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Chapter One

I remember back in grade school taking classes that felt like they’d never end. Rambling, boring lessons from teachers who barely cared about the material — perhaps even less than the students themselves. Students would watch the clock’s hands gradually work their way around the face till the bell rang, only to shuffle off to another room to repeat the process eight more times that day.

Looking back, I truly can’t believe I survived 12 whole years of that — not to mention another four years of college, albeit with a much looser schedule. But parents, educators, and society as a whole require it. What else can you do but chug along?

“Colin!” my colleague, Josh, called out firmly, mere feet to my left.

Any time an attorney approaches your desk, it could mean only one thing: a fresh load of work.

I swiveled my desk chair and looked at him nervously.

“Yep?”

Without a greeting or an ounce of small talk, a stack of messy folders was heaved onto my desk, startling me with a loud thump.

“The top ones are records I need reviewed and summarized. The blue folders on the bottom are for the retention letters I mentioned yesterday…” The heavyset, 40-something lawyer paused for a moment, nearly expressing sympathy. “...though it’s about double what I thought.”

My eyes widened as the sheer amount of sudden work emotionally hit me like a truck.

“You good?”

I quickly swallowed my shakiness and nodded. “End of week, right?”

A slick smile from Josh. “Please and thank you!”

I held my composure barely long enough for Josh to be out of sight before letting out an enormous sigh of frustration.

Believe it or not, out of all Nexus Law Group attorneys, Josh was one of the nicer ones. Though maybe ‘nice’ is too strong of a word. While none of the partners or other attorneys are exactly mean to us paralegals, we’re usually treated as if we simply don’t exist. Mindless worker bees here to do their bidding. And sometimes, that’s just as annoying.

With a disappointed huff, I turned back to my computer where a cluttered mess of browser tabs and digital documents waited for me, filling up every inch of my monitor.

However, before jumping into my assignments from today or even any of the crap Josh threw on my desk, I had one piece of business to take care of.

I stood up from my desk and checked the hallway to make sure no one would be popping in unexpectedly. The office was quiet.

With the coast clear, I returned to my computer and slyly pulled up the one hidden browser tab from my dock at the bottom.

See, the reason I or anyone else was able to survive all those years of boring, repetitive grade school is that of those eight class periods, there’s one that really grabs you. One that inspires you and keeps you going. For the aspiring engineers, it’s math class. For doctors, it’s science. Me? It’s a profound love of history. But not just any history — mythology.

‘Welcome to PopMyth!’, the letters spelled out in beautiful, burnt-orange calligraphy at the top of the webpage. My webpage.

I know, I know… a paralegal who moonlights as a mythology blogger? Well, let me explain.

Ever since my school days, I’ve been obsessed with reading about, learning about, and absorbing anything and everything mythical and mystical. Greek, Norse, Chinese, Aztec — you name it, I’m into it. The idea of real-world heroes and heroines interacting with the Gods, embarking on quests, and influencing society as we know it is, to me, the coolest thing in the world. It’s a passion I knew I needed to share with the world.

So what does PopMyth do? Well, we’re a community of Mythology-lovers who come together to discuss, debate, and learn about every culture’s belief system and the stories and tales that arise from those beliefs. What began as a hobby in high school grew into a popular forum with hundreds of weekly users.

I was never a numbers guy. The thought of doing math problems gave me fits. Nor was I blessed with a knack for original storytelling. And don’t get me started on my athleticism. A short, skinny, clumsy kid with long, wavy blonde hair is hardly fit to take the field in any sport. Not to mention failing to look the part.

But mythology found me and I embraced it with open arms. Simply put, it’s what keeps me going.

“Sneaky sneaky!” another voice called from the hallway – though this time a much more welcome one: my friend, Gigi.

I let out a high-pitched yelp, nearly spilling my drink as I moved to minimize the browser. “Jesus, Gigi…”

Gigi Stewart — my fun, bubbly, and beautiful fellow paralegal and closest friend in the office — scooted into my cubicle, sheepishly tossing her auburn hair behind her shoulder. She looked a bit guilty for startling me.

“Sorry!” she said, quieter this time. “Guess I’m starstruck witnessing the famous PopMyth blogger in action!” Gigi glanced down at my stack of folders. “Yikes…”

I rolled my eyes, lamenting the workload spike. “I should probably get back to it...”

Gigi shook her head and grabbed my wrist before I could even reach for the mouse. Her hands were dainty and her wrists thin, accentuating the sparkly new engagement ring she received from her boyf— er, fiancé just about a month ago.

“Nuh-uh!” she exclaimed. “No more work. I have a surprise for you in the kitchen.”

Unlike most people in this office who motivated you via intimidation or status, Gigi did so through her own, undeniably likeability. Not only was she obscenely pretty, but she had an ‘it factor’ that made saying no to her nearly impossible. It didn’t matter if we were the same level. To a certain degree, that girl had me in the palm of her hand.

I took one last look at my disgustingly large pile of papers. “Maybe I could use a break.”

◆◆◆

The kitchen and break room at Nexus Law Group weren’t particularly comfortable or enjoyable places to spend time. Used almost exclusively by paralegals and other support staff, it was extremely rare to see an attorney or especially a partner step foot here. But it’s not for lack of funds.

From my nearly two years at Nexus, I’ve come to the safe conclusion that they are not struggling for cash. The partners drive the fanciest cars, we’re constantly landing new clients, and it feels like each month our work lives get busier and busier.

But such is life at a law firm in Calabasas, California — the exorbitantly wealthy suburb of Los Angeles best known as the home of the Kardashians and a gazillion other celebrities. It’s close enough to the heart of Hollywood where you benefit from its glitziness, but far enough away that you’re not smothered by it.

Wealth, status, and importance are everywhere you look in Calabasas. Those who have it usually flash it loud and proud, but every once in a while you’ll find someone who, impressively, isn’t a jerk about it. But even the subtle and ‘measured’ rich folks aren’t immune to the inadvertent boast.

“Gah, isn’t it just so pretty!?” Gigi waved her giant rock of an engagement ring in my face for probably the hundredth time since last month’s engagement.

“It’s a gorgeous ring,” I nodded along mindlessly. “Kyle has great taste.”

Gigi wasn’t doing any of this to brag. She genuinely is excited, and I’m genuinely so thrilled for her. From the bottom of my heart, Gigi’s wins feel like my own.

I’d met Kyle a handful of times when he’d come by the office to drop something off or just to say hello. A kind, thoughtful man who clearly loves Gigi. I mean, that’s all that matters, right?

Gigi wagged her finger. “But Colin, don’t forget. You’re still my work husband.”

She extended her hand forward with just her pinky finger sticking out. I matched her move, linking and locking our pinky fingers with a smile.

“And you’re still my work wife.”

Gigi giggled. “Good! And let’s never divorce!”

It’s silly, I know. But ‘work wife’ and ‘work husband’ were how we referred to our office friendship. It’s a common term used to describe a close platonic relationship at the office — one that had no chance of turning into anything romantic, but ensured we’d always have each other’s backs. And locking pinkies was a silly move we came up with to renew our ‘work marriage vows’. Cringey? Maybe. But it’s our thing.

Gigi is without a doubt my closest friend in the office, and I consider myself lucky to have her support through the ups and downs and stresses this job can bring. Through late nights, early mornings, and emotional spirals, we were always there for each other. In fact, we’re coming up on a full year of ‘work marriage’. How sweet!

The only thing that’s a tad strange about our friendship — and, as I understand, many work marriages — is that they often don’t extend outside the office. Sure, we’d done happy hours with coworkers and we shared plenty of stories from our personal lives — but hanging out? It’s not really something we did. Despite the countless days, weeks, and months spent together, the fact we aren’t ‘real life’ friends I found kind of surprising.

In the middle of munching my sandwich, I finally remembered why we were here.

“Oh, what’s this surprise you were talking about?” I asked.

She paused for a moment, nearly forgetting it herself.

“Ah! You’re right!” she exclaimed, then peeked around the empty kitchen to confirm privacy. “I have quite the announcement…”

Gigi once again gestured to her massive ring.

I smirked, chuckling. “I know. You’ve shown me.”

She rolled her eyes. “Not the ring.” Gigi leaned in. “The wedding. It’s been set. The second week of November.”

It took me a moment to register what she’d just said as my eyes widened.

“Wait… Already? You’ve been engaged for what, three or four weeks?” Then another thing occurred to me. It’s already September. “November of this year? That’s like, less than two months away!”

She nodded excitedly.

I’m far from an expert on weddings, but even I know planning one in six months is quick, much less six weeks. But as crazy as it all sounded, I regretted that my first response wasn’t an unquestionably positive one. Gigi deserved the warmest reception possible from her work husband.

“I’m sorry, I’m being rude. Gigi congrats, seriously.” I got up from my seat and rushed over to hug her. “This is so so SO incredible. Spill the details, I want to know everything!”

But Gigi didn’t immediately jump into details. Her smirk suggested she had something else.

“Well… There’s more to it than that.”

She took a step toward the kitchen cabinets, opening the top one and pulling out this glittery, light pink box. Then Gigi handed it to me.

“What’s this?” I asked.

Gigi said nothing, just gesturing for me to open it.

Unwrapping the thick, glittery ribbon on the unmarked box felt eerily dramatic. Like I was about to be presented with a treasure map, or even treasure itself.

But it wasn’t a map. And it definitely wasn’t treasure. Propped up on the inside of the box was a note with five words written in a fancy, feminine font.

Will you be my Bridesmaid?


Chapter Two

Gigi looked at me for a moment, confused more than anything else.

“Shit, did I forget to put the letter in there?”

I didn’t even know how to respond. What the hell kind of surprise was this?

“You… You want me to be…” I stumbled over my words.

“A bridesmaid!” Gigi leaped in to finish my thought. “For my wedding!”

I don’t know how, but I was able to snap out of my stunned disbelief and address her properly.

“Gigi, I… What are you talking about?” I lifted the letter from the box, revealing a whole assortment of goodies beneath it. A bottle of rosé, a cocktail shaker, a candle, assorted chocolates — every bit of it bursting with pink, glittery goodness.

“Colin, I just told you. My wedding’s on the books! This is my way of asking if you’d stand up with me on the big day.”

My head and heart were torn. I was beyond honored that she considered me such a close friend. And to be with her as she tied the knot with Kyle was a deeply humbling thought.

“I mean… I’d love to, but… As a bridesmaid?”

Gigi looked at me, finally recognizing my hesitancy. “Oh, well not a maid, silly! A bridesman. The box just says bridesmaid.”

“Oh…” I said. My heart rate sharply dropped. My nerves returned to normal. “Good, because, you know…”

Gigi sensed the mislabeled box triggered the flighty response she certainly wasn’t going for.

“Check this out,” she began, pulling up a photo collage on her phone and walking me through it. “Bridesmen are pretty common nowadays. Suits and ties match the colors of the bridesmaid dresses, you wear a boutonniere that pairs the girls’ flowers… It’s great!”

She swiped through a few pictures of multi-gender wedding parties and sure enough, they looked quite normal.

As I thought about it more, I remembered stories of acquaintances doing this exact thing. It’s not the 1900s after all. Girls can be close friends with guys. Why shouldn’t they stand up in each other’s weddings?

With the gender issue set aside, a new batch of overwhelming thoughts rushed in. From everything she’d said about her social life and from what I could tell, Gigi was a super popular girl. Out of all of Gigi’s friends, why me?

“I’m… so flattered, Gigi. Like, seriously. But…”

She smiled warmly. “So you’ll do it?”

Again, I was caught in a trance staring down at the glitzy bridesmaid — er, bridesman – box and five-word proposition letter. Why was it so hard just to say yes?

The longer I paused, the more Gigi’s smile started to fade. Her joy turned to concern, which rapidly turned into embarrassment — all for asking her work husband to join her wedding party. Fuck, I needed to say something.

“Gigi, I’m honored you’d want me. But… I feel like you have all these incredible, like, female friends who’d give you everything. Why muck it all up with a guy?”

She stared at me plainly. “Because you’re a really important part of my life too. I love my girls, but I want you because you’re not like them. You’d be such a good addition.”

I hung my head, fiddling with the bright pink cocktail shaker printed with the phrase ‘For the Girls!’. How ironic.

“Look, I understand if this feels out of nowhere, but I’m serious, Colin. I want you to be a bridesman,” she leaned in closer, then gestured widely to the office. “This job’s pretty soul-sucking. You know that as much as me. But hell if you haven’t made this shitty job easier to swallow…”

I couldn’t help but blush, pushing one of my long blonde locks out of my eyes. “I mean, you too.”

Gigi leaned forward to grab my hands. “How about this? My other three bridesmaids are coming to my house Saturday night for a cocktail night. Super chill. How about you come by and see if you fit in with the group. I mean, they’re awesome and you’re awesome, so you totally will — but see how that goes and make your decision then. Sound good?”

