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Chapter One

Hollywood is a weird town. I know that’s not exactly a hot take, but hear me out.

When I call Hollywood ‘weird’, I’m not referring to the grungy, carnival-like atmosphere of the tourist trap that is Hollywood Boulevard — though that entire strip is pretty bizarre with its grotesque museums, kitschy bars, and folks in Spiderman or Yoda costumes conning you into paying for a picture. No, I’m referring to the business of it all. Specifically, the writing business.

Maybe it’s my own fault for being so naïve, but damn if this town doesn’t chew you up and spit you out before you can even yell the word ‘action’. And I’ve been luckier than most.

I’m serious. I really have been lucky. We’ve all heard the stories, right? Every summer, thousands of people migrate to LA hoping to meet an agent, manager, or producer who’ll read their script and turn it into the next big hit. They tell themselves, ‘It’ll happen, I know it will! I just need a year!’. But one year becomes two which then becomes ten, and before you know it, you’re on the bus back to Phoenix or Pensacola or wherever the hell you came from with nothing to show for it.

And by some miracle, I was able to avoid that fate.

Long story short, my creative writing professor in college liked a short story I wrote about an alien emerging from the ocean to attack humanity. That same professor had a producer friend in Hollywood who had just sold a show about — you guessed it — an alien who emerges from the ocean to attack humanity. He shared my short story with the producer who loved it and hired me to write on his show.

Bing. Bang. Boom. It was serendipity at its finest. I’m fresh out of college with a professional writing credit, an agent, and the brightest possible future. That is, until the studio killed our show mere days before going into production. Something about a tax break they could get by shelving our project. In one fell swoop, my string of good luck was brought to a disastrous end.

But the worst part of it all? That was six months ago and I haven’t even sniffed work since.

It took a few minutes, but the woman in front of me in line finally finished ordering. I stepped up to the counter.

“A small black coffee, please,” I said to the barista — a cute, young blonde woman who smiled and nodded.

In stereotypical Los Angeles fashion, it’s middle of the week and one of my favorite west-side coffee shops is full of readers, writers, and creatives chugging away on their personal projects.

For the longest time, I thought this was the strategy that worked best for me. I’d show up to a café at 9 A.M. and treat it like a ‘real’ job — writing all morning, taking an hour for lunch then hopping to a different coffee shop where I’d write til the evening. Effective enough, yeah?

“Black coffee for Will?” a male barista shouted from the other end.

I reached over the counter for my cup, but the man’s hand retracted as he shot me an odd glare.

“Will,” he clarified with some hesitation.

Now you’d think a barista wouldn’t employ much scrutiny over one order, but I quickly, and unfortunately, knew why he did.

“Yep, that’s me,” I said, intentionally lowering my voice a bit and rising on my toes for a few extra inches.

The man blushed, of course, realizing his error. “Oh shit, sorry, I…”

“I’m a guy,” I answered. “Promise. But all good, it happens more than you think.”

Not looking to get caught in an apology twister, I snatched my cup and quickly retreated to a table in the back of the shop. However I took a moment to shove my just-past shoulder-length auburn hair under a baseball cap to avoid confusing anyone else. Not that my thin frame and short stature did me any favors either – there’s not much I can do in that department.

Laptop open, coffee beside it, Word document open. What to write, what to write…

*DING*

Ugh! I know I should turn off my phone, but part of me likes to keep it on on the crazy off-chance Kendra, my agent, calls with some sort of miracle job offer. But glancing down at my phone, it wasn’t my frustratingly distant agent.

It was Erica, my sister.

‘How about a fun surprise?’, her text read.

What? A fun surprise? Why was she texting me, and what the hell was she talking about?

My head darted around the coffee shop, examining faces to see if I was getting pranked. Is she here?

She couldn’t be. Erica lives in Chicago. I mean, she travels a lot for work, but never LA. Plus, Erica and I talk maybe twice a year. We’re not on bad terms or anything, we just, like many adult siblings, have nothing in common.

My phone dinged again. ‘Come on! Call me for your fun surprise!’

Okay, now this is just annoying. I’ve barely even sipped my coffee and I’m getting harassed by my sister from across the country in the middle of a work day. But damn it if a ‘fun surprise’ doesn’t pique my interest.

I got up and scurried to a corner of the coffee shop for some privacy. Sure enough, Erica picked up on the first ring.

“Helloo-oo?” Erica picked up in a silly voice.

“You know it’s the middle of a work day, right?” I began, admittedly a little hostile.

“Yeah, I’m working too, doofus,” she answered in a similarly curt tone. “What’re you doing right now?”

I glanced around the coffee shop, wondering if I should answer honestly. “I’m working,” I said back. Hey, it’s not technically lying…

“Mocha for Brett!” the male barista screamed out as if he knew I was on the phone.

Erica chuckled over the phone. “Working… at a coffee shop…”

I groaned, starting to feel like her ‘surprise’ was just to make me feel shitty. “What do you want? I’m busy.”

I could hear her slap her head through the phone. “Will, I didn’t call you to give you shit about not having a job, alright? I’m sorry if it came across that way. I actually do have a surprise for you.”

My eyebrow raised. “Go on…”

“Actually, it’s kind of perfect you don’t have a job right now because get this — you know those promotions they do on the radio for vacations and shit? Like, radio sweepstakes? Well I never fucking listen to the radio, but I was in an uber to O’Hare last week one of the stations was running a promotion for a two-week trip to Hawaii. And I shit you not… I FUCKING WON!!!”

“Woah!” I gasped, genuinely shocked. “Are you serious? Two weeks? In Hawaii?”

“Yeah!!” she squealed, over the moon. “They called me literally an hour ago!”

Well, that certainly wasn’t the news I was expecting. If I had to bet, it would’ve had something to do with our parents getting sick or something terrible. But this is much better.

“Well shit, that’s insane,” I told her sincerely. “Seriously. Congrats.”

“But that’s not all. I was thinking, you know, since Hawaii is a schlep for most people — not to mention most people aren’t as lucky as me and can take two weeks’ vacation on a dime — I thought, ‘Hey, I have a super cool brother I haven’t caught up with in a while. Maybe he’d like to join me!’”

I paused on the phone for a moment, struggling to believe her. “You wanna invite… me?”

Perhaps I wasn’t grateful quickly enough. “Uh, YES, Will! What’s so crazy about that? You’ve got the time, don’t you?”

Jesus… I’m not even 15 minutes into my ‘work’ day and I’m already getting vacation offers. If only my writing could move this fast.

Don’t get me wrong, I have no issue spending time with my sister – even if we don’t exactly keep in touch. And while I’ve never been to Hawaii, I’m sure I’d have no issues. But is a vacation really what I need right now? It’s been six months since I last worked. How the hell can I justify even more time off?

“How much is this gonna cost?” I asked, putting back on my interrogation hat. “You know there’s always a catch with these things.”

“No catch! All you gotta do is pay for the airfare,” she said confidently. “And boo-hoo, I know you made bank from that alien show. You can’t buy one round-trip flight?”

She’s not wrong. TV writing pays extraordinarily well. Though without a regular job that cash has been dwindling fast.

“Come on, Will. Don’t be a cheapskate!”

“It’s not just the money, Erica, it’s… Ugh! You wouldn’t get it. Consultants don’t understand writers.”

I could feel her eyes roll over the phone.

“Maybe so,” she began, “but consultants do understand burnout. And shit, if you haven’t gotten a job in six months — maybe you just need to clear your head. Tell me, what are you writing right now?”

Reluctantly, I stared at the blank Word document on the table, the cursor blinking, ready for anything to be typed.

Hanging my head, I practically folded in defeat. “I… I have no fucking clue...”

“And that’s okay! You’ve been bumming around LA for months. Come to Hawaii, clear your head! Maybe it’ll give you some perspective. Get inspired again.”

As much as I hate to admit it, I think Erica is right. A flight to Hawaii isn’t cheap, and another two weeks of not working is pretty terrifying too. But if it even gives me the slightest chance of slaying the beast that is that blank sheet of paper… Do I really have a choice?

Letting out a huge sigh, I finally caved. “Alright… I’m in.”

“Woohooooo!” my sister exploded over the phone. “Hell yeah, Will! I gotta hop in this meeting, but I’ll send you dates and times. Three more days, and we’re off to Hawaii!!”

◆◆◆

I must’ve gone back and forth a hundred times on my decision to join Erica in Hawaii over the past three days. But each time I sat down and painfully struggled to write a single sentence, it reminded me how unsustainable the status quo was. My life needed a shake-up and, at the very least, booking travel and efficiently packing a suitcase (50 pounds to the ounce!) gave me a couple of line items to cross off.

While Erica had a roughly eight-hour flight to Hawaii from Chicago, being in Los Angeles, I was already halfway there. ‘Half the distance is half the money’ was one of the mental reminders I forced upon myself during moments of doubt. But honestly, once I was actually on the plane, I started getting excited. In fact, I even felt a little clearer-headed. It was as if the Pacific Ocean thousands of feet beneath me was already washing away my stresses and struggles.

And whoever is in charge of the Honolulu Airport deserves considerable praise for creating a tropical atmosphere out of what is normally a stuffy, miserable place. It’s not perfect, but the effort to make tourists feel transported the moment they step off the plane is deeply appreciated.

Not more than 30 seconds after grabbing my suitcase at baggage claim did I hear a recognizably shrill scream that brought me back to reality.

“Vacaaaaaation tiiiiiimeeeee!” Erica shrieked excitedly from down the corridor, fumbling her massive luggage as she sprinted toward me.

While definitely not my style, I let her plow into my arms for a big ‘ol sister hug that nearly knocked me over. And with her 6 inches of height on me, it’s entirely possible. Not to mention almost suffocating me with her head of thick, wavy blonde hair.

“You made it! We made it! Eeeeeee!” she squealed.

I chuckled awkwardly, feeling embarrassed in front of strangers. Though I did appreciate her enthusiasm.

“I hope you’re not like this around clients. You’d scare the shit out of ‘em and never hire your firm again!”

She laughed. “Then it’s good I don’t have any clients in Hawaii because we are OFF. THE. CLOCK! Woo!”

I don’t think I’ve ever seen Erica this excited. Granted, she’s seven years older than me, having just turned 30, so it’s not like I ever got to see what she was like as a child. Though I imagine it’s similar to this.

Already Erica was dancing and juking side-to-side like a boxer getting pumped up for a fight. “C’mon Will, you gettin’ excited? You ready for Hawaiiiiii?”

“Heh well…” I said sheepishly at first, but thought about her question. “Actually, yes. I am. I mean, we’re not even at the resort and I feel better. LA’s nice and all… but Hawaii just hits different.”

Erica smiled warmly. “Then I brought the right person! C’mon, let’s get a cab.”

Our resort was a not-so-convenient 45-minute trip from the airport. But I barely noticed for two reasons. 1) Erica wouldn’t shut up the entire time about how ‘luxurious’ her experience was flying first class, and 2) the scenery of the Hawaiian islands was simply unmatched. Lush greenery, crystal-clear skies, towering mountains in the distance, and with the windows rolled down, the soothing smell of the ocean.

As we traded the highway for the countryside, we passed pineapple farms and quaint little roadside stands selling what must be the freshest fruit. If the flight itself hacked off one chunk of my anxiety and creative fogginess, I can safely say the ride to the resort hacked off another.

Finally, I spotted a road sign directing us to ‘Ocean Oasis Beach Resort’ — our home for the next two weeks.

“There it is!” I pointed out. “Ocean Oasis, half a mile away!”

I turned to Erica who, curiously, didn’t look quite as eager. In fact, she was keeping an eye out for something.

“Actually, you can drop us off at that little café up there,” she instructed the cab driver. “The one with the blue sign. See it?”

The man shrugged but did as told, pulling off to the side.

“What are you doing?” I prodded, puzzled. “The resort’s up there. You can see it!”

But Erica didn’t answer me. Instead, she left the car and stood silently as the cab driver helped remove our bags. She paid the fare, tipped the man, and sent him away without answering my question.

“Uhh, hey? Why did we stop?” I repeated. “Now we gotta walk the rest of the way!”

Erica paused for a moment and took a deep breath. Her joy and attitude from the airport and most of our cab ride had been stripped away, replaced with how I imagine she presents herself at work.

“Will, there’s one little wrinkle in our plans. You know how I said I won a trip for two?”

I gulped, suddenly fearful of my sister. “Yeah…”

“Well it is for two people…”

Erica swiftly unzipped her suitcase and pulled out a garment atop her clothes pile – a light, flowy, yellow garment that looked a lot like a dress.

She looked me dead in the eyes. “...but it’s a trip for two girls. So I need you to put this on.”


Chapter Two

“Woah woah woah woah WOAH,” I spat out, each ‘woah’ louder and more incredulous than the last. “Erica, what the HELL are you talking about?”

My sister held her hand out in an attempt to steady my nerves, anticipating the explosion. “Will… It’s not that big of a deal…”

“NOT A BIG DEAL?” I screamed, though quickly hushing myself as other tourists walked by. “You’re saying you brought me on a girls’ trip and saying I need to wear a dress. That sounds like a big ass deal to me!”

Erica rolled her eyes. “First of all, it’s not a dress. It’s a kimono.” She waved the flowery yellow garment in my face. “See? Long sleeves. More like a robe than anything else.”

I sighed, annoyed at how she completely missed my point.

“Fine, a kimono. But a girl’s kimono. For a GIRLS trip!”

“Alright, alright… Confession time,” Erica began softly. “I registered for the trip thinking Marie and I would go. You remember Marie, right?”

Yeah… I guess I remember Marie. She’s a high school friend of Erica’s who she reconnected with when she moved back to Chicago last year. Kinda felt like a weird first choice though.

“Okay, sure. So why didn’t you bring her?”

Erica groaned. “At the last second Marie’s boss changed her mind about letting her work remotely for that long. So… I kiiinda lied about my timeline and invited you instead. But hey, maybe it’s good she dropped out because now we can do a sibling trip for the first time in… ever?”

At this point, my face had been contorted for so long it was starting to hurt.

“Look, here’s the deal,” she continued. “We’re in what’s called a ‘bachelorette suite’, meaning at check-in, they need to see two girls rather than a guy and a girl. But I promise, once we’re settled in the room, you can take off the kimono and we can pretend the whole thing never happened.”

I didn’t love how cavalier Erica was about all this. Not one bit. Plus, the fact that she straight-up lied to me felt like a punch in the gut. But I had to remind myself what I was getting in return: a mostly free, most-expenses-paid trip to a Hawaiian resort for two freaking weeks. That’s a hell of a consolation prize. Maybe in exchange — and just this once — I can be a good sport and play along.

“Ugh… fine,” I finally answered her.

Erica giddily jumped up and down like she’d just won the lottery.

“Thank you thank you thank you!” she exclaimed, shoving the kimono into my hands. “Well? Put it on!”

I briefly froze, forgetting for a moment how to even put on clothes. But sure enough, just like a bathrobe, I slipped on the kimono over my t-shirt and shorts, tying it up in the center, to cover all hints of male clothing — well, other than my sneakers.

The garment itself was extremely thin and soft. I’d never worn a kimono before and I must confess I was struck with the material. The flowers I probably could’ve done without, but the robe itself felt quite, uh… nice.

“Silk?” I asked Erica, prompting a nod from her. “You… you wear these around the house?”

Erica smirked. “Taking a liking to it, eh? Feels even better when you don’t wear it over boy clothes.

I involuntarily blushed. “No! It’s just, uh…” I paused, catching myself mindlessly caressing the material. “I guess it’s not as bad as I thought.”

“Well that’s good,” Erica reached toward me and in one motion undid my ponytail, letting my auburn locks fall to my shoulders.

“Damn your hair’s gotten long!” she said, seriously taken aback. “It’s longer than mine!”

I rolled my eyes. Hair length isn’t exactly what I want to be reminded of while wearing something like this.

Erica winked and zipped up her suitcase. “I guess that’s good too. It’ll only help with our deception!”

Luggage in hand, I followed Erica down the sidewalk and toward what’d be, I assume, the most stressful part of this beach vacation.

I was anxiously approaching the hotel, finicking with my kimono and nervously toying with my hair as my eyes darted between each person we passed. I felt like an animal in a zoo, knowing everyone was staring at me. I mean, they had to… right? A boy in a girly, flowery kimono? They’d have every right to point and laugh.

And yet, it was going just fine. Even entering the magnificent Ocean Oasis lobby — packed with eager tourists and busy hotel staff, all scurrying about the tropical, fantastical foyer — no one seemed to take issue with my appearance. Still, not looking to push my luck, I held my head down and kept mum.

Erica, confident as ever, approached the front desk where a smiling, middle-aged woman in a casual navy blazer greeted us.

“Aloha!” the woman offered cheerfully. “Welcome to Ocean Oasis. Are we checking in?”

“Yes, we are,” my sister answered. “We’re the sweepstakes winners with WATT FM.”

The woman nodded, aware of the contest as she clacked away at her keyboard, pulling up our reservation. “Erica Quinn? For the bachelorette suite?”

“Yes ma’am,” she answered. “And this is my guest, Wendy.”

Wendy? Though my eyes stayed pinned firmly to the floor, they opened wide upon hearing that name.

Wendy?

“Welcome Erica, and welcome Wendy,” the receptionist replied without missing a beat. As you know, the room is already covered courtesy of your contest.” She handed my sister a set of key cards. “These are for your suite. One of our bellhops will escort you to your room. Sincerely, girls, enjoy your stay.”

“Thank you so much!” Erica cheered, though she paused before nudging me along.

“Uh, thanks!” I squeaked out as well in a shamelessly high-pitched voice.

Perfectly on cue, a male bellhop grabbed our bags and gestured to follow him. I nodded with a little smile desperately trying to avoid any problem, but the moment he turned around I fiercely gripped my sister’s arm and pulled her in close.

“Wendy!?” I whisper-screamed. “What’re you giving me a girl’s name for?”

She didn’t hesitate to match my temper and grip. “Until we’re in the room… YOU’RE. A. GIRL. Don’t blow this!”

I huffed quietly but held my tongue, walking silently behind the bellhop as he led us through the resort and hotel halls.

As it turns out, our suite was a considerable walk from the check-in desk — though considering the impressive size of the lobby I should expect the same from the rest of the resort. Spending additional time shuffling around in this kimono wasn’t ideal, but it did give us a chance to appreciate its scale and beauty.

To its credit, the hotel was legitimately stunning. The nautical theme enveloped every nook and cranny, hammering in the ‘ocean’ of it all while being tasteful rather than tacky. Exquisite paintings of sea creatures hung throughout the halls and common areas. Majestic gold and maritime-blue color motifs were so ever-present, I wouldn’t be surprised if Poseidon himself were the designer.

“Your room, ladies,” the bellhop announced, approaching a grand, maritime-blue door with gold accents.

“You’re a saint, sir!” Erica complimented, retrieving a tip from her purse.

With Erica’s cash in hand, the bellhop tipped his cap and wished us a wonderful vacation. But as he walked away, Erica shot me a sly little smirk.

“Ladies…” she teased, imitating the bellhop.

“Ughhh,” I groaned at the unfortunate ease of passing as a woman. While my sister took a moment to reflect on the resort’s fun eccentricities, I wasted no time ripping the key card out of her hand and bursting open the door for some sweet, sweet privacy. As much as I wished to rip off the kimono the first chance I got, I couldn’t help but gawk at what’d be our home for the next two weeks. Because boy were we getting spoiled…

The suite’s interior was simple but elegant: two cushy queen beds, a small but functional kitchenette complete with mini-fridge, microwave, and gold-colored sink, a baby-blue loveseat, and of course, a sizable bathroom with – surprise-surprise – a painting of a sea turtle. The room was impressive, sure, but I’d be remiss not to mention the real selling point of the room.

“Wow…” Erica said, her mouth agape.

“Incredible…” I echoed.

Of course, the catalyst of our awe was the breathtaking, unmatched view of the ocean. Any remaining reservations I had about this trip immediately washed away looking at that crystal clear ocean, the vast, golden beach, and our adorable, private, third-floor balcony overlooking it all. Even for a Los Angeles resident like myself familiar with coastal beauty, this view blew my freaking mind.

I slid open the floor-to-ceiling door as the sweet smell of ocean breeze rushed into our room, engulfing us in its wonder. My sister and I had officially arrived in paradise.

Tenderly, Erica stepped beside me and put her arm around my shoulder. “Still mad about that kimono after getting a view like this?”

Mesmerized, I shook my head. How could I be? I’m basking in ocean serenity and Hawaiian bliss.

“I’ll get over it…” I whispered, still entranced by our sensational setup. “Could have gone without the Wendy stuff, but…”

“Cute name though, yeah?” Erica chuckled. “It just came to me!”

I shrugged, refusing to weigh in on the ‘cuteness’ of my temporary girl name. Erica reached across my face to tuck away a strand of my loose auburn hair that got unsettled by the wind.

“You did great though, Will.”

“Heh, thanks…” I answered, finally snapping out of my sea stare and turning my focus to the kimono. “I’m done with this thing, yeah?”

“Sure,” my sister answered, though with a bit of waver in her voice. “I’m gonna hang back here for a minute though. Go explore the resort. Remember, it’s your vacation too.”

◆◆◆

To be completely honest, the whole ‘Wendy’ bit didn’t bother me as much as I thought it would. Partly because it was so short-lived, but mostly because it was merely a speed bump in pursuit of a restorative trip.

I did exactly as Erica recommended and took my time exploring the grounds of Ocean Oasis. And it’s safe to say I was thoroughly impressed.

The resort had everything a vacationer could want. The beautiful, golden beaches stretched on for miles, speckled with resort guests and tourists alike working on their tans. Surfers took to the water to carve up waves with the cockiest ones doing goofy dances atop their boards to impress their friends on land.

A multitude of restaurants lived alongside the beach walkway offering all types of cuisine. Some were fancy and others casual, but each spot had its own unique styles, smells, and staff all beckoning passers-by to partake in a tasty meal.

Eventually, I encountered what many would consider the calling card of any vacation resort: the pool. No legitimate resort is complete without a pool, and The Oasis Pool Club was so much more than that. Giant slides for the kids, a pool bar and cabanas for the adults, and fun, energetic music played by an extremely gregarious DJ, trying nonstop to get the loungers and swimmers to get up and dance.

I spent well over an hour wandering about and taking in the scene. Ocean Oasis felt like the perfect mix of elation and relaxation, and I couldn’t wait for Erica to see it all too. For an introvert like myself, it was a tad overwhelming at times, but at the very least I knew it was a place my sister could thrive.

After what felt like a thorough self-tour of the estate, I decided to head back to the room. But something new caught my eye. About a quarter-mile down from the turn-off to our hotel, well past the resort and beyond a stretch of rocks, was a section of abandoned beach.

Curious, I approached it, traversing the large, slippery stones to find, yes, a small patch of beach, but also a lone palm tree planted in the sand with a blue Adirondack chair nestled beneath.

“Hmm…” I muttered, approaching the tree and observing my surroundings. Being so far off the resort, it wasn’t terribly surprising no one was here. And clearly, whoever had put this chair here hadn’t used it in years. It was sandy, dirty, and in desperate need of a paint job.

But still, the serene, private set-up felt very zen. The hectic, vibrant nature of Ocean Oasis was nice, but something about this spot felt cozy and warm. Without even thinking, I slipped off my shoes, dug my toes into the sand, and sunk my butt into the chair. God this felt relaxing. Nothing around me but a vast ocean. I felt focused and dialed in.

Wait…

Was this the feeling I was searching for? Had I actually unlocked an at-peace, creative mindset ready to write?

A smile crept onto my face even as a gust of wind rushed by and messed up my hair. I had come to a decision. In this chair, next to this tree is where I will finally start my next script.

I had no idea what I’d be writing about, but for the first time in months, I felt ready to write again. And damn did it feel good.

Not wanting to keep Erica waiting, I took note of my new sanctuary’s location and returned to the hotel.

The feeling of finally taking a first step toward relieving my brain fog and writer's block was unbelievably freeing. I’m embarrassed to admit it, but I was so giddy that I even skipped a little on the quick journey. Hopefully, nobody saw.

I couldn’t wait to tell Erica about my new spot as I hurtled through the hotel lobby on my way back to our room. Until, strangely, I spotted another curious thing out of the corner of my eye.

A man. A familiar man…

Without catching his attention, I dug deep in my memory for where I knew his face. A tall man with a strong jawline and short, curly, dark hair… Heh, you know, if anything, that describes my sister’s type to a T.

Then it hit me. The man I passed… of course he’s my sister’s type – because that man’s name is Carter.

Carter, my sister’s ex-boyfriend!

My heart started to race. It wasn’t a perfect look, but long enough for the memories to rush back in. Carter was Erica’s boyfriend in college. I never met him and hadn’t seen his face beyond pictures, but I had no doubt it was him. And if he’s here in the lobby, then he must also be a guest.

Suddenly, my creative inspiration felt like the least important thing in the world as I sprinted back to the room to warn Erica. I knew telling her might drudge up bad memories and cause concern, but as her brother, it’s my duty to tell her.

“Erica!” I shouted, bursting into our suite. She was out on the balcony but whipped her head around, concerned.

“Jeez! What’s wrong? Please don’t tell me you’re already hating it here.”

I shook my head. “No, everything’s beautiful. But listen…” I paused, steadying my voice. “This may be hard for you to hear, but you deserve to know. I ran into someone in the hotel lobby. Someone from your past.”

Erica, to my surprise, didn’t flinch. She said nothing as she stood up and closed the balcony door behind her.

“You saw Carter, didn’t you?” she asked calmly.

“W-what?” I stammered back. “Yeah! How did y—“

Instead of rage or fear or dread, Erica approached me evenly, sitting us down on the edge of the bed and sighing.

“Will, I have one more confession…”


Chapter Three

My brow furrowed and my body tensed. We weren’t even a full day into our trip and already Erica was on her second confession.

“Erica…” I began cautiously. “What are you talking about? You knew he was here?”

It took her a moment, but Erica swallowed hard and nodded.

“Yes, okay? I knew he’d be here. But please just hear me out.” She took a deep breath and began to explain. “When Carter and I broke up at the end of college, I unfollowed him on everything — Instagram, Facebook, everything — because I didn’t want any feelings to fester. And, honestly, it was for the best considering he eventually found a fiancée who’s way prettier than I ever was.”

Already I was shaking my head with disappointment. “Jesus… So you’re here to home-wreck. Do you have any idea how bad of an idea that is!?”

“No no no!” she insisted, holding out her hand. “I don’t follow him but Marie does. And a month ago she noticed Carter’s been super active with his life updates. He got this fancy new job in Dallas, called off his engagement to that girl, and… well… he won a two-week sweepstakes trip to Ocean Oasis.”

Everything slowly made more sense.

“So this whole trip…” I began to surmise. “This whole sweepstakes. We didn’t actually win?”

“The trip is 100% real. I really did win the sweepstakes.” Erica asserted. She bashfully dangled her feet off the bed like a nervous tween. “It just wasn’t quite as, uh, spontaneous as I made it seem.”

I let out a small sigh of relief, pleased that at least some of her original story was truthful. The last thing I needed was to find out we were paying out of pocket. Or worse, that we scammed the resort. Still, my fury toward Erica was present and justified.

“Look, Will, I’m sorry I lied,” she said cautiously, likely noticing my skin reddening with rage. “But, shit… I’ve been looking back on those days recently and I really think Carter was the one! Maybe it’s my move back to Chicago or turning 30, but every fucking day I think about how breaking up with him was the biggest mistake I ever made. And winning the bachelorette sweepstakes… I honestly think it’s a sign from a higher power.”

I’d never claim to understand how my sister’s brain functions. Hell, sometimes I doubt she even knows what’s going on. But the way she was talking about Carter — whether in her best interest or not — it was clear she still cares about him. Sincerely and passionately.

“Two weeks,” I stated. “Two weeks is all you think you need for him to… to what? Fall in love with you again?”

Erica shrugged. “Maybe not ‘fall in love’, but at least show him I’ve grown and matured. I mean, I dumped him, so it’s my responsibility to make it up to him, right? I owe him that much.”

I was impressed by the level of self-reflection and maturity Erica had shown — even if flying across the country to a Hawaiian resort for a pre-planned meet-cute is still pretty insane. But for someone who’s chronically indecisive and vacillated between jobs and cities her whole life, it was refreshing to see her stick to her guns and go after what she felt was right.

After a sequence of deep breaths and convincing myself not to strangle my sister on the spot, I was able to think rationally again.

“So what do you need from me?” I asked, followed by a sharp gulp upon remembering the type of suite we were in. “The whole… Wendy thing. That’s done, right?”

“Oh, definitely,” Erica quickly assured me. “There’s a bunch of sweepstakes winners staying at the resort. Some won trips for two and some got solo trips. Was Carter with anyone?”

I shook my head. “He was alone.”

“Perfect. So he’s a solo tripper and as far as he knows, so am I.”

“But hold on. Solo trip?” I clarified. “So what, am I supposed to hide for two weeks?”

Erica put her hand on my shoulder. “Will, have you seen this place? It’s ginormous! You don’t have to disappear. Plus, he doesn’t have to know we’re staying together.”

With so much lying packed into the first day of our trip, adding yet another lie to the pile made me feel icky. Particularly one that directly involved me.

“I was gonna tell you about this before I saw Carter, but I found a little alcove on the beach a quarter-mile down. I took a seat and… I dunno… I got weirdly inspired to write again. Maybe if it’s all it’s cracked up to be, I’ll spend most of my days down there. Finally, you know, doing what a writer is supposed to do.”

“That’s incredible!” she cheered. “It’s perfect for both of us. Heh… you know, in a roundabout way, aren’t we kind of both here for redemption? I’m here to reconnect with Carter. You’re here to reconnect with your creative side.”

I nodded along, agreeing. This whole trip could be about reconnecting – even the two of us reconnecting as siblings. Wouldn’t that be something?

No, Erica hadn’t exactly earned my trust. At least yet. But there’s a difference between deception and desperation, and Erica’s scenario felt more like the latter.

I’m only 23 years old. I have no idea what it’s like to be in your 30s, still single, and yearning for the past. But I can sure as hell empathize with her fear. And the least I can do — even with how uncomfortable it makes me feel — is to cheer her on as she seeks her own redemption.

◆◆◆

While the reason behind our trip may have changed, it didn’t mean our activities had to. In addition to exploring a bit more of the resort, Erica and I took the chance to read through every guide, brochure, and catalog on the Ocean Oasis resort and the Hawaiian island of Oahu. And the more I learned, the more I felt two weeks wasn’t enough time!

Though Erica and I arrived as equals, we both quietly understood that this was more her trip than it was mine. She won the sweepstakes, she’s here on a mission to reconnect with Carter – my role is merely the travel companion and vacation mooch. But I’m perfectly happy with that. The change of scenery coupled with the island’s energy was already reinvigorating me as a writer.

Our first official ‘plan’ as guests at the Ocean Oasis was a dinner reservation booked at one of the hotel’s seven — yes, seven — restaurants. Erica insisted we start off with a bang and dive right into the island culture with a traditional Hawaiian seafood meal. The restaurant she selected was called Rainbow Kitchen and apparently known for its Hawaiian Yellowtail or ‘Kanpachi’.

“I read that Guy Fieri used to come here,” Erica noted as we were seated at the table. “Surprising considering nothing here is drowned in barbecue sauce.”

“Hmm,” I replied, distracted by the overwhelmingly leafy decor. In some regards, it felt like a Hawaiian Rainforest Café — albeit with a much better menu. The restaurant was pretty crowded too, which made it excellent for people watching. In the middle of our first cocktail, I pointed toward a couple that appeared to be fighting.

“What’s their story?” I gestured subtly. “Your three o’clock.”

“Oh, those two? Hmm…” she mulled, staring at the younger woman and her much older companion while coming up with a story. “They’re on a weekend trip — one she initially didn’t want but came around on. So she put in effort to look good, and now she’s upset that he’s not paying enough attention to her.”

I peered across the restaurant toward the table. Our view was partially blocked by a sprawling plant in the middle of the dining room, but I could see her grab her dress material and shake it furiously as if to say ‘Is this not what you want!?’.

“Damn,” I chuckled. “I think you’re spot-on!”

Erica leaned back, cocky. “I’m an ace. Give me another one.”

Again, I glanced around the restaurant until I found a group of four friends — three men and a woman, all in their 40s. “Okay, do them.”

Erica cracked her knuckles and narrowed her focus. Neither of us could hear, but through expression and body language alone, she delivered her verdict.

“The balding guy is in love with the girl, but she’s dating Green Shirt. He came along on this trip hoping to get her to notice him but he’s too much of a wuss to make an actual move. Either that, or he respects his friend too much to even try. That’s why he’s so sad.”

I smiled and shook my head, deeply impressed. “And what about the third guy? Red Shirt.”

She squinted hard, trying her best to get a read on the man from behind.

“Hmm…” she muttered. “He’s not giving me much… but I get the sense he’s obsessed with his job. Can’t unplug. Ah, look!”

Erica pointed to the man who, on cue, slyly pulled out his phone beneath the table.

“He’s answering a work email. I guarantee it. The guy is a workaholic.”

I gave my sister a polite golf clap, applauding her gift of people-reading.

“You’re really fucking good at this, aren’t you?”

She shrugged and smiled. “I’m a consultant, I travel and work with new people every day. Comes with the job, I guess.”

It was at that moment that I realized something that hadn’t yet leapt into my mind. Was this the first ever solo dinner I had with my sister? I mean, think about it… She’s seven years older than me, so it’s not like we hung out growing up. Sure we ate breakfast or lunch at the kitchen table, but it’s not the same thing as going out for a real meal.

