume of their love for one another. But I hadn’t.  

    I reached out, grabbing his hand. “I don’t really have any context to offer you help,” I admitted. “I’ve never lost anybody close to me. But I am sorry for your loss.”  

    I sniffed loudly, almost as if he’d been crying, but there were no tears on his cheeks. “Thank you,” he said. “Let’s just talk about something else, huh? I don’t want to bring this whole thing down. God knows I’ve sabotaged enough first dates.”  

    I smiled. “What do you do for a living?” I asked. 

    He grinned. It was a bit forced, but I pretended not to notice as he started describing his job. He talked about how much he enjoyed coaching, how rewarding it was to shape boys into young men. To him, that was far more important than basketball itself.  

    For my part, I told him my rehearsed story about bouncing from job to job, about begging Kathy to adopt Trish. I told him about traveling to places I’d never really been and a past I’d never really lived. I hated the need for the lies, but I couldn’t very well tell him the truth. Even if he believed me, which was more than unlikely, it would’ve spoiled everything. So, I maintained my lies. He bought them just like everyone else, and the date progressed.  

    And then, it was over and he was walking me out to my car. When we reached the Camry, he asked, “Can I see you again?”  

    I smiled shyly. “I think I’d like that, Gary,” I said. “I think I’d like that very much.” 

      

      

    *        *        * 

      

      

    Over the next six weeks, I saw more of Gary than I saw even of Trish. It was strange, too – I’d agreed to that second date as much out of pity as out of any real desire to go out with him again, but as we spent time together, I began to feel something for him. I knew it was wrong, and for so many reasons, but I couldn’t really stop myself. After that second date, he asked if he could have a third, then after that third, he asked for a fourth. After that, we both just assumed we’d see one another again. And again.  

    But what I felt with him was so different than what I’d felt with Darren. It wasn’t hot and sexy and filled with uncontrollable lust. No – what I shared with Gary was solid. He was a good man who wanted to treat me right. More than that, even though my attraction to him wasn’t the blazing bonfire I’d felt with Darren, it was still warm enough to make me look forward to being with him.  

    I had sex with him on the fourth date. And it was good. Really good, actually. I didn’t have an orgasm, but it wasn’t for his lack of effort. He truly wanted to please me. And he did, after a fashion. A girl doesn’t need to climax for it to feel good.  

    After that, sex was just assumed. And when we went out, we almost always ended up back at his place. Sometimes, I left completely satisfied. Other times, I had to finish the job once I got home. But that’s what vibrators are for, right? To pick up the slack – not that he was lacking. He wasn’t!  

    Trish was happy about the whole thing, too – when I saw her, at least. More often than not, she spent her nights “out with friends”, whatever that meant. I’d still yet to meet any of these new companions, but I figured that she’d bring them around at some point. After all, I was her mother. Or something like it, at least. That’s how she thought of me, wasn’t it?  

    During that time, I suppose I was happy. I was dating a good man. He was pretty successful – apparently, head coaches were paid far better than teachers – and, if things progressed, we could have a good life together. Maybe I could give him some of that future he’d lost out on when his wife had passed. Maybe we could grow old together. Maybe we could travel. Perhaps we could see what the world had to offer.  

    That was a nice fantasy. But through it all, I couldn’t help but wonder if I was somehow taking advantage of him. He didn’t know the real me, did he? I lied to him almost every single day. There was no way for him to find out about it, of course. But I knew. And no matter how much I tried to ignore it, it tore me up inside.  

     But I wasn’t stupid. I couldn’t tell him. Eventually, it would fade into the background, just like it had with Trish. Just like it had with Wanda. I just had to keep living my life, and eventually, everything would be fine. Eventually, we’d be happy together. 
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    “You have to get him to put a ring on it,” said Wanda, sipping her coffee. “Lock that man down.”  

    “Give him an ultimatum,” added Nora. “Tell him you’re not in this for a quick fling, and if he’s not onboard for a real relationship, you’ll find someone who is. Someone better. With a bigger dick.” 

    It was all I could do not to roll my eyes. Of all people, Nora and Wanda were the last I’d ever ask for relationship advice. Neither was in the least bit happy with her own choices, which, as far as I was concerned, disqualified them from ever telling me how to approach my relationship with Gary.  

    “It’s only been three months,” I said, sipping my own frozen coffee through a straw. “It’s way too soon to talk about that kind of stuff.”  

    “Please,” Nora said. “Mike proposed to me after a month and a half. It took a year for the wedding to happen, but he knew what he could lose, so he –” 

    “We’ve barely even talked about it,” I said. “I don’t want to pressure him.” 

    Wanda sighed. “Pressure is the only language they understand,” she said. “He won’t ask until he’s backed into a corner. Men are afraid of commitment. That’s just a fact. So, unless you have a positive pregnancy test in your back pocket, you need to at least talk about what you expect from the relationship. He probably thinks it’s weird that you haven’t talked about it yet.”  

    I glanced at Erica, who’d been curiously silent. “Do you want to throw in your two cents, too?” I asked. “Everybody else is.”  

    She shrugged. “Do what you want,” Erica stated.  

    She seemed distracted, but I supposed it was with good reason. Her marriage was on the verge of collapse, and it was all her fault. Her husband, Jerome, had discovered her affair with Ty, her personal trainer, and he was in the process of filing for divorce. She didn’t let on in public, but she’d tried to blame his erectile dysfunction for her affair, which had blown up in her face. If his lawyers had their way, she’d end up with absolutely nothing. It didn’t matter if it was a long shot; the threat of losing your entire way of life had a way of weighing you down, and Erica was a perfect example of that.  

    As far as I was concerned, it served her right. Or at least that’s what I told myself. She’d done the unforgivable, and she’d gotten her just desserts. However, there was a tiny voice in the back of my mind that kept saying that it understood. After all, sex was a big part of any intimate relationship, and if one partner wasn’t holding up his end of the bargain… 

    No. That was blaming the victim. Erica had fucked up, and there was nothing else for it. She deserved what she got. Still, I couldn’t help but feel a stab of sympathy when I saw how it had affected her. She was my friend, after all. I had to support her.  