It was clear Gigi wanted to make sure I was comfortable. For as quirky and occasionally ditzy as she could be, her sincerity and thoughtfulness meant a lot.

The thought of being a bridesman — particularly my work wife’s bridesman — gave me a good bout of imposter syndrome. But taking it one step at a time couldn’t hurt.

“Drinks would be great,” I answered happily, returning the shaker and letter to the box and packing it away. “It’s a date.”

Gigi reached forward and booped my nose playfully. “That’s the work husband I know.”

Just as she did that, another paralegal stomped into the kitchen, pissy and poised to vent about an assignment he just got. Quickly, I shoved the bridesmaid box under the table and out of sight as Gigi and I let him rant.

Maybe I wasn’t ready for the whole world to know I was considering this. It’ll be weird enough smuggling a glittery pink box out of the office tonight. But I had to remind myself that, despite its appearance, her ask was merely a gesture of friendship. Even if it does feel like a hell of a step.

All I have on the books is a casual cocktail night to meet Gigi’s friends. A simple night where, at the very least, I’d make a few new friends. Nothing wrong with that, right?

◆◆◆

In LA, there’s no shortage of people who flash wealth like it’s their job. Fancy sports cars, designer clothes, and dinners with tabs that creep into the five figures are staples among that group. On the flip side, you find your humble millionaires. Basic cars, basic clothing — almost so under the radar that unless you put an x-ray to their bank account, you’d never know they were among the elite.

Gigi, I’d say, is somewhere in the middle.

I knew that Gigi not only worked in wildly expensive Calabasas, but she had a nice little apartment in town too with a wonderful five-minute commute to the office. In fact, she’s a born-and-bred Calabasian having attended a local, private high school, then to college at UCLA, only to come right back here to begin her career.

Tonight’s drinks, however, weren’t at her apartment or even at a nearby restaurant. The address she sent me was for a gated community in North Calabasas — the fanciest, bougiest area of the entire town.

‘It’s my parents’ place!’ she reminded me in a text. ‘Give the guard the code and my full name and he’ll let you in.’

I almost spit out my drink reading it. The guard? I knew she came from wealth, but a gated community in North Calabasas never crossed my mind. What kind of house were we talking?

For the entirety of my 45-minute drive from my Burbank apartment, I had swirling visions in my head of what her place could possibly look like. As if I wasn’t nervous enough meeting three of Gigi’s best friends while essentially auditioning to be a bridesman in her wedding, I now had to appear cool as a cucumber in the face of extreme family wealth.

I pulled up to her community’s gate as instructed, nervously reciting the code and Gigi’s name to the gruff, burly guard.

“Hmm,” he nodded, glancing just a tad judgmentally at my crappy, beige Mazda before ultimately handing me a piece of paper for my dashboard and saying, “Come on through.”

I followed the winding road up the hills of her community, passing progressively larger homes. But no, not just homes — mansions. There’s simply no other way to describe what had to be one of the priciest zip codes in the country.

When I finally reached her address, I wasn’t even certain I was there. The lawn itself was twice the size of my childhood home in suburban Chicago. There was a freaking fountain out front and a circular brick driveway, leading up to what I could only describe as the most extravagant house I’d ever seen.

The mansion was massive, towering over the treeline and somehow even dwarfing the other gigantic homes on the block. I could feel sweat bead on my neck and brow as I approached the door and readied my hand to knock on the behemoth front door. But then…

*CREAK*

The giant wood door opened before I even laid a hand on it. From the open space popped out a familiar, smiling face.

“Colin! Eeeee!” Gigi squealed, grabbing my hand and yanking me inside with such force that I nearly dropped the bottle of wine I’d brought as a gift.

“Welcome, welcome!” she leaned in for a hug as my eyes darted around the beautifully decorated cavern of a foyer. “Thank you for making the trip.”

“Heh, sure! Wouldn’t miss it.”

Her eyes traced to the bottle of wine. “Oh is this for me? Thank you!”

I obviously felt foolish presenting a $10 bottle of wine to a family who, by the looks of it, probably owned a vineyard. But Gigi seemed happy nonetheless.

After a bit of chit-chat, Gigi insisted she give me a brief tour of her home. Well, not her home, as she was quick to correct.

I found the space to be as marvelous as it was intimidating. Not only did it have the typical kitchen, living room, and dining room setup, but Gigi’s house had an abundance of single-use spaces like a billiard room, a craft room, and a conservatory. And that’s just the first floor.

Gigi suggested we make a quick visit to her equally sprawling basement — finished, of course — home to an impressively large sitting area, golf simulator, and most notably a wine cellar where dozens if not hundreds of wines were stacked and stored on gorgeous wooden shelves.

“We’re good on red… Let’s grab a white too so everyone’s happy.”

“Everyone?” I repeated. “The others are here?”

“Sure are! We’re just hanging around. Didn’t want to start drinking without ya!”

While I knew nothing about wine, I had a strong suspicion the white bottle she grabbed was at least ten times the price of what I brought. Nevertheless, she treated both bottles of equal importance.

Wine in hand, I followed Gigi back up to the first floor, then up the gaudy, foyer staircase and down the long, second-floor corridor. I genuinely can’t express how much this place felt like a real-life castle both in size and style. I mean, what kind of home has hallways as wide as my living room? And wall art worth as much as my car?

We approached the one open door at the end of the hallway — the only room with a light on. Girlish giggles emanated from inside.

I gulped. “Is that—”

“My friends? Yeah.” Gigi answered, though rolled her eyes. “They better not be messing up my stuff.”

I raised an eyebrow, a bit unclear where exactly we were headed until Gigi again yanked my hand and led me into what was not a lounge, a bar, or anywhere I’d expect to be making cocktails or drinking wine. No, it was her super-pink, super girly childhood bedroom.

“He’s here! Everyone, meet Colin. Colin, that’s Marie, Lizzie, and sitting on the floor rudely not paying attention, Amelia.”

I blinked for a couple of moments, motionless and accepting the strange fact I was in my adult coworker’s childhood bedroom plastered with dated One Direction and Justin Bieber posters. Though mostly, I was distracted by what Amelia, seated on the floor and leaning up against Gigi’s soft pink canopy bed, was doing holding a strange, metal tool.

“Colin?” Gigi nudged my arm. “You good?”

I guess I got caught staring a little too long, because the second Amelia picked her head up, a tiny smirk grew on her face.

“Well there you go, Gigi. Someone’s interested in your old flat iron.”

I finally snapped out of my trance and smiled for the three girls, hoping I wasn’t too impolite. But the damage may have already been done.

“I’m sorry, uh… a flat iron?”

Amelia held the blue metallic tool higher up. “A flat iron. You know, to straighten hair?”

I felt my throat turn dry, self-conscious that, already, I wasn’t fitting in. But that was nowhere near my biggest problem.

Amelia smirked again, tossing the tool between her hands. “You know, Colin, with how long your hair is, maybe it’d be fun to use it on you. Ever straightened your hair before?”


Chapter Three

“Ooh! Yes yes yes!” Lizzie cheered before I could get a word in. Marie, meanwhile, sat there rolling her eyes and chuckling.

Of course, I turned red as a beet. What kind of question was that!? Have I — a boy — ever had my hair straightened? But what was I supposed to do, snap at her? Yell at a girl I just met for asking such a ridiculous question?

“Uh, no,” I answered plainly but firmly. “I’ve never straightened my hair.”

I looked over to Gigi who, thankfully, seemed to be on my side with this one.

“Guys, come on. Stop it.” She walked over to Amelia, still on the ground, and snatched the flat iron from her hand. “You’re welcome in my room, but not if you go digging through my old stuff, okay?”

Amelia groaned, annoyed by Gigi’s buzz-killing. She promptly placed it on her bright pink, glittery wooden vanity. The vanity, like everything else in her room, looked like it was bought at a teenage princess’s garage sale.

“Anyway…” Gigi continued. “Colin and I brought wine!”

The girls hurrah'd, eager to begin their Saturday night drinking. Gigi, to my surprise, reached deep beneath her bed, summoning not wine glasses or even normal glasses, but a dusty stack of red solo cups which she distributed to each of us.

“Plastic cups? For wine?” I clarified.

Gigi winked. “What, you’re not a goodie-two-shoes who has to drink from a glass, are you?”

“Oh, uh, no! I just—”

Gigi put her hand on my shoulder and looked me in the eye. “Colin, I’m kidding. You gotta relax. We’re here to have fun.”

“Relax…” I echoed. Admittedly it’s hard to fully relax in a brand new environment — particularly when it’s your coworker’s childhood bedroom in her parents’ mansion. Not exactly familiar territory.

“Yeah, relax! We’re all friends here.” Gigi leaned in. “Or at least, I’m hoping? I mean, that’s what tonight’s all about. See if you vibe with the rest of the bridal party?”

I noticed the girls had begun pouring wine and chatting like nothing was wrong. To their credit, they seemed totally unfazed by the presence of a boy. Why then should I be so uncomfortable around the girls?

Having a moment to reset and breathe helped immensely. I managed to force a smile and address the group.

“Heh, sorry about that. So are we drinking wine or what?”

Marie, a tall, beautiful brunette who must be at least 6’1”, held both open bottles in her hands.

“Red or white?” she asked.

“White please.”

As strange as it felt to sip $100+ wine from a two-cent plastic cup, I knew the little bit of alcohol would do wonders for my nerves. It’s not called a social lubricant for nothing.

“Wanna sit next to me?” Gigi asked, patting an empty spot on her bed.

I smiled and did so, plopping my butt on the bed beside her as the other girls spread out around the room with their drinks.

An inevitable awkward silence fell over the room.

“So… How do you guys all know each other?” I asked simply.

“The club,” Lizzie said plainly.

“Yeah, the club,” Amelia added.

“Same,” said Marie.

I glanced over at Gigi, confused. “The club?”

Gigi looked just as confused. “The country club. Wait, I never told you about Westie?”

I shook my head and shrugged.

“All our families belong to the same place. Westmore Country Club. We call it Westie though.”

“Huh,” I muttered, half surprised I had no idea about Westmore — er, Westie — and half embarrassed I was already such an outsider.

“Our dads all work together. That’s how we met!”

Gigi dangled her feet off the bed like an antsy child. “They’re all in banking. We’ve known each other since we were kids! Thank God, too, because we’re all only-children. These girls were basically my sisters growing up.”

“I’ve spent, like, a million nights in this room,” Amelia laughed. “Some better than others.”

I chuckled along nervously. “Heh, well, I hope this is one of the good ones?”

Amelia smiled back. “So far, so good!”

Over the next hour, I got into a rhythm of asking questions and learning everything I could about the girls, their personal lives, and their friendship with Gigi. Facts mixed with stories that went off on ridiculous tangents, but by the end of it, I had a pretty good sense of each girl.

Like Gigi, all were all in their mid-20s. They went to the same elementary, middle, and high school, and while they went their separate ways for college, all three made the respectable choice to return to their hometown of Calabasas to live and work. Though for how nearly identical these girls were in background, their personalities had some variance.

Marie — who they call the ‘big sister’ of the group because she’s both the tallest and the oldest by a few months — teaches at an elementary school and has an apartment just a few blocks from Gigi. She’s also the quietest and subsequently the most serious. If there’s a moment when everyone needs to chill out or focus, Marie’s the one to get the group in order.

Lizzie I could immediately tell was the spastic one. She’s a hyper, eager, and perpetually upbeat blonde with a petite frame. While I’m sure she could be exhausting at times, I personally found her delightful. She’s always making people laugh and laughing herself. A great personality trait for someone who, as I just learned, works in sales.

Last but not least was Amelia — the most sarcastic of the bunch. She’s fun, upbeat, and armed with a wonderfully dry wit and brutal honesty. Not to mention quite the flirt. I got the sense that if these girls ever got in trouble in high school, it was Amelia’s doing. With her deep blue eyes, long, beautiful black hair, and killer figure, there’s no doubt she can get any guy she wants.

Each of these girls seemed like not only a great person but a great friend to Gigi. And their traits perfectly complemented Gigi’s quirky earnestness. I could see why they stuck together all these years.

Not that their company wasn’t appreciated, but one thing I still couldn’t fully get is why they’d hang out with me — nerdy, scrawny, awkward Colin. Frankly, high school me would’ve done a spit-take if he knew I’d be in a situation like this. Saturday night with four beautiful women? Too bad it had to wait till I turned 24.

Nevertheless, the vibes were good and the night felt like an old-school, high school or college dorm room hang. Friends sitting around, sipping wine, and telling stories.

All of a sudden, Lizzie held up her hand, nearly spilling her wine as she remembered something. “Colin, I feel like we still don’t know you though. I mean, Gigi tells us like nothing.”

Marie sipped, smirking. “She keeps things very close to the vest.”