I thought about this more as we chatted and worked through our tasty Kanpachi. She’d always been my sister, but this trip was creating a whole new dynamic. Two adults. Two friends.

“So, this private beach spot,” Erica said in the middle of a bite. “You said it inspired you to write. But write what? Another alien thing?”

“I mean… I guess so,” I answered, though with little confidence. “That's all I’ve ever written.”

She raised an eyebrow and took a sip of her cocktail. “Well, why not mix it up? Write about people for once?”

The way she said it felt like she was mocking me.

“Yeah. If only it were that easy,” I bemoaned.

“I think it is,” she added with a smug look on her face. “Look what I just did. I didn’t know those random peoples’ situations — I mean, I know I’m right… but it’s just made up. Have you ever considered writing about a relationship?”

Immediately I scoffed at her. “Yes, Erica, I’ve considered it. I just suck at it.”

“How come?”

I paused, briefly weighing how much of my personal life I should expose to my sister. Maybe it was the alcohol or maybe I just felt like I owed her some candor.

“Well… I’ve never been in a relationship.”

Erica nearly spit out her drink. “You haven’t dated anyone??”

Immediately I turned red and regretted saying a single word. “Not, like, officially! Okay? So what?”

“Wow…” my sister said, shocked and sinking into her seat. “I guess we do have a lot to learn about each other.”

Ugh. I wish she hadn’t brought that up. Until now the meal had actually been quite pleasant. Though to her credit, I think Erica knew it stung.

“I’m sorry I brought it up, okay? You’re a professional writer. I’m not. But if I can give my two cents... Stories are about people, right? And you can’t sit alone and not interact with anyone and expect to be inspired.”

With our plates cleaned, Erica signaled to our server for the check.

“We’re in Hawaii with a ton of fun, cute people,” she reminded me. “Maybe try meeting some. It could help your writing.”

I didn’t exactly disagree with her, but at the same time wasn’t in the mood to be taking unsolicited relationship advice from the girl who flew across the country for an ex.

However, before I could say anything else, Erica’s face went cold.

“Shit!” she yelped, pointing with her eyes directly behind me. “He’s here!”

“What??” I quickly jumped into full alarm mode. “You mean Carter?”

Erica shot up from her seat and grabbed my wrist. “Yes, I mean Carter!!”

I stared at Erica, not entirely sure what she wanted from me.

“HE’S WALKING OVER! HIDE IN THE BATHROOM!” she whisper-screamed.

I shot up from my seat like it was on fire, juking around the restaurant foliage and scooting into the nearest bathroom which was, thankfully, right near our table.

The door locked, lights off for some reason, I could hear Erica through the bathroom Erica muttering “Shit! Shit! Shit!” to herself as a man’s footsteps approached our table.

“Well, well, well… Erica Quinn!?” Carter announced. “I thought it was you!”

“Carter Harris,” my sister replied, putting on her best, flirtatious voice. “No freaking way. What a coincidence!”

Even though there was no chance he could know I was listening through the bathroom vent, I kept my mouth zipped shut.

“What the hell are you doing here?” I heard her ask, obviously well aware of his circumstances. “Of all the resorts in the world…”

The two of them went on like this for a while re-stating the absurdity behind their run-in, offering loose details on what they’ve been up to, how she’d moved back to Chicago from New York, how Carter started a new job in Dallas… and of course, complimenting how ‘stunning’ one another looked. I found it funny how easily my sister could put on this faux ignorant persona. Though I suppose I shouldn’t be too surprised – she’d done it to me twice already.

It was pretty surreal listening to the two of them talk. Carter, who I’d only seen in pictures, was here in the flesh. Dug up from Erica’s past and, Bam! Right back in her life. I gotta give my sister credit. She made this happen. Not that Carter knows that.

“So tell me,” Carter said after an awkward pause. “Who’s, uh… Who’s here?”

I couldn’t see a thing, but it was clear the conversation had moved to the apparent empty plate and seat right in front of her.

“Oh, who’s here?” Erica repeated Carter’s question, but not like she didn’t hear him. More like she was stalling for time.

You’re kidding me! Erica planned out lies for everything except this? I mean, shit, just say you’re with a friend! But as it turned out, Erica’s answer wouldn’t have mattered a lick.

“Wait,” Carter went on. “It’s Wendy, isn’t it?”

Huh?

“Huh?” Erica echoed my thoughts.

“Yeah,” Carter said. “There was a little posting in the lobby of the sweepstakes winners. I remember reading ‘Erica and Wendy’. Though I didn’t realize Erica was you.

Shit. Shit shit shit! I wanted more than anything to sprint out of the bathroom and reveal myself to him. To put a stop to this Wendy nonsense once and for all. Just cut my losses and chalk it up as a silly misunderstanding. In fact, I did reach for the door handle, but not before Erica put the nail in the coffin.

“Oh yes! That’s right. Wendy’s my cousin. My friend couldn’t make it so I invited her instead. But she’s in the bathroom now. G.I. issues, I think…”

I slapped my forehead with such force that I was genuinely surprised she couldn’t hear me from outside.

Carter awkwardly chuckled at her overshare. “Cool…” he replied. “Well, I hope she’s feeling better.”

“She’ll be fine. Just might be a while! Girls being girls, I guess!”

I never wanted to smack Erica more than I did right now.

“Well, hey, uh… You still have my number, right?” Carter added, sounding like he was on his way out. “Text me. Would love to, you know, catch up and hang.”

“I’d love that!” My sister beamed.

Red face, sweaty palms, and fury in my soul, I spent another 60 seconds pacing in the bathroom before promptly returning to the table where my sister was done paying the check.

“Hey! We’re all cl—” she started but abruptly stopped as she saw the beginnings of my conniption.

“Don’t you dare say we’re all clear!” I shouted, even catching the attention of a few diners. Erica should be lucky we were in public because I. Was. FURIOUS.

It took her a moment, but she looked at the bathroom wall to our right and put two and two together.

“Oh… You heard…”

I nodded stoically.

She shot me a sheepish, embarrassed look. “Maybe I need a little more Wendy time than I thought.”


Chapter Four

Needless to say, we didn’t talk much for the rest of the night. In fact, beyond a few logistical things like sleeping arrangements and sorting our clothes, Erica barely said a word to me. Good. I was in no mood for chit-chat.

Naturally, my white-hot rage subsided overnight and by the time I woke up in the morning, most of my anger had dissipated. But just because I was no longer angry didn’t mean I had even the slightest clue on how the hell we’d handle this. Even worse, by the time I’d gotten out of bed, Erica was already gone. Great…

If there’s one thing I learned from living in LA over the past year or so, it’s that if you have access to fresh air, you take advantage. Sure, LA’s got its smog and pollution, particularly in the mornings, but just being outside in the sunshine can work wonders on your mood. And Hawaii was that times a hundred.

“Will?” I heard Erica return to our room. “Sunshine’s nice, yeah?”

“Mmhmm,” I answered, disengaged and uninterested in granting her any eye contact. “Let me guess — you were out with Carter?”

“What? No. I haven’t even texted him yet.” Erica joined me out on the balcony as she placed her hand on my shoulder, though I briskly pushed it away.

“Will, I get it. You’re upset. Did I handle it perfectly? No. I… I choked. But he was the one that said Wendy — not me!”

“Repeated,” I corrected her. “He repeated Wendy. You said it first. At the front desk.”

“Because they needed a name! Two girls! It’s just a bad break.”

I forcefully huffed. I felt like even in the sunshine on the balcony I wasn’t safe from this Wendy stress. “So what were you doing then?”

Erica hung her head and handed me a flier.

“What’s this?” I asked, flipping over the thick card stock paper. It read ‘WATT FM Sweepstakes’ on the front.

Erica pointed to a small section on the bottom. “Read the highlighted portion.”

I cleared my throat and read the sentence aloud. “‘Sweepstakes winners must follow all resort rules’ … ‘such as sex and gender room restrictions where applicable’ … ‘or promotion discount will be revoked’…”

I sat there silently for a moment as I let the new information seep in.

“So I’m stuck,” I said, absorbing the news with a blank face. I couldn’t even be mad. I’d been upset for too long that at this point I felt incapable. I was simply out of gas. More arguing was the last thing I wanted.

“I know this is all my fault,” Erica explained, pacing on our balcony. “I put you in a situation that’s nowhere close to fair. And I want you to know I take full responsibility.” With that, Erica reached into her purse, revealed a check, and handed it to me. “For your trouble.”

I gazed at the number written on the check. “Two thousand dollars?”

“Yep,” Erica nodded. “This’ll cover your already-booked flights, an early flight home, and a little bit of fun money on top. You deserve a vacation, Will. I feel like I stole that from you.”

Well, this is the last thing I expected from her. Not that I doubted Erica’s character, but her white lies had put me in a pickle unlike anything I’d experienced.

“That’s… extremely generous,” I told her, honestly.

“As much as I’d love to have you here, I can’t put you through this if you don’t want to. It was completely false advertising, and I’m sorry.”

I didn’t immediately respond to her apology. Something about the crashing waves on the beach had enchanted me. They enchanted me the moment I arrived. I knew I had every reason to scram — to fly home, return to my everyday life in LA, and return to being an unemployed writer. Hell, I even had the money in hand to do exactly that.

But somehow I couldn’t make myself get up and leave.

“It’s beautiful here,” I said plainly, still ignoring her apology.

I looked over to my sister only to find her eyes fixated on the same patch of water. “Sure is.”

“You know, what you said at the table was spot on. There’s a lot to experience here. And it could help my writing.”

Erica’s head whipped over to me. “Wait, what?”

Jesus… I can’t believe I’m considering this, but it just feels right.

“I… I’ll stay,” I said with a bit of waver in my voice. “I can’t precisely say why, but something tells me I’m not done here.”

Erica erupted in celebration, yanking me out of my seat and gripping me into a big ‘ol bear hug.

“Oh my god thank you thank you THANK YOU, Will!” she shrieked. “I promise you won’t regret it, okay?”

Being squeezed so hard, it was difficult to get a word out. “Uh, thanks…” I said. “If that means wearing your kimono a few more times, I can survive.”

Erica smirked. “Oh, Will... We should have no issues.” She reached over, tucking a loose strand of hair behind my ear. “Just leave everything to me.”

◆◆◆

With how incredible the Ocean Oasis amenities are, it’s easy to forget that we have the entire island of Oahu at our disposal. In fact, every resort brochure we picked up was chock full of off-site recommendations for travelers looking to experience everything the great state of Hawaii has to offer.

Erica, as I’m starting to learn, is the kind of traveler who’s always looking for the next activity. And that’s a quality I appreciate. Introverts like myself sometimes need that extra push to change out of our sweatpants, leave the house, and do something fun. And in this particular case, that ‘something fun’ was renting bikes.

Bike riding felt like the perfect activity. First, it’s an affordable and fun way to get around. I mean, who doesn’t love the wind blowing through their hair as you zoom by walkers and joggers? But the best part is using them to branch out beyond the resort and take in a little local Hawaiian culture.

Erica and I rode for nearly an hour before deciding to stop in a little seaside town for a bite and a break — one of those quaint towns that always seems to have a farmer’s market going on.

“New York didn’t have any of this,” Erica lamented as she munched on a fish taco and browsed the stands. “Chicago too. At least not this close to an ocean.”

She picked up a tiny turquoise trinket in the shape of a crab and played with it for a moment, though was quickly chastised by the merchant.

“Don’t play with that!” the man scolded her.

“They’re a little friendlier in the midwest too...” she whispered.

We moved on from the market and further into town where the more permanent shops lived. Most of them sold items that, as non-residents, we didn’t have much use for. But that didn’t stop Erica from dragging me into almost every single shop we passed.

“Oh, this is cute!” she said, referring to a bright-pink trucker hat that had the words ‘That Bish’ on it.

I chuckled. “Is it?”

She shrugged. “Hey, I’m on vacation. I’m allowed to like weird stuff.”

We shopped for almost an hour before Erica finally found something she wanted to buy — a wide-brimmed sun hat with a light-green ribbon tied to it. But of course, being as picky as she is, insisted on getting a deal.

“How much for this?” she asked the salesperson.

The woman, bored out of her mind from a slow day’s work, answered dully. “A hundred and fifty dollars.”

“What!” Erica boomed, putting the hat back on the rack. “Oh, no way that’s worth it, sorry.”

The salesperson shrugged, barely caring. “Well, it’s a two-for-one sale,” she added. “If you’re in the market for two.”

A grin grew on Erica’s face as she turned to me. “Hmmm… two for one?”

Quickly, I shook my head. “I don’t need a hat. Especially that hat.”

Before I could step back though, Erica snagged an identical hat from the rack and stuck it on my head.

“Fits like a glove,” the associate noted, suddenly more interested. “Two for one, like I said!”

Erica took a moment to pull me aside, out of the woman’s earshot. “You know this would only help our Wendy situation, right?”

I let out a small grunt. “Suddenly the kimono isn’t enough?”

“You really wanna wear that same thing every time you walk through the lobby?” She said, toying with my hair beneath my hat. “Plus, this looks so pretty on you!” Erica shoved me in front of a mirror where I could attest to the look. “Thoughts?”

I’m not sure if it was her laying my hair over my shoulders or just the lighting, but the hat looked a lot better on me than I thought.

“It’s… not the worst,” I admitted. However, the light green ribbon was a bit more feminine than I was used to.

“Good! We’ll buy ‘em then.” Erica declared to the increasingly giddy salesperson. But before she could ring anything up, I grabbed her arm.

“Woah woah woah!” I shouted, once again pulling my sister aside for some privacy. “Doesn’t it look kinda off? I mean, isn’t it better to wear no girls’ stuff rather than a weird half-guy-half-girl look.”

“Or…” Erica began, somewhat suspiciously. “We go the other way.”

Instead of returning to the check-out counter, my sister turned back toward the clothing racks.

“Uh… what are you doing?”

“Getting you an outfit to match the hat,” she answered nonchalantly.

Jesus... Before she could even touch a piece of clothing, I snatched her hand. “Look, I know you want to go on a shopping spree, but does it have to involve me?”


My sister chuckled, apparently amused with how uncomfortable I was in a store of women’s clothing.

“Will, I’m only trying to help you. If you get caught as a guy, we’re out of the hotel. You were the one who said wearing a girl’s hat with a boy’s shirt would cause suspicion.

“...well it would.”

“How about this? I’ll pull two outfits. You pick the least offensive one, and we have that as your ‘Wendy look’ for when you need to go to the lobby or interact with any staff, okay?”

Hmm. I suppose that sounded reasonable. I remember being extremely nervous the first time I put on the flowery kimono, but wearing it gave me a strange sense of peace. A) It didn’t look as bad on me as I thought, and B) By wearing an objectively feminine outfit, I passed with zero issues. Neither the check-in girl nor the bellhop thought twice about my gender. For that brief moment, I was a girl through and through. And with our sweepstakes at stake, it can be a real ace in the hole.

“Okay then,” I answered with a strange degree of conviction. “Give me two outfits and we’ll walk out with one.”

Erica smiled. “It’s a plan! Looks like there’s a changing room back there,” she said pointing to the back of the store, then turning to the associate. “We’ll actually be a little longer, sorry.”

“No worries!” the woman answered, thrilled that the sale of one hat had turned into so much more.

I waited anxiously in the changing room as my sister fetched two outfits to go with my new sun hat.

“Just, you know… be kind to me,” I shouted out, praying she didn’t completely screw me with an especially girlish look.

Soon enough Erica made her way to the dressing closet and tossed two items over the door. “Start with these.”

The first item was a pair of white pants followed by a green t-shirt. However, holding them up against my body, both items seemed too small.

“Uh, I know I’m 5'4”, but these are still too short.”

“They’re capris and a crop-top,” Erica explained. “They’re supposed to be short.”

Well, as strange as it felt to undress in this random clothing store in this random Oahu town, I did exactly that, slipping up the white capris over my boxers and the green crop top over my head. To my surprise, both items were my exact size, even if the fit itself was a little different than my normal clothes. Unlike boys’ pants, girls’ pants are a bit looser in the hips and tighter in the waist. So they hung a little weird on my body but still fit better than expected.

The top, too, was a unique experience. It wasn’t even windy inside the store and I felt a breeze across my stomach. There was a slight fraying at the base of the shirt that brushed against my tummy if I moved a certain way.

“Well?” Erica pleaded impatiently. “Let’s see it!”

I wasn’t too excited to be modeling a women’s outfit for my sister, but bravely I unlocked the door, stepped out, and gave her the show she wanted.

“Ooooh, Wendy, look at you!”

“Wen—” I began to question before noticing the salesperson standing right next to Erica. “Uh, thanks!” I decided to say instead of challenging the name change. I had no idea if she knew I was a boy or a girl, but I guess it’s better to roll with the latter.

“That’s decent,” my sister continued. “But try the other.”

Already she was handing off what appeared to be a single-piece, baby-blue garment. I feared the worst, immediately on the defensive.

“Is this a dress?”

Erica rolled her eyes as if that was the dumbest question ever. “No, Wendy…” Then she peered at the salesperson who, thankfully, was no longer paying much attention. “It’s a romper. Just put it on.”

She shooed me back into the closet where I discovered, yes, it wasn’t a dress — but it sure as hell looked close to one. It had a lower-cut neckline, swishy, light material, and it even had a tricky clasp in the back that I was somehow able to close on my own. The only obvious difference from a dress, however, was instead of a skirt, the outfit had built-in shorts in a sort of one-piece pajama style. And much like pajamas — as much as I hate to admit it — it was damn comfortable.

Erica summoned me again and this time, gave me a much better reaction.

“This! This has to be it. It looks too cute on you!”

“Uh, hold on…” I halted her. “I believe I get to decide, yes?”

My sister whined like a bratty teenager. “You do… I guess.”

Well, I knew I was walking out of here with one of the two, and both looks were objectively girly. Though I guess that’s the whole point of this. Between the kimono and whatever I choose, I’ll have two ‘Wendy looks’ that I can use inside the hotel.

“Trouble picking?” Erica teased with a smile.

“This,” I finally decided. “The romper. But only because it’s more comfortable.”

Her eyes widened, as did her smile. “Very well! The romper it is. I’ll ring it up.”

Despite the physical comfort of my newest outfit, I knew I’d be far more socially comfortable wearing my shorts and t-shirt out of the store. So that’s exactly what I did as I tossed the romper back to Erica.

Let me get one thing clear. I definitely didn’t ‘miss’ having the romper. But, let’s say, 5% of me — so a tiny fraction — felt a bit saddened having to change back into scratchy cargo shorts. There’s just something nice about the swish of that romper…

Erica had just wrapped up paying by the time I’d finished changing, and it’s safe to say the salesperson was thrilled we’d come through the door to brighten her day — and her commission, I’m sure. Regardless, I thanked the woman.

“Thank you!” she replied. “I’m sure you’ll love every outfit.”

“Wait…” I paused. “Every outfit?”

I reached for the bag but Erica quickly tugged it away. “Okay, I bought both. Sue me!”

The salesperson chuckled. “You should be so lucky to have a sister who buys you such pretty clothes!”

Erica glared at me teasingly. “Yeah, WENDY. You should be so lucky!”

“Ugh…” I groaned as I followed Erica back to our bikes. For some reason, ‘lucky’ wasn’t the word that felt right. Particularly because that bag felt a lot heavier than just a pair of hats and two outfits.


Chapter Five

My family didn’t go on a ton of vacations when I was growing up. Consequences of not having much disposable income, I suppose. But there’s a trip in particular that stands out to me.

As a native Chicago suburbanite, visiting friends’ lake houses in southern Wisconsin was what we considered ‘getting away’. And at the time, my parents were good friends with this one couple, Mr. and Mrs. Tuft.

Saying the Tufts were not pleasant people would be an understatement. And to this day I have no clue what my parents ever saw in them. They were loud, obnoxious, and constantly rude to people not in their immediate circle. And the Tufts made it abundantly clear they didn’t care for my parents dragging me along on weeklong trips to their house. Likewise, Tufts… Likewise…

But still, those vacations weren’t all bad. With Erica off at college or doing some out-of-town internship, I was the only ‘kid’ around. And so I spent much of my time out on the beach (if you agree that lakes even have beaches) playing alone and using my imagination to fill the time. Tween-age Will, taking on the world. It was on those trips that, for the first time, I discovered how fulfilling being creative could be. And if I remember correctly, it was that summer that, alone on the beach — and using yellow legal pads, mind you — I wrote my first ever story.

So in a way, it’s crazy how full circle I’ve come. Granted, Ocean Oasis more than trumps the Tufts’ lake house, and Erica’s company is much preferred to that of my parents, but ten-plus years later, I’d somehow found myself in an eerily similar situation. Funny how that works out.

The moment we returned from our bike ride, I made my way to my little private beach spot — ‘Alcove Cove’ I’ve been calling it — to spend some time working on a new story. The only question is: what story?

Thankfully my private little Alcove Cove was as abandoned as it was the first time, and paired with the beautiful weather and zen-like atmosphere, I felt perfectly at ease. Not that it was absent of all sounds, of course. Cheers, shouts, laughs, and other noises — while soft and distant — still carried from the resort.

This time I’d brought my book bag and laptop for some proper formatting. As I listened to the sounds of the ocean mixed with the sounds of people, an idea came to me.

“Swimmers…” I muttered to myself.

Could that be what my story is about? Erica’s words from dinner shot to the top of my mind. She’d reminded me of the value of meeting and observing people. Why not write a story about actual people for once?

“Simple, simple…” I reminded myself, practically quoting the advice of every writer who tells you how to beat writer’s block. “Keep it simple and put anything on the page…”

I’m not sure if it was the power of my alcove, my sister’s words, or the ambient shouts of beachgoers and swimmers in the ocean, but I wrote uninterrupted for nearly two hours.

I didn’t worry about formatting or length or prose or anything like that. The important thing was I, for the first time in forever, put something down on the page. And it wasn’t my typically cringey, dialogue-less, rough-and-tough action sequences featuring evil creatures from down below. Quite the contrary. Simple as can be, I wrote what came to mind. And curiously it was dialogue between a male swimmer and a female swimmer, chatting on the beach about an upcoming race. The woman had an upcoming race to an island far off in the distance — a race that the man had tried to do once before, but failed. And so they shared their anxieties.

And that’s it. That was as much as I got down. But damn did it feel incredible. I felt free! I felt like myself again. I’m a professional writer after all — I should be able to freakin’ write!

But another thing every good writer knows is the value of quitting when you’re ahead. Never let your momentum sour and push you back into overthinking. Still, I couldn’t help myself. The focusing power of my private little beach and dusty blue chair had worked wonders.

However, a small part of me considered that maybe it wasn’t exclusively the setting. I mean, what else was different about today that suddenly changed my behavior? A bike ride, a trip out of town, a little reconciliation with my sister after a stressful start…

Oh, and trying on girls’ clothes.

It’s probably not that last one. Regardless, I should do everything I can to keep that mindset. Because enough days like this strung together, and we’re looking at a hell of a productive trip.

◆◆◆

Erica chose to go her own way during the day — a fact I actually appreciated. That can sometimes be the problem with vacations. In everyday life you don’t spend enough time together, but on vacation, you spend too much. I think we both understood that striking a balance is healthy – even if some of that ‘balance’ is necessary to conceal my identity.

I beat Erica back to the room where I had the pleasure of even more alone time, sitting out on the balcony and sipping the complimentary sparkling water the hotel staff refreshes each day. Nothing too glamorous like daily champagne, but it's a nice little gesture of luxury.

The only complaint I had with the fancy water was it’s always left out and thus never cold, meaning we frequent trips down the hallway to refill our ice bucket.

So far only Erica had done the refill runs. Call it paranoia, but she’s argued any additional ‘non-Wendy’ time inside the hotel is an unnecessary risk – to which I sort of agreed. But dammit if a guy can’t get crisp, cold sparkling water!

And so without changing a thing about my outfit or appearance, I stepped outside the room and walked down the hall to the ice machine.

I couldn’t help but smirk thinking about how little attention the workers must pay to guests on the regular. I mean, seriously? There are new people every week — or hell, every couple of days! Yeah, sure I’d come around on Erica buying me a few girl outfits just in case, but with a drama-free bike ride and jaunts back and forth to Alcove Cove, I got the sense I’d never even use them.

I unceremoniously plopped the bucket beneath the ice machine and hit the button. But nothing happened.

Hmm… I pressed the button a few more times. Still not working.

The button wasn’t even lit up, so I stretched my body around the back to see if it was even plugged in. Who knows, maybe the outlet was needed for something else.

Of course, as if my carelessness had tempted fate, a chambermaid approached me from behind.

“No ice?” the woman, probably in her late 60s, asked. Those two words alone revealed a very thick accent.

An employee offering her help typically isn't an issue. In fact, it’s appreciated. The only problem is this isn’t any normal employee. I very much recognized her. She’s the chambermaid – for our room!

I froze for a second, wondering if I should even respond. I mean, she’s not looking at me funny. At least not initially. After all, I could be a guest in any room – not just the bachelorette suite.

Instead of speaking, I shook my head.

“Hmm…” she said, her eyes squinting as she examined the machine. She did the same two steps as me, pressing the button and then checking the plug before, out of nowhere, she gripped the sides of the massive machine and furiously shook it.

The loud clanging startled me until about five seconds later, it whirred back to life. The button was green again and, evidently, ready to dispense ice.

“Wow!” I shouted. “You’re amazing, thank you!”

The woman nodded like it was nothing and turned to leave the room. But not before yet another familiar face turned the corner, bumping into her.

“Ow! So sorry, excuse me!” the voice behind me yelped.

It was Erica.

“Oh, excuse me, uh… Hello Miss Erica!” the woman replied.

I whipped my head around, locking eyes with my sister who was just as surprised to see me.

“I was just… I heard a bunch of noise,” my sister explained as she tried putting things together, but then widening her eyes. “Is everything okay… Wendy?”

This time it was the chambermaid whose head whipped around.

“Wendy?” she stammered, confused and looking me over.

Shit. Shit shit shit! This isn’t good.

My sister, though she’d planned none of this, lunged forward and grabbed my arm. “Well, thank you for helping with the ice, Ariel. Come on Wendy, back to the room!”

“Uh, thanks again,” I squeaked.

Erica had my arm in a vice grip as she escorted me down the hallway and back to our room, slamming the door behind us.

“Uh, what do you think you’re doing??”

“I was just getting ice!”

“Dressed like that? You’re literally right next to our room! You’re supposed to be a girl!”

Though my sister’s rage felt a bit much, I couldn’t really argue with her. She was right. I got careless and took a risk.

“Okay, okay. I should’ve been wearing the romper… or the kimono or whatever,” I began. “But what’s with this ‘Ariel’ crap? You know her?”

“I like making friends with the staff,” she said. “They’re good to us, so I should be good to them.”

I groaned, frustrated that my sister’s extroversion was yet another hurdle to concealing my identity.

“So she’s expecting two girls then?”


Erica firmly nodded. “It is a bachelorette suite.”

Though it was a hell of a close contact – and Ariel definitely shot me a look for being called ‘Wendy’ while in boys’ clothes – we concluded that it was unlikely she suspected anything dubious.

“Fuck…” I sulked onto my bed. “Two days in and already I feel like I can’t catch a break with this shit…”

“Well, you were the one who turned down that free trip home,” my sister said to me with a heavy dose of I-Told-You-So energy. “Remember that.”

But her reminder only made me sink further into my bed. Why couldn’t this whole resort be like my one little private spot on the beach?

Erica glanced around the room and noticed a few of my clothes strewn about. “You’re good about keeping your things in drawers, but if Ariel’s gonna be cleaning our room every day, you cannot have male things laying around. She could take it as a sign to investigate further.” My sister picked up a sock from the ground and tossed it at me. “Anything that reads ‘male’ needs to be in a drawer.”

I sighed, annoyed that just one mistake warranted a near-round-the-clock change to my behavior. But what other choice did I have?

“I’ll be more careful,” I promised.

She nodded, but my sister wasn’t done. “And going out in public… You gotta be stealthier,” my sister declared. “Kimono, romper… something that suggests you’re a girl. No exceptions.”

This time I groaned loudly, embarrassed it’d come to this. “Jesus… Every time?”

“Do you wanna get kicked out or not?” she said with a death stare. “Because it’s getting serious.”

No, obviously I didn’t want that. And certainly not because of a silly slip like with the ice machine.

“Fine,” I conceded. “But I’m telling you, clothes aren’t everything.”

“Well, then it’s good your hair is so pretty,” Erica said. “Just wear your cute little outfits and we’ll be fine, okay?”

My sister smirked as a scowl formed on my face, quickly manifesting into a chucked pillow at her. Then she retaliated with one back at me. Before we knew it, the fear and tension had dissipated from the room, our tense argument turning into a friendly pillow fight full of laughs, grunts, and a few scattered feathers.

◆◆◆

Not looking to push our luck any further, Erica graciously offered to pick up dinner and bring it back to the room for a night in.

Yes, I know some people might look at this as a wasted night. We’re at a glitzy Hawaiian resort after all! The opportunities for fancy cuisine, bougie beach parties, late-night clubbing, and everything in between is right at our fingertips. But there’s real value in settling down, resetting expectations, and pacing ourselves on a two-week trip.

Instead of a nightclub, we picked the movie Night at the Museum. And instead of $200 sushi we ordered a $20 pizza. Just two siblings hanging out, keeping it chill.

Erica returned with the goods around 7 o’clock as we devoured our shares of the pie. We also made a significant dent into the giant soda bottle – though Erica got the ice this time around.

“So why didn’t you see Carter today?” I asked, sipping my Sprite and nearly spilling it on my shirt.

She rolled her eyes. “Because I’m playing it slow, Will!” The mere mention of Carter managed to make her blush. “But he did text me. We’re playing tennis tomorrow afternoon. He reserved some courts.”

“Aw, that’s a sweet date,” I responded genuinely.

“Well, not a date-date,” she clarified, holding up her hand. “Right now it’s just a ‘friend hang’.”

As much as Erica wanted to play it cool, she was clearly both nervous and excited for this ‘friend hang’. I never doubted her intentions with Carter and, as far as I could tell, she genuinely regretted dumping him all those years ago. Call it a ‘tennis date’ or ‘just playing it slow’, Erica’s got a good head on her shoulders. I trust her with this kind of stuff. Certainly more than I’d trust myself.

“And what about you?” she asked me, picking up a loose pepperoni piece from the plate. “Get some writing done?”

I smiled fondly, for the first time in hours remembering my breakthrough. “Actually, yes. I spent some time in my little alcove and… I think I finally have a story.” 

Erica giddily applauded as she begged for every detail. While I refused to read anything, she managed to get me to lay out my swimmer romance idea, basically beat by beat.

“I know, it’s silly…” I lamented, hanging my head. “But it somehow felt like the right call. I don’t know shit about romance — or swimming for that matter.”

But Erica reached forward and grabbed my hands tenderly. “None of that matters. You found a story you’re excited to tell. Who cares if it’s not about aliens?”

I chuckled. “My agent, probably. But I can cross that bridge when I get there.”

“That lady, Kendra — she’s still your agent, right?” Erica asked. “Have you called her?”

“Oh no no no! No way. Not until it’s done.”

Erica, for all her smarts, knew very little about the entertainment industry. Just brazenly pivoting genres is, in many ways, career suicide. Especially for someone young and unestablished. It’s an unfortunate reality for young writers. Sometimes you have to really make it before saying ‘F-U’ to the status quo and writing something fresh.

While I often found writing cathartic, discussing unfinished writing was stressful so I changed the subject by insisting we start the movie.

I’m not sure why, but Erica and I both have a memory of watching Night at the Museum together in theaters. I think it was one of the few movies we ever saw just the two of us after our mom dropped us off for a matinee. Even for a PG movie, I remember it being pretty scary. Though I hope I’ve manned up enough in 18 years to stomach it now.

Erica and I took to our separate beds and I lounged back as I hit play. But something startled her.

“Wait!” My sister leapt out of bed just as the studio logos began. “I’m changing into jammies.”

I rolled my eyes, as much annoyed by the interruption as I was by her use of the word ‘jammies’.

“You’re thirty, Erica. Jammies?”

She’d gone around the corner and into the bathroom to change, but was taking a while. Like, much longer than normal.

“Will? Come here for a second…” she called out, a little dubiously.

But I didn’t move. “Ugh. What?”

“Just come here. I wanna show you something.”

Irked, I rose from my comfy bed and rounded the corner to the bathroom.

Sure enough, Erica did have something to show me. But it wasn’t even close to what I expected.

There she stood in her matching pink pajama set. But she also held a second, identical set. And it looked just my size.


Chapter Six

I looked at her, blinking.

“Erica…” I began. “Don’t say that’s for me.”

She scoffed. “Alright, so while I was out getting dinner I made a little shopping trip. This island is full of two for one sales!”

I felt like we’d done this already. “Erica, we’re in private. Who cares if I’m wearing girls' clothes? What, you think Ariel’s gonna burst in here in the middle of the night?”

She laughed. “Of course not! But what’s the harm in wearing something comfy?”

I took the pajama set from her and inspected it – though I had little need as it was literally modeled on my sister. She called them pajamas, these were far from something your average guy would wear to sleep — you know, long cotton pants and an old t-shirt maybe? Nope. Completely different. The shirt – a camisole – was more or less a tank top but undeniably one meant for a girl. The shorts, too, could only be meant for a girl with how wide in the hips and incredibly short they were.

“I thought it’d be cute to wear these together for the movie!” Erica explained, trying to turn my frown upside-down. “Come onnnnn. I promise it’ll look cute.”