    “I’m just saying,” Wanda continued. “You need to back him into a corner. He’s a good man. You don’t want that one getting away.”  

    A good man. That was the same way she always described Aaron. But what I had with Gary was different. We truly liked one another. It might even develop into love. It wasn’t the same as what she shared with Aaron. It just wasn’t.  

    “He’s his own man,” I insisted. “He’ll do what he needs to do.” 

    Even as I said it, I couldn’t help but hope that he made the right choice. The only choice. In that moment, I realized that a large part of me wanted what my friends described. And even though I’d been Monica – fully and completely – for nearly two years, that scared me more than I can really say. 

      

      

    *        *        * 

      

      

    “I don’t want you to be mad,” Trish said, sitting on the couch next to me. “But I really need to tell you something.” 

    “That doesn’t sound good,” I responded, glancing toward her. Like me, she was dressed casually: just a pair of cotton shorts and an old tee-shirt for her, pajama bottoms and a tank top for me. “What’s going on?” 

    “Just promise you won’t be mad,” she said, her hand on my thigh.  

    “I don’t know if I can promise that, Trish,” I said. “All I can do is promise that I’ll try to understand whatever it is. If I get angry, I get angry. But I will try to –” 

    “I’m seeing someone,” Trish said, interrupting me with a tumble of words. “For a while, now.”  

    The statement hit me like a ton of bricks. I flinched away like I’d been physically struck by her betrayal. Seeing someone? What did that even mean? And for a while? I felt sick. And incredibly angry. But over everything was a deep sense of foreboding that threatened to choke the life from me.  

    She went on, “I know this probably comes as a surprise,” she said. “I shouldn’t have hidden it from you. But with our history…I mean…it’s weird, right? You’re my mom. You feel like my mom. But you’re not. You’re my ex-boyfriend, too. And I just thought it would be awkward if you knew about Calvin. It’s gotten serious, though, and I just had to tell you about him.”  

    Calvin. The betrayal had a name. And she considered me her ex-boyfriend, too. We had never broken up. Not officially. But thinking we were still together was silly. Logically, I knew that. We hadn’t been intimate in so long that I’d almost forgotten what it felt like. And what’s more, I had no call to be jealous, no room to judge. We weren’t a couple, and we hadn’t been for a long, long time. I had my own boyfriend, for God’s sake. 

    So, why did it hurt so much, hearing those words? Why did I feel like someone had just punched me in the stomach? Why were there tears in my eyes? Why did I want to scream and shout and throw things?  

    Because I loved her. Even after so much, I did. I wanted her all to myself, and there was still a little piece of me – smaller by the day – that thought I’d someday go back to being Todd. And in that ever-less-likely fantasy, she’d be waiting for me with open arms.  

    It was stupid, and it made almost no sense, but feelings and emotions rarely do.  

    “Say something,” she said. 

    “What do you want me to say?” I asked. “That I want you to be happy? I do. That I hate that you’re going to be with someone else? That’s true, too. That I’ll probably cry myself to sleep tonight? Yeah. More than likely. I don’t know what you want me to think or say. I don’t know how to handle this.” 

    “I thought you would understand,” she responded. 

    “I do,” I said. “Really, I do. And I know none of what I’m feeling makes sense. God, I know it doesn’t. I’ve changed. You’ve changed. Everything has, Trish. This was bound to happen. I hope he’s good for you, but I can’t be happy about this. A big part of me wants to fly out to China right now and make Dr. Wang take it all back so we can be together. But seeing the way you look at me now, I don’t know if that would solve anything. Too much has happened. Too much has changed, and I’m not even talking about my body.”  

    For over a minute, she didn’t say anything. The silence felt so oppressive. Then, finally, she asked, “What are we going to do?”  

    I shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine,” I admitted. “I don’t think there’s any precedent for this. All we can do is keep moving forward. But I’ll promise you this, Trish – no matter what happens, I’m always going to be there for you. As your boyfriend, your mother, or just a friend, that’s never going to change.”  

    She threw her arms around me, wrapping me in a tight hug. “Thank you,” she said. “Thank you so much.”  
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    Over the next six months, my life settled into a routine. Work wasn’t particularly difficult, and Aaron kept his hands – and demands – to himself. I don’t know if he was afraid of a lawsuit or of me going to human resources, but I was grateful for it. He even stopped ogling me, which more than surprised me. Maybe he wasn’t as horrible a person as I’d once thought. Or perhaps he was just good at hiding it. In any case, my work life was as drama-free as I could’ve wanted. My personal life, though, was quite the opposite.  

    I tried to accept Trish’s new boyfriend. Truly, I did. However, each time I saw him, I couldn’t help but compare myself – or the old me – to him. When I noticed he was taller, I wondered if that had always been something Trish didn’t like about me. To me, he seemed far more handsome than I ever was. More athletic. Stronger. Better. She’d upgraded, and I had no idea how to deal with it. I didn’t even know if my perception was accurate or if it was just a product of my insecurity. I just knew I didn’t like him.  

    It showed, too. Trish knew, even though I never said a negative word about him. She had always been able to read me like a book, and that hadn’t changed just because I’d switched genders.  

    I knew it was just as awkward for her as it was for me. She did love me. And she hated that she was hurting me. But it was unreasonable to expect that she’d spend the rest of her life alone. Or with me. In a sexless, pseudo-incestuous, quasi-intimate relationship. What we had defied labels, and that was the ultimate problem. It was one thing to pretend to be mother and daughter; it was another thing entirely to think of myself in those terms when I knew some other guy was having sex with the girl I loved. And I knew they were doing it, even if I never caught wind of it. It kept me up at night.  

    Thankfully, Gary didn’t really notice how distracted I was. To him, our relationship was progressing perfectly. I became quite adept at hiding my real feelings when I was with him. I didn’t think of it as lying, precisely. I just didn’t want to burden him with my baggage, especially considering I could never explain its true nature. It was for his own good. Not mine. No, never that. I was only thinking of him. 