Gigi turned a little defensive. “What? I tell you guys things! I just don’t feel the need to talk about work all the time. But Colin’s super interesting.”

I smiled awkwardly, feeling the spotlight start to shift toward me.

“Oh yeah?” Amelia asked. “Colin, what’s the most interesting thing about you?”

My mind raced trying to come up with something Gigi-centered we could all focus on, but Gigi jumped at the chance.

“Colin loves mythology. He runs this cool little blog about history and myths from all over the world. It’s called PopMyth, and he’s got, what, a few thousand readers?”

“No fucking way!” Amelia exclaimed. “That’s so nerdy but also, like, so sick.”

Whether or not they were feigning interest, I appreciated the shoutout. PopMyth was my pride and joy and more or less kept me sane day to day. I always felt weird pitching the concept to people who weren’t in the ‘myth space’, but the girls were willing to humor me and were extremely encouraging.

It also probably helped that, by now, each girl had consumed at least three glasses of wine. And by the look of it, the night wasn’t slowing down as Gigi got up to fetch another bottle of wine from the cellar.

“I take it we're no longer doing cocktails?” I asked as she was leaving.

Gigi tilted her head. “Yeeeeah… Maybe best not to mix alcohol. And I don’t know about you, but I’m having a lot of fun right here.”

I looked at her and glanced toward the girls. Against all odds, sitting here in this girly, pink room and drinking expensive wine from cheap cups, I was somehow enjoying the night too. But most importantly, I felt welcomed. I felt wanted.

“Me too,” I said to her honestly.

“Love that. Be right back!”

Gigi scurried downstairs to get us another bottle or two.

Lizzie reached over and grabbed the cup out of my hand. “Just one cup?? Colin, you gotta catch up!”

I laughed. “Hey, I gotta drive home! I assume you’re all staying the night?”

The girls all nodded simultaneously.

“Nothing wrong with a good, old-fashioned adult sleepover,” Marie said.

Merely making conversation, I followed up asking, “And what does that consist of?”

Amelia shrugged. “Honestly? The same as back in high school. Drink too much wine, gossip, tell stories, do each other’s hair…”

Then, Amelia stopped, turning her head back to the vanity where she had over an hour ago placed the bright-blue flat iron.

Shit. I knew where this was heading.

“Uhh… Nuh-uh.” I said, though my voice wavered just enough to get all three girls laughing.

Lizzie, sitting closest to the vanity, picked it up and swiftly tossed it to Amelia.

“Oh come on, Colin. With hair like that, you’ve seriously never wondered what it’d be like to have it straightened?”

My face rapidly turned red like before, but this time Gigi wasn’t here to quickly put a stop to it. And God knows I don’t have the confidence to overrule three beautiful women.

“I, uh… I mean…”

I hadn’t given in but Amelia treated me as if I had, reaching for my hand and ushering me toward the stool at the vanity.

“It’s not like I’m doing anything permanent,” Amelia said as she gently ran her hair through my hair. She viscerally reacted. “Oh! Colin. You’re literally a hairdresser’s DREAM!”

“Wait, you’re a hairdresser?” I asked, now realizing she was the only one who hadn’t gone into detail about her work.

“Five years now. It’s a wonderful gig.” She stepped back for a moment to look at me directly. “So what do you say? It’ll be fun!”

There I sat, looking at my reflection in the ovular vanity mirror, my long blonde hair getting toyed with and tossed by Amelia who stood behind me. Lizzie couldn’t stop giggling while Marie sat quietly by.

God, what was taking Gigi so long? Surely she would’ve put a stop to this.

Or would she? The one thing Gigi wanted out of tonight was for me to get to know her friends in a fun, intimate evening. When in Rome, do as the Romans do. Here, the Romans get tipsy and play with each other’s hair. So who am I to ruin the tradition?

I took a deep, concessionary breath. “Sure. I guess you can straighten it.”

“Yesssss!” Amelia pumped her fist in celebration. “Ah! You’re gonna love it. I promise!”

Amelia started digging through the vanity drawers, scrounging together all the needed products for my hair ‘transformation’.

“Eh, good enough,” Amelia muttered, pulling out an opaque white spray bottle. “Haven’t used this in forever. Remember this?”

Amelia held up the bottle to the other two giggling girls.

“Very 2014…” Lizzie reminisced.

I sat awkwardly as Amelia spritzed my hair and ran a comb through my long blonde strands.

“God I love your hair… Super full. Very healthy.”

“Uh, thanks…” I squeaked, not sure how to respond to a compliment like that. “I mean, I just shampoo and condition like normal.”

“Hey, that’s more than most guys! None of the guys I’ve dated even knew what conditioner is.”

Amelia wasn’t overly chatty as she prepped my hair, quietly listening to Lizzie and Marie talk in the background. I’d never been to an actual hair salon in my life, but I imagine it’s not far off from this.

“Anyone know where Gigi is?” I polled the room.

Marie shrugged. “Probably just got distracted. Wouldn’t be the first time. I mean, have you seen that cellar? This whole place, really.”

The fact that even Gigi’s rich friends found her house wildly impressive made me feel a tad better. Any more time pretending this mansion was ‘normal’ and I might’ve lost my mind.

With my hair prepped and silky smooth, Amelia declared it time for the flat iron. Because I had so much hair, it wasn’t as simple as just running the clamp down my scalp to the ends. So, using a ‘sectioning clip’, Amelia bunched parts of my hair atop my head and tackled one section at a time.

The whole experience felt weirdly intimate. Amelia’s thin fingers carefully gathered and tossed my hair. The mix of her perfume with the sweet smell of the hair spray. The heat from the iron so close to my face as she hot-pressed my messy blonde waves.

For as strange as this whole thing was, I appreciated being in the hands of a professional. This was no amateur, slumber-party hairstyling. Amelia really knew what she was doing. Before I knew it, 10 minutes had gone by and my messy blonde tresses had been transformed into shiny, stick-straight locks.

“What do we think?” Amelia asked softly, stepping away and allowing me to finally touch her masterpiece.

I gasped at first contact. It genuinely felt like I was touching another person’s hair. No way this could be mine, right?

“It’s… really something…” I muttered, now able to effortlessly run my fingers through my hair.

The other girls must’ve finally tuned back in because Lizzie almost lost it.

“OH MY GOD HE’S SO PRETTY!!!”

My head whipped over to her with a grimace. “Pretty?”

Amelia rested her hand on my shoulder, easing the tension. “She means it in a nice way.”

Oddly, Marie was giggling more than anyone. “Colin, you can’t deny you’re pretty. Or, at least that your hair is.”

I couldn’t stop marveling at how soft and shiny my hair was. Not only did it look and feel different, but it moved differently. Whipping my head side to side, I was mesmerized watching the golden strands seamlessly flow across my back and shoulders.

“Colin…?” a voice said behind me.

Gigi had finally returned — a fresh bottle of white wine in her hands and her jaw on the floor.

She wasn’t laughing, or even smiling. In fact, her eye makeup looked a little smeared. And it looked fresh, almost like she’d been crying. Or more likely her makeup just looked that way and I hadn’t noticed until now.

Shit. She’d expressly told us not to touch her things and here I was — well, Amelia —  borrowing not only her flat iron, but her combs, brushes, clips, and fancy hair sprays. A pit grew in my stomach and I desperately needed to apologize.

“Gigi, I… I’m sor—”

But her expression changed rapidly, and a smile broke on her face before ultimately shaking her head.

“You let them get to you, didn’t you…”

Suddenly the room erupted in laughter. All four girls dying laughing. Hell, even myself! I mean, the whole situation was pretty insane.

Gigi placed the bottle of wine on the vanity in front of me where she promptly uncorked the bottle and gathered the girls’ cups to refill them.

“I guess if Amelia’s gonna raid my vanity, I’m glad she made you look as good as you do.”

Other than a few follow-up questions and some more teasing me over how shockingly pretty and sweet-smelling my hair was, the evening hang quickly returned to normal. Here I was, sitting at my coworker’s childhood bedroom vanity with newly straightened hair, smelling like a girl, and I somehow wasn’t deathly embarrassed. In fact, I felt quite comfortable. It’s a testament to these girls.

We hung out for a while longer, trading stories while the girls reminisced about their younger years before I eventually needed to head home.

“I’ll walk you to the door,” Gigi said, rising from the bed.

By now, everyone had changed into their pajamas and seemed ready to move on to the movie portion of their slumber party. I turned to the girls who had already nestled into a mountain of pillows and blankets. Marie was hunting for a way to watch Legally Blonde, an apparent favorite of theirs.

“So nice meeting you all,” I announced to the group. “And, uh, thanks for including me in everything.”

“And thank you for letting us mess with your hair,” Amelia said. “You’re a good sport, Colin.”

“And, like, so pretty,” Lizzie added, obviously making me blush.

“Heh, well, uh… anytime, I guess.”

“Be careful what you wish for,” Marie joked.

Everyone chuckled as Gigi led me downstairs and back to the foyer.

I crouched down to put on my shoes only to have my newly straightened hair tumble into my face.

“Ach! It’s so slippery!”

Gigi giggled. “Well, that’s what you get for giving in to my friends.”

I stood up and flipped a loose section of hair over my shoulder. “Eh, I guess it’s not as bad as I thought—” I froze, realizing something. “Wait, it won’t be like this for work on Monday?”

Gigi shook her head. “Just till your next shampoo. Wash it Monday morning and you’ll be fine.”

I breathed a big sigh of relief. Maybe I didn’t mind being seen like this in front of Gigi, but I’m certain the attorneys wouldn’t be as forgiving.

“But you had a good time tonight? Seems like you liked the girls. I know they liked you.” Gigi stuck her hand out to toss the other part of my hair. “And not just cause you let them do your hair.”

“Heh, everyone’s wonderful. No complaints.”

Gigi hung her head, shyly kicking at the air. “So… will you do it then? You’ll be my bridesman?”

For a moment, I’d actually forgotten that that’s what the night was about. Were there some weird moments? Sure. Did I maybe let Amelia get carried away with some of the hairstyling? Maybe. But I really couldn’t have asked for a more chill, welcoming, down-to-earth group. And Gigi’s incredible hospitality wouldn’t be forgotten.

I smiled. “I’d be honored.”

She lunged toward me with a big ‘ol bear hug.

“Colin, thank you thank you THANK you! Yay!! My party’s complete!”

“And thank you for always being so kind to me. Seriously, it means a lot.”

Gigi pulled back and smiled. “You know, not to take up too much of your weekend, but now that you’re officially in the bridal party, Kyle is hosting a little BBQ and pool party thing for the groomsmen and bridesmaids tomorrow afternoon. The girls and I are heading over after brunch. Would love it if you came!”

A pool party? Damn, how do I turn that down? Plus, it’s another chance to get to know the girls in a presumably more sober scenario.

“I’d love to. Text me the details?”

Gigi gave me one last hug but stopped me again before closing the door.

“Colin, I appreciate you being such a good sport tonight. Seriously. That means a lot that you’re willing to put up with my weirdo friends.”

“My pleasure,” I answered confidently. “They’re each weird but wonderful in their own way.”

Gigi looked relieved to hear me say that. “And for what it’s worth, I do love the hair. Even if it gives ‘maid’ more than ‘man.’”

“Well, maybe you just gotta pick me out a suit that looks good with this hairstyle!” I kidded. “Night, Gigi.”

As I buckled up and started the car, I couldn’t remember the last time I felt this… energized. An official member of my friend’s bridal party, invited out on back-to-back days, seamlessly making friends with fun, interesting people — what’s not to like?

Even the new hairstyle didn’t tank my mood. It surprisingly made me feel more part of the group. Crazy, since if you’d told me before tonight that I’d be leaving her house with flat-ironed, flowery-scented hair, I would’ve been too scared to come.

Instead? Well, I’d never admit this to anyone — even Gigi — but I actually kinda liked it.


Chapter Four

I’m not normally the type to have trouble sleeping. For as much of an anxious wreck as I can be during the day, the moment my head hits a pillow I’m out cold for 6-8 hours straight.

But last night was an exception.

I kept dreaming I was back in Gigi’s room, hanging out with the girls, laughing it up. We sipped wine, gossiped, and told stories and jokes. Just like real life.

Also like real life, in each of my dreams, Gigi would leave the room and the girls would all turn to me, extending their hands and leading me back to the vanity. My heart would flutter with nerves as I rose from the bedside and plopped my butt on the pink vanity stool. Amelia, Lizzie, or Marie would approach from behind and play with my hair, complimenting how long or soft it was. Then, just before anything was actually done to me, I’d wake up, sweating.

These symptoms should spell out ‘nightmare’, but it didn’t feel like that. I wasn’t afraid of what the girls would do to me, it merely invoked a stress reaction. Like my mind was telling me ‘Get out!’… even if my body didn’t want it.