“But I don’t want to look cute for bed. I want to be comfy for bed!”

She was getting peeved, shoving the jammies back in my hands. “Well, this’ll do that too. If you’re not comfy, you can go back to your… uh, cargo shorts.”

It was already getting late. Maybe it was the already-set sun or the fact I was itching to watch this damn movie but I reluctantly caved.

Sure enough, Erica had nailed my size — though it’s not too surprising since she’d helped me shop for women’s clothes already today. The camisole — or ‘cami’, as Erica now called it — fit like a glove. The shorts had a comfortable elastic that was snug around my small-ish waist with room in my hips. I’m not sure if I should be grateful or embarrassed how seamlessly girls' clothes fit on my body.

And damn did I hate to admit how comfortable I was.

The only problem with the pajama set was, unlike with prior outfits, my boxers were seriously bunching up in these shorts. But my sister being the sharp shopper she is already had that covered.

“I bought you new underwear too!” she called from the other room. “It’s in the bag!”

Reaching into the bag, sure enough, there was underwear. But not like anything I’d worn before.

“Erica!” I shrieked. “These… These…”

“Are panties? Yes,” she finished my thought with almost no emotion. “Women’s outfits require panties. Whoop-dee-doo. Just put them on.”

If I weren’t so entranced with how comfortable my new pajamas were, I probably would’ve stripped them off right there and thrown them out the window. But again, without a fight, I opened the package and slipped them on.

“I’m not sure why you had to buy six pairs,” I whined.

“They only sell ‘em in packs,” she explained. “Just stop being a baby and wear them.”

As a boy my instinct was to go for the least girly color. But sure enough, Erica had screwed me once more and bought a set with only white, black, and pink. Two of each. Well, I guess black is the least feminine, so I opted for those.

Needless to say, it felt absolutely bizarre standing alone in the bathroom in a pink camisole top, slipping on fresh panties that my sister bought for me no more than an hour ago. Like, was I really doing this right now? Was this what my vacation had come to?

Much like with the shorts and cami, I had mixed feelings about how phenomenally these panties fit me. At least they offered fairly full-coverage – helpful from a practicality standpoint.

Not that my sister would know this, but I’m not exactly ‘packing’ down there. Stealing glances in locker rooms over the years, I came to the conclusion that I was among the ‘smaller’ guys. A fact that was strangely beneficial to me in a time like this.

With the full outfit on, I made the grand reveal to my sister eagerly awaiting on her bed.

“Yay!! We’re twins!” she cheered, which I couldn’t help but laugh and blush a little.

“You’re right, they’re cozy,” I said, plopping my butt back down on the bed.

“The fact that you even once lounged around in cargo shorts is a sin,” Erica reached onto the bedside table to kill the lights and grab the remote. “But congratulations, now we can start the movie.”

◆◆◆

I can’t speak for Erica, but that was the first time in at least a decade that I had what felt like an actual ‘sleepover’.

I’m the first to admit that I’ve really been a ‘friends guy’. Not to say I hate people or anything, but big flashy parties with tons of acquaintances or even intimate gatherings with friends aren’t really for me. Sleepovers, especially, were something I avoided. Sure I had a few in elementary school with other boys my age, but damn could those get exhausting. Everyone pranking each other, daring to run outside in the cold of the night, or constantly shouting about some game on TV? Meh, not for me.

Maybe last night doesn’t ‘count’ as a sleepover, but whatever it was, it was far better than anything from my youth. Even the sudden shift in dress code — though it made for a rocky start — didn’t hinder my night in the slightest. Erica and I in our matching jammies and queen beds just, well, hanging out and enjoying a nostalgic movie.

There was plenty of chit-chat during the movie — something I never used to appreciate, but Erica made it fun. And in a way, I think the fact I agreed to wear matching outfits put her more at ease too. She treated me less like her unreliable kid brother and more like her, well, friend. The power of panties, I guess.

Good vibes carried into the next day as Erica got up super early to bring breakfast sandwiches back to the room. While she had already changed into her day clothes, I decided to keep the cami-shorts combo on. I felt a little self-conscious doing so, but fuck it, they’re comfortable! And to Erica’s credit, she didn’t make a single joke or comment that my pink jammies stayed on.

The big story of today was Erica’s tennis-date-but-not-a-date with Carter — to my knowledge, their first ‘romantic’ outing since their breakup. Not that I was pressing too much for details. But tennis wasn’t the only thing on her schedule as she revealed a last-minute nail appointment in preparation for the event.

“It’s not for tennis!” she insisted, blushing. “I just want to get my nails done. It’s been forever since I had French tips and I think it’ll look cute.”

This was a rare opportunity to tease her, so I took full advantage. “Are you sure you don’t have insider info that Carter likes girls with pretty nails?”

She playfully hit me on the arm. “Hey, you should be happy I’m leaving you alone for so long. Gives you plenty of time to work on your new kissy-kissy romance book!”

Now I was the one blushing as she walked out the suite. Erica wasn’t wrong though. I cherished the opportunity to have a full day of writing on the beach, even if it meant that, for the first time, I’d be willingly leaving the hotel presenting as Wendy.

Since I’ll be sitting all day, I figured a comfy outfit would be wise. So after a quick shower, I changed into my romper. But seeing myself in the mirror, something didn’t entirely look right…

While the fit of my romper was as good as yesterday — again, accentuating my hips and butt — wearing this kind of outfit with boxer shorts just didn’t feel right. And so, in what I’m sure is a phrase no man has ever uttered, I told myself panties would be better.

Now the outfit looked right and my ‘little Will’ felt safe and secure in my fresh white cotton undies. Hmm… That’s somehow two for two on me not hating wearing panties….

With my romper, sunhat, and unisex(ish) flip flops, I was 100% confident that I passed as a girl — at least in appearance. And a perfect time to do so since I passed Ariel and a few other hotel workers on my way out. Not a single one was the wiser.

Nor were any of the hotel guests, as far as I could tell. While I got a couple of curious looks in my kimono on the first day, the romper + sun hat combo was far more effective at concealing masculinity. Though, admittedly, the bits of hair under my arms and on my legs made me a tad self-conscious. Not enough to shrivel up into a ball and run back to the room, but enough to give me pause before going out of my way to engage with anyone unnecessarily.

Fortunately, over the next several hours I was the only person present at Alcove Cove. Peace, quiet, and focus were my three best friends as I worked diligently to turn my sprout of an idea into something that resembled more of a complete story. I dreamed up personalities, temperaments, and histories for the two characters. What from their past motivates them? Perhaps more importantly, what haunts them? And of course, the question that drives any good romance: why do these two people belong together?

The sensation of crafting what felt like a genuine, cohesive, emotional story for the first time was unmatched. How the hell was I able to become so instantly productive?

A wind gust rushed by my chair, whisking my sunhat off my head and onto the beach. I chased it down, catching it just before it reached the water. I took a moment to appreciate not just how pretty this hat was but how good it looked on me. Maybe the Wendy hat was a good purchase after all.

Ha! Now I’m calling it ‘the Wendy hat’ — but that’s basically what it is. And the Wendy romper, and the Wendy pajamas and Wendy panties… When I wear these clothes, I dip my toes into the world of Wendy — this random, silly character created out of necessity by my sister. And yet, she’s strangely effective.

All smiles, I returned to my chair. Crossing my legs and wiggling my toes, I dove back into the story without missing a beat.

Seems like Wendy is a much more effective writer, too. Certainly more than Will ever was.

◆◆◆

“Aren’t they pretty??” Erica squealed as she held out her hands for me to examine. Though I’ll admit, I wasn’t entirely sure what I was looking at.

“What’re these called again?” I asked Erica in between sips of sparkling water. “German bumps?”

She slapped her head, embarrassed. “French tips.”

“Well, sor-ry!” I spat back sarcastically. “But yes, they look, uh, very pretty.”

Erica nodded, accepting my forced compliment.

“But it doesn’t matter what I think,” I continued. “What did your beloved Mr. Carter say?”

“Oh!” Erica exclaimed. “He was very much a gentleman…”

And so I let Erica spout off for what must have been an hour, filling me in on each little detail of her nail appointment, afternoon lunch, and the totally-not-a-date tennis date. She was hilarious to watch and listen to, recounting each moment with such glee like a schoolgirl with a new crush.

“I didn’t think it was possible, but he’s in even better shape than when we were in college. That cut-off tennis shirt? Such a turn-on.”

I cringed a bit at some of what she said, but I ultimately let it slide. Not only had my sister not felt this giddy about a guy in years, but she’d never shared those feelings with me. In the past, all I got were boring details like the guy’s name, job title, and maybe a hobby. Now? I got the full, juicy recap of her day with an old flame.

Even if it was a bit of an overshare, her inclusion of me warmed my heart in a way I found surprising. The only question: is she sharing this with Will or with Wendy?

I let Erica carry on with her stories as she changed out of her tennis clothes, showered, and stretched out her, as she put it, ‘shamefully sore muscles’ on the floor.

“So after such a successful rekindling,” I began. “Where do you go from here? Is there a second date in the works?”

Erica rolled her eyes. “Well you know I’m not calling them ‘dates’… But yes, I forgot to mention. We have dinner plans tonight.”

“Tonight!” I said, astonished. “You do work fast!”

“His idea, actually,” she said with a wink. “Though, there’s an interesting little caveat.”

I raised my eyebrow and leaned forward from my seat on the bedside. “Like?”

“Well…” my sister began, not quite sure how to say it. “He said, uh… He wants to meet you.”


Chapter Seven

“You, as in…” Erica continued cautiously. “You know…”

“Wendy,” I answered, my mouth dry.

My heart started to race. Not because of any immediate danger — it was just me and my sister alone in the room — but the mere idea she and Carter had even discussed Wendy had driven my heart rate up. And not in a good way. Erica sensed this and tried to calm me down.

“Hey hey hey, do not worry,” she assured. “You’re totally in the clear. I just told him you’re a hermit who hates socializing and there’s no way you’d join us.”

“Erica!” I shouted, a bit frustrated now. “You’re making me seem like a complete asshole!”

My sister looked confused. “Will, I thought you wanted to be left alone?”

“I mean, I thought I did…” I answered honestly, but was second-guessing my love of solidarity.

“Then isn’t it better I nipped this in the bud? That way he’ll never ask again and you can be Will full-time in the room.” Erica, however, smirked at my outfit, recognizing the irony.

My cheeks flushed red with embarrassment. “Because, Erica, it’s comfortable! But that’s not the point!”

I dove into my bed and let out a loud, frustrated grunt into the pillow.

“Will!” she pestered, similarly flustered. “What the hell is going on with you? One minute you’re begging to stay cooped up in the room and the next you’re pissed about it?”

“I lifted my head from the pillow. “I’m not pissed. I’m just really… really fucking confused.”

Erica didn’t seem to expect that answer. “Confused? About what?”

I let out a deep sigh. “Staying inside the whole trip would be easy. I know that. But what if it’s better for me to go out? Meet people, make new memories… Like what you said the other day.”

My sister smiled, clearly touched. “I mean, yeah. I think that’d be great for you.”

I reached down to my leg and shook a piece of my romper. “But you see my dilemma?”

She chuckled. “You’re not sure if Wendy is worth it, eh?”

I managed to laugh a little too. “Heh... Well put.”

Erica got up and paced the room for a minute as I sat prone on the bed, awaiting her sage advice. “Today. How did you feel today?” she finally asked.

“Like, about what?”

“Everything,” she said. “Personally, creatively… whatever.”

I considered for a moment but it wasn’t too hard of an answer. “Honestly? I’ve never had a clearer head. I mean, it’s like a massive weight got lifted off of me.”

Erica gently jabbed her index finger at my chest with each word. “But. You’re. Not. Sure. Why.”

“Yeah, I guess…”

“Can I put on my consultant hat for a second and treat you like a client?” she proposed, which I warily allowed. “From what I can tell, you’ve got three new variables. And you’re not sure which one of them is making you feel this way. The first is a change of scenery — you’ve never been to Hawaii before, and it’s like it unlocked a new creative vision in you.”

I nodded, so far following along.

“Two is your little private beach spot. From what you’ve described, it’s pretty serene, yeah? Good for focusing?”

“The best for focusing,” I clarified.

“So it could be that… Or, your third variable: your little jaunt into Wendy World.”

Once again my mouth felt dry.

“You wore these clothes all day and presented as a girl. Did that make you feel any different?”

I didn’t think I’d react this way, but I suddenly grew defensive. “What? No! I mean, they felt nice. They’re comfortable, Erica. I’m trying not to get kicked out!”

She giggled at my obvious self-consciousness.

“Look, I’m not saying that’s what’s helping you. Or even that you like it. Both of which would be okay…” she explained, though retracted due to my glare. “But again, if you were my client, I’d have you isolate the three variables. See what works, see what doesn’t.”

I gulped, feeling a whole swath of weird emotions. “So, what then?”

Erica pulled out her phone, checking the time. “Dinner’s in a few hours. It’s not too late to change the reservation to three people.”

My sister paused as she geared up to ask the question I deep down knew was coming.

“How about we get you ready for dinner as Wendy?”

For as long as she paused, I must’ve sat in silence deliberation for thrice that. I wasn’t just putting on girls’ clothes, nor was I putting on girls’ clothes to go out in public. No. This was a whole other step. An enormous step. This would be walking as a girl, talking as a girl, and quite literally being a girl. And somehow, my reaction wasn’t to immediately tell my sister to ‘fuck off’. In fact, it was cautiously the opposite.

“Isolate the variable, huh?” I repeated her phrase from earlier. “You might just be right.”

A smile grew on her face. “Sounds like we have our answer. I’ll text Carter to update the reservation. I can’t believe Wendy’s coming to dinner!!”

I couldn’t stop myself from grinning at my sister’s enthusiasm — even though it meant that I was potentially walking into the biggest humiliation of my life.

◆◆◆

Probably the weirdest part of agreeing to go to dinner as Wendy wasn’t the fear, hesitation, or anything emotional — it was the fact that within moments of accepting her proposal, Erica immediately bolted out the door, claiming she’d “return with everything necessary.” Her only instruction for me was to “practice a softer voice.” So, like a lunatic, I sat alone in our room for an entire hour speaking to myself in my softest, daintiest voice and listening to it back on a recorder.

While Erica didn’t suggest it, I thought it smart to create an alibi of who Wendy actually is. After all, the goal is to appear feminine enough that even Carter can’t tell I’m a guy. I know honesty is the best policy, but when a rekindled relationship as well as a two-week free vacation are on the line, a few simple lies can’t hurt. And so I created ‘Wendy Quinn — my same last name to keep things straight — who lives in LA and works at a coffee shop. Hey, that’s not entirely false, right? Plus, I did work as a barista for a few months in college on the side.

But the details aren’t terribly important because the more I can keep the conversation off of myself, the better.

“Oh Wendyyyy!” my sister announced as she burst through the door with multiple shopping bags in hand.

I shot up from my seat, stunned by the amount of purchases. “Jesus! What’re we prepping for, the apocalypse? What the hell did you buy?”

Erica shook her head condescendingly. “Do you have any idea what it takes to be pretty?”

I gestured to the romper I still had on. “This isn’t enough?”

“Not for where we’re going tonight.” Erica dropped the bags on the floor and pulled out her phone, realizing she hadn’t even told me about the restaurant yet.

I browsed the restaurant’s website. “A steakhouse… Is that in the budget?”

She shrugged. “Carter’s paying for dinner. And I’m paying for your clothes. You’re a lucky girl, Miss Wendy.”

Somehow I had a tough time considering myself ‘lucky’ under these circumstances… but at least I wasn’t out any money.

“Wait a second…” I muttered. A little paragraph at the bottom of the web page caught my eye which I then read aloud. “‘Parties will not be seated if not adhering to the dress code… Jackets for men and dresses for women’. But I don’t have–”

Right on cue, Erica pulled out a pair of dresses from her shopping bags. “Way ahead of you!” she announced.

I slapped my forehead. “Jesus…”

“Green one’s for me, pink one’s for you.”

“The pink one’s for me?” I cried. “Seriously? More pink?”

“You look pretty in pink,” Erica said matter-of-factly, as if a statement like that wouldn’t have been the craziest thing to hear just 72 hours prior. She tossed me the dress and continued digging through the bag. “I bought a couple bras, a few more pairs of panties to match, and some makeup that goes with your skin tone since mine’s a little too dark for you.”

I was being bombarded by a feminine airstrike. Bras, panties, dresses, and now makeup were hitting me from all angles. But what other choice did I have? The goal is to be a girl, and this is what girls do.

“Look,” I took a step back, remembering a thought from earlier. “Not that I’m trying to back out of this, but what about my legs?” I pointed to the light bits of hair on my legs. “Isn’t this a reason not to wear a dress?”

“Or better yet,” Erica said without missing a beat, snagging a few more items from her bottomless shopping bag. “It’s more of a reason for you to shave.”

“Shave??” I spat out, stunned. “Erica, I don’t know how to—”

“Oh, it’s easy. I’ll teach you. I got all the stuff to do it. Gah! You’re gonna look so pretty.”

My stomach grumbled looking at the bottle of cream and fresh pack of razors. But with Erica’s shopping taking longer than expected and dinner fast approaching, I didn’t have time to argue. It was officially transformation time.

The first thing Erica had me do was take a hot shower to shave and get clean. Opposite the curtain, my sister walked me through exfoliating all soon-to-be-hairless parts of my body, including my face, legs, arms, and underarms. I made sure to follow her instructions carefully so not to cut myself or miss any patches of hair. My body didn’t have much hair to begin with, but the difference was noticeable — at least to the touch.

“Holy shit I’m smooth!” I called out to her, mesmerized by my first-ever hairless body.

“As smooth as a girl,” Erica noted, then blindly handed me another two bottles around the curtain. “Let’s make sure you smell like one too.”

Of course, I’d shampooed and conditioned my hair before, but never with a scent called ‘Strawberry Sunrise.’ I once again followed her instructions on how to properly wash my hair to maximize its softness, as well as apply the similarly-scented body wash to every inch of my newly slick body.

Once finished, I had Erica leave the bathroom as I stepped out of the shower to dry off and put on a fresh pair of pink panties and my first-ever bra. It took me a minute to figure out how the straps and hooks worked, but with enough trial and error, it was successfully secured.

Seeing myself in the mirror was a mindfuck to say the least. Maybe it was the steamy mirror playing tricks but the combination of my long auburn hair, pink bra and panties, and my clean, hairless body, I looked almost 100% like a girl. And that’s before any clothes or makeup!

“You okay in there?” Erica knocked, snapping me out of my trance. “Got the bra on?”

“Uh… yeah. It’s on.” I answered.

“Perfect. Let’s get that dress on you. We’re a bit more crunched for time than I’d hoped!”

Without a doubt, greeting my sister in pink ladies’ underwear was the most embarrassing part of the trip so far. To Erica’s credit, she didn’t laugh or giggle even once. Though that’s not to say she wasn’t equally astounded by how feminine I looked.

“Your hair is long, but it’s not too thick, so I’m thinking it can just air dry on the walk over,” Erica laid out as she worked on her own makeup. In the meantime, she’d already changed into her dress, heels, and gotten a start on her hair.

“Damn you’re fast,” I complimented, though she brushed it off.

“The more you do it, the faster you get. Now come here, let me teach you.”

The idea of ‘teaching’ me felt unnecessary considering this dinner would be my only makeup occasion, but I shut up and listened as Erica narrated each step. Thankfully, there wasn’t much to get done. My already-androgynous face skewed feminine when paired with girls' clothes, but still Erica insisted on applying a bit of foundation, concealer, and a pinkish-red lipstick to top it off. I actually had no issues with her makeup choices… until she pulled out a metal clap-like contraption.

“Woah!” I pulled back. “What the hell is that?”

She clamped the device a couple times to demonstrate. “It’s an eyelash curler. It makes ‘em bigger, which is supposed to make your eyes look bigger.”

“Uh… why do I need that? My eyes are already big.”

“The smartest girls lean into their best features and accentuate them,” my sister explained. “Me, I have a great ass. So I wear stuff that makes it look good. Your best feature is your eyes, so the best thing to do is make ‘em pop!”

Her point actually made a ton of sense — even if I cringed hearing Erica talk about her own ass.

“Hey, whatever you say,” I mumbled, trying to change the subject.

She finished up my eyes and added a few extra touches to finish my makeup. Other than my eyes — and a little bit my lips — it barely looked like I was even wearing makeup, which is apparently the point. With my makeup done and my hair rapidly drying, Erica helped me step into the dress.

To me, the dress looked less appropriate for a steakhouse and more like something a girl on the prairie would wear.

“It’s called a square neck smock dress,” Erica explained. “It’s perfect for you because, first, they’re very cute. And second, they cover up just enough of your body that your lack of hips and boobs won’t really be noticed.”

My eyes narrowed as I thought through what she meant. “Wait… so why do I need a bra and panties then?”

Erica thought for a moment, then chuckled. “Hmm, good point. Well, you’re in ‘em now!”

The last thing to complete my look was a very simple pair of white flats. While I’m about six inches shorter than my sister (and thus unable to wear the majority of her clothing), my shoe size is actually a size or two bigger. So instead of uncomfortably squeezing into a pair of her heels, we opted for some new, modest flats.

“I confess, it’s not the best quality clothing,” Erica explained. “But if you keep it in good enough condition, maybe we can resell it when the trip is over!”

“Sure, whatever,” I agreed, though understandably distracted by the look at my fully dressed self. I had a hard enough time picturing myself in the dress, much less trying to sell it on a used clothing site.

Erica approached me from behind and gawked at her new ‘cousin’ in the mirror. “Wendy, you look absolutely darling!”

Of course I blushed, even though I wasn’t entirely sure how to feel about looking so cute.

“Ah! Where did the time go?” my sister shrieked as she checked her phone. “We gotta move!”

While I personally felt femme enough, Erica hurriedly added a thin gold necklace, a dainty gold bracelet, and a spritz of girly perfume as finishing touches before bolting out the door.

Sure, I’d walked down this hallway many times before — but never with this high of stakes. I stopped and turned about twenty feet down to take one last look at the door to our room. If I was to turn around and give up, this was the time.

“C’mon, Wendy!” Erica snatched my hand, pulling me toward the elevator — and away from safety for good.

◆◆◆

The restaurant wasn’t too close to the hotel, and if we hadn’t been wearing dresses and had our hair looking proper, it probably would’ve made sense to rent those bikes again. But alas, being a girl has its own set of rules.

At least the long walk gave us time to work on my lifted voice a bit more, though Erica was surprisingly pleased with how I sounded already, even with such little practice. Apparently it’s not just my height, weight, and general appearance that are androgynous, but my voice too.

I also got a crash course in what it’s like to wear a dress on a windy day. The dress hung all the way to my knees and I still had to catch it from blowing up and exposing my legs. I guess that’s one benefit of shaving all the way up.

We also used the long walk to get our stories straight and plan out our meal with Carter. We came to an agreement. I’d be polite and answer any questions he asks, but we’d mostly keep the conversation to the two of them. After all, I’m only there to observe.

“Maybe you can name those two characters in your story Erica and Carter, eh?” my sister kidded. “Perhaps our romantic spark will inspire you.”

Of course there’s no way I’d write a gooey romance about my own sister, but there was a little truth to her joke. In a way, tonight’s third-wheeling is the closest thing I’ve experienced to a date in my life having never been on one with a girl. Funny how that works, observing a date as a girl before actually going out with one. Just my luck.

The Steakhouse was called ‘Mister Chang’ and its shtick was ‘an asian-fusion steak experience’ — or so says their website and sign out front. Much like the last restaurant we ate at, it was right off the beach and had plenty of outdoor seating for which to gaze at the sunset. I took a moment to breathe, smile, and reflect on how, despite all the craziness, I was still very much in paradise. Even if the ‘I’ was Wendy tonight, and not Will.

“Good evening, ladies,” the hostess greeted. “Welcome to Mister Chang. Do we have a reservation tonight?”

Erica stepped forward. “Yes, for three. Should be under ‘Carter’.”

The hostess clacked away at her computer. But she was taking a while. “For three, under… Carter?” she asked.

“Yes? I think so?” Erica answered, equally puzzled.

“Hmm…” the woman muttered as she signaled for reinforcements. “It’s not coming up…”

Footsteps approached from behind, and before we could even turn around, I heard a familiar voice. The man of the hour.

“My mistake, Erica,” Carter announced as we both turned around. “It’s for four tonight.”

There Carter stood, towering over us in a trendy, tan suit. Damn, he cleans up nice. My sister certainly agreed as she rushed over to him for a hug.

“Wait,” she pulled back from the hug for a second. “For four?”

Carter blushed, stepping aside to reveal another person. Another just-as-tall, just-as-handsome man.

“I hope it’s fine that my friend Andrew tags along,” he explained, then looked at me. “Call it an impromptu double date!”


Chapter Eight

My eyes immediately darted away from Carter and straight to Erica, fully ready to chalk this up as another shenanigan. But she looked just as surprised as me.

“Oh, er, uh…” she stuttered, searching for the right words. “Absolutely! So fine. The more the merrier!”

Carter nodded, finally properly turning his attention to me. He extended his hand. “Cousin Wendy, right? I’m so happy you could join us. Erica’s told me so much about you.”

I did everything in my willpower not to freeze up while shaking his hand. I pray he’s only saying that out of courtesy and not because Erica actually discussed me in detail.

“Likewise,” I squeaked out in my lifted voice. At least I sounded natural.

Carter chuckled as he grabbed his friend’s shoulder and pulled him into the circle. “Andrew, I’ve told you about Erica. And this is her cousin, Wendy.”

Andrew too reached forward and shook both of our hands. “A pleasure,” he simply stated. “Thanks for letting me come along.”

While Carter had that confident, leading man look and energy to him, Andrew had a much subtler vibe. Both were around 6’3” and objectively handsome, but Andrew’s shorter brown hair contrasted Carter’s shaggier black curls. While Carter rocked facial hair somewhere between stubble and a full beard, Andrew was clean-shaven with a tight sweater beneath his dark blue blazer, and notably round and thin glasses.

“Well, shall we?” Carter proposed, nudging us to follow the hostess. But I couldn’t jump into this yet. Not without a word from Erica.

“We’ll catch up!” I said to the boys as I held back Erica. The second they were out of sight I nearly exploded at Erica.

“A DOUBLE DATE?? Really??”

Erica grabbed my arm and shushed me. “He was kidding about the date, Wendy! Chill out!”

I pointed my finger straight in her face. “You knew about this, didn’t you!”

“What? No, I swear! He invited Andrew all on his own.”

I eyed her intensely, digging for the truth. But my sister seemed genuine.

I took a big, calming breath. “Did you know he had a friend here?”

“Yes, I knew that,” she confessed. “But I swear I didn’t think he was coming tonight. Honest to God!”

I took a second to pace around the host stand, the gears turning in my head as I determined how this would change the night.

“Well shit, now I gotta talk to him, huh? Even if it’s not a double date, you two are a couple. So that makes us…”

Erica grabbed my wrists again. “It makes you two nothing, okay? You’re just two friends tagging along. Wi— er, Wendy, just be confident. So what if you have to talk a little more? More research for your writing, yeah?”

Hmm. When put like that, a surprise extra person didn’t seem so bad. Though that’s one more person I could slip up in front of.

“Look at you,” Erica said gently. “You’re beautiful. You couldn’t look more like a girl if you tried. Seriously. I promise you’ll pass.”

It took a minute, but my heart rate returned to normal, as did my breathing — gratefully before I could sweat off any makeup. Hand-in-hand, my sister and I bravely stepped into the restaurant and found our friends at the table.

“Sorry about that, you two,” Erica said sweetly as we approached. The boys chose to sit on one side leaving the opposite two chairs for my sister and I. To my sister’s delight, Carter shot up from his seat and held out both Erica’s and my chair.

“The chivalry!” she complimented, giggling.

“Thank you,” was all I said quietly, accidentally catching Andrew’s eye as I sat down and quickly looked away. The longer I can avoid additional conversation, the better.

Thankfully, that was hardly a concern as Carter wasted no time jumping into details about his and Andrew’s day, as well as questions about what Erica and I were up to. Of course, this whole meal felt like an improvisation exercise as we both worked to come up with things on the fly that were true enough to not feel icky, but not so much as to reveal my real nature.

Drinks were ordered swiftly. The ladies (I guess I’m including myself in that) ordered white wine while the gents stuck with red. When the bottles arrived, Carter proposed a toast.

“To an incredible opportunity,” he said. “And the chance to start fresh on this beautiful island.”

Start fresh? He didn’t mean me, right? He couldn’t…

“Are, uh, you starting fresh as well?” I chimed in quietly, surprising the table. Those were pretty much my first unprompted words of the evening.

Carter seemed glad to hear me finally contributing. “I guess Erica hadn’t told you, but yes. I am. I actually entered the contest because I’m starting a new job in a month and had the time off. The old place was… well… yuck, let’s just say.”

Erica placed her hand on mine. “Carter’s a lawyer. His previous firm was horrible.”

“Ah. I see.” Unfortunately I couldn’t relate to the law profession so I didn’t have much to say. At least Erica could share in his pain with a crazy career of her own.

But good! My first words didn’t go over poorly. Sure I felt weird speaking so little, but it’s not like Andrew had been chatty either. Though it looked less out of fear and more out of shyness.

When the server came by for our orders, I remembered something Erica told me on the way over: never order too much, particularly when the man’s paying. So, once again following her lead, we both ordered simple scallop dishes.

“You’re like twins, you two!” Carter said of our matching orders, then took a big swig of his wine. Though I’d been avoiding Andrew all night thanks to Carter’s little ‘double date’ joke, we once again locked eyes before both nervously looking away.

“And Wendy,” Carter continued. “Remind me what you do for work?”

Shit, called on again…

“I, uh, I just work in a coffee shop. It’s nothing really.”

Carter nodded, politely listening. I noticed Andrew was too.

“And Erica said you’re in LA. That’s so fun! Ever see any movie stars?”

“Heh, sometimes!” I giggled politely and as girlishly as possible. “Though I think their assistants pick up their coffee.”

Again, Carter laughed. I’ll admit I was starting to appreciate his extroversion — even if he was a bit much at times.

“That’s too bad. I’d say you should introduce Andrew to them. Might help sell his script!”

For the first time all night, my eyes willingly shot up to Andrew, who whacked his friend in the arm.

“Oh, shut up,” he bemoaned. “It’s not even done.”

Carter cackled away at Andrew’s reaction and, in turn, Erica.

“You gotta tell people at some point, dude!” Carter grabbed his buddy’s arm again as if he were putting him on display. “I don’t get this guy! He’s bold enough to up and leave his law gig with a week’s notice, but not bold enough to go around telling people he’s a writer?”

His face turned red with embarrassment. “I’m trying to be a writer. I’m not one yet.”

I didn’t even need to look at Erica to know she was thinking the same thing as me: holy shit is that a crazy coincidence! And unfortunately, one we’ll never speak o–

“Wendy’s a writer too!” my sister blurted out, stopping Andrew in his tracks.

I was frozen. Even the ever-chatty Carter was speechless. Erica… What the HELL are you doing?

“Yeah Wendy, tell ‘em about that romance novel you’re writing!”

Maybe Andrew and I were the real twins because both of us were fully red in the face. A smile slowly crept on Carter’s face.

“No… WAY! That’s awesome! Shit, what’s with you writers burying the lede? You guys must have a ton in common.”

Erica took another big swig of her wine, speedily downing her second glass.

See, this was the exact moment I wanted to avoid. Not only had Erica – I now assume drunkenly – spilled a personal detail about me, but it wasn’t even an accurate one. But fuck it, what else could I do but follow that infamous improv rule and ‘Yes, And?’ my way out of this.

“Uh… yep!” I began, turning to my sister with gritted teeth. “I’m writing a romance novel all right. But it’s… uh… still in the editing phase.”

“Editing is super important,” Andrew added, coming to my defense. Then for the first time all night addressed me directly with a little self-aware smile. “But I’m sure it’s amazing as is.”

“Oh, uh, no…” I muttered nervously. “I bet yours is better.”

Carter and Erica stole a cheeky glance which we noticed and quickly put a stop to. God, my sister’s such an idiot sometimes…

With Andrew and I now thoroughly embarrassed, we at least felt more liberated to speak up more. Though in my case, I kept a tighter eye on my sister’s loose lips lest she blurt out anything else too revelatory.

As the de facto table leader, I think Carter sensed everyone got a bit too uncomfortable there. So he kept the conversation light, general, and if anything, focused on ‘how beautiful Erica looks tonight.’ Not that I wanted to listen to a man endlessly compliment my sister’s looks, but if it meant keeping the spotlight off me, I’d gladly make that trade.

The rest of our dinner carried on normally. I even found myself falling effortlessly into my feminine voice. The more I did it, the more it felt natural.

One benefit of sitting next to Erica and listening more than talking was that, as I hoped, I could observe her mannerisms and take mental notes. How does a woman sit, eat, and conduct herself? At times I even found myself mirroring her moves, which, embarrassingly, Andrew noticed and found funny. God, if only he knew…

The same went for women at nearby tables. There’s a specific way girls cross their legs that a man would never do. And beneath the table I replicated that. Same with adjusting their hair — it’s dainty and carefree rather than brutish and deliberate. These weren’t brand new concepts to me, but until you actually present as a girl, it’s impossible to understand.

The craziest part of all was, despite being the same gender, how polar opposite I was to both Carter and Andrew. They’re admirable, strapping guys. Perhaps one more outwardly confident than the other, but you look at them both and think ‘Wow, these are men.’