    So it was that I found myself riding in the passenger seat of Gary’s Jeep. He’d gotten tickets to a Warriors preseason game. Being the defending champions made it a difficult ticket to get, and he’d been quite excited about it. For my part, I would’ve rather it been a regular season game instead of some meaningless exhibition, but it was the thought that counted. I kept telling myself that as we rode in relative silence.  

    After we arrived at the arena, we went inside and, after wading through the crowd for what felt like hours, we arrived at our seats. Nosebleeds. I could just imagine what my friends would say about that. They’d probably go on and on about if he really loved me, he would’ve gotten courtside seats. I didn’t believe that, of course. Not really. But a tiny voice in the back of my head kept pointing out that he would’ve gotten better tickets if he cared as much as he always claimed to.  

    So, when the game started and he obliviously cheered on the team, I felt a surge of resentment. How could he not realize how insulting it was? He genuinely had no idea that he’d done anything wrong.  

    And then, near halftime, it happened. 

    He pointed to the jumbotron, which was flashing a message. I read it. Then, I read it again. Will you marry me, Monica?  

    I tore my eyes away to see him kneeling beside me and holding a velvet-covered box. He opened it to reveal a small, but well-cut diamond on a white gold band. He grinned up at me, saying, “I love you more than I thought I could ever love anyone again. Will you do me the honor of becoming my wife?”  

    I stared at the ring in shock. My hands found my mouth, and tears flowed down my cheeks. Finally, I remembered to answer.  

    “Yes,” I breathed. “Oh, my God, yes.”  

      

      

    *        *        * 

      

      

    Despite my happiness, I didn’t really want to have sex with him that night. I know that makes me a horrible person, but I’d just spent almost two hours calling and talking to all my friends, making social media posts, and trying to soak everything in. I was exhausted. However, I did feel like I owed it to him. So, I didn’t complain when he suggested we get a nice hotel room and have a fun night. 

    “And in the morning, we can get room service and just pretend we don’t have our lives to back to,” he said, sitting next to me in the Jeep as we pulled out of the arena’s parking lot. “What do you think?”  

    I’d been staring at the ring. The diamond was smaller than I first thought. Still nice enough. Probably expensive. But small. I hated thinking of it in those terms, but I deserved something nice, didn’t I? If I was expected to wear the thing for the rest of my life, I felt entitled to at least like it. 

    Looking up at his eager face, I just nodded. “That sounds wonderful,” I said. “Let’s do that.”  

    Like an excited, overgrown boy, he raced to the nearest Marriot, rented a room, and took me up the elevator. When he’d suggested the hotel, I’d half expected a suite. Not the penthouse or anything, but something better than what a reasonably successful businessman might stay in. But that’s not what I got. No – he took me into the room, and I almost cried out in disappointment. I held it in, though. I didn’t want the whole night ruined because he couldn’t be bothered to make it special.  

    Once the door was closed, he stepped close to me and kissed me deeply. Our tongues fought for dominance as we shuffled toward the bed. I could feel his manhood straining from beneath the denim of his jeans. I gave it a few quick strokes before we collapsed onto the bed.  

    Before long, we were both naked and going at it – him with the sort of lusty enthusiasm he always brought to the table and me with over-the-top excitement born of too many months spent faking it. By the time he finished inside me, I was just ready for it all to be over so I could roll over and go to sleep. But Gary wasn’t having that. No – he wanted to talk.  

    “You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen,” he said as we lay face to face on the bed. He brushed back a lock of hair. “I can’t believe I found you. I love you so much.” 

    “I love you, too,” I said. And I meant it. Despite our issues, I did love him. He was everything I wanted in a man. He ticked all the boxes. Handsome. Fun. Good sense of humor. Decent in bed. Stable. How could I not love a man like that?  

    That was why I’d agreed to marry him, after all. 
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    Trish and the girls were huge parts of planning my wedding. I certainly didn’t want anything big – just a simple ceremony was enough for me – but my friends weren’t having that line of thinking. To them, it had to be big and bold and super expensive. And Gary was happy enough that he had no issues paying for any of it. He gladly dipped into his savings – which included the substantial life insurance payout from his wife’s death – to make “my” dreams of a beautiful wedding a reality.  

    It was after we’d been cake testing and he went back to work that I was sitting at a café with Wanda. She sipped an espresso while I drank an iced coffee. She wore a very flattering sundress while I wore my typical work attire – a simple red skirt, a matching jacket and a white blouse – because I had to return to my job when we were done. And that was the point of our discussion. 

    “You should quit,” she said. “Give it a month or two after the wedding, and then just tell him that you’ve decided that you want to focus on yourself. That’s how I framed it when I quit my job. You’ll still be in that honeymoon phase, so Gary won’t make much of a fuss.”  

    “But I like going to work,” I argued. “Why would I quit?”  

    She narrowed her eyes. “You like being a secretary?” she asked. “Seriously?” 

    “Well, not really,” I admitted. “But I do like going there every day. I think I’d be bored without it.”  

    “And you don’t want to go back to school or something?” she asked. “As I recall, you always wanted to be a writer. This is your chance to have that opportunity.”  

    I glanced down at the table. That was the first time in months – maybe more than a year – that Wanda had mentioned anything about my old life. To her, I was just Monica. Todd might as well not have existed. I knew that attitude made everything easier, but it was a little disconcerting to lose the relationship I’d shared with my mother so completely. Certainly, we had a great friendship. We were as close as two women could be. But it was so different from what we’d had before my transformation, and I couldn’t help but mourn the loss. However, I knew it was for the best. I knew it couldn’t be any other way, so I didn’t fight it.  

    “I’m proud of you, you know,” she said. I looked up to see her smiling at me. “About all of this, I mean. At first, I wondered if I’d made the right decision. That’s normal, right? I couldn’t help but think that I could’ve gotten Wong to help you without changing you. Maybe it would’ve cost more money. Or maybe I’d have had to beg. But sitting at your bedside, seeing you wrapped in bandages during your recovery, I had to wonder. It was all I thought about. Even when you turned out so well, even when I saw you accepting the woman you’ve become, I wondered. I don’t anymore, though. I know I made the right decision.”  