But yes, I am a proud, expert sleeper. And one thing all expert sleepers know is to not put too much merit into your dreams. And to never let them affect your life.

◆◆◆

I deeply appreciated having the morning to myself to finish a blog post on PopMyth. I felt motivated, productive, and excited to write. And honestly, it couldn’t have come at a better time.

The mechanics of my website are pretty simple. I publish both educational and opinion-based blogs that attract readers to the site. From there, our community discusses and debates in the comments, sharing resources and other historical and mythological tidbits. My only problem is while website traffic is still relatively high, the blogs themselves aren’t as popular as they used to be.

The digital space moves fast, and it’s quickly moving away from text-based forums and toward podcasts and videos. But the thought of putting myself out there, showing my face or voice to the internet community, terrifies me. One of the beauties of blogging is its anonymity, and once you show everyone who you really are, especially online, there’s no going back.

And yet, the desire to not lose relevance was big enough that, without telling a soul, I’ve been chipping away at something brand new. Something that very well might be crucial to the PopMyth’s survival. Not a blog, but a script. A script for an educational video. One that requires a real, human presenter.

I’ve made a ton of progress on it. And if I wanted to, I could film myself, make a couple of decent-looking slides and graphics, and put it online within the month. If only I weren’t so terrified of taking that extra step.

Hmph, so maybe that’s a little of what’s been keeping me up at night.

Before I knew it, it was the afternoon and I needed to make my way back to Gigi’s. Well, not technically Gigi’s house, but her fiancé, Kyle’s house.

Though not technically Kyle’s house either. Because just like his bride-to-be, he was hosting an event at his presumably uber-wealthy parents’ place.

I felt a healthy mix of nerves and excitement. What would his house look like? Would the girls be just as welcoming this time around? And the groomsmen — would they be just as kind as the girls and hopefully not look down on the whole ‘bridesman’ inclusion?

Similar to Gigi’s family home, Kyle’s was also in a North Calabasas gated community, albeit a different one.

Pulling up, I found Kyle’s house wasn’t quite as massive and castle-like as Gigi’s, though it was certainly nothing to scoff at. Just the second biggest home I’d ever seen in my life. Back-to-back days in the presence of mega-elites. What a weekend.

My instructions were to park and then walk the path along the side of the home toward the backyard. Doing so (through gorgeous side-yard shrubbery, I might add), I soon stumbled upon a serene, backyard oasis.

“There he is! Hey!”

Lizzie had spotted me across the yard, anxiously waving her arms. The rest of the group, lounging on pool chairs, lifted their heads and joined the waving.

Ever the eager one, Lizzie sprinted across the yard toward me for a warm, excited hug.

“I hear you’re in! You’re gonna be a bridesmaid!!”

“Well, bridesman. But yes! I’m so excited!”

Gigi followed close behind with her signature welcoming smile.

“Glad you got here alright! Kyle just started cooking. You good with burgers?”

“I’m good with everything here. I mean, this backyard is incredible!”

Much like with her own home, Gigi played it cool. I guess when you’re around obscene wealth all the time, you get used to it. But damn if this pool wasn’t out straight out of Architectural Digest – a massive pool with both a shallow and deep end, beautiful limestone for the entire deck, a quaint grassy area for lawn games on the east side, and a giant, wooden pergola complete with chairs, couches, and a cozy fire pit.

“Do you like my swimsuit?” Lizzie flaunted. “It’s new!”

“Oh, uh, yeah!” I chuckled nervously, making sure not to stare too long at her quite revealing cherry-colored bikini. “You look great.”

In fact, all the girls looked great. Lizzie in her little cherry number, Gigi in a seafoam green one-piece, and Amelia and Marie in similar black bikinis.

“Colin! Yo! Welcome!” Kyle shouted from the other side of the backyard. That’s how big this place was — you need to shout to be heard.

As I waved back, I quickly remembered something.

“No groomsmen?” I asked.

By now, Amelia had made her way over to say hello. “Not yet, they’re coming.”

Without hesitation, she reached toward my hair. “I see you haven’t erased my work yet. Very kind of you.”

I turned red realizing that, no, I hadn’t washed my hair and therefore still had my stick-straight hair from last night.

“Well, I’ll go in the pool, so that’ll reset it. I need it gone by Monday anyway.”

Amelia frowned. As did Lizzie. I guess the girls’ fascination with my hair wasn’t exclusive to wine-drunk stupor.

The sun above us beamed down as a cloud moved by, suddenly making things feel twice as hot. Gigi grabbed my hand.

“Come on, get changed and we’ll dip in the pool before eating.”

◆◆◆

I’ve always been fascinated by how couples act with each other as opposed to apart. Because sometimes the difference can be at best, striking, and at worst, concerning. And that comes more often than you think.

Kyle and Gigi, however, are the exception to the rule. As individuals, both are wonderful, engaging, down-to-earth people. Together they’re even better. They’re excellent hosts, extremely inclusive, and more than anything just want everyone to have a good time. I guess that’s what a relationship should be, right? The sum being greater than its parts.

While the majority of my pool time was spent near the girls (bridal party bonding, of course), I had at least a 15-minute conversation with Kyle, one-on-one, while he prepped and grilled for lunch.

Kyle expressed how thrilled Gigi was that I agreed to be her bridesman and, subsequently, how thrilled he was that I’d be a part of the big day.

I also got to know a bit more about him and his family. Like the fact he and Gigi had known each other almost their entire lives, growing up first as acquaintances, then good friends, and ultimately dating at the end of high school. And they never looked back.

He also revealed to me that their fathers had known each other from the country club and, eventually, went into business together – though each man technically owns his own company these days. Gigi and Kyle’s families – the Stewarts and the Koenigs, respectively – are the best of friends, the closest of neighbors, and in less than two months, in-laws.

“That’s a beautiful story. It’s like you were meant to be together.”

Kyle looked back at me, grinning. “I feel the same way. Gigi’s the love of my life. I’d honestly do anything for her.”

“Like… add an extra slice of cheese for my burger?” She approached Kyle from behind, playfully wrapping her arms around his thick neck and broad shoulders. With the back of her left hand, she stroked his bearded cheek. “God, I love when you don’t shave.”

Kyle shot me a little eye roll, itching his beard. “The things we do for our girls, yeah?”

I nodded and joined in a light chuckle, even if ‘my girl’ was nonexistent.

With the table set and everyone mostly dried off from our dip in the pool, it was time to eat.

Kyle and Gigi had outdone themselves by putting together a fantastical feast of burgers, hot dogs, marinated chicken breasts – even grilled veggie skewers for the meat-averse. Maple-flavored baked beans, pasta salad, and cornbread were our sides, and, of course, a whole bunch of sweet treats for later.

“Holy shit, you guys! It’s so much food!” Lizzie exclaimed.

“Well, there’ll be a lot less when the guys get here,” Kyle added. He checked his phone for the time. “Shouldn’t be long.”

Once everyone was served, Gigi rose from her seat.

“Everyone, I have an announcement! Kyle knows this already, but I’ve decided where I want my bachelorette trip to be.”

Amelia, Marie, and Lizzie gripped each others’ hands.

After letting the anticipation build, Gigi finally exclaimed. “We’re going to Temecula!!!”

“Hell yeah!” Amelia cried out. “I mean, anywhere you want would be good… but I LOVE me some wine country.”

Wine country? Bachelorette trip? This was the first I’d heard of any of this. Does that mean I’m exempt? Even though I’m an official member of the wedding party, it wouldn’t surprise me if I’d missed the boat to join her trip.

Gigi must’ve noticed my lack of excitement. “Colin, did you hear me? Temecula!!”

“That’s… great! Heh. You guys will have so much fun. I know it.”

She slapped her forehead, semi-cringing. “No, silly. You’re coming too.”

“Wait, really?”

“Yeah! I mean, if you can make it. The trip is in two weeks. I already booked the house and everything,” she paused, trying to read my reaction. “I know it’s last-second, but it’s only like a two-hour drive south.”

I mean, this is what I wanted, right? To be included. To be part of something. So why was I hesitating to just scream out ‘yes!’?

Kyle reached over and grabbed my shoulder. “Dude, you’ll have a great time. I guarantee it. Hell, I wish I got the invite. I love a good vineyard, and Temecula’s got a million of ‘em.”

“Um, well…” I nervously twirled my hair, cycling through what this trip meant for me. A whole weekend alone with four girls — three of whom I barely even know.

But damn it if Gigi didn’t deserve me giving my all. Frankly, I deserve that too. As nerve-wracking as a weekend trip might sound, if I want to be included, sometimes you just gotta say yes to as much as you can.

“I’m in. Let’s do it.”

Everyone at the table applauded my decision as Gigi ran around the table for a hug.

“It’s gonna be SO fun, Colin,” she said sweetly. “Maybe I’ll even bring my flat iron so your hair can look cute for the vineyards!”

“Heh, maybe…” I chuckled nervously, stepping back from the hug.

“Speaking of hair,” Amelia shot up from her chair. “Colin, are you done swimming for the day?”

“Uh, I think so? I’ll probably just lay out.”

“Then come with me.”

Amelia yanked my hand, essentially dragging me away from the group and to the opposite end of the house.

“What’re we doing?” I asked, struggling to keep up with her pace. Moments later we turned a corner, revealing an outdoor shower. Stone base, steel faucet, and three wooden panels for semi-privacy.

Amelia flipped the switch and water started to pour. “We’re getting that chlorine out of your hair. It’s not good for you.”

“Chlorine? Amelia, it’ll be fine. Trust me.”

She smirked. “Trust you? Please. I’m the stylist. I think I know how to take care of hair.”

I glanced at her, still not sure why she was so insisting.

“Okay, maybe I feel a little responsibility for your hair now that I’ve done it once. I want it to look nice! It’s what makes me a good stylist. Sue me.”

I suppose there’s no harm in rinsing out my hair… Even if the timing and setting are a little weird.

“Fine, I’ll rinse it.”

Amelia nodded but ran off as I stuck my head beneath the faucet. Like the responsible guy I am, I dug in with my fingers, making sure the water hit all parts of my hair and the chlorine was completely removed.

“There, are you hap—” I began but stopped when I saw her holding a little brown bottle.

“Coconut oil too,” she demanded. “Keeps it healthy.”

Yet another annoying request. But once again, not worth fighting.

“Go for it,” I conceded, standing still as she worked the oil through my wet hair, focusing on the ends.

“Lovely lovely lovely!” she cheered, stepping back. “Ah! Look at you, a hair-care pro!”

I didn’t adore being called ‘lovely’, but after feeling the hair myself, I did notice a difference. Though wet, it was smoother, silkier, and now had a sweet, pretty smell to it. Not so different from the spray she used on my hair last night.

“It’s not straight anymore, but I can still make it look pretty.”

Amelia ran off before she could be the recipient of my heavy eye roll. I followed her back to the pool deck, but as I turned the corner I found our group size had doubled.

The groomsmen had arrived. Great. Exactly who I needed to see me with new, glossy hair.

Kyle called for us to join in introductions, though I got the sense most of ‘em knew each other already.

“Guys, this is Colin. He’s a coworker of Gigi’s and in her wedding party too.”

I got a casual wave from the guys as Kyle introduced each.

“That’s Garrett, Nolan, and Ollie.”

“Psyched to meet ya,” Ollie said with a smile.

Perhaps rudely, the first thing that came to mind wasn’t the fact that these guys looked about as stereotypically ‘Calabasas’ as possible — expensive chain, a couple of tasteful tattoos, and somewhere in-between a swimmer bod and dad bod. What jumped out at me was that there were only three.

“No fourth groomsman?” I asked Kyle.

He glanced around for a moment, until finally locking his eyes on something. “Oh, there he is.”

Trailing in the back, carrying a cooler of drinks and sporting sleek summer shades was a boy — well, no, a man — who looked eerily familiar.

“And there’s my last guy. Liam.”

I suddenly froze up, quickly piecing everything together. He didn’t just look familiar. I knew exactly who that was.

“You know,” Liam chuckled. “Liam’s from the Chicago area too. Wouldn’t it be crazy if you knew each other?”

“…I do know him,” I said dryly, causing Kyle to do a double-take.

That was Liam Miller alright. A classmate of mine in high school. But not just any classmate — Liam Miller was the most popular guy in school.

And he was looking right at me.


Chapter Five

“You know each other?” Kyle sputtered. “What? How? Since when?”

I was genuinely too stunned to formulate a real answer. In the several years I’ve lived in California, not a single time did I run into someone from my hometown — not to mention my exact high school class.

Gazing across the backyard and honing in on Liam’s face, I watched him work through the stages of recognition. The ’that person looks familiar’ followed by 'wait, do I know them?’, and eventually, the ‘holy shit, I know them!'.