So what does that say about me? The fact that I willingly shaved my body, put on a bra, panties, and dress, and let my sister apply makeup to my face? I’ve only just met the two men across the table and I know they’d never do what I did, much less kind of enjoy how everything looks and feels. Is… is something wrong with me?

Our server arriving with our table’s four desserts snapped me out of my mental spiral.

“My hero!” Carter praised, gesturing to the delectable treats. “Dig in!”

Erica let her flirtation flag fly, leaning over the table so Carter could feed her a whipped cream-covered berry from his fork. Jeez, if these two really were ‘broken-up’, they were doing a pretty lousy job showing it.

Meanwhile, on my side of the table, Andrew and I bumped forks going for the same piece of cake, then looking up and blushing. Of course Erica caught that interaction and widened her eyes. Ugh, really? Does she seriously think that means anything?

Carter stayed true to his word and covered the entire check, much to the appreciation of Erica who, after we got up from our seats, gave him a sweet kiss on the cheek thanking him. I made sure to thank him too… but from a safe distance.

With nighttime rolling around it seemed like the guys and the ‘girls’ had different energy levels. Carter was antsy to go out and Andrew seemed happy to join him. Erica and I were admittedly gassed, but that didn’t mean she’d leave without giving Carter a proper goodbye.

Mister Chang not only overlooked the beach and ocean, but it did so from a mini cliffside. So naturally, our two lovebirds took a moment to perch by the fence, gazing at the dark sea and crashing waves. I was genuinely happy for Erica that she and Carter were getting along so seamlessly. Any break-up drama from their past had clearly been moved on from. To my eyes, it was like they’d always been a couple.

The only problem with waiting for my sister’s romantic moment to end was that Andrew was doing the same thing. For a while, neither of us said anything, just mindlessly scrolling our phones, until he finally picked his head up.

“That’s really cool you write, too,” Andrew said, breaking the silence.

My head shot up. “Huh? Oh, uh, yeah. It’s a… thing!”

It’s a thing? God, I can’t talk to people…

Andrew must’ve thought my quirky reply was at least a little endearing. “It is a thing! A lot scarier of a thing than I hoped.”

I had no idea if he was looking for consolation or just making small talk, but I felt like he wanted a response.

“It’s never not gonna be hard. That’s the thing. But if you write what inspires you, it’s the best thing in the world.”

Andrew sat on my words for a moment as a smile grew on his face. “That’s really sweet, Wendy.”

Suddenly Erica came up behind Andrew, stumbling a bit. “Okay, next time I’m skipping the espresso martini!”

We all laughed at my hilariously tipsy sister.

“I’ll take her from here,” I assured the group, then turned to her privately. “Let’s head back. The wind almost lifted my dress like a hundred times!”

Erica amorously waved goodbye to Carter and he did the same as we turned around to go.

“Nice meeting you both,” I shouted as we walked our separate ways.

Arm in arm with my sister, we started our journey back to the hotel. I got the sense she was playing up her tipsiness a bit, which I’m sure she assumed was cute. Hey, all that matters is that it entertains Carter.

But before we got too far, I heard Andrew call out from behind.

“Hey, uh, wait!” he yelled, jogging toward us. My first thought was to check my phone, room key… anything that we must’ve dropped.

“Uh, Wendy, got a sec?” he asked me, then looking at Erica as if to request privacy. She took the hint and stepped aside.

I glanced up at Andrew, struggling to make proper eye contact with his 6’3” frame. “What’s up?”

“Oh, I just, uh, wanted to know…” he mumbled, nervously. “You wouldn’t be interested in hanging out together this week, would you?”


Chapter Nine

“Hanging out?” I repeated, though I heard him plenty fine. I glanced over to Erica to see if she’d heard the same thing. Surprisingly she’d given us space.

“Yeah,” Andrew confirmed. “I mean, since we’re both writers. And you seem super cool.”

What the hell was this man thinking? Did he have any idea who I actually was? Apparently I’d done too good of a job pretending to be Wendy.

For some reason my first reaction was a mix of annoyed and threatened, but Andrew seemed sincere. He wasn’t asking to hang out to drag out this Wendy thing. I think he actually liked talking to me. But my long response time must have concerned him since he quickly started backtracking.

“Or maybe that’s dumb. I dunno.”

“Wait wait wait,” I held out my hand. “Sorry, I just… got in my head for a second.” I looked up at Andrew’s kind eyes behind his wiry glasses. “What would you want to do?”

He shrugged, not having thought this far. “I mean, we got a whole resort here… But if you wanna keep it simple we could just write together.”

“Write together?” I asked. Though once again I heard him fine.

“Or, you know, edit? Whatever stage you’re at.”

Ugh. Another lie coming back to bite me in the butt. I felt like I’d barely scratched the surface of my story.

The thought of spending any more time as Wendy was objectively nerve-wracking. Something — probably luck — got me through tonight’s dinner without a hiccup. Though for better or worse, I’m quite good at being Wendy – so good that a nice, genuine guy is asking me to hang out. And my instinct, oddly, wasn’t to turn him down.

“Well, I do have this beach nook…”

Andrew’s face lit up. “I love writing on the beach!” he exclaimed. “Or, at least the idea of it. That sounds incredible.”

He took out his phone and handed it to me. “Give me your number. I’ll text you and we’ll figure out a time.”

I hesitated briefly but did as he asked, creating a contact in his phone – fortunately remembering to put ‘Wendy’ and not ‘Will’.

“Sweet,” he smiled. “I’ll text you.”

And without another word, Andrew ran off to catch up to Carter, leaving me there in silence. At first, I felt nothing. But then a powerful wave of realization smacked me in the face.

Did I just agree to a date with a boy?

◆◆◆

To date or not to date, that is the question. And a question we spent the rest of our evening and most of the morning debating.

Erica, of course, couldn’t have found the situation more hilarious.

“You passed too well!” she chuckled as we sat in the room, getting dressed for the day. “Damn, maybe I shouldn’t have made you so pretty!”

I rolled my eyes. “At least you’re taking responsibility.”

Erica cackled as she took a sip from her coffee, then touched up her makeup in the mirror. “Hey, even if I made you pretty, you must’ve done something right to get him to ask you out on a date.”

“Ugh!” I groaned, frustrated by hearing this for the millionth time. “It’s not a date! He said ‘hang out’. And we’re only writing together. There’s literally nothing romantic about it!”

Just as I’d given my retort for the millionth time, Erica replied the same old smirk. “Sure, Will. Nothing romantic about writing a romance novel beside a cute boy. Whatever you say…”

For as much as she wished to continue pestering me, I think she knew I’d had enough.

“Look, let’s just be glad the whole Wendy thing is working. It’s a hell of a lot better than the alternative.”

True. The silver lining of this is we’re not getting kicked out anytime soon. At least not for me failing to pass as Wendy.

Neither of us could believe we’d already reached day four of our trip. Erica in particular must have felt a rush of guilt because the moment she woke up she made the impulsive choice to do a ‘siblings hike’.

“All you’ve done is sit at the beach,” she explained. “Not that it’s a bad thing. I know it’s your vacation too.”

But I actually wasn’t opposed to a hike at all. In fact, it sounded lovely. My routine of beach writing and tiptoeing around the resort as Wendy had gotten a bit stale. Plus, there’s a lot more to Oahu than Ocean Oasis — we might as well explore it. Who knows if I’ll ever come back?

Of course, my secret, second reason for breaking out of my routine was to get my mind off of last night and the thought of an upcoming writing session with Andrew. No, he hadn’t texted me yet — hell, he could’ve just asked me as a courtesy or already changed his mind — but I figure if there’s one thing that'll distract me, it’s some quality alone time with my sister. But like with everything on this trip, Erica didn’t hesitate to surprise me with extra gifts she’d bought on her morning stroll.

“Here, put this on,” she demanded, tossing me yet another bag of what must be more girl's clothing. I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised by now considering the Ariel scare and how successful I was at dinner.

I pulled out the two items, not immediately sure what they were.

“That’s a sports bra and those are leggings,” Erica gestured to each item. “We are hiking, so might as well look sporty.”

I changed into my new outfit with a concerning amount of ease. At this point, panties were a breeze and I’d even had some practice with a bra. The leggings, however, were a new experience.

“Damn!” my sister reacted as I stepped out of the bathroom. “Wendy’s got a booty!”

I blushed bright-red. While some of my other clothing may have been ‘girlier’, these leggings were undoubtedly the most butt-enhancing things I’d worn to date.
“God, you’re so lucky you have a cute butt,” my sister bemoaned. “Most of us have to work for that, you know!”

I wasn’t about to fight with my sister over how girly my butt looked, so I accepted her compliment and moved on.
While makeup wasn’t necessary by any stretch, Erica thought it best to practice in case it came up later. I strangely didn’t mind this either as my sister calmly walked me through the steps of applying basic, everyday makeup. It was only my second time wearing it and I already felt like a natural.

With my hair up in a cute, high ponytail, my look was complete. But not before Erica pulled me over to the door mirror.

“Look at us,” she pointed to the mirror. “We literally look like sisters.”

With our similarly colored leggings and sports bras — not to mention our eerily similar faces now that I had makeup on — it was hard to disagree. Wendy and Erica really did look like sisters. Erica the confident, tall, blonde older sister. Wendy, the petite, auburn-haired baby sister.  She snapped a selfie before I could even pose.

“Just to remember the moment,” she noted, though a look of concern grew on my face. “Don’t worry! It’s only for me.”

The idea that others outside of this little Hawaiian bubble could see me as a girl hadn’t even entered my mind until now. Not that our circles really overlapped at all beyond Mom and Dad.

She sighed. “I can delete it if you want...”

“Actually,” I began. “Let’s re-take it. If I’m gonna be in a picture, I want to look nice.”

Erica looked a little surprised I wasn’t putting up a fight but took the win. We did our cute little poses as she snapped another pic.

She studied the pic. “Perfect! Two pretty sisters.”

“Cousins,” I corrected her with a sly smirk, opening the door.

“So true,” she conceded, unable to resist smiling.

◆◆◆

For a lifelong city girl, my sister sure knew how to pick a good nature hike. And if I thought the views from Ocean Oasis were spectacular, I had another thing coming. The Koʻolau mountain range is simply unmatched.

Two very different but equally important things made this hike a blissful, restorative experience.

First, of course, being the feeling of complete separation from the hustle and bustle of society. The sights, sounds, and even breathing the air made it feel like we were on a different planet — even compared to the already blissful resort. I could count on one hand the number of groups we passed on the trail throughout our seven-hour hike, deepening our connection to the wilderness. Erica and I chatted, sure, but most of the time was spent in relative silence soaking in the unique Hawaiian landscape. By the end of the hike, I felt like a changed person.

The second beautiful thing about our hike was the opportunity to not constantly think about how I looked to others. Sure, I opted for a women’s outfit, hairstyle, and a touch of makeup just to be safe, but not once did I fear that a bird or squirrel would look at me and think ‘Ah! That’s a man!’ or ‘Gross! Why is that boy wearing a bra?’. I took comfort knowing regardless of my clothes, I wouldn’t be judged.

There’s no doubt this whole Wendy situation was weighing on me, but I was slowly starting to realize that my stress had nothing to do with being Wendy, and more about how others might feel about me. In fact, I found that I really liked the clothes Erica bought me this morning. They were comfy and I liked how I looked wearing them. Who could’ve guessed wearing a bra and panties would make me walk just a little taller and with a bit more pep in my step?

By the time my sister and I returned to the hotel, it was dinner time and our tanks were running on fumes. Erica was so tired that she didn’t even think about texting Carter, lest she get guilted into going to a club or meeting up to kiss him again. Instead, we did the sensible thing: have pizza delivered to our room and watch reruns of The Office.

“God, I’m beat,” Erica said from her bed, though I could only barely see her face buried in the mountain of blankets and pillows. “You’re good company.”

“You too,” I said back to her. “But you’re too generous. All these clothes you keep buying me? At this rate I’ll need another closet when I get home.”

Erica’s head perked up from the pillows? “You… think you’ll keep them?”

I froze for a second. I know what I said, but didn’t quite realize what that meant. “Uh… I mean… I guess I’m not really sure.”

Our first awkward moment of the day was thankfully interrupted by a ding on my phone. I picked it up, noticing a text from an unsaved number.

“Ah!” I yelped the second I opened my phone. “It’s Andrew!”

That really made Erica’s head perk up. “What’d he say? What’d he say!?!?”

I bravely swallowed and read the text aloud.

‘Hey Wendy! It’s Andrew. Sorry for the late text, we were super busy all day. How’s tomorrow morning, like 10 A.M. for a little writing sesh?’

“Well?” Erica prodded. “Are you gonna do it or not?”

I mean, this is the moment of truth, isn’t it? A text like this was bound to come at some point. Man was I really yearning to be back on that hike again, far away from all people and cell service.

My eyes slowly peered up from my phone as I looked over to Erica. “If I say yes to him… I don’t want to hear the word ‘date’ out of your mouth ever again. And no teasing, or I’m backing out entirely!”

“Okay, deal! Deal!” she squealed eagerly.

I peered back down to my phone and typed a simple reply.

‘Hey Andrew, would love to :)’

I hit send, quickly regretting the use of a smiley face – though refusing to share that detail with Erica.

“You said yes?”

I nodded, placing my phone back down on my bedside table, ready to ignore it for the rest of the night. We traded turns in the bathroom brushing our teeth, hair, and moisturizing (a first for me, per my sister’s suggestion) as Erica stuck to her promise not to tease.

With the lights out, Erica quickly fell asleep, though it wasn’t quite as easy for me considering what I’d just agreed to.

It’s just a writing session, that’s all… I reminded myself as I drifted off to sleep. But not before one last buzz from my phone.

Erica must’ve been fast asleep as she didn’t even flinch. But I figured I could check it one last time.

‘Cool! It’s a date.’


Chapter Ten

I had a suspicious feeling that this fifth day of vacation might be the most eventful. Everything could go fine or completely and utterly off the rails. But as with everything on this trip, who the hell knows what’ll happen next?

Well, for starters, Erica wasn’t even there when I woke up. Granted, I’m used to this as she tends to go on walks, coffee runs, shopping sprees, and whatnot in the early morning. But today was the first time I woke up to a handwritten note on her already-made bed.

———

Dear Wendy,

Carter asked me on an impromptu hiking date. I couldn’t say no! See you later this afternoon and good luck with your writing hang!

Love,

Erica

———

First of all, her referring to me as Wendy in a note felt interesting. Sure, she’s called me that a ton throughout the week but something about seeing that name written out was a bit jarring.

Second, while I was thrilled that she and Carter could spend some quality time exploring the island, I quickly understood what her absence meant: I was suddenly without my stylist.

That side of things felt a little icky to be completely honest. I mean, she knew I was meeting up with Andrew in the morning and she didn’t even bother to wake me up? If she had, I might’ve opted to get ready earlier so she could help. Instead, I’m left alone and without the choice.

A quick check of my phone revealed I still had a solid hour and a half before meeting up with Andrew. Were I going as a boy, I’d have no problem sleeping til 9:45 and rolling out of bed. But not only did I have to present as a woman, but such a convincing woman that an hour of one-on-one time wouldn’t blow my cover.

So then, where do I begin?

My first order of business was to hop in the shower. I’m sure I had many obvious giveaways, but hairy legs and armpits were probably the most concerning and easily fixable. So along with a shower using Erica’s girly shampoo, conditioner, and body wash, I did a complete shave of my body.

As I exfoliated, worked in the cream, and glided the razor around most of my body, there was a pretty jarring detail that I couldn’t get past: hair around my… you know…

Not that I plan on revealing anywhere close to my private area — nor is there even much to begin with — my body simply looked off with it not being shaved. Call it perfectionism, call it OCD… I had the time. So very carefully, I shaved every little bit of my private area. Yes, even hard to reach areas that may or may not have required some tricky contortions in the mirror. Nevertheless, I had time to spare and exited the shower with the smooth, sweet-smelling body of a girl.

Of course, there’s more to getting ready than just body hair maintenance, so I started digging through my sister’s makeup bag to see if any products jumped out at me.

The safe play would be to use exactly what I practiced with for the hike. But something deep inside me was screaming that it won’t be enough. Again, with ample time, I decided to experiment with a few extra products.

YouTube came in clutch as I pulled up a few beauty guru tutorials on blending foundation, applying blush, and scariest of all, using that damn eyelash extender Erica introduced. She’d expressed earlier that accentuating your best features is the way to go. I found her to be exactly right because damn, did my eyes pop! Hopefully — and definitely not in a romantic way — Andrew is so distracted by my eyes that he doesn’t clock any other boyish red flags I might be inadvertently waving.

Outfit-wise, I wanted to keep things simple and avoid any skirts or dresses. While the ‘girliness’ boost might help, the risk of flashing my panties proved too high, particularly when sitting. So I opted for an outfit I hadn’t yet worn — a pair of jean shorts that belonged to my sister and the crop top we bought our second day.

I slipped on my bra and a clean pair of panties, followed by the outfit. I could already tell shaving my body was the right call considering how much skin I’m showing. Though the shorts weren’t a perfect fit, they’d do the trick of balancing comfort and femininity.

On to my hair. I gave it a quick blow-dry and did my best to brush it at the same time for the most possible volume. I’d seen Erica do this before, but I was otherwise flying blind. And, I admit, I didn’t do the best job. Preferring not to put my hair up in a messy bun and risk any perceived maleness, I instead dug through my sister’s drawers for some kind of girly hair tie.

I felt a little guilty about searching through Erica’s things — but hey, she’s the one who dipped out on my first one-on-one Wendy hang. In that regard, I felt the universe owed me a little intrusion.

While I did find a few green and blue scrunchies, the thing that actually looked best was a large, white, cutesy hair bow. About 6 inches wide and nearly a foot of dangly ribbon below, the bow was objectively adorable.

There’s no chance I did it perfectly, but after a few attempts, I managed to position the bow in my hair in a way that looked cutesy and feminine — which, I suppose, was the goal. In fact, I even looked good enough to evoke a smile in the mirror. A small smile, but a genuine one.

I checked my phone and noticed I still had a solid half-hour. Having already texted Andrew with the arrival instructions, I could very well head over early and set up shop. But knowing myself, that’d only put me further in my own head. Prep wasn’t what I needed, security was.

Across the room on the TV stand, I noticed another small nylon bag that belonged to Erica. It was something she hadn’t touched all trip, but I had a feeling I knew what it was. I slowly unzipped the top part of the nylon bag and, sure enough, my eyes were greeted with a whirlwind of color in the form of bottles of nail polish. My eyes couldn’t help but widen in the face of so many beautiful color options.

My body was smooth. My clothes, hair, and makeup were that of any normal girl. My voice was as feminine as it was gonna get. Was this the final piece to feel good about passing as female to Andrew? A little bit of color pop to my nails?

With no prior experience and time dwindling, I figured I only had time for my hands or feet. I settled on my feet, thinking it’d be easier to hide if I made any mistakes. While there were a million beautiful colors to choose from, I picked a soft, pearly white. Something about matching my toes to my pretty new bow just felt right.

Painting my toenails was easier than I thought, and any slips of the hand could be corrected by the cotton balls found in the second tier of the nylon bag. Thank God I have such a prepared sister!

I checked my phone one last time, admittedly nervous from how quickly this was approaching. Apocalyptic thoughts leapt into my head. What if I say the wrong thing? What if he finds out I’m a guy? What if he reports it to the sweepstakes people, and I have to live with the fact that I not only ruined a vacation but a chance for Erica to win back Carter?

One last look in the mirror practically wiped away those feelings. I looked — and in many ways felt — like a girl.

I was ready for this. I had to be. Win, lose, or draw.

◆◆◆

There wasn’t much time to get settled in Alcove Cove like I’d hoped — just enough to put on sunscreen, pull out my laptop, and nestle my freshly painted (and adequately dried) toes in the sand before hearing a familiar voice call out.

“Wendy!” Andrew shouted. I turned around and witnessed his thoroughly shocked expression as he traversed the rocks into the secret hideaway. “Damn! You weren’t kidding about this place.”

“A diamond in the rough,” I added, effortlessly turning on my feminine voice. Frankly, it was a little concerning how easy that’d become.

“Gorgeous,” He stared out at the ocean as he approached the writing nook beneath the tree. “It’s, like, serene but not numbingly quiet.”

“Perfect for focusing.”

He chuckled. “Sorry I had to ruin it.”

I laughed as we hugged hello.

While overdressing wasn’t a huge concern, I did appreciate that Andrew also kept it casual. He wore flip-flops just like me, paired with some turquoise, quick-dry board shorts and a tight, white t-shirt speckled with little palm trees. His round, Harry Potter-ish glasses were substituted for similarly round sunglasses. I guess he knows what style suits his face.

“You, uh… you look great,” he complimented, a bit awkwardly. “I really like your bow.”

I blushed, not expecting a physical compliment so soon.

“Thank you! It’s my, uh…” I paused, remembering I had to be back in lying mode. “…my cousin’s. She let me borrow it.”

“Well it looks great on you,” Andrew added. “She said you borrowed her dress for dinner too, yeah? Pretty generous cousin.”

I knew he meant well and was probably just forcing small talk, but for whatever reason I felt it best to pivot away from my outfits and toward what we were actually here to do.

I told Andrew to get settled in, though I noticed I was foolishly occupying the only chair.

Andrew pulled out a beach towel from his bag. “Hah, don’t worry. I’m covered,” he insisted, spreading it out on the sand and nestling himself against the palm tree. “Seriously,” he answered my look of guilt, “This is great. I’m just happy to be here.”

While, yes, I typically write alone, this obviously isn’t my first time writing beside someone else. I mean, the writer’s room for my old show was exactly that — a room of writers. But in that context, we’re all working toward a common goal, bouncing ideas off each other, punching up lines of dialogue and pointing out plot holes to better the show — or just impress the showrunner.

Today? Well, this was way different. A whole new story and a whole new ‘companion’.

“So can you tell me about your novel?” Andrew broke the silence, peeking up at me from the ground. He’d crossed his legs and seemingly gotten as comfy as one can with your back against a tree.

I shrugged, not sure how much I wanted to give up. “Oh, you know… Just, like, a silly romance story. I told you, it’s no good.”

Andrew nodded, politely hanging on each of my words.

“Well are you writing what inspires you?” he asked, smirking. I smiled too, realizing his callback to what I’d said the night of our dinner.

“Trying to,” I answered, flicking away a strand of hair that the wind had blown into my face. “What about you?”

“Same,” he answered. “I’m trying to write a romance script. But damn is it harder than I thought.”

“Can’t be harder than walking away from a lawyer job!” I replied, but immediately felt icky about it. “I— I’m so sorry…”

While my comment might’ve stung him a bit, Andrew wasn’t too affected.

“No, no, you’re totally right. It was a crazy idea. I mean, I wrote a few short stories in my spare time, posted ‘em online and just… God, I fell in love with the idea of being a writer. That and hating my firm.”

The man sighed and sulked his broad shoulders just a bit. “I know I’m only three months into it, but I’m having a hard time really… you know… getting something to stick.”

Andrew again looked up at me and reacted to my instinctual grimace.

“Hah! Sorry, I’m being a total bummer!” He opened up his laptop. “We should probably start writing, yeah? If I’m ever gonna catch up to you!”

I smiled awkwardly and did the same. Not that I have Andrew’s full life story, but I couldn’t help but pity his situation. Here’s a guy who’s clearly a hard worker, took a risk, and is still waiting for it to pay off. In LA, guys like him are a dime a dozen. Almost daily I run into people in that exact same situation. ‘I worked at insert-company doing insert-job, but left it all to write!’. The worst part of all is watching people get disillusioned and lose motivation, slowly growing to hate the thing that gave them passion in the first place. Not that Andrew was terribly close to that level of resentment – at least yet.

I really did appreciate Andrew’s openness with me right off the bat. It’s not easy to be so openly yourself, particularly to a stranger. Hell, look at me – I’m literally walking around as a girl to avoid doing exactly that! While I obviously can’t shake up my gender presentation, I realized, at the very least, I owe him some transparency.
“You know, Erica might’ve… oversold my progress. I didn’t write a novel. I haven’t even started the first chapter.”

Andrew closed his laptop again, and peered up at me.

“You haven’t?”

A bit guilty, I shook my head.

He paused for a moment, probably determining how offended he should feel for getting duped — honestly, a feeling I could relate to these past few days. But sure enough, Andrew didn’t miss a beat.

“Well, shit… I feel a lot better about my situation now!”

He let out a big belly laugh and I couldn’t help but join in. Here we were, two people alone on an isolated beach patch, just cracking each other up — and about our embarrassing lack of progress, no less!

Something about that little confession instantly lightened up the mood. Granted it still wasn’t the entire truth, but the gesture did its job. From that moment on, our rapport felt lighter, looser, and much more real.

Having finally recovered from laughing, Andrew stood up from the sand, grabbed my hand, and pulled me upl. I gasped as he yanked me out of my seat and I stood less than a foot from his towering frame.

“I don’t know much, but I do know about writer's block. And Wendy, we’ve got two bad cases of it.”

I nodded, not disagreeing.

“So I think we need a little writing challenge. Something with stakes, yeah? To kick us in the butt… how about a five-page bet.”

“A what?”

“Five pages,” he repeated. “Sometimes writing is just spitting out anything onto the page. You can always edit later. So whoever isn’t first to five pages…” Andrew turned his head and faced the ocean, “…has to jump into the ocean!”

My body tensed and I silently clenched my teeth. Now, I don’t have a fear of the ocean, swimming, fish, or anything like that. But while today was kinda sunny, it was the chilliest day of the trip. It’d barely crept above 60 — frigid for Hawaii!

“Won’t it be cold?” I asked. “And I don’t have a swimsuit.”

“Neither do I! We’ll dry off.” He sensed a little hesitation. “Ohh…” he smirked. “Someone’s chicken!”

Immediately I turned red, and not from the sun.

“Oh no no no, mister!” I jabbed my index finger into his chest as Andrew pretended to stumble backward from my ‘attack’.

“It’s so on!” I giggled, enjoying this newer, sillier Andrew.

A writing contest isn’t too dramatic or exciting. In terms of watchability, it ranks below competitive chess. But dammit if the moment Andrew pantomimed a starting gun and we opened our word documents I didn’t feel the rush of competition. The urge to win! Or at least the urge to not jump in a deceptively chilly ocean.

Writing is really the furthest thing from a game of speed, but with the beach serenity of Alcove Cove, the cool breeze, and the five-page bet pressure cooker, I was somehow able to block out all outside influence and focus my mind on my writing and my writing alone.

Honestly, I didn’t even know the first thing about writing a book — the formatting, the pacing, none of that— but my outlining, character mapping, and a smattering of scenes with my main characters was enough of a foundation to start on page one and cruise into my story.

And it wasn’t me and my laptop, no. It was me and the characters, sitting behind them in the opening scene as they chatted on the beach. Much like how Andrew and I were. Before I knew it, I’d hit five pages.

“Done!!” I shrieked, whipping my head toward the similarly dialed-in Andrew, hunched over his laptop, typing away.

“Gah!” he yelled, realizing he’d lost. He flipped his computer screen over to me. “I got, like, four and a half!”

“Four and a half ain’t five,” I teased.

Andrew, despite losing, didn’t seem terribly distraught. After all, he knew what he signed up for.

“Well, off to the water, huh?” I reminded him.

He shrugged. “Fair and square.”

Without hesitation, Andrew set down his glasses, kicked off his sandals, and started sprinting like a madman toward the water, spewing sand behind him as he ran. I watched his first steps splash the shallow water, eventually wading deeper and deeper until he was past waist height. Then, he turned around, gave a silly little salute and dunked his whole body.

I stood up, concerned as he remained underwater for quite a while, only to see him burst from the ocean, posing like a gymnast who’d just aced a routine.

“Bravo!” I applauded as he slowly made his way back in. I was still glad I won the bet and stayed dry, but he did make the dip look like fun.

“Cold?” I asked as he returned to the palm tree much slower than how he left.

“It’s what I get for being a slow writer,” he answered. Then, without another thought, he stripped his wet t-shirt off in front of me. “Mind if I dry this?”

Andrew stared at me for a moment. “Wendy?”

“Uhhh… Yes! Sorry,” I answered, embarrassingly caught in a stare at the shirtless Andrew. I’m not sure if it was the fact he took it off or the fact he had, impressively, a great chest, arms, and even some abs showing.

Andrew chuckled stiffly, not sure if he should appreciate my reaction or not. God, why am I always so awkward?

Thankfully, I didn’t live in that moment too long because before he could even fully dry off, his shades were back on and his laptop was back out.

“Run it back!” he demanded. “No way you can dunk me twice.”

God this guy was something else…

“Sure,” I said with a smile.

Another five-page bet challenge, another five-page bet win. It must just be my lucky day, because once again I’d beaten Andrew by only about half of a page.

“Too slow, eh?” I teased him as he once again failed to finish in time. “And you’re doing script pages! Those are way shorter!”

Andrew rolled his eyes and, despite having just dried off, ran down the beach again for another chilly dunk. This time, I got up and followed him closer as he played around in the water, attempting to splash me as I retreated away from the tide.

Running, giggling, and splashing around with Andrew, I thought for a moment what Erica would think of this. I’m sure she’d say something about how this was ‘a date’ or we were ‘flirting’. Something dumb.

Though now that I think about it… is he flirting? Jumping around, trying to make me laugh... Making bets, losing bets…

“Wendy!” he called out. “One last time!”

I shook my head to snap out of the spiral. “Uh… sure! You’re on!”

I mean, if he were flirting with me, would that really be the worst thing? It’s just further proof that he thinks I’m a girl, I’m sure. Maybe it wouldn’t be the worst thing to flirt back either. Or am I already doing it without even realizing?

Andrew didn’t even bother to put his shirt back on at this point, even if the wind had dried it. He looked especially determined this time to win.

“I’m not getting in that water a third time,” he said, sitting on his towel holding eye contact.

I took a bit too long to answer, distracted by his glistening chest. Hey, a guy can appreciate the physique of another guy, right?

The two of us dove back into our writing zones, though this time I’d made so much progress that I’d completed a whole chapter. One down… many to go, I guess.

My outline called for a dual-perspective story with the second chapter dedicated to the female character, flashing back to a prior relationship she had.

And that’s where I got stuck. I struggled to conjure up a romantic scene between them. Like, the friendship dialogue was easy enough — even some of the flirty bits — but the romance? Something wasn’t clicking. As any writer knows, the second you get hung up on a sentence — rewriting it two, three, sometimes four times — you’re losing steam. The session is coming to an end.

As my mind slowly drifted out of focus, the sound of Andrew’s clacking on his laptop entered my conscience.

“And… Done!” he shouted, holding up his laptop in celebration. “Five pages! For the win! Ha ha ha!”

I glanced over at him, a bit bummed that I’d not only lost the bet but lost focus, failing to spit out much of anything that round.

“Alright, alright… Good game,” I conceded, extending my hand for a shake. Then, praying he’d somehow forget about the chilly ocean part of the bet. Putting away my laptop I—

“Come on, you!” Andrew shouted, grabbing my hand and tugging me toward the water.

I nearly dropped my laptop onto the sand as he pulled me away, laughing and reveling in his victory. I, too, found myself giggling uncontrollably as this tall, strong, confident man led me to my frigid punishment.

“Hey! Heeeeyyy!!” I managed to yell out in between laughs. Of course he was being gentle and just playing around, but Andrew was insistent — as he should be — that I hold up my end of the deal. If I weren’t so distracted by the fast-approaching water, I would’ve realized we were holding hands for a full 20 seconds.

“C’mon Wendy, in you go,” he stepped back and put his hands on his hips.

Really not wanting to get wet, I busted out the puppy dog eyes and pleaded.

“Double or nothing?”

“I’ve gone in twice!”

We were mere feet from the water. Each chilly, crashing wave tickled my painted toes and reminded me why making a bet with the ocean was a terrible idea. I wasn’t budging, holding out hope for Andrew to give me a pass. But he had a different idea, instead extending his hand.

“Here, I’ll go in with you. Want a buddy?”

For whatever reason, I felt that if I grabbed his hand and followed him into the water, it would mean a lot more than just holding up my end of a bet. I’d be willingly holding the hand of a shirtless man I was finding more charming by the minute. Helplessly spending more time getting distracted by his eyes, his jaw, his chest…

Nevertheless, I grabbed his hand and he steadily led us deeper into the ocean. Up to our knees… Up to our waists… Fully submerging my shorts and fast approaching my exposed belly beneath my top.

I shut my eyes, bracing for the cold. “Ehhh, it’s so—”

Then, he splashed me.

Not only did I squeal in response, but probably the girliest, flirtiest squeal came out of my mouth without missing a beat. And it sounded 100% natural.

“Gotcha!” he teased, splashing me again, getting not just my hair but my bow all wet.

“You loser!” I shouted back, splashing him.

There we were, leaping around the ocean, splashing each other like kids at the pool. But somehow, it felt like much more than innocent playtime.

Andrew had gotten sand in his eye, so while he was ‘stunned’, I snuck around him and splashed him from behind. He whipped around and grabbed my hand to stop me. We tugged each other back and forth giddily, laughing and splashing.

“All this for not writing five pages?” I jeered. “This wasn’t part of the bet!”

I laughed some more and, in an effort to get in one last big splash, I slipped on a rock under the water and fell toward Andrew. For a moment, I feared I would faceplant straight into the water, soaking my hair and probably ruining my bow for good.

But I didn’t faceplant. I fell right into Andrew’s arms.

For the first time since we’d run into the water, I was speechless. Andrew had caught me – my head against his chest as I peered up at him, twisted and upside-down.