    “I know,” I said, and I meant it. Even without being backed into a corner, even if I’d been able to return to my old life, I knew turning me into Monica was the right choice. I think I’d always known that, but it had taken me quite a while to recognize it fully.  

    “I see you on the verge of marrying a wonderful man,” she said, reaching across the table to grip my hands. “I see the woman you’ve become, and I’m proud. I love you more than you can know, even if I don’t always show it in the proper way. You’ll always be my child. Always.”  

    I felt tears welling up in my eyes as I smiled at her. “I love you, too,” I said. “Always.” 

      

      

    *        *        * 

      

      

    I sat in my wedding lingerie – all white and sexy – while Trish put the finishing touches on my makeup. My hair was arranged in an updo, and I knew that when everything was said and done, I’d look like a queen. Or a princess. Whatever the cliché about women on their wedding day is. In any case, Gary would be happy, even if my bridesmaids didn’t think that was all that important. It was my day, they’d kept insisting. He was just a passenger.  

    Unlike most women, I hadn’t grown up imagining my perfect wedding. In fact, I’d always assumed that Trish and I would simply go down to the courthouse, file the proper paperwork, and it would be done. Neither of us had ever needed ceremony to confirm the way we felt about one another. Or at least that’s what I’d always thought. Trish, it seemed, had other ideas she’d never quite revealed to me. That she had always wanted a big wedding seemed completely outside of her nature. She’d kept it from me for unknown reasons, and when I discovered her feelings, I didn’t press the deception. Little good would come of stacking one more problem against the foundations of our relationship.  

    However, because she had often dreamed of it, she came in very handy during the planning stages. And with her being my “daughter”, she could overrule my friends whenever she wanted. I was grateful for that, because Wanda, Nora and Erica all seemed obsessed with how much things cost, and not in the responsible way. If they’d been allowed to run loose, the whole thing would’ve ended up costing a million dollars. But with Trish running things, they’d kept it to a reasonable cost – if the price of a luxury car could be called reasonable for a single day’s worth of ceremony. But despite my misgivings, it was far too late to change course now, not with the day upon us. In any case, I had other things on my mind, not least of which that I was about to exchange vows that would shackle me to Gary for the rest of my life.  

    I wanted to feel as happy as he felt about that. I really did. And I was content, after a fashion. But I couldn’t help but wonder if I was somehow missing out. I’d only been a woman for a few short years, and I’d only had sex with two men, one of whom was Gary and the other had assaulted me. Most women had their whole lives to experiment, to play the field. I felt woefully inexperienced by comparison, and I had understandably mixed feelings about spending the rest of my life having sex with only one man.  

    Not that I didn’t want to marry Gary. I did, and with all my heart. I just had cold feet. That was normal. Natural. It was practically a stereotype. But even so, those feelings whirled through my mind as Trish and Wanda helped me into my wedding dress. It was quite a production, and when I was finally laced into the thing, I felt like if I moved even one inch in the wrong direction, every seam would pop loose. But then, when I finally looked in the mirror, it was all worth it.  

    Every doubt fled my mind as I stared at my reflection. I was beautiful, and not in an everyday sort of way. My makeup was perfect. My hair looked magnificent. And the dress molded and accentuated my figure in such a way as to draw attention to all my best features. I could’ve died happy, seeing myself like that.  

    “You’re perfect,” said Trish, standing beside me. She wore her bridesmaid dress – yellow, strapless, and just shy of rivaling the wedding dress. “Really perfect, mom.”  

    Wanda, who stood on the other side, asked, “Are you ready to become a married woman?”  

    I nodded. “I…I think I am,” I said. “I am.”  

    And so, after waiting a few more minutes, we set off to take our places at the entrance to the church’s auditorium. Inside, there were over a hundred people I didn’t really know. People from work. Gary’s extended family. Friends from the gym. To me, they were all just filler. None of them were a part of my life. That made me a little sad. 

    After a few last adjustments to my dress, Wanda and Trish joined the rest of the wedding party and left me standing there, alone. Or mostly alone. Aaron stood beside me. His presence made me want to vomit. But it was unavoidable. I had no one to give me away, and when Wanda suggested Aaron, I’d had no real reason to turn her down. Obviously, I had a reason; I just couldn’t tell her about it. So, I acquiesced.  

    Thankfully, he didn’t say anything as the music signaled the beginning of the procession. One by one, the couples entered the sanctuary until, what felt simultaneously like an instant and an eternity, we were alone. And then, suddenly, we were moving. One foot in front of the other as my stomach roiled, until I finally reached Gary at the front of the church. He grinned at me. I tried to smile back. Why did I feel so nauseous?  

    I stepped up beside him, and the wizened, old priest began the ceremony. I barely heard the words. I responded when appropriate, but beyond that, I felt like I was floating on air. The whole thing seemed like it was happening to someone else. Then, just like that, Gary was kissing me, and the priest announced that we were husband and wife.  

    The rest of the day was a blur of cake, alcohol, and well-wishes. I barely ate any of the expensive catering at the reception. I lost track of my friends, except to notice when Nora disappeared, dragging one of Gary’s groomsmen to a secluded spot. But I suppose it was a good day. I was just in shock. I’d truly appreciate it when I’d distanced myself from the chaos. I knew I would.  

    Or was that just hope? 

      

      

    *        *        * 

      

      

    I wanted the wedding night to be special. Obviously, we’d had sex before, but that didn’t really matter. I just wanted to give Gary something he would forever remember. The wedding day was for me. The night was for him. But when we finally got back to the hotel suite we’d booked for the occasion, I was absolutely exhausted. I had been up since dawn – or as near to that as could matter – and I’d been going all day. All I really wanted was a hot bath and a long night’s rest.  