Still frozen and refusing to acknowledge Kyle’s pestering, I watched Liam gingerly make his way across the yard. He set down the case of drinks, removed his sunglasses, and addressed me directly.

“Hey… Am I crazy or did we go to high school together? Downers Grove, outside Chicago.”

So I wouldn’t look like a total creep or buffoon, I had to feign familiarity, pretending like I couldn’t just outright recognize the most popular guy in my high school. I mean, it’s not like it’s been that long.

“Yeah, hold on,” I answered, embarrassingly squeaky. “You look so familiar too…”

“Colin, right?” Liam said outright, glancing over to Kyle for affirmation. He nodded, quite enjoying this small-world moment.

“And Liam Miller,” I replied, looking him up and down as if a full body scan would seal it for me. “We were—”

“—in class together. Freshman year. Holy shit, I remember now!”

His pensive, analytical expression melted away, leaving behind a soft but reserved grin.

Not that it made me feel any less nervous. People say high school should be left in the past, but damn it if the nerves don’t go away speaking with a popular kid. Even if it’s nine years since we met, and especially if that ‘kid’ is nearly a foot taller than you with the build of an NBA player.

Speaking of which, he was a basketball player in high school. That’s what made him so popular. The star of the team who got all the girls… It’s a tale as old as time. And clearly, he’d stayed in damn good shape.

Thankfully, Kyle broke the awkward silence. “Well shit, sounds like you two have some catching up to do!” He affectionately slapped Liam on the back, grabbed his cooler, and walked away.

So much for helping the awkward silence. I had to say something.

“Nice backyard, huh?”

Ugh. I suck at small talk.

“Heh, right? Bankers get the best houses.”

I glanced around the yard, praying I’d spot something to comment on. Instead, I asked the blandest question possible.

“So… whatcha been up to?”

Liam chuckled for a moment, I think also recognizing the absurd openness of that question.

“Me? Oh, you know, not much. This and that.”

“Still, uh… playing basketball?”

He blinked twice as if that was a surprising question to ask.

“You know…” I continued. “...because you played in high school.”

“I remember,” Liam smirked. “But now just pick-up games here and there. After I transferred junior year I kinda stopped playing.”

Then it hit me like a ton of bricks. I remember now! It was, like, a huge deal. Liam Miller never returned for his junior year. I think the school paper did an article on him, memorializing him as one of the best to ever play in the school – even as an underclassman. That is…

“…before you finished high school in California…” I finished my thought aloud.

Liam winked. “Bingo. The whole scene out here kinda killed my love of it.” He paused again. “But I don’t wanna bore you. High school’s behind me, and I’m pretty okay with that.”

Shit, why do I always have to make things awkward?

“Well, if it makes you feel any better, I still got some remnants of high school hanging around my neck,” I added, just trying to make conversation. “This mythology blog I started senior year is still running strong.”

A sly little smirk grew on his face. “A mythology blog? That might be the nerdiest thing I’ve ever heard.”

My brow furrowed and a pit grew in my stomach as I became defensive. “Hey, I’m only sharing—”

Liam held his hand out. “Chill out, I’m just teasing,” he said with a smile. “Even if it is extremely nerdy.”

“Yooooo, Liam! We need one more!”

One of the other groomsmen was calling from across the yard. They had three of four ready for a game of Spikeball, that kind of inverse-volleyball lawn game with a net on the ground and a little yellow ball. It’s weird, but addicting.

“The ball calls,” he said, shrugging with a little smile. But before he jogged off, he had one more thing to say. “Oh, and am I right that you grew out your hair from high school?”

Huh? He’s asking about my hair?

“Oh, uh, yeah,” I said, still a little defensive from his ‘nerd’ comment. I found myself instinctively twirling it as I answered.

“Hmm,” he muttered. “It suits you.” Then after another moment, he jogged off.

It suits me? What’s that supposed to mean? Was that another one of his annoying teases, or just a meaningless comment? Guess I shouldn’t expect much from the fifth jock-turned-finance-bro I had the pleasure to talk with today.

◆◆◆

For a day meant to celebrate a very grown-up, adult wedding, the vibes felt more like a seventh-grade school dance than anything else. At least in terms of the boys and the girls standing on opposite sides and barely interacting.

Not that there was any bad blood, it just seemed like both groups had different ideas of what a backyard pool party should be. The groomsmen wanted to play games on the grass, toss the football around, and roughhouse. You know, typical boy stuff. Whereas the bridesmaids insisted on laying out in the sun to work on their tans with an occasional dip in the hot tub or a trip to get another drink from the cooler.

Of course, being a bridesman, I was a little caught between the two groups. I knew that at least gender-wise, I should be with the guys, bro-ing out and playing sports. But sports don’t appeal to me, and that kind of bro-ey energy was never my thing.

And so that left me to deal with the girls for the majority of the day. Which was, you know, fine… But had a few expected downsides.

As much as I really liked these girls, the more time I spent with them, the more apparent our differences became. At work, Gigi and I were able to talk about the attorneys, various projects we were put on, and yes, a few other commonalities. And obviously, none of our conversations were ‘girl-specific’. But having Marie, Amelia, and Lizzie here completely changed that dynamic.

The shows they watched, the books they read, the guys they dated… All of these were topics I had nothing to contribute to. I don’t think they meant to be exclusionary, but after several hours in the pool or in the deck chairs, it started to wear on me.

Even the Temecula trip — which they had seemed so amped for me to join — was far more focused on the ‘bachelorette’ side of it. Constant outfit discussions and the repeated use of the phrase ‘girls’ trip’ only made me feel increasingly left out. Well, more than just ‘left out’ – I felt I was in the way.

I knew that constantly worrying about not fitting in would only make things worse, but I simply couldn’t help it. Not only did feeling this way suck for me, it almost certainly also sucked for Gigi. Three of her bridesmaids were having the time of their lives, playing, laughing, and dreaming about celebrating her big day. While the one, gloomy boy she decided to bring along is a nervous, anxious wreck. A real ‘one of these is not like the other’. I mean, how long until she’d realize including me was a huge mistake?

When five o’clock rolled around, Kyle made the not-so-subtle cue for us to get going as he turned on a football game on his giant TV out by the pool deck. Gigi shot him a glare, which Kyle took like a champ.

“I know, I know, I’m sorry...” he said to his fiancée, hands up like he’d been caught. “But what am I supposed to do, not watch the Rams?”

Ollie chimed in. “I mean, you guys are welcome to stay and watch.”

Gigi quickly wiped away her playful scowl and kissed Kyle on the cheek. “I’d rather you boys just have a good time,” she said sweetly. “Plus, we’re going back to my house for pizza.”

My head perked up. We are?

Garrett’s head perked up too. “Yo! We should get pizza!”

And just like that, the boys were consumed with the thought of pizza and sports. The stereotypes couldn’t be truer.

I approached Gigi gingerly. “There’s, uh, more to today?”

She shrugged. “If you’re down. Why? Are you not having fun?”

God did I want to answer honestly... I wanted to just tell her straight up all the concerns I had about this. About how I was ruining her bridal party. How crazy a decision it was that she invited me in the first place, and to give her a smooth off-ramp to let me go.

But I didn’t. I didn’t have the courage to tell her.

Maybe I just needed a bit more time with the girls. Could a change of scenery solve it?

“It’s fine,” I said bluntly. “I’ll stick around.”

I kept a healthy distance as the guys and girls gave each other goodbye hugs. Partly for the gendered reasons, but it felt a bit weird joining in as if we were all close friends. For all I knew, this was the last time I’d see any of these guys in my life. So I kept my distance and gave a vague, timid wave.

Not that any of the guys really cared as I gathered my belongings. Except for Liam who, despite barely saying a word to me since our re-introduction, actually smiled and waved back.

◆◆◆

“Well shit, I feel like I was just here,” Lizzie said, kicking off her flip-flops the moment she stepped inside. “It’s like high school all over again.”

Gigi chuckled as each girl did the same, Marie flinging a flip-flop a few feet in the air before it clapped on the marble floor.

While this definitely didn’t feel like high school for me, it did feel strange to be at Gigi’s again so soon. The house was no less intimidating this time around either. And no, that did not help my inclusion anxieties.

Like yesterday, Gigi ushered us back upstairs to her bedroom where she immediately collapsed on the bed. Crazy how just sitting out in the sun can make you so exhausted. I mean, it’s not like you actually did anything. Yet it’s always the case.

The girls followed suit, sprawling out on Gigi's fuzzy pink bedroom carpet while I claimed the cushy pink beanbag chair I spent much of last night in.

Someone’s stomach grumbled, followed by another. Marie must’ve been the hungriest since she already had the app pulled up to order pizza.

For a brief moment, I felt at ease. Until Lizzie made a silly inside joke about how Amelia never liked olives and the room immediately broke out into laughter. Laughter I couldn’t join in and a joke I’d never understand.

Even worse, Lizzie’s olive story relayed into another story from their youth — this time from one summer in college — about how she dated a guy who hated pizza. And just like that, it felt like we were back at the pool with the girls talking amongst themselves, failing to find a way to include me.

God this was getting annoying. And my hunger combined with my hair not being fully dry certainly wasn’t helping. My eyebrow started to twitch, and an unlikely brew of courageous angst bubbled within me until, after ten minutes of not talking, I finally lost my temper.

“WHY AM I EVEN HERE??”

The girls stopped suddenly. Lizzie even paused mid-word and looked over to me, confused.

Even I was surprised by my outburst. Horrified, in fact. I quickly apologized.

“Sorry, uh…” I said, deathly embarrassed.

Still no, one said a word.

Gigi, however, looked concerned. And after another moment, she looked as if she’d figured it out.

She let out a big sigh. “Jesus… I’m sorry, Colin. We haven’t been including you at all, have we?”

Lizzie’s eyes widened as if it finally clicked for her too. “Shit…”

“No, no, it’s not that…” I began to backpedal. “Well, I mean it’s sort of that.”

“Jeez I’m such a bitch…” Marie, teeth gritted and embarrassed she hadn’t clocked my discomfort. Amelia still hadn’t said anything but looked just as solemn.

I swiftly stood up from the bean bag. “Gigi, I’m sorry. I just feel like I’m, I dunno… In your way. I mean, look. You guys are having so much fun together. You talk about the past. You talk about girl stuff… Why do you need me?”

“Because, I… Well…”

Ickiness consumed my body. Not only had I just rudely screamed at these girls, but I hadn’t gained any clarity. Not even Gigi had a good reason why I was here.

“I’m sorry, I need to go. I don’t think I can do this.”

Still too stunned to say anything of value, the girls watched as I grabbed my phone, wallet, and keys, and stepped toward the bedroom door – only to be interrupted by a faint voice coming from downstairs.

“Gigi!” a woman’s voice called out. “You home?”

“Yeah, Mom!” Gigi yelled back, but barely moving.

“Are you up there with the girls?”

Again, she shouted back. “Yeah, they’re here!” Then after a second, “We just ordered pizza!”

“Great! Come have it in the kitchen when it’s here! I wanna hear about Kyle’s party!”

“Uhhh, okay!”

The room went still with awkwardness. A dramatic exit broke up by Gigi’s mom — how the hell are you supposed to address that?

Amelia started to giggle. Gigi shot her a glare. At least she was still taking my feelings seriously.

“Amelia, it’s not funny,” Gigi scolded her. “Colin, can we talk outside?”

But Amelia kept giggling. “I’m sorry, I was just thinking of a funny idea.”

Gigi rolled her eyes. “What?”

“Well, your mom said ‘the girls’. You didn’t tell her Colin was a bridesmaid?”

Gigi grimaced a bit. “Mom’s been traveling. Guess it didn’t come up.”

I rolled my eyes too. Though I shouldn’t be surprised Gigi spaced out on yet another significant life detail.

Amelia continued. “Well… I was thinking how it would’ve been funny if she came up here and thought Colin actually was a girl. Like, you know, because of his hair and stuff.”

There was that pit feeling in my stomach again. But I powered through.

“Hilarious,” I said emotionless. “Yeah, Gigi, let’s—”

“Wait!” Amelia shot up from her seat. “I’m sorry, I just had another funny idea.”

Both Gigi and I raised our eyebrows. Even Marie and Lizzie weren’t entirely sure where she was headed with this.

“Colin, it’s totally our fault we weren’t including you. And for that, I’m sorry. But we can make up for all of it. And have fun in the meantime.”

“Oh yeah?” I asked sternly. “How?”

A sly grin emerged on Amelia’s face as she reached over to Gigi’s vanity for a tiny, silver tube of lipstick.

“By giving you a makeover and seeing if we can fool Gigi’s mom.”


Chapter Six

My heart started beating fast. So fast it felt like my chest might explode. But I couldn’t even muster a simple ‘no’.

Amelia smirked again. “He’s thinking about it.”

Gigi snatched the lipstick out of her hands. “He’s not thinking about it, Amelia. You’re just scaring him.”