I was in no danger at all, but boy did I feel helpless.

No smile on his face or mine, just a look. That look. The look you see in movies right before exactly what you think will happen, happens.

He gently pulled me back on my feet, put one hand on my arm and the other on the small of my back, and kissed me.


Chapter Eleven

“You did WHAT!?!?”

Erica looked like she was about to explode — and not in an angry way. Like when a robot is given an unsolvable logic problem, so it bursts into nuts and bolts. Our plan for another chill dinner on our balcony was quickly becoming anything but that.

I took another bite of the Hawaiian BBQ we had ordered to the room. “Well, he kissed me.”

“Still!!” Erica squealed, getting up from her chair, pacing the room. “What did you do next?”

I explained to Erica how right after he kissed me, I kinda just nodded at him and we walked back to shore, drying off, packing up our laptops and not really mentioning it. In fact, I was overly chatty trying to talk about anything that wasn’t those five seconds in the water.

“That is freaking unbelievable!” she exclaimed, smirking as she shook her head and held back a laugh. “I feel like I’m looking at a completely different person.”

I blushed, obviously embarrassed. Trust me, it’s not easy to admit to your sister that you let a guy kiss you. Particularly when you’re straight.

Erica leaned in, whispering as if she now cared about subtlety. “So did you like it?”

“What!?” I shouted. “No! I told you, it made things, like, super awkward.”

“But it sure sounds like you didn’t hate it,” my sister pressed, clearly sensing some vulnerability. “You could’ve pushed him away, yelled at him, told him off — any of that.”

Now I was really starting to regret sharing this with her. Hell, the only reason I agreed to say anything was to shut her up about her own date day with Carter. Every little detail I got. Details, as it turned out, I really didn’t need.

“Look, what happened to me today was nothing compared to Miss-Sleeps-With-Her-Ex over here.”

Erica smiled, taking my words as a compliment and patting her on the shoulder.

“Thank you, thank you,” she waved like a princess to an imaginary crowd. “I’m a girl who gets what she wants. And fuck was it just as good as I remember!”

She really should be thanking me for keeping Carter’s friend busy the whole day — or at least long enough to go back to his place and, as she put it, ‘make sweet love for the first time in almost a decade.’

Yeah… I hated hearing her say that just as much as you’d think.

Thankfully, Erica was so tired from the day that she mostly let me be and didn’t press too hard about the kiss in the water. But just because she wasn’t bringing it up didn’t mean it wasn’t incessantly on my mind.

The dissonant feelings were shockingly intense. It’s one freakin’ kiss after all! Why couldn’t I just chalk it up as a heat-of-the-moment thing and let it go? Sure it was my first kiss with a guy, and yes, I’ll admit this guy must be into me if he wanted to kiss me… But that girl back in the water — was that even me? Andrew kissed Wendy, not Will. He doesn’t even know Will exists.

But today was more than just a kiss. We actually had a lot of fun. We laughed together, learned we had a ton in common, and overall just… clicked. Whether or not our writing session was a ‘real’ date, it certainly had all the bones of one.

Dating, kissing, and any romantic suspicions aside, one thing was for certain: I wrote 15 freaking pages today. That’s some crazy productivity for such a short time. I wrote more under the pressure of our stupid little bet today than I had in the last several months combined. Being with Andrew, thinking about Andrew… All of that was objectively good for my creative process.

“Night, Wendy,” Erica said, yawning and turning out the lights. “Sleep well, ‘kay?”

Erica drifted right off to sleep while I lay awake, endlessly replaying that stupid kiss in my head. Picturing Andrew’s laugh. His silly but sweet smile. The strange comfort of his strong arms and the taste of his soft lips. Over and over and over again until it started to drive me crazy.

But as the minutes and hours passed, I realized it wasn’t the kiss itself that was driving me crazy. Not at all. Rather, it was the fact that as much as I didn’t want to admit it, I wanted to see him again.

As Wendy, of course. And that fact was what truly alarmed me.

◆◆◆

I think despite a decent night together, there was still a bit of unsettled tension between Erica and I. Nothing horrible, obviously, but enough to scare me into suggesting a bit more one-on-one time with her in the form of another hike.

Gratefully, my sister was interested and had not yet planned anything for the morning with Carter. And so exactly like the first hike, I put on my leggings and sports bra and transformed seamlessly back into Wendy for the duration of the morning. I even put on some light makeup for good measure.

It’s genuinely crazy how seamless my dressing has become. Part of it I chalk up to me being a fast learner, but as we all know, it’s easier to learn things you actually enjoy — or at least don’t hate. And both Erica and I could see that presenting as Wendy was objectively not a drag for me.

The hike we planned to do was short, sweet, and simple, and unlike the previous one, we ran into tons of other tourists along the way. I found it funny how hikers interact on trails. Passing each other on the street, people will keep their heads down as if the other doesn’t exist. A hike is the complete opposite. It’s as if both parties recognize we’re in a different setting — a more social setting — and wish to acknowledge that we each made the smart, healthy decision to get some fresh air and exercise. Whether it's healthy or arrogant behavior, I’m not sure. But I was down for it.

Our hike also gave me the opportunity to practice greetings in my girl voice — a skill I was rapidly improving. I guess all that time with Andrew, Carter, and being out and about had just drilled it into me. Not that it was too far off from my regular voice, but damn was it becoming second nature.

The views, again, were immaculate. Simple but unique wildlife, pretty flowers and trees, and pleasant weather made it a top-tier experience. The only issue was that it was impossible to focus on any of it with how constantly Erica was talking about Carter. I mean, seriously!

Carter this, Carter that. Beyond just the sex details, she raved about how cool she thought his job was and how successful he’s been. She gawked over the pictures of the new condo he’d bought in Dallas and its impressive decoration and square-footage. It really, really didn’t end.

At the very least, servicing Erica with nods and ‘mmhmms’ kept my mind off Andrew. I knew I needed to stop thinking about the dumb kiss, but a teeny tiny part of me kinda wished Erica would bring it back up. You know, just for a second? So I could have a bit of an excuse to think about it guilt-free.

“You’re planning on writing more today, yeah?” Erica asked as we turned the last corner of our hike and approached the road.

“I think so. Why?”

“Perfect! I totally forgot to mention I have a hair appointment today. Just wanna make sure you’ve got somewhere to be.”

Well, I guess writing alone counts as ‘somewhere to be’.

“Fun,” I answered simply. “And maybe later we can check out that nice Italian place on the beach we passed the other day? For dinner. Just us.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Wendy dinner?”

I glanced down at my outfit in response. “I mean, yeah.”

She stared for a moment, confirming my intentions. “That’s another nice restaurant… You’ll probably have to wear another dress.”

“Oh, uh, sure,” I answered quickly. “I can go buy one. You’ve been plenty generous.”

She chuckled warmly. “My little bro willingly dress-shopping? Alone? What a freakin’ trip we’re on!”

I blushed, a bit annoyed by her point. Not that she was wrong. At least not about the ‘dress-shopping alone’ part. Maybe even the ‘willing’ part, too, because the second we climbed into our Uber, I had a rumbly feeling in my stomach that sure felt a lot more like excitement than concern.

◆◆◆

Erica split for her hair appointment the second we got home, promising she’d be back to the room in time to change and get ready for dinner together. As for me, I had two things on my agenda: get a solid chunk of writing done at Alcove Cove, and buy myself a new dress.

In an attempt to ‘take my vegetables’ and be the responsible writer I am, I committed to cranking out 10 pages of my new book at Alcove Cove before moving on for the day. Though upon returning to my spot, something immediately felt different.

No, no one had discovered my nook – it was empty as always – but my mood around it certainly had changed. It was the site of what Erica declared my ‘date’, after all. And the memories and emotions from yesterday came rushing back.

Instead of letting any thoughts of Andrew distract me, I managed to channel them into a reasonably effective writing session. Though I must admit, the flirtation and passion of my characters really began jumping off the page. That couldn’t just be due to one silly kiss, right?

I had no idea what Andrew was up to tonight, though considering I had Erica for the evening, it must mean he and Carter were up to something. Probably out partying, enjoying a free Hawaii trip as anyone should. As I left Alcove Cove and mentally readied myself for some dress shopping, I couldn’t help but wonder if I was as on his mind as he was mine.

◆◆◆

Being a boy, shopping for dresses definitely didn’t come naturally to me. Thankfully, Erica had done some googling on our uber home and came up with a few stores for me about a half-mile off the resort. At the very least, it made for a nice walk and opportunity to flex my new Wendy skills in public, smiling at those I walked by, minding my hips and feminine stride, and of course, relishing the cool ocean breeze on my silky smooth legs.

Over the next hour I explored three different stores, browsing the racks for something pretty but decently conservative to wear tonight for dinner. Holding the dresses up against my body and imagining wearing them I must confess was pretty fun. While boys' clothes often succeed in the comfort department, it’s hard to beat the fun, expressive nature of dresses.

But even presenting as Wendy, garnering the confidence to take one off the rack and put it on was easier said than done. In fact, it took until the second store for me to actually take a dress and scurry over to the changing room to nervously try it on. I got a little scared as the sales associate chuckled at me, though I think it was more due to my clunky shuffling than suspecting I was male. Once actually in the changing room, I felt at ease enough to strip down to my bra and panties and finally try on some dresses.

Unfortunately, none of the four dresses I’d tried on at the second store felt right, either being too expensive, too complicated, or not my personal style. And yes, I understand I don’t really ‘have a style’ yet, but considering how good I felt in the pink dress my sister bought for me – and how cute her bow looked in my hair – I had a sneaking suspicion that wearing traditionally ‘girly’ things was more my style.

And so it was the third store where I finally found ‘the one’ — though I made a nerve-racking request for the salesperson to search the back to see if they carried it in my size (quite the difficult task when you have no familiarity with dress sizes). But the salesperson was a kind, patient soul who helped me purchase a beautifully feminine, lavender babydoll dress — and one that should be just formal enough for tonight’s dress code.

“That is such a lovely dress,” the salesperson complimented as she rang it up. “Can you tell me what shoes you’re gonna wear? And what about your hair?”

I honestly hadn’t thought that far ahead. Do girls typically do that?

“Something, uh… simple,” I answered. “I’m pretty easy.”

The woman abruptly put my dress down on the counter and had me follow her to the back of the store where she presented me with a box.

“Wait, what size are you?”

I paused, nearly answering with my men’s size before remembering to add 1.5 for women’s.

“Eight,” I answered.

“Ahh!” she squealed. “I knew it! You’re perfect!”

She opened the box revealing some very pretty, very dainty white sandals.

“These are actually a sample pair they sent – though we’re not getting the rest till next week. Not much sense in displaying a shoe we don’t carry in-store, so I boxed ‘em up. Care to try ‘em?”

I slipped off my flip-flops and strapped up the sandals. I couldn’t believe it, but they were just as comfortable as they were beautiful.

“Eee!” she squealed again. “They look so cute on you!”

I blushed, admittedly loving the attention. Maybe shopping can be fun.

“Gahh! I don’t want you to leave here without ‘em. They’ll simply look too cute with that dress.”

The saleswoman then paused to consider something.

“How about I sell those to you at cost…” She stretched over to a rack of hair bows and presented me with a lavender one. “…and I throw in a cute bow to match your dress.”

I found myself wondering if this was genuine kindness or just a sales gimmick. The shoes were really pretty — and I’m a sucker for a cute bow — but I couldn’t in good conscience buy these without seeing the full outfit.

“Mind if I try it all on together?”

Her face lit up. “I love a little fashion show!”

And so I once again changed out of the romper and back into the dress, this time with the cute white shoes and the big, lavender bow clipped to the back of my hair. And damn it, I looked even better than I hoped!

“What did I tell you?” she said as I stepped out. “You look stunning.”

Sale gimmick or not, I didn’t care at this point. I was having too much fun feeling like the belle of the ball.

“Alright then!” I said enthusiastically. “It’s a sale!”

Not only had I purchased a dress of my own — a dress I adored, no less — but I’d left the store with a completely new outfit for dinner. An outfit I love so much that I didn’t even bother to change back into my romper.

In that moment, it felt like the years I’d spent judging girls for going on shopping sprees, buying clothes and spending hours at the mall completely dissipated. I get it now. The confident, euphoric feeling of a new outfit is unreal.

I wasn’t sure if I should be excited or nervous to tell Erica about my new clothes, considering how much I’d been teased for backing myself into dress shopping. But as it turned out, I didn’t have to wait long as I felt my phone ringing.

“Hello?” I answered.

“Hey! How’s the shopping going?” my sister asked – though the noise of blow dryers made it difficult to hear.

“Good. I got a couple things.”

Erica giggled. “A couple things like… a lavender dress? And maybe a hair bow and some white… uh, some kind of shoes…”

“Wait, what?”

I whipped my head around to find that, sure enough, Erica was in the window of a salon literally next door to the dress shop. I turned bright red as I watched her laugh and wave for me to come join her inside. An overwhelming, flowery aroma struck me the moment I stepped into the salon. If the word ‘girly’ was a scent, it was that.

“God you’re so annoying sometimes,” I lamented.

My sister cackled. “What? Am I not allowed to tease my bro— er, cousin for prancing around in a pretty dress?”

Though I took issue with her ‘prancing’ claim, I at least appreciated that she thought my dress was pretty. Though before I could say anything more I did a double take on my sister.

“Your… your hair…”

Erica twirled a strand and flipped a bit behind her head. Hair that was a little bit shorter in length and way darker in color.

“Oh, this? Figured I’d switch things up. Why not go brunette for the summer!”

It wasn’t like my sister to make such a bold change to her appearance. Not that she isn’t impulsive, but to her hair? It felt like a total 180. I could’ve sworn she loved her color.

“Well, it’s very pretty,” I complimented. “So, are we ready to go? Our reservation—”

“Oh! About that,” Erica interjected. “I’m still in for dinner, but I got a text from Carter inviting both of us to this little beach party tomorrow during the day. You down? I think Andrew’s gonna be there…”

A beach party? I mean, of course that sounded fun. And I confess her mention of Andrew made my heart skip just the tiniest bit.

“Yeah, I’d love to. But how does that affect dinner tonight?”

“Well, I called the place and pushed back our reservation because ya girl’s gotta get waxed.”

“Waxed?”

She gestured to her lower region. “It’s been a minute. Plus I wanna look cute for Carter in a bikini! ‘Brunettes in bikinis’, he says he likes.”

There you go. She freaking dyed her hair not for herself but for Carter. And by the sound of it, based on an offhand comment. Part of me wanted to chastise her for changing her whole appearance just because her crush said he’d like it. But dressed the way I was, I chose to hold my tongue.

“It’ll only be an hour,” she explained. “Mind sticking around? You can write or something. Then I promise we’ll do our dinner.”

My stomach grumbled at the thought of waiting another hour to eat, but I nevertheless nodded.

A woman in salon scrubs approached us from the desk.

“Miss Erica?” she asked. “Are you ready?”

My sister turned to me. “One hour, tops!” Then, just before she left for good, my sister turned to me. “And if you’re bored, maybe even worth getting a cut yourself, eh?”

I watched Erica disappear into the back of the salon, leaving me with her comment.

Getting a cut myself… I repeated in my head.

As I glanced around the waiting room, I spotted my reflection in the mirror. I really did look pretty — and I put in a lot of work to make it so. The dress, the shoes, the cute hair bow… Not to mention wearing makeup and shaving my entire body.

Despite the necessity to present as Wendy, I had to admit that nobody was making me go quite this far. I really enjoy looking pretty and feeling pretty. The prettier I was, the happier I felt — and consequently, the more productive writer I’d become.

Hmm…

Erica had no issue changing up her hair on a whim. Don’t get me wrong, I like my hair color, but the style… Could there be any room for improvement?

Possessed by my instincts, I arose from the waiting room couch and approached the receptionist.

“Excuse me…” I squeaked. “I’m waiting for my sister to finish a, uh… wax. You don’t happen to take walk-ins for hair, do you?”


Chapter Twelve

The woman pondered for a moment as she typed away at her computer, then turned around and shouted out to a woman standing alone.

“Hey Nicole, wanna take a walk-in?”

The mid-40s woman looked up from her phone and shrugged. “Why n— Oh my…”

Before I could utter another word, Nicole the stylist slowly sauntered over to me, seemingly entranced.

“What. A. LOVELY color! Please don’t tell me you’re changing that.”

I blushed, not sure how to act in situations involving hair compliments. “Uh, I… No. I was just hoping for a, you know… fresher style?”

Nicole giggled, then reached over to touch my hair. “Well thank god for that. Natural auburn, right?”

“Yes ma’am,” I squeaked.

“‘Yes ma’am.’ Please, don’t treat me like I’m your mom’s friend! Call me Nicole, and it’s wonderful to meet you–”

“Wendy,” I said, limply shaking her hand.

Nicole smirked, I think a bit amused by my obvious nerves. “Come. Take a seat.”

The salon — or at least where the styling chairs were — looked more or less like the barber shops I’d gone to my entire life: two rows of around six stations, each belonging to a stylist. Nicole’s station was the first one on the right.

“So what kind of style are we looking at today?” she asked, unclipping my lavender hair bow and toying with my hair.

“I… I’m not sure. I’ve never had my hair styled before.”

Her jaw dropped. “WHAT? Honey! How come!?“

I swallowed hard. For obvious reasons I didn’t wish to get into the history of it all.

“Anything you recommend?” I asked simply.

Nicole tossed around my hair some more and studied my face and head, ultimately coming to a decision.

“I don’t think you have the face for bangs. No offense, few do. But some framing layers would look pretty.” She pulled up a picture on her phone of a previous client of hers, estimating the look. “Thoughts?”

It wasn’t the best picture — and my hair color or length didn’t even match — but who was I to argue? I knew nothing about hair other than brushing it and often shoving it beneath a baseball hat.

“If you think it’ll look good.”

“Sweetie, let me work my magic and you’ll look gorgeous.”

With a plan in place, I got whisked away into my first-ever haircut at a salon, learning about each step along the way.

First, Nicole brought me over to a hair washing station where she soaked and shampooed my hair in a basin attached to the back of my chair. Unsurprisingly, she used a flowery shampoo that somehow smelled even girlier than what I’d been borrowing from Erica.

Once my hair was washed and all of the knots were combed out, Nicole escorted me back to her chair and draped a black cape over me. That part I was at least familiar with from my trips to the barber. But as I soon learned, the black cape was where the similarities stopped.

Instead of straight, clean snips to the base of my hair, Nicole employed the use of clips and pins to divide it into sections, even twisting some sections into buns. I told her how bizarre this seemed, but she assured me it was the way to achieve layers. She tackled one section at a time, methodically snipping and switching scissor types to achieve, as she put it, a more textured look.

Nicole, understandably, tried making conversation as she worked. Stylists are infamously chatty and known to get clients to spill personal details. For a typical woman, this is fairly low risk. But how on Earth could I explain my situation? Particularly when the stakes are so high. Because of how kind she was, it actually hurt me not to be honest.

“Done with these,” she narrated, dropping her scissors back in the drawer. With each section properly cut, she unclipped and unbunched my hair until my entire head was back to being a loose, damp mop.

I grimaced for a moment, failing to see a real difference. But Nicole read my mind and chuckled.

“I know, I know… but we’re not done yet! It’s time for a bit more magic.”

I watched her diligently untangle my hair with a comb until every strand was back to its original stick-straightness. Still, I wasn’t wowed by the result. But that’s when she pulled out the blow drier and a huge blowout brush. The moment Nicole turned on the heat, the ‘magic’ she kept referring to truly began.

By twirling and twisting the round brush — combined with heat from the dryer — layers began to form. Short layers mixed with longer ones, framing my face and tickling my skin each time I moved my head. My hair wasn’t naturally thick, but somehow with her wizardry Nicole had given it volume and shape I never thought possible. Straight and androgynous transformed into voluminous and feminine. There’s simply no other way to put it. This was a true girl’s haircut.

“B-E-A-U-T-I-F-U-L,” Nicole spelled out for me. “You look beautiful, Wendy! What do you think?”

Looking at myself in the mirror, I was speechless. Partly because I couldn’t believe I’d done something so impulsive, but mostly cause I just looked so damn pretty.

“That’s… really…” was all I managed to muster.

Nicole giggled. “I guess being without words is the ultimate compliment.”

I laughed too, finally managing to express how good I thought my new hair looked.

Suddenly, I felt a single tear well up in my left eye. I had no idea if it was due to joy, fear, or just being overwhelmed by the reality of my look, but it was a genuine tear.

Nicole, unfortunately, noticed it.

“Awww! Don’t cry, sweetie!”

I quickly wiped it away, pulling my hand from beneath the black cape. “I’m not! I’m just… I don’t know. It’s a big change.”

Nicole smiled in the way a proud mother or guardian would.

“Can I say something? And please don’t take this the wrong way, but you remind me a lot of my niece. Not to get too personal, but the first time my niece got her hair styled as an adult, she had the same thing. Same color, too! But in her case, she’s, well… she’s trans. So she never really got to experience a fresh cut as a boy. It meant a lot to her.”

What did she say?

My throat instinctively went dry. If I thought I was incapable of speaking before, now was even worse.

Nicole must’ve noticed my odd reaction.

“Trans? Short for ‘transgender’. Sorry, do you know what that is? People think it’s a new thing even though, historically, it’s quite common!”

I stayed still, motionless like a statue. My eyes locked in my own reflection.

Again, Nicole noticed my sudden stillness and discomfort. At first she looked ready to argue with me — to leap in and defend her niece against yet another bigoted mind. But as I looked at her in the mirror, her expression softened. Nicole realized that wasn’t at all what I was thinking. All without saying a word.

“I see… Well, Wendy… maybe you’re a lot more like my niece than I thought. For what it’s worth, I never would’ve guessed.”

I couldn’t have felt more mortified at that moment. “Oh, uh… I don’t know if I’m—”

Sensing my vulnerability, Nicole placed her hand on my shoulder. “I’m sorry, I know that’s very personal. I meant nothing by it.”

Still unable to speak, I simply accepted her apology with a single, firm nod.

“HO. LY. SHIT!”

Both my and Nicole’s heads whipped around to find my sister fresh from her wax, standing behind us with her jaw dropped on the floor.

“Wendy!? You went through with it?? I meant it as a joke but… Damn! Look at you!”

What else could I do but sheepishly grin?

“She’s beautiful, isn’t she?” Nicole added, primping my hair. Reaching for the lavender bow on the counter, she clipped it back onto my hair and straightened it out.

Erica, I think, was still recovering from witnessing her brother sport the girliest haircut known to man.

“I mean, yeah. She really does,” Erica agreed. “Just in time for a fun little beach day tomorrow, eh?” She reached over to pinch my bow and kindly touch a strand of my hair. “I’ll settle up for both of us, okay? Meet you outside, then we’re off to dinner!”

I gave a sweet wave to my newly-brunette sister as she made her way to the front desk. Once out of earshot, Nicole turned back to me.

“I assume that’s the cousin you mentioned? She’s quite exuberant.”

That is what we call an understatement.

“And a beach day, huh? That sounds fun.”

I sighed softly. “I hope so.”

Had it not been for the whirring of dryers and loud conversation between clients and stylists, you could’ve heard a pin drop at Nicole’s station. So rather than keep our suddenly awkward vibe going, Nicole released me from the chair. I thanked her one last time and walked to meet my sister out front.

“Wait, Wendy,” she added, gingerly approaching me. “Listen, I’m sorry if what I said made you uncomfortable or if I put anything, you know… in your head. But can I give you one piece of advice for tomorrow? Take it or leave it.”

After a moment I nodded, allowing her a final word.

“Lean into what feels good. How you look, how you feel… The more you’re free, the happier you’ll be.”

Honestly, reigniting a deep, philosophical discussion about my identity was the last thing I needed right now. But I knew Nicole meant well, so I simply thanked her again for her haircut and kindness and left the salon.

Erica was waiting outside, still gushing over her new haircut but equally in awe of my own styling choices.

“I’m telling you… every time I think you’re done, you throw me for another loop, Miss Wendy. Ready for dinner?”

I shrugged coyly, wishing I could brush off these hectic, spontaneous decisions as easily as Erica did. I’m so glad she seems to be in a good place, but damn do I envy the simplicity of her life.

Unlike me, she has no book to write. No career to salvage. No strange, sudden interest in feminine clothing. No first kiss with a man to constantly dread. No lingering thoughts about that same man.

And of course, no concern over an ever-growing desire to lean further and further into a feminine version of yourself.


Chapter Thirteen

It’s no secret that Erica has been slowly but surely grinding my gears with her constant talk of Carter. But credit where credit is due, she mostly managed to set it aside at our dinner. Even if she still made the majority of our evening about herself.

Maybe that’s a bit unfair. For the first time in several days, I felt like Erica and I were able to chat about life, trade stories from the last couple years, and reminisce about the past — you know, things siblings do. I got the chance to tell her a bit more about my untitled swimmers book and how, despite only scratching the surface, I’d found creative clarity on this trip exactly as I hoped. Though I conveniently left out my theories that living as Wendy was somehow the key to my writing renaissance.

But things felt normal – or as much as wearing a dress to dinner with a girl's haircut can be ‘normal’. At the very least, I felt at peace. And knowing a beach day presenting as Wendy loomed tomorrow, I was more than happy to enjoy a little peace.

◆◆◆

Two things jumped out at me the moment I woke up the following morning.

First, that we were already on the seventh day of our trip. Seven days at Ocean Oasis simultaneously felt like a whirlwind of only a few minutes and a never-ending, months-long slog. Yet here I find myself, somewhere in the middle.

The second surprising thing was that Erica was actually here when I woke up. No escapades with Carter or bougie salon appointments. In fact, she’d just gotten back from a run, sweaty and exhausted.

“You’re not going to the beach like that, are you?”

Erica scoffed at me. “After all I went through to look hot for Carter, you think I’m showing up like a sweaty pig? Not a chance.”

I chuckled, yawning and stretching out my arms. “Maybe it’d be good for Carter to see more of an everyday Erica.”

“Damn, someone woke up and chose violence,” she chided, rolling her eyes. “And after I did a little shopping for you this morning?”

She tossed another plastic shopping bag in front of me on my bed, though from one of our discussions last night, I had an idea what it was.

“I guess Wendy can’t go running around topless in trunks…”

Sure enough, inside the bag was a swimsuit. But it wasn’t a ‘conservative one-piece’ like I’d specifically requested. Instead, I pulled out two separate pieces – a white and blue flowery top and solid blue bottoms. In other words, a bikini.

“Erica!” I shouted. “I… I can’t wear this! Everything won’t… fit.”

“Well if you can believe it, they weren’t selling one-pieces. At least not in your size. And none of mine will fit you,” she ducked her head around the corner where the bathroom was. “That’s why I got you a cover-up. It’s kinda like a kimono. Just wear it over your suit.”

The cover-up was essentially a white, loose-fit, crochet-looking beach dress. It was neither flashy nor girly, but that’s not its purpose. Its purpose was to make sure I wasn’t immediately outed as a boy in what is inarguably my most revealing outfit to date.

“I’m gonna shower, do my hair and makeup, and we’ll leave, okay? Carter said he and Andrew are getting there soon. They’ll save us a couple chairs.”

My stomach grumbled thinking about seeing Andrew again. Sure, I knew it was coming, but something about seeing him wearing a bikini with a new haircut and with so many people around made it all the more nerve-racking.

With Erica in the shower, I took a moment to get dressed – and by ‘dressed’, I mean putting on what is essentially a bra and panties for all to see. Crazy how that works with girls. Never would a girl think about walking around town in her underwear. Yet somehow, when it’s in water or on sand, it’s suddenly accepted by society. Girls do it all the time without batting an eye. And since today I’m a girl, I have no choice but to follow suit.

I stripped naked and held the embarrassingly tiny garment in front of me. The bottoms, thankfully, weren’t too revealing as far as bikinis go. I’d played around a bit before with ‘tucking’ my parts in panties to create a flatter front, though wearing dresses, shorts, and other fuller-coverage garments, it wasn’t as necessary.

I suppose now is the time to admit that my package is far from impressive. It’s a fact I despised my entire life, though for once, it was coming in handy. Small penis, big help.

Even without tucking, with the way the bottoms fit on my butt and hips you could barely see a bulge. But with the tuck? I basically looked like a girl. Phenomenal… for the beach.

The fact I’d not only shaved my legs and underarms the other day but did a clean sweep of my private area to be completely hairless down there was really coming into play. There’s a reason they call it the ‘bikini area’, after all. The bikini top, too, must’ve had skinnier girls in mind, as the ruched fabric and significant padding made it appear as if I had breasts, though small ones.

Turning and posing in the mirror, it was seriously freaky how good I looked in this bikini. Do I have the most feminine body? Definitely not. But for a guy, it’s insane how well I pass. Put on a little makeup, brush my hair, maybe add a girly clip or hair band and we’re looking at, dare I say, a hot girl?

“Damn!” Erica was flabbergasted as I sheepishly turned around in my bikini. “Why the hell does my brother look better in a bikini than me?”

Obviously this wasn’t true, but I blushed nonetheless. “Cousin,” I reminded her, emphasizing how today was probably the riskiest of all Wendy outings to date.

“Well, just keep that cover-up on and you’ll be fine,” she assured. “And that way your boyfriend won’t be drooling all over you.”

“He’s NOT my–” I started shouting as Erica leapt in with a quick apology.

“Alright, alright…” she conceded, uncoiling a blowdryer and barking commands. “Hair, makeup, and we’re on our way. And quickly, please! There’s a hot beach and a hot guy calling my name.”

I nodded and did as told. Though I hope, for my sake, only the former is true.

◆◆◆

I found it hard to believe that it took a whole seven days into our trip to do a proper beach day. From the moment we wake up to when we go to sleep, the ocean is right there, begging for us to put on a swimsuit and bask in the sun.

No, Alcove Cove doesn’t count, even though I’d spent countless hours writing and lounging. And the ‘date’ with Andrew doesn’t count either.

Erica had even less of an excuse, having no ‘gender presentation’ restrictions like yours truly. Even her dates with Carter were mostly hiking related and avoided the beach. So to put it mildly, both of us could really use a day like this.

The location Carter sent wasn’t too far from our hotel room, though I can promise you, when you’re wearing a bikini in public for the first time, any amount of walking feels like an eternity. If I thought wearing a dress or skirt in public felt exposing, having itty bitty bikini bottoms did that times a hundred. Plus, it’s not like the cover-up dress protected me from the wind at all. It was extremely thin and filled with holes, per the design. Did I feel pretty? Yes. But also pretty damn exposed.

Just as we reached the beach, Erica stopped our conversation in its tracks to squeal and wave at man in the distance. Carter, obviously.

“Ah! Hiiiii, youuuuu!” Erica shrieked, sprinting toward him and leaving me in the dust. Okay, rude…

Behind Carter were a whole bunch more people at what seemed like a high-end beach party, full of Ocean Oasis guests. Around half the people occupied the dozen-or-so tents, canopies, and beach umbrellas, relaxing, eating, and chatting. There was also a cookout station beside the tents barbecuing all sorts of stuff. Everything smelled incredible.

The other half of the people were either in the ocean or over at the games area. Two beach volleyball courts, multiple cornhole boards, and a ton of other beach games – some of which I’d seen before and others that were completely foreign to me – looked to be where most of the party energy was.

“Wendy, good to see you too!” Carter said as I finally caught up to the couple. “New haircut, right? Erica was telling me.”

I nodded and smiled, though a little distracted by all the hubbub around the beach. Admittedly, the ratio of clothes worn to strangers present was concerning. Though so far, it seemed to be going okay.

Erica had no trouble focusing on her man, however. For one, he looked great. With his cool sunglasses, tasteful tattoos, and tan, jacked build, Carter was the ideal man for most women. And I can safely call my sister ‘most women’.

After a second of small talk, Carter gave us a quick sweep of the beach, even introducing us to a few ‘new friends’ he’d met today. Though of course, there was one person I’d yet to see.

“And Andrew?” I asked somewhat forcefully, though pulling back my tone once I heard how it came out. “Is he, uh…”

Carter smirked like I’d said something dirty. “Ahh, your Prince is over there playing volleyball. I think he just started another game if you wanna check it out.”

I’m sure even through my comically large women’s sunglasses my blush was apparent, so I scooted off in search of Andrew. Ugh. I already regretted telling my sister about the kiss with Andrew, and now I had to deal with Carter knowing too? So much for ‘don’t kiss and tell’. Probably in my best interest, I left my sister and Carter alone and chose to roll the dice with Andrew.

Of all sports, I always found volleyball particularly impressive to watch. Basketball’s cool and all, and I see the appeal of football, but something about leaping in the air to spike a ball while someone else dives across the floor (or sand) to sky it back in the air? That’s awesome.

“BOOM!!!!” a man yelled from one of the courts in front of me. “WOOOOO!!!”

The man who screamed had a fratty look to him and wore a backward snapback hat.

“Dude, you’re a beast!” the frat boy shouted to his teammate.

I lowered my sunglasses to get a better look and, sure enough, the person getting praised was… Andrew! My Andrew. Well, not my Andrew… but you know what I mean.

From afar, I saw him humbly shrug and motion for the next point to start. Is Andrew, like, super good at volleyball?

Partly not to distract him and partly for my own safety, I took several steps away from the court and watched the 2-on-2 match play its next point.

The opposing team hit a really fast, really aggressive spike right to Andrew. He stoically bumped the ball high in the air and a few feet off the net. Then, Frat Boy sprinted over to the ball and hit it slightly higher, back up in the air, only for Andrew – my Andrew – to come rushing in, leaping in the air and pounding the ball on the opposing side.