    If I was honest, I wasn’t even looking forward to the honeymoon itself. A week at some fancy resort in the Bahamas wasn’t really my idea of fun. Sure, it would be relaxing, but after the marathon that was planning our wedding, I would have preferred to spend the week at home, resting and relaxing. Not that I’d ever tell Gary that. Or the girls. Or anybody, come to that. No. Never that.  

    So, it was with resignation that I submitted to Gary’s advances. He was eager. And excitable. And clearly, he loved me with every bit of his heart. For my part, I did everything I could to make him feel the same about me. I moaned. I begged for more. I faked an orgasm. And in the end, I think he was satisfied. So was I. Mostly. Sort of. His satisfaction was enough for me. It would always be enough.  

    I slipped out of bed, traversing the suite naked as I strode toward the bathroom. I went inside and flipped on the light. I didn’t see a queen anymore. My makeup wasn’t smeared, but it wasn’t fresh, either. My hair was in disarray. And in that moment, I saw every single flaw on my body for what they were. I didn’t get excited when I saw the wrinkles, the cellulite, or the faint stretch marks. I didn’t revel in the fat that had accumulated in my hips. I just saw them as signs that I wasn’t a young woman. I needed to think about stability. Kindness.  

    Gary was a good man. One of the best I knew. He’d give me everything I needed. And if the fire wasn’t there, so be it, right? I would learn passion. I would learn to love him the way he loved me.  

    But what if I didn’t? 

    As I ran a hot bath, that question harried my mind. I didn’t have a good answer.  
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    “Married life suits you,” said Wanda, sitting across the booth from me at the martini bar she favored for our girl’s nights out. She sipped a cosmopolitan, while I had an appletini. Erica sat to my right, and Nora’s drink, half-finished, sat abandoned to my left. She’d been enticed to join a tall, dark, and handsome gentleman in a nearby booth. The two were locked in a cat-and-mouse game that I was almost positive would end with her going back to his place.  

    “Really?” I asked. I’d been Gary’s wife for more than three months, but it felt like we’d been married for a decade or more. Our life together had fallen into a pattern, and though it lacked spontaneity, it was more than solid. And safe. He was stable. “Why do you say that?”  

    “Oh, please,” said Erica, sipping a beer. She thought it made her seem more approachable. But I noticed her slight grimace every time she took a drink. “You two are disgustingly perfect together. I bet Gary wouldn’t come slinking back to you if you cheated on him. He has self-respect. Not like Jerome.” 

    Her husband had decided to forgive her for her infidelity, which, despite being exactly what Erica wanted, made her hate him. I understood it, after a fashion. What kind of a man had that little self-respect? He should’ve left her, exercised his prenuptial agreement to the full extent of the law, and left her with absolutely nothing. That’s what I would’ve done, in his place.  

    But he loved her. That she didn’t really love him was irrelevant next to that. Her betrayal didn’t matter. He was a spineless pushover, and when his wife saw that, she’d judged him for it.  

    “He certainly seems better than most men,” Wanda agreed. 

    I nodded along, contributing to the conversation when appropriate, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that they were dead wrong. I felt trapped by my marriage. I hated having to tell him where I was going, what I was doing. I hated that he did the same for me. I hated that he clearly liked sex more than me, and rather than cultivate some fires of passion, I’d come to see our thrice-weekly couplings as little more than a necessary ritual. Even now, with us barely married a quarter of a year, I was thinking of excuses for getting out of it.  

    That wasn’t normal, was it? I felt horrible about it. But I couldn’t force my libido to catch up to his. I just didn’t like sex as much as him. That didn’t make me a bad person. In fact, I felt like a saint for indulging him as often as I did. I wasn’t the bad guy here. I wasn’t! I was just making do in a bad situation.  

    I was knee-deep in trying to wrap my brain around being in a “bad situation” after only three months of marriage when a vaguely familiar voice came from behind me. “Monica?” a man said. “That’s you, isn’t it? How have you been?” 

    I turned to see Darren standing beside me. He was just as handsome as ever – maybe more so – and when I looked at him, I couldn’t quite get past all the fantasies I’d had in the wake of our lone encounter. Just two days previous, I’d fingered myself to an orgasm while imagining him.  

    And now he was standing there in front of me. Smiling like he didn’t know what I was thinking. Acting like he couldn’t tell that my heart was pounding out of my chest. Or that I could feel that telltale tingle in my groin. 

    Oh, he knew. Men like him always did.  

    “Good,” I said. “I got married a couple of months ago.”  

    I’d blurted it out without thinking. Why, though? No doubt, he saw the ring on my finger. And besides, it wasn’t like it made a difference. We were just old friends catching up. Except that we’d never been friends. We barely knew each other. We didn’t have anything to talk about.  

    But we did have something to finish. 

    Oh, God. Where had that thought come from? I shoved it aside, but it remained in the back of my mind, looming over everything. I tried to ignore it. 

    “That’s wonderful,” he said. “I’ve often wondered how you were doing.”  

    “Now you know,” I said, fighting to keep myself from sounding like a breathless, lovestruck girl. I don’t know how successful I was, given that I couldn’t keep a damned smile from my face.  

    “Can I get you a drink?” he asked. “Perhaps you can join me at my table and we can catch up?” 

    There it was. He didn’t care that I was married. Happily married! Mostly. Sort of. No – none of that mattered to Darren. He was on the hunt, and I was his prey. And I desperately wanted him to catch me. To ravage me. To do all the things our previous encounter had promised.  

    Lust drowned my protests, and I found myself following him to a table in the corner. He was the same charming man he’d been before, and we connected well. But I didn’t care about any of that. I could get all the conversation I wanted from Gary.  

    My husband. The words echoed accusingly in my mind. But with each second I spent with Darren, they faded a little more. By the time he asked me to come back to his place, they were little more than the faintest whisper. I agreed. God help me, I couldn’t even begin to stop myself.  

    The encounter progressed much as it had the first time – we were all over one another as we made our way through his building and into his condo. Then, I found myself in a familiar position – on my knees in front of him, his erect cock quivering before my face. I eagerly enveloped it with my mouth.  