Scaring me she was, but despite the craziness of her proposal, it was my first semblance of inclusion.

The other girls began arguing amongst themselves about whether what she’d said was ridiculous, insulting, or just plain weird.

“All I’m saying is that it’s a fun group activity we can do together!” Amelia explained. “He let me straighten his hair. Why is this any different?”

“Because he’s not a girl!” Gigi snapped back. “He’s already uncomfortable as is, you’re gonna make him want to leave even more.”

“It’ll be a prank, that’s all…”

I couldn’t tell if the girls had been yelling at each other for a minute or an entire hour, but I had yet another eerie feeling — not too dissimilar from when Gigi first presented me with the bridesmaid box, or when Amelia brought out the flat iron.

“I mean… We can try,” I squeaked out.

The girls’ heads all whipped over to me.

“As, like, a prank? I guess that could be fun.”

Gigi’s eyes were as wide as the moon. She was stunned.

“Really? You’d be fine with that?”

Lizzie and Marie gripped each other’s hands, just as surprised. But it was Amelia who appeared victorious more than anything.

“Yes!! You see? Colin can make his own decisions. Oh, this is gonna be so fun... And fun for all of us!”

As Amelia marched around in victory, Gigi grabbed me by the shoulders. “Colin, you don’t have to do anything you don’t wanna do. We can talk more about how I treated you. I really don’t want to lose you…”

But miraculously, I felt okay with my decision. For the first time in hours, I actually had a little smile on my face. I was finally a real part of the conversation, and it felt good.

“Maybe Amelia’s right,” I said. “Could be a fun thing for all of us.”

It took a minute, but Gigi’s nervous look subsided and she let me make my own call.

“Then I guess we’re doing this,” she said decidedly.

Already in focus mode, Amelia pulled out her phone to check the time.

“Okay, I’m guessing we have 45 minutes till the pizza gets here. So Colin needs to look as presentable as possible by then.”

Amelia grabbed my limp hand and led me to the mirror for a full body examination.

“Hmm…” she muttered. “Well, thankfully you and Gigi are basically the same size…” Amelia pinched my t-shirt at the waist. “And not too different figures. Colin, can you please take your shirt off?”

In for a penny, in for a pound. I did as told and removed my shirt. Again, Amelia paused, studying my body.

“Hmm… Shorts too.”

Shorts too?

The thought of being in my underwear in front of the girls felt like overkill. But under the circumstances, I guess it did make sense. How else would I change into new clothes? Snapping my fingers? Plus, it’s not like I wasn’t shirtless in front of them at the pool all day.

I awkwardly stepped out of my shorts, gingerly folding and setting them on the bed. Then, for good measure, slipped off my socks and set them aside too, leaving me in nothing but my boxer shorts.

“Okay…” Amelia said as she inspected my body. She turned to Lizzie. “Think we have time to shave?”

“Shave?” I leapt in. “Oh, no no no. I’m not doing anything we can’t reverse.”

Amelia considered for a moment. “Well, hair does grow back… But fair. And we probably don’t have time.”

We all watched as Amelia hustled over to Gigi’s dresser, fished out a pair of blue jeans, and tossed them to me.

“Not that you have much body hair to begin with, but we’ll have to hide what we can. Gigi, you got a cute sweater for him?”

Gigi nodded and began the assignment of digging through her closet.

At first glance, the pair of jeans felt like any other. But the closer I looked, I noticed some significant differences.

First, the waistline went further up than with boys’ jeans — high-waisted jeans, I believe they’re called. And instead of a flat, straight shape, the jeans appeared roomier in the hips, catering to the typical feminine body shape.

Hoping to get ahead of things, I took my first step into the jeans. But Marie held me back.

“Amelia, should he…”

The girls turned their heads and without a word seemed to understand the problem.

“What’s wrong?” I asked. “They won’t fit?”

“Well…” Marie began. “Not with your boxers. Gigi, got any clean pairs of panties he can borrow?”

“WOAH,” I shouted, nearly stumbling backward. “I’m sorry, but please explain to me why that’s necessary.”

Amelia couldn’t help but giggle at my predicament.

“Trust me, those jeans will be a tight fit as is. Boxers bunch up. But panties will keep everything… you know… compact.”

I barely even had time to feel embarrassed as Gigi turned around with an unopened package of underwear. “Lucky you, brand new!” she announced. Though sensing my embarrassment, she cooled her excitement.

I sighed. “Really?”

Even Gigi, the voice of reason in the room, admitted it. “I mean, she’s right.” She looked right at me with her doe eyes. “Just try ‘em?”

Flustered, I set down the jeans and opened her package of panties.

“But for this, everyone’s turning around! No peeking!”

The girls didn’t debate and briskly turned their backs as I slid down my boxers and held the pair of plain, lilac-colored panties out in front of me.

I gulped. God this felt weird. No, not the material, which actually felt kind of perfect. But this whole situation just felt… strange. Oddly, kind of like the dream from last night.

There I was, standing in my work wife’s pink-paradise childhood bedroom, present in my bridesman capacities with three other women, naked, and about to try on panties. I understand it’s just for fun, and it’s nice to fit in for once. But is something seriously wrong with me for not putting my foot down and getting the hell out of here with my masculinity intact?

After another gulp, I stepped gingerly into the panties and shimmied them up my legs, securing my ‘little Colin’ neatly inside. As expected, I turned red as a beat seeing myself in the mirror. The panties did very little to make me feel any less naked. In fact, the way they hugged my butt and hung on my hips, it created a genuinely shocking illusion of femininity.

“Uh…” I began. “Okay, I guess I’m decent.”

The girls all slowly turned around and, one by one, their jaws dropped.

I closed my eyes, bracing for a bout of laughter. But the laughs never came.

Gigi finally broke the silence. “Colin… Wow…”

Marie nodded, just as dumbstruck. “I can’t believe how good those look on you.”

“Good?” I questioned, twisting my body for a different view. “I wouldn’t say th—”

“No, no, they do look good,” Amelia said, stepping closer. “I had no idea your hips were so… feminine.”

I blushed. “They’re not feminine! It’s just the way they look in this, uh, underwear.”

Marie asked, “Are they comfortable?”

I paused for a moment before sighing. As much as I wanted to say I hated them, I couldn’t lie.

“They actually feel lovely,” I explained, gently tugging the elastic before snapping them back into place.

“‘Lovely’,” Lizzie giggled at my word choice.

“And your, uh… package fits nicely,” Amelia confessed, cracking a smile and prompting a groan from me.

“Okay, okay, sorry!” She checked her phone again. “Let’s get moving!”

With the panty reveal thankfully over, Amelia led me through the dressing process, sliding up the high-waisted jeans, followed by a cute, burnt-orange cropped sweater Gigi found in her closet. And so my feet wouldn’t get too chilly, Gigi gave me a pair of orange fuzzy socks to wear.

Compared to the panties, the rest of the outfit was a breeze. Not only did everything fit great, but the sweater, jeans, and socks were far cozier than what I’d arrived in. And, while I’d never admit this, the more time I spent in the panties, the more I genuinely appreciated their comfort.

“Now your hair!” Amelia announced.

She ushered me to the same vanity where just last night I was introduced to the flat iron, giving me my first taste of physical femininity.

“Are we straightening again?” I asked. But Amelia shook her head.

“No time,” she answered, tossing my hair over my shoulders and running her fingers through my long, soft strands. “I think a quick but cute style will work. Ever had your hair braided?”

My eyebrow raised. “Uh, no. Never.”

“Well, there’s a first for everything!”

Commanding like a general, Amelia had Lizzie and Marie each tackle half my head to begin the braiding process.

Our general nodded. “And while the girls tackle hair, I’ll do your makeup.”

Another gulp, another rush of red through my face.

“I promise it’s reversible,” Amelia said, rolling her eyes. “It all washes off.”

Of course I knew that, but it didn’t make the prospect of wearing makeup any less nerve-wracking.

And so, I put up no fights as Amelia dug through Gigi’s drawers for simple but effective makeup products. Nothing too crazy, she assured me, but boy did this feel like a huge step having gone 24 years of my life without any makeup on my face, only to break that streak today.

“Thank God you’re so hairless…” Amelia said as she took a brush of powder to my face. “Not even stubble! You’re the perfect canvas.”

While I wasn’t exactly interested, I let Amelia narrate her makeup process. Foundation and concealer to create what she called ‘the base’, and then for ‘the pop’, she added a reddish-brown blush, mascara from a little black wand, and the same tube of lipstick she teased me with before.

It was around 10 minutes of anxious waiting before Amelia smiled satisfactorily at her finished project.

“Eeeee! Look at you!” she squealed, taking a step back. “Colin, you have to look.”

Amelia helped me up from my seat and slowly led me to the full-length mirror for my reveal. Now, up to this point, Amelia and the other girls had been blocking any view of me. So in one fell swoop, I got the full-on view of myself — for the first time ever — as a girl.

The girls stood back quietly and allowed me to come to terms with my transformation. But all I could think was… Wow.

My sweater and jeans — though meant for a girl — fit my body quite nicely, and accentuated the more feminine elements of my physique: my soft but skinny tummy, my wider-than-normal hips, and my petite figure. I couldn’t help but make a naturally girlish pose, placing a hand on my hip and doing a slight lean.

Gone was the limpness of my bland blonde hair, instead neatly styled into two cute pigtail braids that hung down past my shoulders. And if the style choice wasn’t girly enough, Marie and Lizzie had tied tiny orange ribbons to the base of each braid. I looked as if I were pulled straight from the Britney Spears “Hit Me Baby One More Time” music video — minus the schoolgirl outfit, of course.

But the pièce-de-résistance of my transformation was the makeup. The final nail in my coffin of ‘womanhood’ for the evening. Not that I’m an expert, but it didn’t seem like Amelia even put that much on me, but the little she did had an enormous girlifying effect. My skin appeared softer but also more contoured. My eyes looked three times the size thanks to my mascara. And my ruby red lips? Holy hell were they soft, plump, and dare I say… kissable?

I leaned in closer to the mirror, poking my face and forcing out sudden, deliberate facial expressions to prove that person was indeed me. But no, not just a person — a girl. A shockingly real, shockingly pretty woman looking right back at me.

“How… Did you…” I muttered, not even sure what I wanted to say.

Amelia chuckled. “Well, we had a wonderful canvas to work on. You have a lot of natural beauty, Colin.”

“I mean… Jesus…”

At this point all the girls were laughing — not at my look, but my reaction.

“Just admit it, Colin,” Lizzie teased. “You make a cute girl!”

“Clearly…” I whispered in awe.

Gigi stepped up behind me. “I’ll be honest, I don’t know many boys who can look so pretty this easily.”

Marie chuckled. “Well, I think that’s up to your Mom, yeah, Gigi?”

Right on cue, the loud, sing-songy doorbell echoed throughout the house.

Gigi looked over at me. “Pizza time!”

“Which means girl time!” Amelia added.

Not missing a beat, the girls started to exit the room. But I frantically leapt in front of the door, stopping them as I felt my heart start to race.

“Wait, just wait, okay? What am I even supposed to do? Prance around like… uh, I don’t know, a ballerina?”

Amelia smiled but shook her head. “No, obviously not. Just act like yourself. But, you know… lighter. Softer.”

Lizzie smiled. “We used to mess with Mrs. Stewart all the time in high school.”

“Yeah, pranking Mom was like a rite of passage for our friend group,” Gigi said.

I breathed heavily, I suppose feeling a little bit better.

“So just be… Colin,” I whispered to myself.

“Well, you can’t be Colin,” Marie pointed out. “What girl is named Colin?”

“Ooh!” Lizzie squealed, armed with an idea. “How about Colleen?”

Amelia nodded. “Easy to remember.” She shot me a smirk. “How ‘bout it, Colleen?”

Colleen… Huh. I mean, it’s the natural female version of my name. And weirdly, I always kind of liked it. It’s sweet and simple. I feel like whenever I meet a Colleen in the wild, she’s a nice, down-to-earth person.

“Uh… yeah. I guess Colleen’s fine.”

The girls all joined in a mini applause before Gigi scolded us for keeping the pizza man waiting.

I bravely followed the girls into the hallway and down the stairs, leaving behind my one safe space. The feeling of being in public — even if ‘public’ just meant not Gigi’s bedroom — was an anxiety-inducing yet strangely liberating feeling. I simply had no choice but to act a certain way.

Each step down the stairs was deliberately delicate. Instead of mangling the railing, I gently brushed my hand along the wooden banister for balance. And when a braid got too close to my face, I flicked it away with an intentionally feminine stroke. Who knew if any or all of these choices were overkill, but they put my mind in the proper place.

Gigi stopped us in the foyer.