“YEEEEEEHAWWWWW!” Frat Boy yelled, stomping around in celebration while Andrew chuckled, mild-mannered.

I couldn’t help but gasp a little watching him exert such athleticism and strength. Like, serious strength. I had no idea watching sports could have that effect on me. Or was it just him?

It was only a matter of time until Andrew spotted me standing off the court and sure enough, the moment he saw me his whole demeanor changed. His sporty but measured confidence suddenly turned timid. As if he was embarrassed that I had just watched him do the coolest thing ever.

“Oh, Wendy!” he finally called out, jogging off the court and over to me. “One sec!” he turned to his Frat Boy partner who looked stunned that Andrew would leave the court for any reason.

Shit. He was coming up to me. And I’m wearing this! A freaking bikini! Thoughts raced through my head, wondering if this was the stupidest decision in the world until–

“Is that a new haircut?” he asked calmly, smiling. He looked sincerely happy to see me.

“Mmhmm,” I answered quietly, nervously playing with a strand of my hair.

“It’s super, uh, pretty,” he added in a cute kind of awkward way.

The poor guy was clearly out of breath and quite sweaty from his game. Though it may have embarrassed him, it only made his body that much sleeker and conventionally masculine. And though I’d seen him shirtless before, I was struck by the sight of his chest even more today than on our date. Er, non-date writing session.

The last thing I wanted to do was fangirl over his sick spike, but I needed something to say.

“You’re really good,” I complimented. “Can I watch you play some more?”

“Well, do you want to play?” he offered, then turned around to his teammate who was eager to continue. “I just met that guy 20 minutes ago. I’m happy to ditch him.”

“No, finish your game! I’ll be your cheerleader.”

Andrew grinned. “Hmmm, no pom-poms… but I guess that’ll do.”

We both chuckled as I plopped my butt on a beach towel beside the court to watch him nail every bump, set, and spike that came his way. By the end of the game, he and Frat Boy had won by at least 10 points – though I’ll admit I couldn’t keep a perfect score with how frequently I was getting distracted.

Honestly, I could’ve watched Andrew play for hours if it weren’t for my grumbling stomach. The smell of BBQ was simply too tempting, so when the game ended, we traded the court for the grill.

Now believe me, I'm the biggest believer in not considering my writing session with Andrew a date. Just because two people hang out and maybe flirt a little bit, doesn’t make it a date. Even if it ends in a kiss. But even I had to admit that the next hour we spent eating lunch together, asking questions, sharing stories, and genuinely connecting felt about as close to a date as anything I’d done. And with a guy, no less.

Andrew regaled me with stories of playing high school and college volleyball – though ‘only the club team’, he kept insisting. He explained how he fell in love with the idea of law school and becoming a lawyer, but grew to hate it so much he left the field entirely. Andrew also told me how he met Carter in high school, became friends, and later drifted apart when Andrew moved to San Diego for law school and Carter to Texas for work and his MBA program.

Yes, most of the conversation centered around Andrew, but not in an Erica kind of way where it was too self-serving. I really hated the idea of making up an endless backstory for Wendy when all I really wanted to do was be honest. So instead of feeling a jolt of guilt with each lie, I just deflected and asked away.

“So has it been nice to reconnect after all those years?”

Andrew nodded, sipping from a bottle of orange juice we decided to split. “Really nice. Carter’s a fun guy. We’re definitely not as similar today as we were as teenagers… but he’s still good company.”

I couldn’t help but feel the same way about Erica.

“People change. That’s okay. My, uh… cousin’s not the same as I knew her growing up.”

“She’s a good soul. Seems to really make Carter happy.”

I rolled my eyes. “She better be, ‘cause he’s literally all she can talk about!”

Recognizing it’d been at least an hour since we’d seen the two of them, I stood up from the table and scanned the beach. “Aaaand they snuck off. Of course.”

Andrew smirked, chuckling. “Sounds like she’s getting to you? A full week together will do that.”

“Ugh! Thank God you said something,” I groaned, like a weight had been lifted off my chest. “Is he driving you crazy too?”

Andrew surprised me and shrugged.

“You know, not really. I mean, maybe he should be, but I’ve been through enough shit in my career and life… I just kinda say ‘screw it, good for him’. He’s a deserving guy. Sometimes you just gotta do what feels right.”

When Andrew uttered those words, a memory from yesterday forced itself back into my head. Standing in the salon, frozen as Nicole compared me to her niece. How overwhelmed I felt. How scared I felt. But mainly how she left me with her own simple advice:

Lean into what feels good. The more you’re free, the happier you’ll be.

“I guess I’m just trying to do the same,” Andrew carried on, snapping me out of my trance.

I looked across at Andrew, the wheels spinning in my mind. Is… Is he talking about me? The strong eye contact certainly suggested he was.

I giggled girlishly, then tucked a strand of hair behind my ear – a nervous tick I was quickly developing with this haircut.

“Maybe I should too…” I said under my breath, just quiet enough for him not to hear.

Andrew leaned back and stretched his arms, then rose from his seat.

“You know, there’s still some games we haven’t played.” He extended his hand. “Partners?”

I peered up at him as he towered over me, admittedly tempted.

“Let’s do it!” I said with a smile as he helped me up.

The next hour felt like a momentous shift in the vacation’s trajectory. Remembering Nicole’s advice coupled with Andrew’s carefree attitude, I felt inspired to let myself go and simply have fun – thinking not about what I should do as Will, but what I want to do as Wendy. And as it turns out, a lot of what Wendy wanted was to get closer and closer to Andrew.

Before today, the thought of brushing Andrew’s arm or holding on a little longer after a high-five felt crazy. But each time I did, I was rewarded with a tiny dopamine rush. Sure the beach games were silly and involved stuff like throwing frisbees, inflatable beach balls, or cornhole bags, but each game was an opportunity to shift closer to Andrew, let him teach me ‘technique’, or any of that cutesy crap people do to flirt. By letting myself go, I could finally experience the joy of it.

Andrew, unsurprisingly, was happy to oblige, taking every chance possible to touch the small of my back, tuck a strand of hair behind my ear, or playfully tease me about something. He even did the cutest thing where he leaned in super close to my face – close enough to touch foreheads – and whispered something flirty. God did that make me swoon…

As the sun reached peak afternoon, Andrew had me reapply his sunscreen. Will would never dream of touching a man like that. But to Wendy? That sounded better than anything. And when he asked to return the favor there was no way I was gonna say no.

All the touching, flirting, and long, interested eye contact had me on top of the world. I never felt freer. In fact, after a quick check to ensure my bottoms were flat, I even decided to take off the beach dress. A little nerve-racking, sure, but seeing Andrew’s jaw drop as I sauntered up to him in nothing but my bikini? The definition of euphoria.

“Well you look ready for a dip,” he declared, grabbing my hand and ushering us closer to the water.

I’d done this with him before during our writing contest. But today felt different – better different.

Andrew and I ran straight in together and being such a hot day, the water felt immaculate. We waded deeper and deeper, splashing each other along the way until the water had nearly reached my head.

“So I have to tread and you get to stand?”

Andrew shrugged. “Should’ve been a foot taller, what can I say?”


I could’ve laughed but instead lunged toward him, strapping myself to his back. He whipped me around, pretending to shake me off but I held on tight. Eventually, instead of whipping me off, he flipped me around so I was grabbing him like a koala on a tree.

Andrew grew quiet and looked me deep in the eyes. “Do you have any idea how cute you are?”

I blushed hard, but I kept my cool.

“A little. There’s this guy who keeps flirting with me. Kind of annoying.”

“Oh yeah? I’ll kick his ass!”

We shared another laugh. Then, as if we weren’t synched enough already, we moved in for a kiss at the exact same time. Our second kiss, but so much better.

Andrew pulled back, smiled, and pecked my nose with his. I almost couldn’t resist another kiss before a swell of water rushed in and submerged us both.

“Ach!” I coughed. “Maybe we should go back in.”

He nodded but didn’t break eye contact as he reached for my hand.

I can’t believe I did it. The affirmation from Andrew made me feel more like a girl than ever. But it wasn’t just that. My carefree, ‘do-what-feels-good’ mindset let this happen. Nothing – and I mean nothing – could take that away.

Or so I thought.

We approached the shore still holding hands as I stared out at the other beachgoers. Erica and Carter must be long gone because there was still no trace of them. Honestly, good. She’s here for him anyway.

But before I could take one last step onto the sand, I felt Andrew’s hand retract, snapping away from mine like a rubber band.

I assumed he must have seen a fish, a stingray, or God knows what in the ocean. But when I looked over at him, it wasn’t the water he was looking at. It was me. More specifically, my bottoms.

The fear of all fears had come to be. At some point in the ocean, my tuck had come loose and my attraction to him manifested into something shamefully visible: incontrovertible proof that the ‘girl’ he’d been flirting with, touching, and kissing, was anything but that.


Chapter Fourteen

One look at Andrew’s face was all I needed. Just one quick peek at his eyes fixated on my bikini bottoms told me everything. He was not expecting a bulge there, and I was not going to stick around for his response.

Flight mode kicked in. No chance was I going to stammer through a cheap explanation of why I let this get carried away to the point of kissing and acting like a couple. So I bolted out of the ocean to grab my dress, my bag, and ran for dear life.

I must’ve looked like a total idiot sprinting across the sand, abandoning the beach party like I’d seen a ghost, and cupping my private area so no one else had to witness what Andrew just had. Not once did I turn around to see if he was chasing me down, presumably wanting revenge on the ‘girl’ who catfished him.

Other than stopping for a moment to put on my beach dress, I booked it as fast as possible down the walkway, through the hotel, and back to the room.

Erica. That’s who I needed right now. I did a quick knock at the door to make sure she wasn’t in there with Carter. Thankfully the room was empty. At least one thing was going my way.

I stood alone in our suite, panting and heaving for oxygen. Once I caught my breath, I shakily pulled out my phone and called Erica.

“Pick up, pick up, pick up…” I said to myself, pleading for my sister to answer. But no. Four unanswered rings and I’m sent to voicemail.

“Fuck!!” I half-screamed, half-cried.

Again, I tried calling her. Again, no answer.

I knew she was with Carter. She had to be. Where else would she be but right beside the man who was the entire reason we were here in the first place? Probably off on some bougie, fancy date where she could be treated like a queen and not think about anyone else. Or she’s just fucking him.

Frustrated and holding back tears, I shot her an all-caps, pleading, desperate text for her to call me back, stressing urgency while not revealing the exact situation. The only thing worse than Andrew discovering I’m a boy is Carter finding out too. And then, God knows who he could tell… and what he’d think of my sister and our family.

I feared for myself. I feared for her. I was so distracted, embarrassed, and upset that I barely noticed the puddle of seawater forming beneath me – my bikini and beach dress soaked, dripping onto the hotel room floor.

Any moment now, Andrew could be alerting the hotel staff that there’s a boy in the bachelorette suite, running around the resort tricking poor, unsuspecting men into kissing him. I didn’t mean to hurt him. Or anyone. Really, I didn’t… But who would believe me?

Tears welled in my eyes as I tore apart the room in search of something dry to change into. Just a t-shirt and shorts were what I needed, but being so mentally twisted I couldn’t even remember where my goddamn boy clothes were. So as much as it pained me, I threw on the first skirt I could find, a clean pair of panties, and one of my sister’s camis.

Pacing the room I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror. I looked like a complete and utter mess. All of my joy and confidence from just an hour ago was completely sapped, replaced by terror and humiliation.

The worst part of it all was I brought this on myself. I could’ve said no to that first date with Andrew. I could’ve kept Alcove Cove to myself or confined myself to the room. The view from our balcony is plenty nice! Why did I need to push my luck and venture outside?

Wendy needed to exist, but she didn’t need to do any of this. I didn’t need any stupid dresses or this dumb haircut. How could I have let myself get so carried away?

And why won’t Erica pick up?? Doesn’t she understand what position I’m in? The risk of wearing a bikini to the beach wasn’t zero. She’s wrapped in this scheme just as much as I am. She’s the one who bought it for me after all. Would it kill her to take some goddamn responsibility and come to my aid?

Suddenly, I heard a knock on the door. I jumped. Goddammit Erica. Did she forget her key? At least she came fast.

I rushed to the door, holding back my fearful tears the best I could, hoping to save at least a little bit of face.

I violently swung open the door, ready to yell at her but also plead for help. But standing there wasn’t Erica. It was Andrew.

Before he could even utter a word, I slammed the door in his face and shrieked, sprinting away from the door and letting the tears flow once again. My makeup was beyond ruined, but at this point looking good was the least of my worries.

“Wendy, can we please talk?” Andrew said calmly through the door, knocking again.

He wants to talk? Why? To brag that the authorities are on the way?

“Please go away! I’m waiting for Erica!” I shouted.

Andrew was silent for a moment. “She’s with Carter. I just need to talk to you.”

Of course Erica isn’t coming. That selfish–

“Wendy, I haven’t said a word to anyone about anything. I promise.”

I was literally shivering. Erica’s not coming and Andrew’s here. The exact opposite of what I wanted. I wish he’d go away. Just turn around and forget the whole thing happened. Why is that so hard?

Two more soft knocks. “Wendy… please.”

I sighed. At the very least he sounded genuine. God, doing this could be the biggest mistake of them all.

“Fine…” I answered, returning to the door and unlocking it. There Andrew stood, glasses on, shirt back on, and his hair still a little damp from the ocean. He looked honest, authentic.

“Thank you,” he said as he made his way into my room. But before he could even take a seat on the bed, I knew I needed to be the one to speak first.

“Please hear me out, okay?” I began. “What you saw at the beach…”

Andrew took another step closer and held up his hand. “I know. You don’t need to explain.”

I raised an eyebrow, baffled. “Andrew, I owe you an explanation. Girls in bikinis don’t just–”

But he shrugged, completely unfazed. “Don’t just what? What happened to gender being a spectrum?”

My jaw dropped. Was he really… okay with this?

“You don’t mean that,” I told him. “There’s no way you mean that.”

Now he looked a little annoyed. “Why can’t I? Maybe I just really liked connecting with you.”

“Do you?”

He was blowing my mind. If his showing up here felt like a fever dream, what he was saying right now felt straight out of a David Lynch movie.

But still, he nodded.

No. I refused to believe this. I lied to him. I led him to believe I was a girl named Wendy. A real girl. That’s who he’s been falling for. Not me. Not Will.

Instead of crying from fear and frustration, I was now crying from confusion.

“Wendy…” he said softly, taking another step forward and wiping a tear from my eye.

“You know my name isn’t Wendy, right?” I snapped, gesturing to what was beneath my skirt. “It… It obviously can’t be.”

He stayed firm though and held his head close to mine. “Your name is what you say your name is.”

This was all too weird. This guy – tall, handsome, muscular, funny, smart – he could have any real girl in the world and yet he’s here? In my room. Right now.

“You don’t like me,” I declared, taking a step away from him.

Andrew looked confused for a moment, almost offended. But he quickly shook that off and smiled. “Yeah? Care to wager?”

“What?”

Slowly but surely Andrew stepped towards me, gently clutching one of my hands and pushing a few strands of hair out of my face. Then, after a moment of staring in my eyes, he leaned in to kiss me.

I gasped after he pulled away. “Andrew…”

“Would I have done that if I cared what’s under your skirt?”

Chills ran down my spine. The best kind. But one kiss doesn’t mean anything. It could all be for pity.

“You kissed me before,” I squeaked nervously but refused to step away. “That doesn’t tell me anything.”

Andrew smirked as if I’d challenged him to more. A challenge he was glad to accept.

Without a word, he guided me onto the bed til I laid on my back. He then joined me on the bed, legs straddling my body as he leaned down to kiss my neck.

Fuck that felt good. My body shivered having never been kissed like that before.

“Andrew…” I said in an exhale. “Why are you–”

He shushed me, playfully. “Shhh… I’m trying to prove to this girl that I’m into her.”

Andrew gently lifted the base of my tank top, planting little kisses on my tight, bare tummy. Inch by inch he moved up my body, kissing, sucking, and nibbling my chest the whole way.

More shivers, more chills.

A jolt of fear came as he reached my nipples. My instinct was to push him off, fearing he’d freak out when he realized I didn’t have breasts. But Andrew did quite the opposite. Instead, he softly kissed and sucked my right nipple while gently rubbing my other with his finger.

God did that feel incredible. So much so that I let out an inadvertent, feminine moan.

“You like that?” Andrew said as he picked his head up. He took his hand off my chest and brushed the front of my skirt, feeling, of course, the tiniest little erection. “Mmm, I think she does.”

Andrew’s kissing train traveled south down my torso until he reached my skirt, lifting it to reveal a sweet little bulge held back by my panties – the same bulge that caused me so much distress not long before.

With his head down low and his hands gripping my hips, Andrew’s gorgeous brown eyes met mine. “Can I kiss you here?”

I’ve never said ‘please’ faster.

His first kiss sent a rush through my body like a bolt of lightning, pinning me to the bed as I felt his lips and tongue through the thin fabric of my panties. With my head whipped back onto the bed and my legs spread for him, I felt him slip my panties aside to let my cock spring free. Another, deep, masculine moan as he must’ve liked what he was seeing.

“I love how smooth you are,” he complimented, following up with a deep kiss on the base of my cock.

Each time he kissed my cock or licked my balls was another intense hit of euphoria. My nails dug into the bedsheets. My eyes sealed closed as I tried not to scream from the pleasure. And then, as if I couldn’t have felt any better, he picked his head up and looked me in the eyes.

“I bet you have a sweet little clit.”

Fuck that sent me for a ride, nodding and moaning as his lips drifted toward the tip of my cock and he began to suck it. But no, he wasn’t sucking my cock. He was licking and tasting Wendy’s clit. Both of us moaned with pleasure as I felt his warm mouth explore my smooth, sweet clit, gradually driving me to euphoric madness.

“Flip over, Wendy,” he commanded – a command I gladly obeyed even if I had no idea where he was going.

There was no turning back now. I’d never dream of it. With my skirt flipped up and my panties pulled aside, this man was in full control of my body and my pleasure.

Flipped onto my hands and knees, Andrew gripped my hips and planted a few more sweet kisses on my girly little butt. I whimpered with each kiss but audibly gasped as he yanked down my panties and began approaching my hole with his lips.

“You’re so smooth Wendy…” he whispered, though I could barely hear him through my uncontrollable whimpering. Andrew then reached between my legs to stroke my clit again. Up and down, gently but deliberately. With each subsequent stroke, I felt his lips and tongue creep closer and closer to my hole. Then, as if I were under some sort of spell, the words just spilled out of me.

“Andrew… please lick my pussy…”

I couldn’t see his face, but I sensed that was exactly what he wanted to hear.

“Whatever you say, baby girl…”

The moment I felt the pressure of his tongue on my tight pussy was the moment I officially lost it. I let out a girly scream of pleasure so loud that there was no way the people in the room next to us couldn’t hear. But fuck it, I couldn’t care less.

My squeals of pleasure only motivated Andrew, as he rubbed my clit faster and kissed my pussy even deeper.

“Wendy… you’re… incredible…” Andrew huffed as he alternated between my pussy and taint – each spot with its own delightfully euphoric bursts.

The sound of his voice. The grip of his strong hands on my girly hips. The sincere passion he was expressing toward me and my body. I was starting to lose it.

“I… I’m gonna come…” I mumbled helplessly. Andrew’s reaction was positive and direct.

“Flip over,” he commanded, which again I obeyed, though trying hard not to lose focus.

I was now on my back with a full view of him again. His kind, brown eyes made me want to be held tight, while his sexy jawline and strong muscles made me want to keep getting rocked. But without saying another word, he went straight back down and wrapped his mouth around my clit, licking and sucking. And if that wasn’t enough to make me scream again, he took his finger and steadily rubbed my slick hole, all while holding eye contact.

That was it. He’d won. No more than five seconds of that went by before my body quaked and jerked, coming directly into Andrew’s mouth. And Andrew – that big, strong, sexy, straight man – swallowed every last drop.

There I lay on the bed, wearily gasping for air. Andrew fingered me, tongued me, and sucked me dry, no doubt bringing me to orgasm. My first orgasm as a girl.

He let me lay there in silence for a few more moments before placing his head on my chest. I looked at him in awe, dumbstruck with no clue what to say. Thankfully, Andrew did.

“So… yeah. I’m pretty attracted to you, Wendy.”


Chapter Fifteen

Have you ever had a day go from good to bad and back to good so quickly? I call it life whiplash, and boy is it a rush.

If I thought I had trouble keeping Andrew off my mind before our hookup, I can safely say my nagging thoughts of him were more intense than I could’ve ever dreamed. Exciting, thrilling, and plenty of dirty thoughts. Of course, I still had a few things to reckon with. First on that list being what the hell to tell my sister.

I’d sent some pretty unhinged, desperate texts amid my hysteria which she did eventually respond to. However, it took her a whole four hours before I even heard back. Apparently, Carter had the swoon-worthy idea of finding a private beach several miles down the coast to where they rode bikes and – again, always with the TMI – had sex on the beach.

Yep. They ditched the beach party entirely to go off and fuck on the sand. How romantic. And Erica didn’t even have the decency to let me know she’d be stepping out for a while.

Well, considering things basically got resolved on their own, I made up some excuse – ‘a giant bug got in our room!’ was what I told her – and the whole thing got washed away, never to be discussed again.

I didn’t even catch up with Erica until breakfast the next morning when she jumped right into stories about how gentlemanly Carter’s been and how they’ve committed to visit each other even after the trip ends. “Dallas isn’t even that long of a flight!” She kept reminding me.

Each time she interrupted a story of mine or dismissed an activity suggestion, I gritted my teeth and held my tongue, forcing myself to remember the Andrew/Nicole philosophy: Erica’s only chasing happiness, don’t be too hard on her.

Still, my patience was running thin as she announced another series of dates with Carter that not only involved leaving the resort but actually leaving the island! Ocean Oasis resided on Oahu – a beautiful island that had plenty to do. And yet Carter must’ve decided it wasn’t good enough and booked three nights at a jungle spa on Maui. Yes, a jungle spa. A spa in the middle of nature that sounded more like ‘glamping’ than anything else. To each their own, I suppose.

Erica smiled in between bites of her omelet. “Won’t this be good for you? Get some writing done, a couple stealthy Wendy ventures. You can even go to the pool now that you know your bikini holds up.”

I glared at her, trying to hide my disappointment and frustration.

“You’re a lone wolf anyway… Hey! I think Andrew’s sticking around. Maybe you can write more together. Or if you’re feeling frisky, let him take you on a lunch date!”

God, if only she knew the level of ‘frisky’ we’d reached… More like if only she’d listen.

“Sure, whatever. It’s fine,” I answered glumly, picking at the remains of my French toast. At least the café we were in was nice.

Erica smiled and thanked me, completely blind to my emotions. “I know most won’t fit, but borrow my clothes and anything I leave behind. Or you know what? You’re welcome to pick up a few more cute outfits. On me!”

I really, really wished Erica understood that, for me, this trip wasn’t about the money. Not that I didn’t appreciate her gifts but for as much as she was making me lose my mind with her self-centeredness and constant flaking, I still wanted to do sibling things with her. Meals, exploring new areas, and even just hanging around the resort. Otherwise, why the hell did she even invite me? And what was the point of Wendy?

But even I had to admit this trip had become about a lot more than reconnecting as siblings. Wendy had become a more significant, more appealing part of me. More than I think Erica even realized. And the drive to fully explore that side of me felt somewhat dampened around her. Maybe a trip away could prove once and for all if this girl stuff is just a flash in the pan – or if it’s something much, much deeper.

◆◆◆

My sister jetted off for Maui that afternoon pretty unceremoniously. While I mourned her upcoming absence, it didn’t take long to realize that A) it’s not like we were spending much time together anyway the last few days, and B) less Erica meant more time writing… and more time with Andrew.

Ah, yes, Andrew. The man I couldn’t get off my mind. Look, the things he’d said, done, and the way he made me feel was unlike anything I could’ve imagined. I loved it and wanted more. But something about seeing how fast my sister was taking things with Carter gave me pause. Not that I judged her for doing so – Carter seems great – but as they say, ‘know thyself’. And I simply don’t trust myself going at this quick of a pace.

I didn’t want to shut down things with Andrew. No no no. Just to take things a bit slower. And so in inviting Andrew to come by Alcove Cove, I told him exactly that.

“I totally understand,” he said calmly, reaching out to hold my hand as he did. “I… I may have gotten a bit carried away.”

“No!” I assured him. “You were… incredible. I’ve never felt that way before. It’s just… you know… I’m very new to this.”

Thankfully he was in complete agreement. “We’re kind of both in an experimentation phase if I’m being honest. Nothing bad about that, just… You’re right. What’s wrong with taking things slow?”

I smiled warmly. In a way, his patience and kindness were just as sexy to me as anything else.

“What did we say our goals were for the trip? Write, relax, and reset?” I added. “Let’s do that.”

Andrew nodded, chuckling and shaking my hand like it was a business deal. “As long as you let me take you out on a few dates! There’s still so much more I want to know about you, Wendy.”

◆◆◆

Write, relax, reset.

I swore to myself that I’d live by those three words and those three words alone on what was turning out to be a much-anticipated solo streak of the vacation. A chance to be – and work on – myself.

First off, Write. I knew at the end of the day, I needed to return to LA with something to show for my efforts, and that meant at least a first draft of my swimmer story. It was already day nine of my trip and while I’d made good progress, I knew there was another level I could reach with my productivity. So that meant getting up at the crack of dawn, trekking to Alcove Cove, and refusing to leave until I hit my daily word count goals.

As for the ‘relaxing’ part of it all, that came as a reward for finishing a long, hard day of writing. Plus I already know the more I live as Wendy, the better my writing seems to be. And what better way to relax and embrace my Wendy side than spoiling myself with some self-care? To me, getting a mani-pedi felt like the perfect choice.

My first trip to the nail salon was everything I could’ve dreamed of. The nail techs were warm and welcoming, and while I had no idea if they suspected I was a boy, since they weren’t Ocean Oasis employees, that fact barely mattered. All I knew was I couldn’t wait to see what I looked like with pretty, girly nails.

In my mind, well-manicured nails with a simple yellow polish would’ve been perfect. But my nail tech took that request and ran with it, instead offering these beautiful acrylics with cute little daisies speckled throughout. By the time she was done, I almost cried at how good my nails looked. It’s as if my thin, feminine hands were destined for a design like this. Sure they might make typing a little harder, but the euphoria far outweighed any practical downsides.

Andrew agreed wholeheartedly, and it was the first thing he said as I met with him for our evening dinner date. Nothing crazy or too romantic, of course – just a trip to a row of taco trucks a mile down the beach. We’re ‘resetting’ our relationship after all, one date at a time.

“They look amazing,” Andrew noted, ogling my new nails. He also noticed the brand new yellow chiffon dress I bought right after my appointment as a little treat. “You look like a princess, Wendy.”

I mean, how could I not blush?

Andrew then leaned down to kiss my hand but stopped for a moment. “Wait… Does this count as taking it slow?”

I giggled and smiled. “I’ll allow it.”

Andrew completed his kiss on my hand, holding it just long enough to remind me how tempting his lips could be. And trust me, the forehead kiss he tacked on at the end certainly wasn’t helping either.

“Hey, mister…” I whispered, teasing. “You’re not making this easy.”

Andrew shrugged coyly, knowing full well the influence he had on me.

◆◆◆

I managed to set aside any temptation of Andrew the following day and wrote for a full six hours, knocking out almost 20 pages – a genuine miracle with how much my acrylics slowed down typing.

Still, I finished in time for my daily pampering which today was both a massage and a facial at this cute spot twenty minutes from the resort.

The facial went swimmingly. Not only did I get the full cleansing, exfoliation, and extraction, but I also splurged on my eyebrows. I was initially skeptical of its effect – I mean, who even pays attention to eyebrows? – but I found that even a little plucking and tweezing goes a long way toward creating a feminine arch. And boy did I love how they looked! Is it crazy to say I can’t wait to put on makeup later?

The massage went fine too, though I could tell showing up in a dress with a girl’s haircut caused a bit of confusion for the masseuse when she first stepped into the room. But to her credit, she treated me like any other female client and seamlessly defaulted to referring to me as ‘she’. A wonderful boost of euphoria, I might add.

With Erica and Carter set to return tomorrow morning, I think both Andrew and I recognized that this may be the final night we’d have a room to ourselves. While we still wished to honor the ‘take it slow’ pledge, we figured a movie night at his suite – with maybe a little cuddling – couldn’t hurt.

Andrew told me to come by at seven for what he said was just a ‘super casual night’, but I wasn’t about to arrive not looking my best. So in the interest of being as pretty as possible, I – and I’m a little embarrassed to admit it – started getting ready hours in advance.

I knew I wanted to look my best, so after a full shower with my sister’s scented soaps, I not only shaved but moisturized every inch of my body to look and feel as smooth as possible. Necessary? Maybe not. But I did hear Andrew mention he liked that the other day… So why not play it safe?

I still didn’t have the makeup or hairstyling skills of my sister (or most other girls), but I spent a solid amount of time on YouTube watching hair and makeup tutorials. After some trial and error, I managed to pull off a full-bodied, wavy style that looked even better with my new layered cut. So fucking pretty.

For my makeup, I used a record number of products, going above and beyond my typical concealer, foundation, and mascara to add eyeliner, bronzer, blush, and this super juicy lipstick and gloss combo. To top it all off, I spritzed one of my sister’s prettiest-smelling perfumes to give me that extra boost of confidence.

I know Andrew said this would be casual, but casual doesn’t have to mean boring and drab. So I treated myself to this adorable blue A-line dress, and some pretty white lingerie to feel extra girly underneath. Notably, this was not only my first time in lingerie, but my first time with a thong. It took some getting used to, but God did I feel sexy wearing it.

Andrew’s place was about a 10-minute walk on the other side of the resort. I pulled out my phone for the time. 6:50. Perfect.

Checking myself in the mirror before heading out wasn’t uncommon. This time, however, felt different. I not only looked strong, beautiful, and sexy – but I looked like and felt like an accomplished woman. A desired woman, on her way to see a man who wanted her as she was.

I mean, how on Earth could I ever go back?

Recognizing this fact nearly brought tears to my eyes, so before I could full-on bawl, I hustled out the door. Best not to be late anyway.

◆◆◆

“Uh… uh…”

The sound of Andrew’s stammering made all my hours of getting ready worthwhile. He wasn’t always the smoothest guy, but even this felt like a new level.

“Well, are you going to invite me in?” I asked, unable to resist a flirtatious tone.

“Yes, uh, please,” he quickly realized. “Hey, I can’t help it if you leave me speechless looking this good.”

Granted, Andrew didn’t look too bad himself in a tight polo, well-fitted shorts, and wearing that cologne I was really starting to love.

By the look of his suite, I was right to not slack on my dressing. The layout was similar to mine and Erica’s, if not a tiny bit bigger and newer. But Andrew had made a clear effort to class it up for tonight. And the view from his balcony? Somehow even better than ours.

“Dinner is on its way. Room service, of course,” he said, kissing my extended hand as I took a seat on the wonderfully decorated balcony. He gestured to the bouquet of flowers on the balcony table. “And these are for you! Even if they’re kinda mostly for the table...”

I chuckled and gushed at the same time. Nobody had ever bought me flowers before. So for some reason, that felt like a big deal.

Andrew poured some wine as we chatted and watched the sunset till our dinner arrived – two filets mignon seasoned to perfection with a delectable side salad and a tasty sauteed broccolini dish for the table.

“You’ve seriously outdone yourself,” I praised him. I know girls aren’t ‘supposed to’ clear their plate on a date, but it was all too delicious to stop short.

“Hey, I didn’t cook anything,” he smiled, knowing he nailed everything else.

By the time we’d finished our meals, the sun had gone beneath the horizon and the ocean got darker.

“Should we move inside?” I proposed. “Movie time?”

“Actually,” he added. “I wanted to show you something cool first.” He ran inside for a moment to retrieve his tablet. “I know as aspiring writers, we hate showing off our work before it’s finished. So that’s not what I’m doing! But…”

He turned his tablet around to reveal what looked like a piece of art. Cover art. To a book. The design on the book was a super intricate purple and green swirl design, mesmerizing to the eye. But it clearly wasn’t the art he wanted to share.

“Did you design this?” I asked, impressed.

“Oh, uh, yes! Haven’t landed on a title yet, but… Anyway, flip a few pages in.”

One, two, three pages into the book draft, and… There it was. A dedication page with two simple words.

“For Wendy”

Was it cheesy? Maybe a little. But reading one little book dedication with my name – my girl name – affirmed me more than anything.

I began to tear up, but Andrew leapt in.

“Woah, woah, woah, I didn’t mean to make you cry!”

I sniffled and wiped a tear. “These are good tears. Andrew… I thought you were writing a screenplay?”

He shrugged. “Well, I pivoted. I know we talked about it a bit, but with everything you said about Hollywood, it sounds like you have to know someone to get in. And I feel like not knowing a single screenwriter isn't the best start.” He reached out and held my hand, scooting forward to get closer. “And you inspire me, Wendy. Seeing you write a book makes me want to do the same. That’s why I put your name in.”

For as overwhelmingly kind and thoughtful as this was, I couldn’t help but feel a tinge guilty. Andrew still doesn’t know the full truth about me. I’m in the Hollywood scene. I’m the screenwriter he claims to not know.

But then again… am I? Will certainly is, but is Wendy? Wendy isn’t that at all. Wendy writes books. Romance books. Gushy, lovey-dovey, character-driven romance books. And so much of that inspiration comes from Andrew. So much is owed to him.