    It was like a year’s worth of lust erupted all at once. Or maybe it was a lifetime’s worth. I don’t know. But I felt a fire I’d never felt with Gary. Some of it was the danger of it. Cheating on my husband was so deliciously wrong, which heightened everything. But the vast majority of my passion had nothing to do with the situation. It was a sexual connection with the man in front of me. I’d never had that with Gary, and until Darren, I’d never even known what was missing.  

    We had sex, but it was so different than what I did with my husband. It didn’t feel like work. It wasn’t an obligation. It was pleasure incarnate. I came – really came – multiple times as we fucked in a variety of positions. Darren had stamina and skill, but that didn’t even seem to matter. It wasn’t about what he was doing. It was about who he was. It was about who I was.  

    It wasn’t until I was back in my car that I began to come down from my lustful high. And as soon as I did, the sheer gravity of what I’d done enveloped my mind. I had cheated. I was a cheater. I’d betrayed my husband, and for what? A stupid one-night stand? I felt nauseous and guilty and like the worst person in the world.  

    I wept, then and there. I couldn’t go home. I couldn’t see Gary after what I’d done. It would destroy him. It would completely decimate everything we’d built together. My life as I knew it would be over. So would his. After everything he’d gone though, I knew that if he lost me, he wouldn’t survive – not as the same man. No – the only option was to keep it to myself. I’d take it to my grave. He never had to know.  

    But I knew. The betrayal, fresh and raw, trampled everything in its path. But it wasn’t the most prevalent thing in my mind. No – that label went to something else, a monolith towering over everything else. I had liked it. Loved it. And I wanted more. So, so much more.  
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    “I know what you’ve been doing,” said Wanda, pulling up her panties. A few other women were in the locker room, but we were as close to alone as the setting allowed. I’d been drying off after a quick shower before going back to work, and I stopped in my tracks. 

    “What?” I asked, my heart jumping into my throat. 

    “You didn’t really think you could hide it, right?” she asked. “We were all there when you went home with him. What was that? Two months ago? And even if I hadn’t seen it, I’d have to have been blind not to see the way you’ve changed.”  

    I stood there, completely naked, and in utter shock. I’d been careful. Outside of that first night, nobody had seen a thing. I was sure of it. So, how could she know that I’d been sleeping with Darren as often as I could manage?  

    “I know the signs,” she said, almost as if she could read my mind. “I’ve been there, remember? I know exactly what you’re going through.” 

    I shook my head, saying, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”  

    “I’m not judging you, Monica,” she said, slipping on a blouse. She started buttoning it. “I know what it’s like. He gets you all hot and bothered, doesn’t he? He gives you things you didn’t even know you wanted. And you feel horrible about it, don’t you? Guilt. That’ll fade over time. So will all those promises you make to yourself that this time’s the last. Eventually, you’ll recognize this as a good thing.”  

    “A good thing?” I muttered. “How in the world is this a good thing?” 

    “Think about it,” Wanda said. “Gary’s happy, right?”  

    Blissfully so. I nodded. 

    Wanda continued, “And you’re happy, too. Or you would be if you let yourself let go of that guilt. Your sex life with Gary’s improved, too, hasn’t it?”  

    “I…I think of Darren,” I admitted. “When we’re together, I think of him.” I tilted my head toward the ceiling and let out a groan. “God, I’m a horrible person, Wanda. I hate myself, but I think I’m in love with him. I feel like I jumped into my marriage for all the wrong reasons.”  

    “Or the right ones,” she suggested.  

    “What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked. 

    “It means that you give Gary what he needs,” she said. “He gives you what you need, too. Does it matter if his needs are sexual and yours are for stability? No. You both win, Monica, especially when you have someone to take care of the other side of that coin. Or do you think Darren would be near the provider Gary is? Do you think he’d be loyal? Do you think he’d stay with you when you get old and fat and nobody wants you anymore?”  

    I shook my head. Darren wasn’t a good man. Despite the way he made me feel, I knew he’d never be loyal. He’d cheat on me the first chance he got. And I certainly couldn’t imagine growing old with him. Or sharing with him the kind of partnership I had with Gary. Even his wealth, which I’d thought was substantial, was little more than a disguise. He was in heavy debt, and he had absolutely no plans to escape it. No – he was all wrong, and in so many ways but the one that got me so turned on when I saw him.  

    “What would Aaron do if he found out about your affairs?” I asked. 

    “Don’t worry about Aaron,” she said. “I’ve got him under control.” 

    And I didn’t doubt it. She’d somehow convince him it was his fault she’d gone outside the marriage. “What if he cheated on you?” I asked. 

    “He’d never do that,” she stated without a hint of doubt. 

    “But if he did,” I persisted. 

    “I would divorce him,” she answered. “And I’d take everything that wasn’t nailed down. That’s how it works.”  

    “You don’t even see the irony, do you?” I asked. “You expect loyalty when you don’t give even a little bit. You think cheating is a deal breaker unless you’re the one doing it. You’re such a hypocrite.” 

    She raised an eyebrow. “And you’re not?” she asked.  

    I bit my bottom lip, turning away. I’d be devastated if Gary slept with another woman. But I was different. At least I felt bad about my affair. At least I tried to put it to a stop. Wanda made no such efforts.  

    Maybe she was right, though. Try as I might to curtail my ongoing affair, I’d been unsuccessful. When he texted me, I went to him like an obedient dog. I couldn’t control myself. So, what was the point in fighting it? Perhaps that’s what Wanda had figure out, over the years. And besides, despite her fervent belief that Aaron would never cheat, he had. I was living proof of that. So, who was to say that Gary wasn’t doing the same thing? Maybe everyone did. Maybe it was just human nature. 

    I continued getting dressed in silence, donning my work clothes without further comment. Wanda kept going, though. She didn’t say anything new – not really. Rather, she just kept hammering home the points she’d already made. And through it all, I almost began to believe her.  