“I’ll get the door. You guys set up the kitchen, ‘kay?” she said, smiling. “God, I can’t wait to see what my mom thinks…”

“Wait!” I shuddered, gripping her arm with a sudden realization. “I don’t sound like a girl. Shit!”

Instead of sharing my grief, Gigi smirked. “You don’t exactly have the deepest voice… Plus, you so clearly look the part. Remember, just keep everything soft.”

“Come on, Colleen,” Lizzie said slyly, grabbing my hand and ushering me toward the kitchen with the other two girls. “Let’s see what kind of girl you can be.”


Chapter Seven

Because Gigi’s house was so enormous, I had the ‘pleasure’ of a long, dramatic walk down the main hallway to the kitchen where I could already hear the clangs of Mrs. Stewart putting away dishes and pans. The closer we got, the more I grew fearful. Fearful that I’d be laughed out of her house by her mother. Or worse, she’d get angry.

You never know what parents will freak out about. For all I know, Mrs. Stewart is a strict, traditional woman who would never stand for her daughter picking a bridesman — much less one who was willing to put on girls’ clothes, makeup, and have his hair braided with ribbon.

“Mrs. S!” Lizzie squealed as we turned the corner into her magnificent, marble kitchen. “Long time no see!”

Mrs. Stewart turned around and, while she didn’t say anything immediately, she smiled sweetly.

My first thought was that she looked exactly like Gigi, though 30 years in the future. She had the same auburn hair, pretty features, and kind eyes as her daughter.

But I also noticed how, interestingly, her first look at me wasn’t one of disgust or terror. She saw me as just another girl.

“Good to see you, girls,” Mrs. Stewart said. She finished drying a pan and encouraged us to take a seat at the kitchen high top.

So far so good? While the girls were mostly playing it cool, I noticed a little smirk from Lizzie and a not-so-obvious wink from Amelia.

“I’m sorry no one was here with you last night. Mr. Stewart’s been traveling and god knows I’ve had a lot on my plate.” After another pause, she turned her head to me. Mrs. Stewart wiped her hands dry and approached the table.  “And you must be…”

Guess it’s Go Time. I cleared my throat and mustered out a few words. “I’m uh, Colleen, ma’am.”

All three girls’ eyes visibly widened. Not because I spoke, but how I spoke. One try and I’d perfectly executed the feminine pitch.

“Colleen…” she repeated. “And how do you know my daughter?”

“She’s a friend from work,” Gigi answered, bursting into the kitchen with a stack of pizzas. She set them down in front of the table and flipped open the top box. “Eat up!”

The other three girls looked like hungry wolves, reaching for plates and napkins and clawing at the pies till all slices were gone. Even Mrs. Stewart couldn’t help herself as she munched on a slice of pepperoni.

“Colleen from work…” Gigi’s mom repeated. “And what do you do?”

I coughed delicately to clear my throat. “I’m a paralegal. Just like Gigi.”

Mrs. Stewart’s eyebrow raised. “Really…”

Off to the side, I noticed Lizzie started to chuckle. Marie held her back.

“Yeah…” Gigi confirmed, playing annoyed.

“That’s just so interesting because you never mentioned Colleen. There’s that one boy you hung out with though. Colin, right?”

“Different person,” Marie jumped in, mouth full of pizza.

“Hmm,” her Mom answered. “Well, I’m sorry then. Anyway! Girls, please tell me everything about the pool party!”

The girls took turns recapping the afternoon at Kyle’s, from the delicious food to the hours spent working on their tans, and the occasional annoyance of the groomsmen.

As I sat there listening, I couldn’t help but feel like I’d gotten away with a crime. Not only had Mrs. Stewart looked me dead in the face, but I spoke to her. She even mentioned my real name! Still, that wasn’t enough for her to look at me, a boy, sitting here in her daughters’ clothes and makeup on, and clock me as such.

The absurdity of it all took me a bit out of the moment. So much so that others’ had to tap me on the shoulder when I was asked a question. But even my odd, frazzled behavior wasn’t enough to signal to Gigi’s Mom that I was that same ‘Colin from work’ she’d heard about before.

“Ooh! I think we have ice cream pops!” Mrs. Stewart skipped over to the freezer, I think just ecstatic to be part of things. She pulled out a handful of king cones. “How about these? Couple king cones for our lovely queens?”

That made Amelia laugh out loud, followed by Gigi who was also holding back a giggle. After a half hour of passing as a girl, my friends were starting to think Mrs. Stewart would never guess who I was.

Confused by the giggling girls, she handed out the cones. “What’s… What’s going on?”

Gigi gestured with her eyes. “Go ahead, tell her, Colleen. I think it’s safe to say you’ve succeeded.”

Her mom looked frazzled. “Oh my God, tell me what?”

Again, I cleared my throat, but this time not to speak in my high-pitched voice. “I’m uh… My name isn’t Colleen. It’s Colin.”

Mrs. Stewart looked at me, stunned. But not in an angry way. In fact, she looked a little silly.

“Y-you… But…” she stammered.

At this point, I was even laughing.

“Mom, we’re pranking you. That is Colin from work. We dressed him up! He’s my fourth bridesmaid! Well, bridesman.”

Gradually, Mrs. Stewart’s face shed its shock, and in its place came a giant grin. Then a big ‘ol belly laugh. “Ho-ly SHIT! Girls!!”

We all joined in laughter as Mrs. Stewart turned red from embarrassment, failing to recognize a boy in her midst for the last half hour.

Gigi hugged her Mom. “Heh, well… I figured this would be a fun way to tell you.”

“Fun? That’s one way of putting it!” she said, exasperated. “Hell, Colin, I can’t believe you went along with this!”

I shrugged sheepishly. “Well, it’s something we could all do together.”

Of course, now Gigi’s mom had a million questions about how the transformation went down, which Amelia was happy to boast about, including how last night’s hair-straightening inspired the whole thing.

“Lucky you have such pretty hair,” Mrs. Stewart added, reaching for my braid to feel its softness. “And such little facial hair? My goodness, you have lovely genes!”

The bombardment of compliments at times felt a little emasculating, particularly after she had me stand up and spin around so she could comment on my, as she put it, ‘girlish butt and hips’. But I knew she meant well, so I was okay letting it slide.

With the grand reveal over, Gigi graciously offered for me to change out of her clothes and back into mine. After all, it was a work night and I’d need to return to my default boy mode and drive home at some point.

But impressively, the change back to boy mode wasn’t immediate. Even after the reveal and Mrs. Stewart’s full understanding that this whole Colleen thing was meant as a prank, we kept chatting just as before. She poured us some wine and moved the party over to the living room where a cushy brown couch awaited us.

The conversation turned from being all about my appearance to a catch-up session between Gigi’s friends and her Mom. I guess it’d been a while since they’d last seen her so, like any friendly Mom, she was all ears. Marie filled her in on life in the classroom. Lizzie rattled off some funny horror stories from the sales world, and Amelia shared a few hilarious anecdotes about her most annoying clients. We sat there, hanging out like everything was completely normal. Not as five women and a man, but as six women.

As the hours passed and the conversation wound down, Mrs. Stewart was ready to head up to bed.

“God, it was SO nice to meet you, Colleen,” Mrs. Stewart said as she hugged me. “Er, I’m sorry. Colin. Hey, you get why it’s hard! I’m sure next time when you’re not wearing makeup it’ll be easier.”

I chuckled and returned her warm hug. “I’ll be a whole new person.”

She smiled. “Well, if I may say it, you do make a lovely girl.” Then she paused for a moment and turned to Gigi. “Colin’s going to Temecula with you, yes?”

The girls nodded.

“Then maybe you’ll have to carve out some time as Colleen. Be a shame for such a beautiful girl like you to never come out again, right?”

I quietly gulped, not sure how to respond to that. Thankfully, I didn’t need to as she did one last round of goodnights and headed upstairs to bed. It didn’t take long for everyone else to get sleepy and yearn for their own beds.

“Come on,” Gigi grabbed my hand. “Let’s get you out of all this so you can drive home.”

I nodded, emotionless as Mrs. Stewart’s words stuck in my head.

“A beautiful girl like you.”

She knew this was just a prank, right? Why on Earth would she say that?


Chapter Eight

There are times when I wish my office was a little bit friendlier. You know when someone comes up to you and asks how you’re doing or how your weekend was? I’d love it if we lived in a world where it’s not always the stock answer of ‘fine’ or ‘good’.

But this week, I relished that lack of pressure to share my weekend adventures. Because how the hell do you explain to a bunch of rich lawyers ‘I put on makeup and panties for the first time at the suggestion of a fellow colleague and a few of her friends!’

Thankfully, work was sufficiently distracting and busy enough that I didn’t even have time to think about it. Nor did I really wish to, considering how genuinely mind-bending and chaotic my weekend was.

But really I should view it this way: I made myself available for a close friend and made a few new ones along the way. Outfit and gender presentation aside, those are normal, healthy things I should be celebrating — not shoving away into the back of my mind.

◆◆◆

In addition to my long work days, I had the pleasure of being behind on my PopMyth writing and posting, as well as the general maintenance needed to keep the site’s forums up and running. Every job, regardless of how passionate you may be about it, has tedious tasks that go along with it.

A particular moment stood out to me on Thursday when another user updated posted to the blog and tagged my administrator username.

‘Would love to know what @MythteryMan thinks about this’, the user wrote. And yes, MythteryMan is the name I went with. A little cringey, but it sounded clever at the time I made it, okay? Plus it’s too late to turn back now.

Beneath the post, another user seconded the opinion, commenting, ‘@MytheryMan beat you to it. He’s already written something similar’  and shared a link to a previous post.

But instead of ending it there, the OP (original poster) chimed in with a curious thought. ‘What makes you think MytheryMan is a he?’

Beneath it was a quick concession from the replier, and a few more random comments from the OP before it all died down.

Now, I’m well aware of the internet’s unofficial rules — the first one being 'Anonymity is King'. It’s one of its most beautiful traits, even if it can lead to people posting occasionally nasty shit. But that’s where another unofficial rule comes in: Never take things personally.

Yes, I’ve chosen to keep my identity private on PopMyth (as have most others), but the fact I wouldn’t be considered male had never really occurred to me. It sat in my gut for a minute — not in a bad way, but in a strange, new way. Like I was exposed for doing something mischievous.

Of course, the feelings and memories from actually presenting as Colleen quickly rushed into my mind, assuring the irony wasn’t lost on me. The real-life MythteryMan, despite being male, had willingly worn panties this past weekend. He let his new friends straighten his hair, put him in a girl’s outfit, and give him a girl’s name. He let them put mascara on his lashes and lipstick on his lips. Even if it was just for a night, all of that happened.

I had no obligation to reply in the chat, but maybe the events of this weekend got me thinking just a bit too much.

‘Hey, you never know! People are complicated,' I replied in the thread, leaving it at that.

◆◆◆

The stacks of folders and papers on my desk had only grown since Monday as the partners and attorneys refused to stop hammering me for more work.

“They have NO respect for Fridays. None!” Gigi groaned as she trudged by my desk, quite busy herself as she was unable to stop for a chat.

With all the long days and late nights, I was genuinely looking forward to a weekend where I’d just loaf around and do literally nothing. I pulled up my phone’s calendar, my face gleaming at my wide-open weekend. I knew I needed to get all my relaxing done this weekend before next weekend’s rapidly approaching Temecula trip.

Well, as far as I know, that’s still on. Not that Gigi or any of the girls had said a thing about it all week. In fact, the last mention of it wasn’t from any of the girls but from Mrs. Stewart. That weird little comment she made as she went up to bed: ‘Maybe you’ll have to carve out some time as Colleen. Be a shame for such a beautiful girl like you to never come out again, right?’

I shivered remembering how weird that was to hear out loud. Yes my hair looked pretty, and the clothes fit oddly well, but she said it so convincingly: ‘a beautiful girl’…

But those weren’t Gigi’s words, they were her Mom’s. And neither Gigi nor any of the other bridesmaids seemed to take what she said seriously. Which, frankly, I was totally fine being the case.

◆◆◆

I didn’t leave the office Friday night until almost 9 P.M. — late for a normal day, but extremely late for a Friday. After struggling to stay awake the entire drive home, I kicked off my shoes, collapsed into bed, and was out like a rock.

That is until I was rudely awoken by the sharp sound of my phone ringing.

I shot up from my bed and pushed the frazzled blonde locks out of my face. My first thought was to get angry. Who the hell would be calling me so early in the morning? Except it wasn’t early. It was almost 11… and Gigi of all people was calling.

“H-hello?” I answered, groggy.

“Morning sunshine!” Gigi said cheerily. It sounded like she was on the road.

“Good morning…” I forced out.

“Jeez, how late did you stay at the office?”

“Late enough to warrant sleeping till 11,” I answered. “What’s up?”

“Ugh, I’ve been so busy this week I haven’t had a chance to do, like, any wedding stuff. Today’s like my one free day.”