Suddenly, I felt something. Like a switch flipped in my head. It’s moments like this that I never want to leave behind. I never want to go back to my old life. I want to write books. I want to be a girl.

I want to be with Andrew.

Without even thinking, I lunged toward Andrew and began to kiss him. An action that, while it surprised him, he happily partook. We kissed for a few moments before I, with all the force my 5-foot-4 frame could muster, yanked him from his seat on the balcony and dragged him to the bedroom, shoving him on the bed.

His eyes were wide with excitement as he took off his glasses. “What happened to–”

“Going slow? Fuck that.” I answered, leaning back in to kiss him. Deep. Like he’d never been kissed before.

Andrew had given me the sexual awakening of a lifetime, and for some stupid reason thought I should resist doing the same for him. No. Tonight I was determined to make him feel like a king.

Immediately I had him strip off his clothes, leaving him on the bed in only his underwear. His strong, muscular body beckoned for me to kiss it everywhere.

At the same time, Andrew worked on unzipping my dress, sliding it off and leaving me and my super smooth, super tight body all for his pleasure – ready for him in beautiful, white, lacy lingerie.

He practically salivated at the sight of his girl in her skimpy white thong, envisioning all the things he could do with her plump little ass.

Kissing him nearly everywhere on his body, my head drifted down to his boxers, where his hard cock burgeoned, begging to be let loose. I’d never touched one before, fearing I didn’t know how, but my feral Wendy instincts kicked in, tearing off his boxers so I could lick, suck, and worship his perfect, thick, 7-inch cock.

I’d never felt so good, so girly, and so desired hearing him groan and grunt while going down on him. Andrew moaning my name over and over again as I sucked his cock was the hottest thing in the world.

But still, I needed more.

“I want you to fuck me,” I whispered, planting a long kiss on his neck with my pretty pink lips.

He nodded quickly and breathlessly, rising from the bed to – surprise, surprise – find a condom and a tiny bottle of lube in his luggage.

I smirked, watching him fiddle with the wrapper. “You are sooo…”

He said with a little snarl and a wink. “Never know when you’ll need one.”

I gladly laid prone on the bed, ready for Andrew to have his way with me. I gasped when he heaved my hips up from behind and slid my thong to the side, revealing my smooth, tight hole.

“God, you look delicious, Wendy.”

Andrew looked and sounded completely feral as he planted kisses on my ass, squirted some lube on his hand, and teased my clit. I couldn’t help but grip the bed sheets and hold on for dear life as he worked his tongue closer and closer to my pussy. And of course when he reached it, I screamed out his name, dampening my squeals with a pillow, begging and pleading for him to fuck my tight hole with his cock.

“Please Andrew! Please fuck me!”

“Fuck yes, baby girl...”

Andrew flipped me over with ease, tossing me like a rag doll until I was back on my back looking up at him. He lifted my legs, rubbed lube on his cock, and slowly slid inside me.

Every inch felt like a new, unreachable level of pleasure. He was big, but holy shit did he feel good. And once Andrew was fully inside his girl, he started thrusting. And thrusting. And thrusting.

My eyes welled up with tears, not of pain but of pleasure. This unbelievably sexy, confident man was using me like his toy. And I fucking loved it.

“I’m… I’m gonna come… Wendy…”

“Do it!” I shouted, my eyes clenched tight. “Fill me up!”

That three-word command must have been the trigger as I felt Andrew writh, twist, and pump his hot cum into my pussy, grabbing my hips and screaming out my name as he did.

Then, silence. No words other than his recovery breaths.

“Fuck, Wendy…” he said, out of breath as his head lay on my chest. “Fuck you’re incredible…”

I smiled, lying back in Andrew’s bed, beyond satisfied. Not a single regret for letting my instincts take over.

I’m his girl after all.

◆◆◆

The following morning was a different kind of bliss than the night before, but bliss nonetheless. I stayed the night, of course (not just because it’s the polite thing to do), but I got to experience the other part of sleeping with a man – the actual sleeping part. His big, warm body spooned me to sleep and kept me feeling safe and secure through the night.

Yeah, yeah, yeah… gooey romantic stuff, I know.

“Morning,” he said with a smile. “How do you feel?”

I twisted in bed, still waking up. “A little sore, I guess.” I smiled. “But the good kind.”

“Good.” Andrew smiled back.

We took a few more minutes to cuddle before returning to reality and checking our phones.

“Erica and Carter get back today,” Andrew noted, then read a text. “Looks like they’re boarding the flight now.”

“So we still have some time?” I added, giggling. I, too, noticed I had some notifications.

“A voicemail!” I exclaimed, seeing that oh-so-rare notification. “So unlike Erica...”

I walked across the room not only to listen but to stretch out some lingering soreness. I hit play on the message. But immediately, something seemed off.

It wasn’t a voicemail from Erica. It was from someone totally different. Someone I hadn’t heard from in forever. My agent, Kendra.

“Will! Hi! Been a minute! So sorry for the early ring, but uh… Give me a call back. I’ve been pitching you around and, as you know, it’s slim pickings. But you got an offer! It’s this series about guys who hunt aliens in the Australian Outback. I know, more aliens… But it’s solid work. Uh… Anyway, call me back. If we get moving on it fast, you’ll be shipping off to Australia in no time!”


Chapter Sixteen

“Everything okay?”

I felt Andrew approach me from behind, gently placing his hands on my shoulders as he kissed my neck.

“Holy shit you’re freezing! What’s going on? Is Erica alright?”

It took me a moment to snap out of my trance and answer him.

“Oh, uh, yeah. She’s fine,” I lied, having no idea what to say to him.

He paused for a minute, deciding if he should press.

“Alright... Stick around as long as you want, but I know you wanted to get back to the room before Erica.”

I nodded, blank and cold, wasting no time putting my dress back on and gathering my things.

An offer. In Australia. And just when I thought I had everything figured out…

◆◆◆

For all the angst and frustration Erica caused me the past 11 days, I must admit it was nice to see her again. I think she felt the same way because I got a big, warm hug once she made her way back to the room.

Three days of Maui looked good on her. She seemed happy, refreshed, and still very much in love with her new brunette cut. I heard all about her jungle spa adventures with Carter, their serene hikes during the day, and the romantic ventures at night. I pledged to myself that I’d be a nice, polite listener – even if I knew she wouldn’t return the favor with my weekend.

Not that I planned on telling her everything Andrew and I got up to. As far as she knew, all we did was kiss that one time and have since enjoyed each other’s company as friends. Neither she nor Carter had a clue about how into each other Andrew and I were. Nor was she aware how passionately I felt about spending more and more time as Wendy. To Erica, at the end of the day, I was still her kid brother. The same boy she watched grow up. The boy who, in just three short days would be flying back to LAX, and returning to his normal, male life.

Of course, the biggest news of all was this pending voicemail from Kendra. It was objectively exciting. I mean… It's work! It’s everything I’ve been waiting for as I sat on my ass for the past six months! Actual, tangible, writing work.

So why was I so scared?

I knew before saying a thing to Erica I had to call back Kendra to get the full details when I had a moment alone.

“Well if it isn’t Will Quinn, the man of the hour. Talk to me!” Kendra always answered the phone like the most stereotypical Hollywood agent. It’s always portrayed that way in movies, and yeah, it’s pretty accurate.

“Hi Kendra, how–  How are you?” I replied, remembering to lower my pitch mid-sentence. “Excuse me, I have a cold.”

“Well did you listen to my voicemail? Bet that made you feel better, huh?”

“Heh… well, yeah! Certainly was a shock.”

“A shock? Will, you’re a great writer. Nobody writes monster movies the way you do. You’re niche, but that’s what I like about ya. The perfect client!”

I somehow always found myself rolling my eyes while talking to Kendra. She’s full of shit, but at least she’s looking out for me.

“So… It’s in Australia? In the outback?”

Kendra went on to explain the entire idea of this new project. It wasn’t terribly close in scale or scope to my previous show, instead following these conspiracy theorists as they hunt down supposed alien artifacts in the vast, dry Australian outback. By the sound of it, it’s gruff, manly, gritty… and nothing like my swimmer romance.

“It’s framed as a reality show, but they need writers to sweeten up dialogue and give the guys shit to do. Small crew, all guys, and you’ll basically be roughing it for six months,” she explained. “Now as a woman, that’d be my worst nightmare. But you’re a tough guy. I’m sure it’ll be fun for ya. Plus, the pay is fantastic.”

A ‘tough guy’? If she could only see me now…

“I mean… I do love getting paid… I guess I know aliens…” I struggled to get the words out.

“Are you okay, Will?” Kendra asked, obviously sensing something off. “You don’t sound that pumped.”


“No, I am, I am!” I insisted, definitely not about to let this opportunity walk out the door. I mean, Jesus, how in my right mind could I? Six months of unemployment with no writing progress other than this past week – not even in my genre – only for this incredible offer to fall right in my lap. I know I’ve been going through some changes lately, but I didn’t suddenly become an idiot.

“I’m excited about it. Honest! I just… I need to sleep on it, okay? Can I have a few days to think it over?”

“Hmm…” Kendra mulled, puzzled why I wasn’t leaping all over this. “They’re staffing fast… The producers will want word by the day after next. Let me know by then.”

Hanging up the phone I felt an immediate, sharp pain in my gut. A swirling stew of shame, embarrassment, and yes, a little bit of fear. Shame that I didn’t tell Kendra about this trip and that I’ve been slowly embracing a new identity that would not fit the energy of this show. Embarrassment for not sharing my new work and my desire to write romance. And of course, fear that Andrew knew nothing of this and that I’d been deliberately hiding it from him all this time.

◆◆◆

Erica’s return to Oahu ultimately didn’t mean much. She went directly back to either hanging out with Carter or getting spa treatments on his dime. Which of course begs the question: what was the purpose of their trip to Maui anyway? I mean, all they do is look at and have sex with each other. Why does it matter where they do it? But I digress.

One thing my sister mentioned before heading out was how we still hadn’t found a time to play tennis. I took issue with her framing that we hadn’t found the time, but at least she was speaking my language.

If there was an ‘official game’ for the Quinn siblings, it was tennis. Not that either of us was that good at it, but tennis had a special, nostalgic place in our hearts. It was the one sport each member of our family actually enjoyed. Every once in a while I think back to my childhood before Erica left for college and smile, remembering our tennis matches.

And so we committed to an early afternoon tennis match – but not without me looking her in the eye and getting a verbal, pinky promise commitment that she’d show up. No Carter, no Andrew – just the siblings. Plus, playing tennis will be a great opportunity to share with her the news of my offer.

While the nostalgia factor was nice – not to mention getting some exercise – I needed this tennis match as a distraction more than anything else. After all, I only had like 36 hours to call Kendra with my decision. And before that, I had to meticulously consider each pro and con of a six-month work trip abroad, and how to break that news to Andrew. Oh, and all while deciding who the hell I even am as a person.

Going to tennis as Wendy was a given at this point, and so I decided to treat myself to one last clothing gift – a cute tennis dress at the store, as well as some women’s athletic shoes.

I think my brain appreciated the mindlessness of shopping – at least a lot more than my wallet did. As I rang up my clothes at the register, I couldn’t help but wonder such a dreadfully depressing thought: is this the last dress I’m ever gonna buy?

The rest of my morning wasn’t much better. Unable to focus on writing, I paced up and down the path near Alcove Cove for hours without sitting down to write. All I did was replay each little detail from Kendra over the phone, dissecting to death every possible outcome.

If you asked me just 12 days ago, would I rather be a girl or have my dream job, I would’ve laughed in your face. But dreams change and people change. No one’s immune to that – especially not me.

◆◆◆

Two o’clock finally rolled around and it was time to meet at the courts. As it turns out, mentally spiraling for several hours and pacing in the hot sun puts you in quite a sour mood. Nevertheless, I arrived on time and was excited by the prospect of taking out some frustrations on a little green ball.

However, there was a problem.

2:05 came. Then 2:10, 2:15. No Erica.

I texted her. Called her. Nothing. No answer. Are you kidding me?

As if I weren’t in enough of a bad mood, Erica’s incredible ability to flake was taking full effect. And damn was it pissing me off. More than it usually did.

Not since my bikini incident was I this upset over unanswered texts and calls. 2:20, 2:30… 2:40! We only had the court reserved for two hours and just from her inability to commit, we’d blown a third of our time.

By 2:45 I was about to get up, leave, and curse the world before FINALLY, in came Erica.

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I know!” she said, hustling toward me in her own tennis dress – also brand new by the look of it. “Well, don't you look cute!”

I was in no mood for flattery.

“You know I called you and texted you like a hundred times.”

She pulled out her phone from her bag. “Oh, sorry. It was on silent.”

But that was hardly the problem. “Okay… Why are you 45 minutes late?”

“Well me and Cart–”

It took no more than the first syllable of his name for my head to sink and shake.

“Of course it was Carter… It’s always fucking Carter…”

My sister, instead of offering any semblance of self-awareness, stared at me like she had no idea what I was talking about.

“Uh, excuse me?” she challenged. “You got something to say about my boyfriend?”

Boyfriend? Is that what he is now? I couldn’t help but laugh at how blinded she was.

“Oh, no. Not at all. It’s not like you’ve literally been his fucking shadow all weekend.”

“Will, what the fuck? Where’s this coming from?”

“Where’s this coming from?” I huffed in a frenzy.

Maybe it was everything piling up or being nearly an hour late, but she needed to be told off.

“Erica, all you DO is spend time with him! ‘Sorry, gotta go! Carter planned this, Carter planned that!’ It’s like everything you do is for him.”

She glared back at me, extremely offended. “I’m not his bitch, Will. I like spending time with him.”

“No, it’s way more than that. What’s the last thing you two did that you picked?”

Erica paused for a moment to think, but stopped, smirking.

“Oh… I get it. You’re jealous. That’s what this is. What, I’m not giving you enough on your free vacation? Christ, you’re such a moocher! I didn’t have to bring you. And fuck, man, have you even thanked me once?”

Her accusation caught me off guard, but it only made me more emotional, and I started to cry.

“Erica, I am grateful, but… just… fuck, you’re obsessed with the guy! You cut your hair the way he wanted. You bend to his every whim. You’re just, like, a different person!”

Now she was really laughing. “Really, Will? I’m a different person? Who’s the one prancing around as a girl, huh? You’re buying dresses with your own money! And don’t think I haven’t noticed you using my razor, shaving God-knows-where.”

My heart was beating fast. I couldn’t remember the last time I felt this attacked by Erica.

“The Will I know would’ve shut down the advances of a man right off the bat. But what, you’re into that now? What did you guys get up to while I was gone, huh?”

I felt my skin turn red, holding back tears of every kind – sadness, anger, frustration, humiliation. Is that what Erica really thought of me?

I had no response to her. Not just because I was frozen with embarrassment, but because deep down I knew she was right. I had changed. And no, it wasn’t normal. Who the fuck was I to judge her for becoming a different person when I look the way I do?

Erica had had enough. Our tennis match was over before it started.

“You know Carter bought me a hot stone massage, but I said no cause of tennis? Well fuck it, now I’m doing that. Because I do what I want!”

I stared at my shoes, still without words. What could I say to that?

But Erica had one last thing to say. One more bullet in her guilt gun.

“I was gonna save this fun little detail for the flight home as a surprise… but Carter told me he loves me this morning. And I said it right back to him. I didn’t miss a fucking beat!”


Chapter Seventeen

Never in my wildest dreams did I think I’d have a fight like that with my sister. And over something I was initially so confident in. How did it never reach my radar that what they were actually doing wasn’t some toxic, obsessive honeymoon phase of dating, but that they were actually in love?

I felt like an idiot. No, more than an idiot. I was a selfish, untrusting hater.

For as bad as I felt, I knew I still had my own life and problems to deal with. And just because I felt like shit didn’t mean my offer or any of its complications were going away. Speaking of which…

“Hey you,” I answered my phone, admittedly delighted to hear from Andrew.

“Hey! I was on a run this morning and passed this cool sushi restaurant. The run sucked, but the place looked amazing. Maybe I can take you on another date tonight? Say, 6 o’clock?”

I couldn’t help but smile at his offer, even if I felt empty inside. “I’d love to. Dress code?”

“I’m doing a button-down, so whatever that equivalent is for girls.”

“Lovely. Text me the details. I’ll see you at 6.”

◆◆◆

Under normal circumstances, a date night out as a girl and with Andrew would be peak euphoria. But tonight’s dinner, as much as I looked forward to it, would be objectively tainted by shame, secrets, and sibling fights.

Erica was out of our room for the rest of the day – possibly getting the hot stone massage she mentioned, but at this point, who even knows what her plans were? Whatever she was doing, it was best we weren’t around each other. For both of our sakes.

Gratefully, that allowed me the chance to get ready for my date in peace. To do my hair, makeup, and pick out a pretty dress without the judgment of my sister.

I opted for my lavender dress and hair bow once again – a style that gave me confidence for what, I assumed, would be a dinner where I would need every ounce of it.

Andrew met me at Soichi, the sushi restaurant, looking as good as ever. Those brown eyes just never get old. But it was his attitude and constant lust for life I always found the most attractive.

“Wendy!” Andrew called from across the lobby, smiley and delighted to see me.

He approached me, reiterating how stunning I was as he leaned in for a deep kiss, not caring who else saw.

“Heh… Hi Andrew,” I squeaked out, a little too distracted to fully delight in what should be an extremely affirming kiss. “Should we sit?”

We were ushered to our table in what turned out to be a much nicer restaurant than Andrew had led me to believe – overdelivering was a common theme with him. But what can I say? Andrew sees me as his girl and thus wants to spoil me. And boy did I love it. It was a realization that gave me a pain in my gut, perhaps understanding Erica’s feelings for Carter more than I’d like to admit.

The majority of our meal was normal, chatting about creativity and whatnot as we often did, trading opinions and stories. But tonight had much less laughter than normal, and Andrew sensed that.

“Seriously, Wendy, is everything okay?” he asked, holding out his hands. “Sushi not sitting right?”

I shook my head. “No, I’m fine. I just… I have a lot on my mind.”

Andrew hung his head. “Can I guess why?”

He proceeded to pull out his phone, offering it to me.

“Look,” he explained. “I’ve been working on a list.”

I cautiously took the phone out of his hand and started reading. It wasn’t immediately clear what I was looking at. Just a list of a bunch of places. Things that sounded like restaurant names, parks, and random locations. Even ‘The Zoo’ was on it.

“What’s this?” I asked.

“Places in San Diego,” he said. “I know what you’re going through and look, I feel the same way. We only got two days left of this… But fuck, I’m really into you, Wendy. San Diego isn’t that far from LA. If you wanna, you know, keep this going… I’d love for you to come visit me.”

I stared at him across the table, dumbfounded.

“Oh, and I’d visit you too. Obviously. Just wanted to get the ball rolling with some cool spots.”

I never thought I’d cry from just reading a list of places on a notes app. But here I was, the waterworks beginning. It was perhaps the sweetest, kindest… and somehow also the most heartbreaking thing I could’ve read.

I needed to come clean.

Taking a deep breath, I calmly placed his phone down on the table.

“Andrew,” I began, my voice already wavering. “I haven’t been fully honest with you.”

Before I could say more, he reached forward and grabbed my hand. “Wendy, if you still don’t think I’m attracted to you–”

But I repelled his touch. “No! It’s not that, Andrew. Erica… She's not my cousin. She’s my sister. Maybe it doesn’t make much of a difference but I need you to know.”

Andrew paused for a moment, pondering. Almost as if he was actively deciding how to react.

“Well… I was wondering–”

But again, I cut him off. I had more to say.

“And I’m a writer. A professional TV writer.”

He raised an eyebrow, deeply confused. “You’re… professional?”

I nodded.

His mouth stayed flat. “So you don’t work at a coffee shop?”

I hung and shook my head. “No. Well, I did in college for a minute, but… No.”

He stared at me, seemingly deep in thought.

“Outside of here… this place… I go by Will – a guy. I live as a guy. A guy who hasn’t worked in six months. Until, well, yesterday. I got a job offer. This show in Australia–”

“Australia…” Andrew echoed, still processing it all.

“I know, Andrew. I’m so so SO sorry. But you have to believe me, I never meant to hurt–”

But then, something unbelievable happened. Instead of a frown or a face of disgust, a smile grew on his face.

“Wendy, are you serious?? That’s incredible!!”

Wait… what?

“Andrew… I lied to you. I pretended I’m someone I’m not. I pretended I’ve never written before. I literally do what you want to do in life. And I hid that from you.”

Andrew shook his head, “Wendy, your successes aren’t my failures. I mean… Jeez. You’re even more incredible than I thought.”

How on Earth could this be going so well? He’s not mad at me for hiding this?

While he was extremely open and accepting, Andrew did have some questions about my identity – including a few difficult ones that I honestly didn’t have answers to. Questions that could only be answered in time.

I also had to explain to him that, should this show perform well and be picked up for multiple seasons, Australia, not LA, would be my home for the foreseeable future. My newfound passion for writing romance and living as a woman… both of those would almost certainly have to be hidden. All while halfway across the world.

“I have to decide by the morning, and I… I just don’t know what to do!” I cried, making more of a scene in the restaurant than was probably appropriate.

This, however, was one question Andrew couldn’t answer. One decision he couldn’t consult on. It was my professional dreams versus my newfound personal ones. A life as a writer or a life as a woman.

“Would it help if we left?” Andrew asked. “Get some fresh air, think over some pros and cons?”

I nodded, sniffling. Compared to the hot mess I was right now, Andrew was cool as a cucumber. But even in him I sensed some fear and disappointment.

Andrew paid the check and we headed back toward the ocean where the sun was nearly set. A beautiful, romantic sunset that, prior to this trip, I would’ve barely appreciated. The tail end of a sunset, while beautiful, is also the most depressing part. Nighttime is coming. The light always ends. I couldn’t think of a better metaphor for my life right now. 

We roamed and reminisced over the next hour as we watched the sun disappear beneath the horizon, quickly shrouding us in darkness.

Andrew towered behind me, holding me snug as we both looked out to the ocean.

“Can we go back to your place please?” I asked. “It’s getting cold.”

Andrew nodded. Though he looked a little bit frazzled, clutching my hand as we began the long walk back to his suite.

The longer we walked, the tighter he held my hand. It seemed like my indecision was starting to freak him out too, and knowing my grief was carrying over to him only made it worse.

We finally arrived back at the resort and trekked the long hallway to his penthouse suite. But before going inside, I wanted to make at least some kind of decision.

“I know I can’t wallow in this forever. Whatever my gut says in the morning is what I go with.”

I took a nervous, deep breath as if I were still in the process of convincing myself.

“But whatever I decide, I’ll feel a lot better knowing I can spend one last night with you.”

Andrew smiled and looked down at me, brushing a strand over hair out of my eyes.

“That I can do,” he answered sweetly, pulling out his key card.

*THUD*

Both of us froze. What was that?

*THUD, THUD, THUD, THUD*

I leaned toward the door, closer to the weird thumping sound.

*THUD, THUD, THUD, THUD*

It was coming from the penthouse. And it was rhythmic. Like two-people enjoying-their-bodies rhythmic.

An annoyed but understanding smirk emerged on my face.

“Ah, I should’ve guessed they’d beat us to the room. Doesn’t Carter bother to text you?”

Andrew, however, wasn’t sharing my gruff acceptance. In fact, he didn’t seem to find it funny at all. He looked sincerely spooked.

“Uh, yeah,” he answered curtly. “Let’s go to yours inst–”

“Fuck, Melanie, fuuuuuck!” a man’s voice cried out from the room as the rhythmic thumping continued.

That was definitely Carter’s voice… and definitely not my sister’s name.


Chapter Eighteen

Sure enough, a loud, piercing moan followed. From a woman this time.

My eyes thinned and shot up to Andrew who looked genuinely panicked. Why wasn’t he doing anything?

Some kind of hero instinct kicked in as I snatched the keycard from Andrew's hand and swiped it on the sensor.

“Wait, Wendy!” Andrew shouted, briefly trying to hold me back. But I was on a mission, storming through the door and back to the bedroom to witness exactly what it sounded like: a naked Carter mounting a naked woman, clear as day, fucking each other.

The woman noticed me first and let out a high-pitched shriek. Carter’s head whipped around, equally as startled.

“What the fuck??” he screamed from his bed. “What the actual fuck!!”

I stared at the naked couple, rattled and enraged by my intrusion. The woman, who I’d never seen before in my life, looked stunned. Carter, however, glowed with rage.

Andrew rushed in only a moment later. “Wendy! We–”

The white-hot anger in Carter’s eyes went straight to Andrew. “WHAT ARE YOU DOING HERE!? WHAT IS SHE DOING HERE!?”

“Carter, I’m so sorry, I…”

Andrew’s stumbling, Carter’s tantrum, the random woman’s presence. None of it made sense. But what I saw was clear – Erica’s boyfriend was cheating. And he was caught red-handed.

I, too, glowed with first-hand rage and second-hand betrayal. “How could you? You fucking… CHEATER!”

Tears welled up in my eyes as I struggled to get the words out. But still, Carter had no interest in addressing me.

“Dude! Are you fucking serious right now? What the fuck, Andrew!!”

I turned to Andrew who shared neither my rage nor my surprise. Instead, guilt and embarrassment were all over his face.

“Did…” I uttered through tears, as I began to put the pieces together. I prayed that my formulating theories weren’t true. “Did you know about this?”

He gulped, pausing for a moment before ultimately saying, “I… Yes. But Wendy–”

It felt like another stab in the heart. My sister’s boyfriend – who just told her he loved her – was here banging another girl. Zero remorse for his actions, only anger that he got caught. Anger that I’d dropped by. Anger at his friend for somehow failing him.

I stepped closer to Carter, gritting my teeth as I worked to hold back tears. “You told her you love her, and this is how you treat her?”

“You what?” the naked woman shouted.

Carter looked at his fuck buddy, then back at me. He slapped his forehead, incapable of saying anything else. But he wasn’t speechless. The anger was only charging.

“Everybody… just… GET. THE. FUCK. OUT. OF. HERE!” he screamed.

He didn’t need to tell me twice. I took one look at the sheepish Andrew, before sprinting out of the room in tears.

I started running down the hall, as far away from this mess as possible.

Erica. She needs to know. And I need to be the one to tell her.

“Wendy!” Andrew called out, chasing me down the hallway. “Please! I need to explain something.”

I stopped on a dime and shot him a death glare.

“What? So you can fuck that girl too?” I shouted.

“No, Wendy, it’s not like that. Please hear me out.”

Huffing and puffing with rage and disappointment, I let him speak. But God did he look pathetic and desperate.

“I gave Carter my word I wouldn’t tell, Wendy… I had to.”

I almost laughed in his face. “That’s your excuse? A fucking promise? Do you have any idea how much this will destroy my sister?”

Now Andrew was crying from frustration. The first tears I’d seen from him.

“Wendy–” he tried to speak, but it was clear he had nothing. No excuses, no explanations, nothing.

“You lied to me,” I told him point-blank. “Now I have to break this to Erica because CLEARLY no one will be honest about anything.”

I flipped around and continued down the hallway, done with him and done with all of it.

“He told me I owed him. He gave me a free trip. I covered his ass because I didn’t want to seem ungrateful, okay? I thought if I could just run out the clock…”

I simply shook my head and kept walking. But he still wasn’t done.

“You lied to me too, Wendy,” Andrew called out. “You of all people should understand.”

His words felt like a knife. I had no time for his bullshit excuses, accusations, or any of this. Erica needed me right now, whether she knew it or not.

“Goodbye, Andrew,” I tearfully muttered, running off down the hall and out of sight.

◆◆◆

There have been countless moments on this trip that evoked feelings of dread and despair. But nothing – my hand to God – filled me with dread quite like breaking this news to Erica.

When I returned to our bachelorette suite, I was surprised to find that my sister wasn’t even home yet. A small part of me hoped she too had barged in on Carter’s infidelity. That’d certainly spare me the pain of breaking it to her. But more than likely she was out at a spa service, a trip, or some other ploy to occupy her while he cheated. So much of it made sense now.

I had a half hour alone with my thoughts before finally Erica returned – and in a shockingly good mood.

“Wendy! Oh, hey. I… I wasn’t sure if you were coming back tonight.”

Guess she was back to calling me Wendy. Not hard to do when dressed as such. But all I could do was stare at her as she stood in the entryway, dreading sharing my news. Erica noticed my ruined makeup.

“Oh my gosh, Wendy, what’s going on?”

I have to tell her.

“Erica, I–”

“No, me first.” Erica approached gingerly and sat beside me on the bed. “Listen, I overreacted at tennis. Some of the things I said… I really didn’t mean. Maybe I have been a little self-centered. You deserve better from your big sister.”

Had it not been for the circumstances, I would’ve been floored by her apology. It was a level of sincerity I don’t even believe I deserved.

“That’s really sweet of you to say, but–”

Erica stopped me again, placing her hand on my shoulder. “You’ve been more than patient with me. And I’m sorry I haven’t been around as much to watch you discover a whole new side of yourself. It’s so exciting!”

I cracked just the tiniest smile.

“I’m happy you feel that way, but I need to–”

“I promise you, Wendy –  Going forward, you’ll be so much more of a priority. I’ll send you more clothes, makeup, everything a sister should! You’ll have our full support – me and Carter bo–”

“Erica, he’s cheating on you!”

I huffed, sweating and out of breath from relieving my anticipatory stress. I braced for impact as if I were the one who’d done something wrong.

She blinked once. Then twice. Then a third time.

“And what makes you say that?” she replied, surprisingly stoic.

How was I the one sweating bullets?

“Erica, I saw him with another girl. Andrew and I were going back to his place and I heard these voices. So I barged in and he… Erica, he was fucking her.”

I paused for a moment just watching her take this all in. There wasn’t any anger or even any tears, but the depth of her eyes revealed something even more haunting.

“Hmm,” Erica muttered, almost robotically.

“That’s why he’s been giving you all this free stuff, Erica. Sending you out on excursions so he could sneak off and fuck another girl. And Andrew knew!!”

Erica held her hand up to get me to quit laying it on. She’d heard enough.

“Of course he is,” she added blankly, followed by a long sigh. “Of course he’s cheating again.”

Finally, the stoical nature of her face started to crack. Her eyes watered, her skin reddened.

“I’m such a fucking idiot. Of course he did it again.”

“Erica, what are you talking about?” I asked her, deeply concerned. “What do you mean again?”

“Just like the first time,” she answered. “Nine years ago it was the same shit. We were so in love and… his urges got the best of him. He… he…”

Her coolness was gone. Erica was about to wail.

“THAT FUCKER!!!”

Instinctively, I jumped into caretaker mode, hugging Erica as she cried out her pain. It killed me knowing I brought this news back to her and that I couldn’t do more than rub her back and be present. The foundation was cracked from the start. It was only a matter of time until the whole house crumbled.

Everything began to make sense. Erica didn’t come here to fall in love with him. She came here to fall back in love with him. To take a risk on someone she thought she could change. Carter may have grown up, but he was just as much a selfish child as ever.

Anguish, despair, and humiliation filled the room as we sat there for hours, Erica crying in my arms until both of us fell asleep.

◆◆◆

Neither of us had a drop of alcohol last night, but the ‘hangover’ we both had was all too real. Sort of a trauma hangover, if you will.

“Morning,” I said, leaning over my sister’s bed.

“Morning…” Erica muttered, groggy. I’d never tell her, but she even looked like she had an awful night.

It was probably the first day of the trip that I was actually up before her, and for good reason. I figured she’d appreciate it if I picked up bagels for us before our flight.

Oh, that’s right, our new flights.

Erica understandably wanted nothing to do with the Ocean Oasis any longer, so she requested I push up our flights up a day, regardless of cost. Considering how things were headed, 13 days felt like enough vacation.

“Thank you,” Erica muttered, eyeing the bag of bagels and reluctantly rising from bed. “Cream cheese?”

I smirked. “Obviously. You think I’m some kind of monster?”

We both giggled. She could certainly use it.

The remainder of our morning, however, was spent largely in silence. Packing, yes, more so in quiet contemplation. While her trauma was infinitely worse than mine, I too was haunted by sadness, regret, and genuinely torn feelings over how things ended with Andrew.

Not that he’d given up. While he didn’t spring by our suite – a wise move not to do so – I’d been flooded with texts asking for a chance to explain himself, apologize, and everything in between. But it was all too raw. My sister needs me now.

Even thinking about Andrew made me wince – not just from my heartbreak over what could've been, but realizing how ingrained he was in my Wendy identity. So much of the joy, passion, and euphoria I experienced as Wendy was tied to Andrew. Now that he’s gone, so is a huge part of her.

As I pulled out my blue dress from the closet and held it up, I couldn’t help but let out a long, deep sigh. My clothes, too, had wonderful memories weaved into them. But all were tainted now.

Suddenly, breaking the silence in our bachelorette suite, my phone started ringing. Without even looking, I knew who it was.

“Shit,” I muttered before answering and taking the phone out into the hall. “Hey, Kendra...”

“Hope you made up your mind, Will,” she began, quite gruff. No greeting, nothing. “You didn’t forget, did you?”

“Sorry, I’ve been a little busy.”

I felt like Kendra wanted to make a remark like, ‘What possibly could an unemployed writer be busy with?’, but she held back.

“Well then, what’s the move?”

I breathed heavily, staring up and down the empty hallway.

Not one thing about Ocean Oasis changed from the day I arrived. Every inch of the hotel was still immaculately decorated. The amenities, the beach, and the views all oozed paradise. The island of Oahu is still as beautiful as ever.