      

      

    *        *        * 

      

      

    Over a year had passed since my first time with Darren, and the relationship had kept on without much reprieve. The guilt had persisted for most of that time, too. But I did keep going back. Time and time again, without fail. I disgusted myself. Truly and completely. But I didn’t change. I couldn’t. I was hooked, and there was no escaping.  

    “Can we talk about something?” asked Gary. We sat across from one another at the dinner table. He’d cooked a pair of steaks – a filet for me, and a juicy ribeye for him – and we’d settled down for a nice meal.  

    I looked up, and upon seeing the strained look on his face, I said, “What’s going on, honey?” 

    “My imagination, probably,” he said. “I don’t know. It just feels like…it just feels like we’re going through the motions. And I wanted to know what I can do better.” 

    I dropped my fork, and it clattered against the plate. “Do better?” I asked. 

    He smirked. “It’s my job to make you happy,” he said. “If I’m not doing that, then I’m not holding up my end of the bargain, am I?”  

    His end of the bargain. The contract. Our marriage. Our vows. 

    I tensed. “I’m happy, sweetie,” I said. “Really, I am.” 

    “Really?” he asked. “Because it doesn’t seem that way. We barely talk anymore. We haven’t had sex in a month. I know that’s not your fault, and I’m perfectly willing to wait, but it doesn’t feel normal. We used to have so much passion for one another. I want that back.” 

    So much passion – the words hung in the air, accusing me, and rightly so. I’d never had passion with him. I’d just gotten very good at faking it. But as soon as he accepted my first excuse to beg off from having sex, the next one had come more easily. And the next one. And the next. Before long, it must’ve seemed to him that I had a perpetual headache. Or that I was always exhausted. Or any number of other excuses I gave.  

    I’d thought everything was fine. He never complained – not really. He was always supportive. And with my own full sex life, I hadn’t even considered how sexually frustrated he must be.  

    The guilt asserted itself, engulfing my thoughts. I’d lied. I’d betrayed. And I’d had so little regard for his feelings that I hadn’t even noticed how my lack of interest in our relationship had affected him. And here he was, asking me what he could do better? It was enough to send my head spinning.  

    “I’ve just been tired from work is all,” I insisted. “I’ve been putting in a lot of hours.” 

    He nodded. “Maybe you don’t have to,” he said. I narrowed my eyes. “What if you quit? I do well enough to support both of us. We don’t really need your income. And if it’s causing you to stress so much, it makes sense for you to leave it behind.”  

    There it was. My opening. I hated using it, but I’d been hanging out with the girls too much not to.  

    “So, you want me completely dependent on you?” I asked, my voice dripping venom. I actually resented him for not being what I needed him to be. My dalliance with Darren was as much his fault as it was mine. If he was a better lover, I wouldn’t have to go outside the marriage. And whether I believed them or not, I let those thoughts infect my mind as I continued, “You want to dole out an allowance? Like I’m a child? All so you can get a little more pussy? Fuck you, Gary.”  

    As soon as I saw his face, I knew I’d made a mistake. It was like I’d stabbed him with an actual knife, and right in the heart. He looked so hurt. So vulnerable.  

    “I…I didn’t mean it like that, Monica,” he said. “I like that you work. I like that you’re independent. I just want you to be happy.”  

    “We don’t always get what we want,” I muttered. The words had tumbled out before I even knew what I was saying. And as soon as they left my mouth, I regretted it.  

    “You’re not happy?” he asked, his voice even. And disappointed. And still hurt. 

    “I didn’t mean that,” I said, already backtracking. “I’m just tired. I have a headache. And –” 

    “Just tell me you’re not unhappy, Monica,” he said. “Tell me that you still want to be with me.”  

    Was he really that perceptive? Could he know? No – he couldn’t know. He just couldn’t. I’d been so careful. 

    “I love you, Darren,” I said. 

    As soon as I said it, his expression changed. He is eyes narrowed. His jaw flexed. And I could practically hear his teeth grinding together.  

    “Who the fuck is Darren?” he growled. 

    “What?” I asked. “I didn’t say –” 

    “We both know what you said,” he spat. “Who is he?” 

    “M-my…an…an old boyfriend,” I said. “I haven’t seen him in –” 

    “You’re lying,” Gary said, standing. “Tell me the fucking truth, or it’s over. Right this fucking second, it’s over if you don’t tell me the goddamn truth.”  

    I glued my eyes to the table. How could things have spun out of control so quickly? It seemed like it had only been seconds since we’d been enjoying a nice dinner. But now? Now, my marriage was teetering on the edge of collapse. What was I going to do? 

    “It…it didn’t m-mean anything,” I whispered. “It was just…it’s just a guy I met at work. He was nice to me, and we flirted. But that was it. I guess I was just…I was just thinking about him. I-I’m s-so sorry, Gary. I didn’t mean for it to happen.”  

    I didn’t look up. I didn’t dare meet his eyes because I knew that if I did, if I saw the pain I’d caused him, I’d tell him everything. I’d lose everything.  

    “I don’t believe you,” he said, his voice barely more than a whisper. It echoed in my mind.  

    “I…don’t…I don’t know how to prove it to you,” I said, finally looking up, tears in my eyes. “I just…I didn’t do anything. I swear!”  

    He turned his broad back toward me. I could see the tension in his muscles. He was so big. So strong. But he’d never hurt me, would he? He loved me. And I loved him. I knew that, now. Everything else was just window dressing. My affair with Darren was over. I knew I’d never see him again. Not knowing what I would lose.  

    “Show me your phone,” he said. “Unlock it, and let me see all your texts. My friend, Josh, works in IT; he can retrieve deleted messages, too. We’ll get to the bottom of this. And if I’m wrong, I’ll apologize.”  

    Retrieving deleted messages? Was that even possible? If it was, there was more than enough evidence in my history to show Gary just how long and deep the affair had gone. But if he was bluffing… 

    No. He wouldn’t do that. He was too honest. That meant I had only one option, as detestable as it was. I had to tell the truth. 