But the magic was gone. The enchanting nature of this place that opened my mind to so much creativity, self-exploration, and romance had completely vanished.

Maybe the answer is to find it elsewhere.

“I’ll do it,” I said to Erica with as much confidence as I could muster.

“Perfect!!” she answered. “Rough, tough, guy shit for six months? You’re gonna love it.”

I forced a smile on my end of the phone. “Heh, you know it!”

“Hell yeah, I do. Will Quinn is going to Australia!”


Chapter Nineteen

God knows Erica has been through enough over the last 24 hours, and the need to process her own trauma and accept her new reality took precedence. As it should! And as her sibling, it’s my job to help her go through with it.

Prior fights and present wounds were the reason I’d waited so long to even mention Kendra’s offer to Erica. But with my decision essentially set in stone, I finally shared the good news as we arrived at the airport.

Erica took it quite well – any supportive sister should – and reassured how proud of me she was for seeing this dream through.

“You’re a freaking trooper, Will,” she said, then paused, taking a gander at my outfit. “Will, right?”

She was of course referring to the cargo shorts and t-shirt I decided to wear for the plane. It’s crazy to think that a boy dressing as a boy was an oddity worth mentioning, but a lot can happen in two weeks.

“Yeah, Will,” I answered, though a bit glum. “That’s who I’m gonna be on set, so I might as well get used to it.”

I think Erica sensed I wasn’t thrilled about my boyish pivot, but she didn’t press or try to convince me otherwise. Beyond, of course, making sure that I packed all of the girls’ clothes I collected throughout our vacation.

“Do you plan to keep ‘em?” she asked.

I sighed. “As memories, maybe. But it’ll be half a year in Australia. Odds are I outgrow Wendy by then.”

Erica shrugged, acceptingly. “Well if you ever plan to throw them out, can you let me know first? I might want a keepsake of my own.”

I smiled at her and leaned in for a hug.

Erica grinned, holding me tight before eventually letting go. “At least you still got your pretty nails.”

Oh yes, my acrylics. Other than my haircut – though hidden well beneath my baseball cap – it was the only visibly feminine attribute remaining on my body.

“Yeah, those are coming off the second I get home,” I noted. “Definitely can’t have those to meet the producers tomorrow.”

“Shame,” she smirked. “They don’t know what they’re missing.”

Our flights were on opposite ends of the terminal, and with Erica’s boarding soon, we figured this was the best time to say goodbye.

“Be well, okay?” I told her, reaching in for one last hug.

Erica nodded and hugged me tight. Even tighter than the last.

“I’m so glad you came, Wendy,” she whispered in my ear. Then, with one final smile, Erica walked off to her gate. The sweetest farewell.

Though really, it was two farewells: ‘so long for now’ to Will, and ‘goodbye forever’ to Wendy.

◆◆◆

The fantastic income, the work-life balance, the prestige of working on something everyone will see – each of these were unique perks of being a professional TV writer. And while I haven’t reaped those benefits in quite some time, the moment you get a new show, the joy of them all rush back.

One thing I personally enjoy that others might not is taking meetings. Yeah, I know. Meetings? Ugh! But meetings as a writer aren’t like your typical job. Producers, executives, and high-powered Hollywood types invite you to their office. They schmooze and treat you like a king, all while bidding for your creative services. It’s the fucking best.

“Will Quinn, good afternoon!” a young woman with kind eyes said to me the moment I walked through the giant glass doors.

I chuckled, approaching the front desk where the smiling woman resided. “I’m surprised you know my face.”

“Of course! Tyler and Grant are excited to meet you in person.” The woman, who was either an intern or an assistant, stood up from her seat. “Can I get you water, coffee, or tea while you wait?”

“He’ll take some tea,” a familiar voice said from behind me. “And I’ll have water, please.”

Sure enough, there was Kendra with a big ‘ol grin on her face. It’d been so long since I’d seen her that I forgot how simultaneously toothy and gummy her smile was.

The girl went to fetch our drinks as Kendra yanked me in for a big hug.

“Gahhhh it’s been too long, Will! I’ve missed you!”

I rolled my eyes, reminding myself how I didn’t hear a peep from her until an offer actually came in. Though I suppose all agents are like that.

We took a few minutes to chat and catch up, sipping our respective drinks in the sleek, chic lobby. Networks, studios, and production companies always have sick office setups, and this was no exception. Gotta spend money to make money, I guess.

I’d spent all last night and this morning unpacking and mentally preparing for the meeting. Though as Kendra explained, I was more or less just here to sign paperwork. I did the same thing when I got booked on my alien show. Though we all know how that ended up. But even more important than mentally readying myself for the meeting was physically doing so. And that meant de-girlifying everything about me.

With such little turnaround time, I couldn’t get a fresh haircut or significantly grow my body or facial hair, so instead I turned to shoving my hair beneath a baseball cap, dressing in the most stereotypical ‘male’ clothing I owned, and most importantly, getting rid of my acrylic nails. And for such little time, I thought I did quite well.

“Your hair looks different…” Kendra noted. “And your eyebrows are kinda off too…”

Well, maybe not perfect.

“Tyler and Grant are ready for you two,” the young woman approached us, ushering us across the lobby, up an elevator, and down another long hallway to the conference room.

Kendra, being the industry vet she is, chatted up the assistant as we made our way to the room. She knows better than anyone how you never know who will be in Hollywood’s next crop of mega-producers, eager to hear pitches from your clients. And fairly often it’s that hard-working, humble assistant waiting in the wings.

I mostly stayed quiet, per usual, though I couldn't help but notice the beautiful orange dress she had on.

“Your dress is super cute by the way,” I complimented her without even thinking. “I love a floral bodice.”

The girl looked just as surprised as she was flattered. “Oh my gosh, thank you! I literally just got it yesterday.”

My smile got quickly wiped away by a look of distress on Kendra’s face, stunned (and a little disturbed) by the fact I’d just referred to a dress as ‘cute’ in front of her.

“Will and Kendra, welcome!”

Two tall, confident men emerged from the glass-walled conference room to greet us and introduce themselves.

“I’m Tyler, and this is my co-producer Grant. Kendra, great to meet you finally in person – and Will, to meet you in general!”

Based solely on how they were dressed, I got the sense Tyler was the front-facing, operations-focused one of the pair, wearing a navy blue blazer and light gray pants. Very corporate, all business.

Grant on the other hand wore designer black sweatpants with a matching hoodie and logoless baseball cap. Very millennial Hollywood. Guys like that were almost always the soft-spoken, creative producers and sure enough, I was right.

We took our seats in the conference room and made small talk with the men for a few minutes before diving right into details about the show. Tyler doing the talking, of course.

The show was exactly as Kendra had described over the phone: rough-and-tough outback guys looking for aliens. It’s a simple, straightforward, mindless guy’s-guy show. Much like my prior work.

Grant reiterated the show’s scope and vision while Tyler walked me through some of the production logistics including multiple campsites, stops in small, rural areas, and notably an all-male crew.

“We’re not trying to be sexist or anything, it’s just a set like ours might not appeal to women,” Tyler then turned to Kendra. “No offense.”

She held her hands up jokingly, “Hey, I’m here for the paperwork, not the grunt work!”

The three of them laughed heartily. But just as Kendra said that I noticed something out in the hallway through the glass walls. The same assistant was out there, chatting with another woman. I couldn’t hear their conversation but by the looks of it, they were comparing dresses. Each touched and complimented the other’s fabric and design, admiring the beauty.

“Will!” Kendra snapped at me. “Tyler’s talking to you.”

“Oh, huh?”

Tyler grinned. “It’s okay. We were just going over your rate.”

Something about Tyler felt extremely familiar… Ah, he’s a lot like Carter. The confidence, the charm, the sharp dressing. Granted, I’m not staring at his flat ass while he cheats on my sister, so that’s a plus.

Tyler carried on talking about my payment structure, my weekly duties, and listing off names of critical people involved with the show.

I really should be paying attention, but the Carter comparison put me in a dizzy, transporting me right back to Ocean Oasis. Strangely, not to the moment of cheating. But to our very first dinner.

I pictured Carter’s smile and how happy my sister was to see him. Visions of Andrew materialized in my head, remembering how good he looked in his blazer. I didn’t know it then, but that was the first time I – er, Wendy – was physically attracted to him. Hell, to any man.

“Will!” Kendra said pointedly, again snapping me out of my daydream. She then softened her tone. “Please pay attention.”

I blushed, embarrassed. God, why was I having such a tough time keeping focus?

Tyler talked some more, then Grant. All important stuff, I’m sure, but I simply couldn’t get my head out of the clouds. The women and their dresses had summoned beautiful memories of trying on feminine clothing for the first time – each moment scary but exciting.

No longer did I feel present in the conference room, but instead at Alcove Cove sitting in my dusty old chair, staring out at the sea and dreaming up romantic scenarios for my swimmers. I looked at the ocean and saw love and ambition rather than aliens and monsters.

“And this, here, is the surprise I was talking about,” Tyler added, sliding over a piece of paper across the table in front of me. Admittedly still too zoned out to care, Kendra snatched it from in front of me and began reading.

“Wait…” she muttered, working her way through the text. “Where’s the six-month commitment?”

That made me perk up.

“Huh?”

Kendra rolled her eyes, annoyed that it took this long for me to actually pay attention.

“It doesn’t say six months… It says thirty-six months.”

Tyler smiled. “Mmhmm. Three years! The network loved our pitch so much that they gave us a three-year guarantee. They could hypothetically cancel early, sure, but Will, we’re looking at a whole three years of work for you. For all of us. How incredible is that??”

My face went white as a sheet.

“Three… years…?” I muttered.

I turned to Kendra. While she was admittedly frazzled by the surprise, as an agent, three years of guaranteed commission is a dream come true. She was over the moon.

“Will, that’s a good thing!” she said joyously. “You can be doing this for three whole years!”

Everyone’s face but mine in the room was plastered with a big smile. Merry moods all around. But I, somehow, didn’t share that feeling.

I started to sweat. I felt queasy and certainly looked it, too.

“You okay?” Grant asked, concerned.


But I could barely hear him. Almost like a defense mechanism, my brain yanked me out of the conference room and plopped me back at Alcove Cove. Back to writing romance. Back to seeing Andrew. Back to living as a girl. Living as Wendy at Ocean Oasis was my happy place.

“You’ll have to excuse us for a second,” Kendra said, ushering me out of the conference room and down the hallway, far enough away from the men. She pulled me into a corner, squared my shoulders, and looked me dead in the eye.

“Will, what the hell is going on?” she spat, back in ruthless, agent mode. “What’re you sick or something? You better be.”

“No,” I replied evenly. “I’m actually… Pretty good.”

“What?” she barked. “You do understand what they’re offering, right? A three-year contract. Will, this is a fucking gift. Writers at your level never get guarantees like this.”

I understood the offer. All too well, in fact.

“Yeah. I get it,” I said stoically, wiping a bead of sweat from my forehead.

Kendra must’ve felt like she was babysitting a toddler.

“Good. So we’re gonna go back in the room, you’ll sign the contract, and we’ll be out of here.”

Her tone was gentle but condescending as she reached down for my hand, held it, and we walked back into the room together.

“Sorry about that,” Kendra apologized to the men who looked equally befuddled. “Will’s ready to sign.”

Kendra, standing beside me, gestured to the contract and signature line on the table..

It’s right there. So simple! Pick up the pen, sign my name, and commit to three years of a great income, creative expression, life outdoors…

…and being Will.

I calmly placed my hand on the contract and slid it away.

“I don’t think I can do this,” I said coolly.

Kendra slapped her forehead. Tyler and Grant looked stunned.

“Excuse me?” Tyler asked. “You mean the whole three years?”

“No. Any of it. I… I just can’t. I’m terribly sorry.”

Kendra looked like she was about to explode, her teeth gritted and her face red.

“WILL, do we need another conversation in the hallway?”

But I shook my head and turned to Grant and Tyler.

“Thank you so much for your interest and your time, but I’m passing on this project. You both seem awesome and I wish you nothing but the best.”

Shaking the hands of the two stunned men, I gave them one last smile and nodded to Kendra, shrugging.

“Thank you for putting this all together. I’m really, truly sorry.”

Without another word, I stepped out of the conference room and began walking down the hallway to the elevators. Peacefully at first, until I heard the conference room door open again. Kendra stepped out.

I turned around to a distraught, apoplectic agent trying desperately to keep it together.

“Will, you hit that fucking elevator button and you're done as a client. Understand?”

I stared ahead, solemnly. Then I gently pressed the button and waited for the ding.

“Done! You got it!?” she called out louder this time. “Will!”

I heard her, sure. But I had no right to respond.

Will isn’t here anymore – Wendy is. And she’s never going away.


Chapter Twenty

SIX WEEKS LATER

“Vanilla latte for Harrison?”

An elderly, hipster-y dressed man approached the counter, smiled, and took the drink from my hand.

“Have a good one!” I added as the man returned to his laptop and went back to work – presumably chipping away at his screenplay, novel, or whatever creative dream kept him around Los Angeles this long. Hey, keep at it! You never know when your shot will come.

“Happy one-month-a-versary, Wendy!” my coworker, Jean, approached from behind.

“Wow, that fast?” I grinned, a bit distracted by the three drinks that just popped up on our order screen.

Yep, I’m one month into my new barista job. No, not in Australia. In Mar Vista – a cute little neighborhood on the west side of Los Angeles.

After six months of near-stagnation, the number of life events that went down in the past six weeks is truly astounding. Not all great, but definitely astounding.

With the Australia deal blown to smithereens and my working relationship with Kendra left in rubble, my career as a television writer is, let’s say, not in a great place. It’s safe to say my phone won’t be ringing anytime soon with offers to work on any big, splashy shows – alien or otherwise.

With savings drying up and no writing work on the horizon, I faced the unfortunate reality of having to – *gasp* – get a job. I know, I know, how dreadful. So what else to do but lean into the LA writer stereotype even further and return to my roots as a barista. A cute little café called Mocha Bean.

And when it rains, it pours. My quite nice, very spacious apartment suddenly felt a bit too pricey to handle on my current income. So much so, that I’ve been working out a subletter situation with my landlord for the remainder of the lease. Thankfully, he’s been a breeze to deal with. Finally some luck. Assuming (and praying) someone swoops in in the coming weeks, I’ll be downsizing to something more affordable.

But just because I’m not working in TV doesn’t mean I’m done writing. Oh no no no. After letting the dust settle for a couple weeks, I dove right back into my swimmer story. Am I as ruthlessly focused as I was at Alcove Cove? Maybe not. But when I’m not on the clock at Mocha Bean, I’m making slow and steady progress on the romance novel. At the very least, when I sit down to write, I actually feel inspired and excited to do so.

Oh! And I almost forgot the craziest change of all –  I’m presenting as Wendy full-time!

I mean, is it that surprising? I quite literally walked out on the job opportunity of a lifetime to do so. While there have been plenty of hiccups, it’s still the best decision I’ve ever made.

My collection of skirts, dresses, panties, and makeup from the Hawaii trip almost immediately went from buried in the back of my closet to the top of my rotation. Granted, everyday life doesn’t afford me the chance to wear pretty dresses all the time, but I try to do so when I can.

Erica and I, despite living across the country and never actually seeing each other, have remained closer than ever. We talk on the phone a couple times per week, text often, and being the wonderful, spastic sister she is, she mails me little clothing gifts now and again. I’m actually embarrassed to admit how much of my wardrobe is courtesy of my sister – although I’ve reminded her that simpler women’s clothing like jeans, camis, sweaters, and whatnot are more used than dresses these days.

Even some of the girls at work must’ve subtly recognized my soft transition and have, so sweetly, embraced me as Wendy and treated me to little gifts and girl tips. Only a month in and I have a brand new, generous, open-minded little group of friends. It’s made a world of a difference.

Obviously, not everything is perfect. I still struggle to pass as a girl at times, prompting double takes from people on the street and café customers alike. My makeup skills need improvement, my posture and mannerisms could certainly be more feminine, and at the end of the day, my genetics are objectively male, making flawless femininity near-impossible.

As I was handing a customer his matcha latte, I felt my phone buzz in my pocket. I turned to Jean.

“Mind covering for me? It’s my landlord.”

She smiled. “Ooh! A bite on the apartment? Take it!”

I answered the phone and heard the gruff voice of my landlord, Kostas.

“Will, hello, you’re still end-of-month move-out date, yes?”

I should clarify that to him I’m still ‘Will’. It’s a bit easier just to keep presenting as male than reform his entire view of gender. So no dresses around him. Such is life.

“Yes sir,” I answered in my natural voice. “Is everything still okay?”

“Hmph, well I got someone who wants to tour the apartment and if it all looks good on inspection, they’ll take over the lease ASAP.”

My eyes widened. “That soon? I uh… I’d still need to move everything out.”

Kostas, always the matter-of-fact one, wasn’t into dilly-dallying. “You want the apartment off your hands? This could be your chance.”

I glanced around, a bit flustered from my sudden lead.

“Uhh, well my shift’s almost done. Tell them I’ll be home in an hour.”

◆◆◆

Meeting strangers for the first time is never fun. But I promise you, meeting strangers when you’re in that in-between phase of exploring gender? Far less fun. Scary, even.

Kostas didn’t give me any details beyond making sure I was home by a certain time so as not to blow the chance. Landlords, regardless of how accommodating, are still landlords. The last thing he’d want is to get financially burned for letting me walk out on my lease early.

Though I spent a solid fifteen minutes tidying up, I could only do so much to make the apartment seem desirable. I also had to put some effort into masculinizing my appearance to match Kostas’s expectations. For situations like these, I was glad to have the wardrobes of two genders.

Finally, a knock at the door. The moment of truth.

I took a deep breath, mentally reset to present as Will, and opened the door to find…

“Erica!?”

“Ta-da!” My sister stretched out her arms, posing like a ringmaster. “Surprise!”

I was too dumbfounded to say anything else. What the hell was she doing in LA?

But sure enough, my sister was here in the flesh – sunglasses on, wearing a cute, summery dress, and noticeably blonde hair.

“You’re back to being blonde?”

She laughed. “I show up at your door and my hair is what you’re focused on?”

God, it was good to see her. While we’d remained in pretty close contact, this was the first time since our goodbye at the Honolulu Airport that I was with her in person. Hell, this was the first time ever she’s actually visited me in LA.

After catching up for a while and adjusting to the fact she was actually here, I couldn’t help but bring up my more pressing real life issue.

“I mean, I applaud you catfishing my landlord, but you do know I still need a real subletter.”

Erica flashed a cheeky grin. “Oh, dear Wendy, I didn’t catfish your landlord. I am interested in subletting.”

“Sorry… what?”

She nodded, her smile growing bigger. “I’ve been thinking lately how Chicago’s kinda overrated. Plus, my place is month-to-month and I can technically live anywhere as long as I’m near an airport… so I thought, why not LA?”

Now my heart was really beating fast, feeling fuller and fuller by the second.

“If you’ll have me, I’d like to live out here with you, Wendy. As sisters.”

I couldn’t control myself. The tears started flowing and I lunged toward Erica for the tightest, warmest hug.

“Yes yes yes yes!” I squealed, over the moon. Erica couldn’t stop laughing.

“Alright, alright! Cause… phew! I kinda already made up my mind. I already flew out with a bunch of my shit. It’s downstairs in the rental car.”

Could my life be any more perfect than it is right now? I move out to my new place, Erica takes over… and if I’m lucky, over the next few months she’ll fall in love with LA and never want to leave. I know that’s leaping ahead a ton, but hey, a girl can dream.

Erica still wasn’t done with the good news.

“Of course, if I live here, you’ll have to adhere to some rules and regulations.”

“Meaning?”

She looked around. “Well, I don’t know anyone. I mean, I’ll make friends and there are people in my company’s LA office I’ll meet… But right now, you’re it. So you’ll have to hang out with me.”

I smiled. “Deal.”

“Also,” she continued, “You’ll have to put up with me exploring LA and all the fun, quirky shit it has to offer. I mean, your girl’s gotta learn the city! So I’ll treat you to a bunch of dinners as long as you’re willing to tag along.”

“Damn, you drive a hard bargain!” I chuckled.

“Lastly,” she said, reaching into her bag. “I know this isn’t the time for a housewarming gift since you’re moving out. So consider this a housecooling gift.”

From her bag, Erica conjured a beautiful, svelte black sheer garment and handed it to me.

“For tonight,” she said. “There’s a spot I want to try and I insist you wear this!”

As always, I was blown away by my sister’s generosity. But this dress – I mean, seriously – was the prettiest, daintiest, most perfect thing I’ve ever held.

“Erica…” I muttered. “You’re insane, you know that? You’re too generous.”

She shrugged. “Maybe. Or maybe I just love finally having a baby sister to spoil.”

I leaned in for yet another thank-you hug. The first of I’m sure many to come.

“Now come on,” she commanded, rising from the couch. “Let’s get you ready for dinner.”

◆◆◆

Getting dolled up with Erica was easily one of my favorite experiences from the past six weeks. It felt like a return to form – like we were back in our Ocean Oasis bachelorette suite – but even better.

I’d never heard of the restaurant Erica picked for tonight. Some quaint, cozy spot on the east side that evidently called for a ‘formal-ish’ dress code. Not that I’m complaining. It’s been a while since I got this dressed up.

Both of us girls went with full glam makeup, curled hair, sexy dresses, and cute heels – the whole shebang. Sure it was only a random weeknight, but in a way we had so much to celebrate.

The restaurant was like any other quirky, eastside LA joint: cottage-like with a brick exterior, super tiny, and zero street parking. So after valeting our car, Erica checked us in with the hostess in the dimly lit foyer who led us to the even dimmer dining space. Though it was just bright enough to notice this wasn’t a typical restaurant.

“Uh… Why is there a stage?”

Erica turned to the front of the restaurant which indeed housed a tiny stage with a tiny stool and a microphone. Sure, plenty of restaurants have live music, but this place seemed different. The tables and chairs were positioned strangely, facing the stage and creating aisles.

“Maybe they do dinner theater,” she guessed.

If the fact my sister inadvertently picked a random, eastside dinner theater spot wasn’t weird enough, just moments into ordering, a young man with a long beard stepped onto the tiny stage and addressed the microphone. He had a soft, soothing voice.

“Good evening, everyone. Thank you for joining us at Marco’s for our Author Night… I ask all of you to keep the chatter to the minimum while our authors read their works…”

I glared at my sister, who finally broke her poker face.

“Really?” I smirked. “You know my book’s not done. Plus I don’t even have it on me!”

But not having my book handy was the least of my worries, because the man on stage wasn’t done.

“...and please be courteous to our authors. They’ve worked extremely hard.” He cleared his throat. “Well, that’s it for the housekeeping, so I say we get started, yeah?”

The thirty or so people present snapped their fingers in agreement.

“Wonderful. Well, we’re kicking tonight off with a very special author who made the trek all the way up from San Diego…”

He didn’t need to say another word. I knew where this was going.

“...please give a warm welcome to our new friend, Andrew!”


Chapter Twenty-One

Quiet snaps of applause filled the room as, sure enough, Andrew walked on stage. Brown sweater to match his eyes, his signature thin-rimmed, round glasses, and the tall, muscular body I had, at one point, grown so familiar with.

Instead of looking up at him, my eyes darted straight to Erica. But before I could say a thing, she was already shushing me.

“Please be courteous to the authors,” she said with a little smile.

I had no idea what to feel. Scared? Overwhelmed? Excited? Intrigued? This was the first time seeing him since the trip. Back when I thought I might never lay eyes on him again.

“Thank you, Jonas,” Andrew said to the host, then turned to the audience. “Good evening.”

He then pulled out what appeared to be a paperback book. Was this his book? Did he already finish?

“Chapter One…” he announced, then started reading.

Erica, and frankly the entire restaurant, sat quietly and listened intently to Andrew. Word by word, page by page. I tried focusing, but each time I looked at him my heart skipped a beat. Could he really be here?

So much of these past months were spent trying to move on from him. To learn to live as a girl without him around, and refusing to look back fondly on all of the euphoric, life-altering moments we shared – all stained by his association with Carter.

But here he was, moving on and living his life. Living out his own creative dream – and clearly, with considerable accomplishment.

As I slowly accepted the reality of his presence – coupled with multiple ‘shushes’ from Erica – I was able to actually listen to his words. I could absorb his prose and follow his story. Realistic, tight dialogue, vivid descriptions, and seamless flow. I found myself immersed in his story. The passion in his voice and the honesty in his heart – Andrew truly is a writer.

As he finished the final sentence, Andrew closed his book.

“And that’s the first chapter,” he said quietly into the mic. “Thank you.”

A bevy of complimentary snaps and even a few hoots and hollers came from the crowd as he finished. Jonas, the host, returned to the stage to reclaim the mic. But Andrew had one last thing to say.

“Oh, and if I could just add this… The woman who inspired my book is in the audience tonight. I won’t point her out because she’d be embarrassed. But… this is all because of you, Wendy.”

A few sweet ‘awws’ came from the tables as I sat there frozen solid with embarrassment. Erica very subtly turned to me and placed her hand on my shoulder.

“I hope that was okay,” she said, a little uneasy. “We’ve actually been in contact. He was coming up anyway so I thought–”

I was too overwhelmed to hear her out. Shooting up from my seat, I scurried out the back and asked the hostess for directions to the bathroom. She pointed down the corridor that led outside to a courtyard-looking area. Fresh air was really all I needed.

I stood alone in the empty courtyard for a while, huffing and puffing as I tried to steady my breath. My emotions were everywhere right now. Just when I thought I had everything set – at least my near future – here he is, bursting back onto the scene.

Tears started welling up in my eyes. God, I wasn’t even sure which emotion to feel, let alone how to react! But it only got worse when I saw him turn the corner. There he was, yet again, approaching me.

“Wendy,” Andrew began, approaching cautiously. “Are you okay? Do you need an inhaler or something?”

I shook my head tearfully. It was just the two of us alone in the empty courtyard – other than a few tables that seemed to be used for a café during the day.

“I’m guessing by your reaction Erica didn’t tell you I was reading tonight.”

Again, I shook my head.

“Sensed that,” Andrew said with a tiny chuckle. Then, he took a few steps closer to me. “How are you?”

It felt so good to hear his voice. I don’t think I realized how much I missed it. But all of this – he and I alone in the courtyard after watching him so confidently share his art – felt overwhelming.

“I’ve been good,” I squeaked out. “You?”

Andrew nodded. “I’ve kept busy. Been writing a ton.”

“I’m glad. You should be very proud.”

Andrew started getting serious. “Listen, Wendy. Everything that happened with Carter… it never sat right with me. And not just because you found out. It was killing me the entire time covering for him.”

“I bet it was.”

He hung his head. “I know… But look... I needed to make things right with your sister, so after a week to let things settle, I got her number and called her to apologize. I let her know Carter is out of my life.”

Andrew, at the very least, sounded genuine. Hell, he’s always genuine – it’s one of his best qualities.

“Somehow, Erica was able to leave it all in the past and forgive me. But I understand it’s not that easy for everyone. I get that.”

I finally looked up at him. “You could’ve called me, too.”

“I was afraid I’d ruined what we had. A fuck-up so big that things would never be the same. I almost gave up…” Then, Andrew held out his book. “...until I started writing again.”

He handed the paperback to me.

“It’s just a proof copy, but I wanted something to hold for tonight.”

The cover art was the same purple and green swirl design he’d shown me on his tablet that night on the balcony but with one important difference: the title.

“Two Weeks of Wendy?” I read aloud.

Andrew nodded. “It’s about falling in love with a girl you met on vacation. ‘Inspired by true events’, as they say.”

Shit, the waterworks were starting again – but Andrew respectfully kept his distance.

“Wendy, you have every right to be upset, and if you never want to see me again after tonight, I understand. But God did I need you to know how I feel about you.”

I wiped a tear from my eye only for another to follow in its place.

“I wasn’t honest with you either,” I gestured to my dress. “You deserve that too.”

“Everyone does,” Andrew answered plainly. “But I understand why you did what you did. I trust you. I’m just hoping you can do the same with me.”

Andrew had the look of a new man. An honest man. But on second thought, he’s always had that look, and he always was that person. He’s just pledging to be even better. God knows I could do the same.

“Deal,” I said with a little smirk.

He smirked too. “Let’s call it even, then. Cause God, Wendy, do I need you in my life.”

I’d had enough of him keeping a respectful distance. With one clean skip, I ran toward Andrew and leapt into his arms, kissing him. Held in his arms like a rescued princess, we twirled beneath the courtyard fairy lights, kissing as deeply and passionately as ever.

“God do I need you too,” I said between kisses.

Finally, he put me down and looked deep into my eyes, tucking a strand of my curled, auburn hair back behind my ear.

“There you are!”

It was Erica – of course.

We both turned to her and blushed, embarrassed that she witnessed our little love fest.

“Come on, they’re only halfway through the authors – y’all want inspiration for your books or not?”

Andrew and I smiled as we reached for each other’s hands at the same time.

“Damn, you two are cute together. Save some for the rest of us!” Erica ribbed.

Of course, Andrew and I simultaneously rolled our eyes.

“Andrew, I pulled up a third chair for you. Come on! Food’s getting cold.”

As we walked out of the courtyard and back to the restaurant, a mantra from earlier popped into my head: “Lean into what feels good.”

It’s as true as ever, but it needs one little caveat – Lean into what feels good, but do it alongside people who support you and love you unconditionally. Because trust me, it makes writing that next chapter of your book – or your life – that much easier.


THE END


Books By This Author

Maybe You'll Like It: A Gradual Feminization Novel

He's got a brand new job working maintenance for a beauty salon. But with his long hair, feminine features, and gentle demeanor, maybe Alex can be of use in other ways...

After quitting his horrible job at a hardware store, Alex is free but aimless. To cheer him up, his older sister, Grace, surprises him with a pick-me-up trip to the salon for a much-needed haircut. Though what was only meant to be a simple trim results in an unexpected job offer as the salon's new in-house maintenance man. Alex must adjust to his new job surrounded by constant feminine energy, all while crushing hard on the salon's cute, young owner -- and her insistence that he test out some of their services...

Can You Lend a Hand?: A Gradual Feminization Novel

Anderson is temporarily filling in as a beauty product influencer... but can he pull off such a feminine side hustle? And what if he ends up thriving?

Anderson’s Aunt Trinity is an up-and-coming beauty influencer — testing out makeup, hair products, and clothing. That is, until an injury takes her out for the entire summer, rendering her unable to pose or post. Fortunately for her, Anderson is fresh out of nursing school and fully equipped to be her caretaker. But as for her blossoming beauty business? She still needs someone to carry on the work. Maybe Anderson can lend her a hand — as long as he’s okay with just a few feminine changes…

Dresses from Diana: A Gradual Feminization Story

He’s stumbled upon a collection of Grandma’s old dresses and his cousin insists he try them on. But it's all just for fun... right?

It’s the summer before college, and Madison’s task is to clean out his late Grandma’s entire house before it’s sold. Even worse, he has to do it with his annoying, bratty cousin, Olivia. But while digging through boxes, they discover something unexpected: beautiful, vintage dresses of a wide variety of styles… and Grandma’s unfulfilled dream for someone to wear them. What starts as silly bonding activity for Madison and Olivia turns into much more when they realize how convincing Madison looks as a girl, leading them to take advantage of his feminine looks.

You'll Fit Right In: A Gradual Feminization Story

He's officially stuck with a women's gym membership. Can he fit in as long as he follows the rules? 

Charlie’s company finally did something right — granting each employee a $3,000 wellness stipend to pursue self-improvement hobbies and interests. So he decides to use it to get in shape! But when 100% of his stipend is mistakenly allocated to a women’s gym, Charlie is out of luck. That is, until the gym’s owner surprisingly allows him to join, even as a man. But how will he ever fit in?

Anthony's Influence: A Steamy,  Gender-Bending Romance

He's let his girlfriend bring another man into the relationship in order to save it. But the new man has some very unorthodox, very girly changes in mind for him...

Justin and Bridget's relationship is in trouble. They just aren't clicking romantically like they once did. So to spice things up, Bridget recommends bringing in a third: a suave, mysterious man named Anthony. Justin unenthusiastically accepts, and at first, the shake-up seems to be helping. But Anthony starts recommending increasingly feminine things for Justin to try -- inside and outside of the bedroom. How far will Justin let things go in order to save his relationship?

In Rotation: A Gradual Feminization Story

He's coaching girls for the first time... So what's the best way to relate to them?

Caleb is a recent college grad and part-time volleyball coach who feels directionless in life. But when he's assigned to be an assistant coach for the club's top girls team, Caleb slowly discovers that fitting in with the team may be easier by embracing his feminine side.

Misscast: A Gradual Feminization Story

Initially hoping for the leading male role, Jesse finds that his best shot at stardom is accepting the female lead in his university's production of The Phantom of the Opera.

A Girl for Halloween: A Slow and Sweet Gender Realization Story

After finding part-time work at the local Halloween Costume store, Jason quickly learns the rule that employees must wear costumes while on the job, allowing him to explore his feminine side for the first time in his life. How far will he go?

You're Beautiful: A Coming-of-Age Gender Discovery Tale

Tom's sister tries to help him fit in with his preppy classmates, but some feminine changes are made along the way in this sweet, coming-of-age romance/gender experimentation story.

Just Let Me Do Your Hair: A Gradual Feminization Story

Sam's sister, Jenna, has dreams of working as a hair stylist. But with Jenna's hair too short to do much with, Sam reluctantly lets his older sister put his own long hair into girlish style. But just this once... right?
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All of Jennifer's work can be found on Amazon. Visit her website for more, and sign up for her newsletter for the latest updates on upcoming books.
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