    “It…it was more than just flirting,” I admitted. “A lot more. But it was only once! I swear –” 

    “I don’t care if it was only once!” he screamed, slamming his hand on the table. The plates rattled. “I’m fucking leaving. I’ll go stay at my parents’ place for a couple of days. When I get back, I expect you to be gone. All your shit, too. Anything I find in this house when I get back is getting burned in the backyard.”  

    And then he stormed out, leaving me to gather the pieces of my broken life.  
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    I sat across the conference table from Gary and his lawyer. He barely looked at me. In fact, aside from a few instances associated with our separation, he hadn’t even spoken to me. I’d begged and pleaded for him to reconsider. I had apologized more times than I could count. And I hadn’t seen Darren since my confession. But it didn’t matter to Gary. Whatever love he’d had for me was gone.  

    My friends had insisted that it was for the best. I wasn’t happy with him, they said. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have strayed. And now I’d get half his assets. More, if they were to be believed. But I didn’t want any of it. I only wanted him back. I wanted things to rewind and for us to go back to the way they were. That was impossible, though. I knew it the moment I’d confessed to my infidelity. In that instant, his image of me had shattered. Even if we’d somehow stayed together, there was no trust left.  

    But what hit me so hard was how cold he was about it all. There were no tears that I could see. He was stoic throughout. None of his familiar smiles. No love in his eyes. Nothing. He might as well have been made of stone.  

    For my part, I was the exact opposite. More nights than not, I lay in bed, weeping. I missed having him beside me. I missed knowing that he would do anything for me, that he loved me so much. Was it all a lie, though? Was he as deceptive as I was? If not, how could he have turned everything off so quickly? One instant, he’s the loving husband, and the next, he was treating me like a stranger? That didn’t make sense, did it?  

    Not that it mattered. Our marriage was over. The paperwork had been filed, and we were in the middle of divvying up assets.  

    “They were only married for a little over a year,” said Gary’s lawyer. “This should be a simple case of her taking what’s hers, and my client taking what’s his. I’m sure you can see this.”  

    My lawyer, a woman named Samantha who’d been referred to me by Nora, countered, “No prenup, Tom. That means she gets half. At least.”  

    “Half? You’re out of your –” 

    “Do what she wants,” Gary said, still refusing to look at me. “I don’t care. I just want this over with.” 

    “Gary, that’s –” 

    “Finish it, Tom,” he insisted. “Or I’ll hire a lawyer who will.”  

    If I were a good person, I would’ve refused. I would have insisted that we take Tom’s advice and divide assets based on who brought what to the marriage. But I wasn’t a good person. I’d proven that, time and time again when I kept going back to Darren. And I had my future to think about. So, I remained silent as the lawyers divided the money and possessions. When the time came, I signed where I was supposed to sign. So did Gary. And so, like it had never existed, our marriage ended.  

    That night, I didn’t weep. Instead, I just stared up at the ceiling, wondering if things would’ve turned out better if I’d just kept my stupid fetish to myself. I would have married Trish. She wouldn’t be seeing some asshole I didn’t even like. I wouldn’t know about my mother’s many mistakes. And I wouldn’t have ruined a good man.  

    But I also would’ve had no chance at happiness. Certainly, I was upset. I had every right to mourn the death of my marriage. But I still felt more like a woman than I’d ever felt like a man. I was Monica. And I was increasingly unsure if I’d ever been Todd. 

      

      

    *        *        * 

      

      

    The ladies and I sat around the table at The Spot of Tea, drinking our mimosas. Like me, Nora was recently divorced. Her husband had discovered her latest affair and had finally snapped. She wasn’t even sad about it. Erica’s own marriage was on the verge of a collapse as well. She feigned depression, but I suspected that it was a ploy for attention. She’d always liked to be the center of everyone’s concern. And Wanda had just discovered that her husband was under investigation by his brokerage’s human resources department for sexual misconduct. I didn’t tell her that I’d voice the first complaint, and that a half-dozen other women had come forward. Soon, he’d be fired, and I was sure that when he was, he’d lose Wanda as well. In short, aside from Maria, whose marriage seemed as strong as ever, we were all either single or soon would be.  

    And none of us liked it. 

    “It’s biology,” said Nora. “Men are dogs. They always have been, and they always will be.”  

    “Fucking assholes,” Wanda muttered, having grown bitter since the discover of her husband’s misconduct. “They’re so good at lying. They build this image, and we all just fall for it.”  

    Erica chimed in, saying, “And then, they act like they never did any wrong. It doesn’t matter that they never touch you. It doesn’t matter that they don’t pay you any attention anymore. You’re just supposed to accept it and wait at the foot of his bed like some kind of slave, hoping for the least bit of attention.”  

    “What I want to know,” Wanda said. “Is where all the good men went. It wasn’t always like this. Men used to be better. They used to be loyal. But now? They run around dipping their dicks in whatever woman will let them. And then they act like they’re the victim?”  

    I listened as the women discussed the many flaws of men. Some of their complaints were valid. Others were completely fabricated by their skewed views on life. But more often than not, I found myself nodding along. I knew I’d screwed up my own marriage. That was my fault. But Gary wasn’t without blame, was he? And what about Darren? He’d seduced me. He had coerced a married woman into an affair. Was I really at complete fault for succumbing to him?  

    Or was I just making excuses? Was I becoming just like my friends, a bitter woman on the wrong side of forty who’d fucked up her one chance at happiness? Or was it just a speed bump? Would I look back on my marriage to Gary as a necessary pitfall? I was still young, after all, despite how I looked. I still had many years to find my way. My friends didn’t, though. They felt the press of mother nature. Soon, they’d start showing the effects of time. And gravity. And if they weren’t careful, they’d end up alone.  

    Not me, though. I had time. I had a chance. And I wasn’t going to squander it.  

    So, I stood up, saying, “I can’t do this anymore. You’re all toxic. I’m sorry, but I need to figure things out on my own.” 

    And I walked away without a single backward glance.  
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