I huffed and rubbed my tired eyes, thinking the exact same thing.

“But listen, the store called and reminded me that this was the last day to get fitted for your bridesman suit. So you need to go in.”

“Yeah, of course,” I answered, followed by a big yawn. “What’s the address? I’ll swing by later today.”

Gigi paused. “Well, I’m actually in your neck of the woods! Running some errands in Burbank, and the shop’s here too. Could I swing by and get you now?”

“Now?” I groaned, forcing myself to wake up a bit more. “I mean…”

“Well, I’m hungry and would love a buddy for lunch too. Come on, lazybones! Can you be ready in 15?”

I sighed, long and loud. Loud enough to make sure Gigi heard me. But then again, the idea of ‘relaxing’ and ‘wedding’ never go hand-in-hand. And as her bridesman, I’ve committed to the chaos.

“Okay, yeah,” I said. “See you soon.”

◆◆◆

“Mmm…” Gigi muttered.

I watched as she happily munched her salad from across the table, smiling with each bite.

Gigi’s lunch spot choice was this cute café called Claire’s. It was only a mile from my apartment and I’d driven by it a million times, but I never once considered stopping in this chic, garden-y café. Partly because frequenting cafés isn’t really my thing, but also because one look at the menu and I was scared away forever.

“This salad… Jesus Christ, Colin… And you’ve never been here?”

I told her no for like the fourth time. As much as I wanted to explain that $45 salads — yes, that’s right, $45 for a salad — was an absurd price regardless of quality, I knew it’d only get lost on her or make things awkward. I mean, $45 is a good chunk of my fun money for the week, but to Gigi, it’s pocket change.

We mostly talked about work and a tiny bit about her mom, but avoided almost all wedding talk. I guess this lunch was her escape from the neverending madness of planning. For that, I did have some sympathy.

When our lunch finally wrapped up, Gigi was ready for the next errand. But as it turned out, there was more on the schedule than getting fitted for a suit. Gigi had us swing by this bougie store to make a deposit on the specific type of silverware she wanted. Then it was off to the florist for a few more ‘yays’ or ‘nays’ on flower choices for the reception tables. We even swung by this place dedicated exclusively to table linens, where Gigi spent a half-hour walking around touching pieces of fabric and pondering silently.

Yeah, it was a little frustrating getting dragged around like this, but with Kyle apparently busy, I understood why she wanted company. Still, I couldn’t help but think this could’ve all been avoided by, I don’t know, not trying to plan a wedding in the span of a couple months? Why stress yourself unnecessarily? Not that I didn’t enjoy the one-on-one time with her, particularly since we’ve had so little of it outside the office.

Eventually, Gigi’s errand marathon had reached its final stop — a trip to this boutique for my suit fitting.

The store itself was much like the other places we’d visited today: vintage, classic decor and atmosphere that just feels expensive.

A tall, thin woman in her early 40s excitedly greeted Gigi by name as we walked in and gave her a big hug. Clearly, this wasn’t Gigi’s first time here.

“Colin, this is Eleanor,” Gigi introduced. “She’s been my go-to girl for the bridesmaid dresses, my mother’s dress, my father’s suit, and now for you!”

“Nice to meet you,” I said with a soft smile.

“The pleasure is mine,” Eleanor said. I noticed a slight Eastern European accent. “I’ve already got the design picked out. I just need your measurements.”

Wasting no time, Eleanor led me down the center aisle of the store, past all types of delicate, vintage garments. Mostly women’s clothes it seemed, though a handful of men’s too.

Eleanor had me take off my hoodie and kick off my shoes as I stood up on a tiny platform surrounded by three angled mirrors. Like a samurai, she whipped out her measuring tape, posing and measuring each part of my body, quietly whispering the measurements under her breath and seemingly committing them to memory.

“You’re quite petite,” she said matter-of-factly.

“Huh?” I asked. Gigi, who sat nearby, giggled.

“It’s a compliment. The photos with the wedding party will look proportioned.”

“Oh, uh… Thanks?”

Eleanor took a few more minutes on my measurements before Gigi chimed in and asked if she could show us a mockup of the suit.

“Certainly,” Eleanor answered, fetching her iPad and pulling up an illustration.

She flipped around the screen and revealed an impressively realistic mock-up of the suit. It looked as vintage and expensive as everything else in the shop. Light gray jacket, pants, and vest in a tweed-like material, with striking gold buttons, a white shirt, popped with a pink tie and boutonniere. An interesting look for sure, but if anyone seemed able to pull it off, it’s this Eleanor lady.

“Well, I’m sure it’ll look fantastic on me. Thank you.”

Eleanor nodded matter-of-factly as if it were the objective truth her design was a masterpiece. She turned to Gigi. “The suit should be ready in a couple weeks. Is there anything else I can do for you today, Miss Gigi?”

“I don’t think so, no,” she said after pondering for a moment. “Just gotta trust it’ll all come together.”

Gigi sounded stressed, as she tended to whenever details of the wedding came up.

“If I may,” Eleanor approached her kindly. “My best advice is just to embrace the ride. The details are important, but it’ll all fall into place.”

Gigi nodded silently.

“You have an upcoming trip, yes?” Eleanor asked.

“My bachelorette party. In Temecula next weekend.”

“Ohh, astounding!” Eleanor praised. “A trip with the girls will wash away all your stress.”

Gigi paused, then giggled. “Well, the girls and Colin.”

Eleanor’s head whipped over to me. I sheepishly waved as if to remind her I was still here.

“Ah, yes, of course,” Eleanor said, embarrassed. “I’m sure you’ll have a lovely time too.”

With my measurements complete, I stepped off the platform and walked to Gigi.

“You know…” Gigi added as a fresh look appeared suddenly on her face. “There’s actually one last thing you can do for me.”

Gigi leaned close to Eleanor and whispered a few words into her ear. Then a few more, prompting a confused look from Eleanor, who looked back over to me.

“Uh…” I muttered, wondering why this had to be a secret.

After a beat, Eleanor nodded. “As you wish.”

Eleanor scooted off to the back room of the store, leaving Gigi and I alone.

“Gigi…” I began, clocking the smirk on her face. “What’s going on?”

“Oh, nothing…” she said coyly. “Just trying something out.”

“Trying what out?” I prodded. “Tell me.”

I stood there, bugging her helplessly until Eleanor finally returned. But not empty-handed. With a few hung garments in her hands.

“Wait, what else are you buying?” I asked Gigi, whose smile was only getting bigger and sillier.

We both watched as Eleanor hung what now appeared to be dresses on a rack.

“I think that’s up to you,” Eleanor smirked.

I shot Gigi a glare, now fully aware of what was happening.

“Come on…” Gigi said sweetly. “Don’t you think some time as Colleen on our trip could be fun?”


Chapter Nine

I was flabbergasted. Anxious, suddenly sweaty – utterly flabbergasted.

“Gigi… Those are dresses.”

She blinked. “Yeah, I know! Eleanor had your sizes so she pulled some for you to try.”

“I… Uh…”

I knew there wasn’t a bad bone in Gigi’s body, so she didn’t intend to embarrass me. But the thought of even suggesting to Eleanor – who, to me, is essentially a stranger — that I’d dressed up as a girl the other night was quite the bold choice.

Gigi, however, must’ve been expecting a different reaction.

“Shit…” she muttered. “I read this wrong, didn’t I?”

“Gigi—” I began, but was cut off.

“I totally thought since, like, on Sunday we had fun… that you were okay with this.”

My face turned red. “I mean…”

“No, no, no… This is on me. Sorry, Eleanor, you can put those away.”

Eleanor now looked just as confused as me and took the dresses back.

“Wait,” I said to my friend. “I’m not saying Sunday wasn’t fun. I really liked hanging out with the girls.”

“But not as a girl?”

“Uh…” I started to sputter. “Being Colleen wasn’t the problem.”

“So what was the problem?”

I searched for an answer, but nothing was coming up. “I guess there wasn’t a problem.”

Gigi hung her head, clearly embarrassed too that she sprung something on me I wasn’t immediately comfortable with.

“Look, I just thought since Sunday went so well — and thinking back to what my mom said — that maybe you’d wanna do this again. And I wanted to make it as easy for you as possible, you know? If you’re having fun, why stop?”

I peered around the shop, subconsciously looking for a distraction. “I get that…”

As I nervously kept my eyes averted, an idea seemed to grow in Gigi’s head.

“The way I see it, you had fun on Sunday as Colleen, right? And I get that it was in the privacy of my home and everything, but in Temecula, it’d still be just us girls. You don’t have to go out, you don’t have to talk to anyone… It’ll just be us girls.”

If you’re having fun, why stop? It’s a good question.

I huffed, a mix of frustrated and flustered by Gigi’s proposal. She’s right that I couldn’t get Sunday’s girl time out of my mind. It was like a weird, chaotic dream that I kind of thought would never come back. Yet here I was, being offered another chance at it. Despite the weirdness of it all, I actually did enjoy hanging out with the girls and Mrs. Stewart. I liked being part of a group. I felt warm and welcomed. And it was fun.

So I’d be doing myself a disservice by turning this down, right? Why, as Gigi put it, stop the fun?

“Okay,” I sighed. “I’ll give you a Colleen day.”

Gigi, to my surprise, exploded in applause. Happier than I’d seen her all day.

“But it’s gotta be low-key! Okay?” I demanded, but Gigi was already off fetching Eleanor again, having her bring the dresses back.

“Let’s do a full fitting,” she said, leading Eleanor back to the changing area, dresses in tow. “Colin’s gonna do a girl day on our trip!!”

Having Eleanor around made me turn even redder. Her shop was private, but it sure as hell felt public. Though I suppose it’s good to practice having non-friends see me like this.

“Sure,” I confirmed. “Just till we find something that works.”

Eleanor, as it turns out, loves a challenge and was thrilled with the prospect of finding ladies' clothes for a boy. She reached for the rack and pulled out a sheer, lavender garment.

“This will match your coloring beautifully,” she announced. But as I reached for the dress, she quickly yanked it back.“Hold on. Let’s get you the proper undergarments first.” 

I should’ve guessed a woman as traditional as Eleanor wouldn’t dare see her dresses worn without each piece of clothing matching. And by ‘matching’ she meant — you guessed it — panties.

While I got a taste of wearing panties last weekend (and admittedly kind of enjoyed the feel), the pair she handed me was not like the plain ones from before.

“Christ these are thin…” I reacted, holding the black lacy piece out in front of me. A delicate, lacy ‘V’ in front, and a super thin strip of equally delicate fabric in the back. “It’s barely anything!”

Gigi couldn’t help but giggle. “That’s a thong, Colin. Some girls prefer it to bikini-cut.”

“It’s the underwear that goes with this dress,” Eleanor stated, then reached onto the table and tossed me something else. “Same with this.”

I caught her black, strappy garment. “A bra, too?”

“Ladies wear bras,” Eleanor once again stated, as if this were a Fashion 101 course. “And on the trip you’ll be a lady, yes?”

“Well, I won’t be a lady…” I began, but Eleanor had no patience for my stalling, ushering me behind the changing curtain.

I seamlessly slipped my panties up, taking a brief moment to marvel at how exposed I felt in this new style. But the bra was the tricky part. So much so, I had to call in Gigi for her help getting it on right.

“There you go,” she said sweetly as she clasped the bra to my chest. “See? Beautiful already!”

“Just following the rules,” I chuckled, trying to ignore that for the second time in a week, I was letting my coworker dress me like this.

It took me a minute or so to mentally prepare myself to be seen by a stranger in what was quite literally lingerie — neatly positioning my privates so I wouldn’t have as much of a bulge — but I mustered the courage to step out from the curtain, finding a pleasantly surprised Eleanor.

“Gorgeous, darling…” she complimented.

I blushed, tucking a strand of my blonde hair behind my ear. “Oh, uh, thank you.”

“You’ve been blessed with a model’s waist,” she added. “And such a cute tush! Now let’s put you in that dress.”

Eleanor unceremoniously helped me step into the lavender dress, which was actually quite modest compared to the lace bra and panties. It was an interesting dress, to say the least, made almost entirely from a sheer material, but layered to the point of being totally opaque. The sheer sleeves, however, were see-through, and offered a glimpse at what Eleanor called ‘my slender, feminine arms.’

To complete the look, I was given these strappy, tan high-heels. Being my first time in heels, I had a ton of trouble balancing even standing. But the aesthetic benefits were clear. With the extra 3 or so inches in height, my legs looked longer, sexier, and girlier than before.

“Beautiful, Colleen,” Eleanor added as she stepped back for a viewing. “Just beautiful.”

I noticed this was the first time Eleanor had called me Colleen, but I said nothing of it and let her continue praising my look. Hey, it’s nice to be complimented…

“Here,” Eleanor continued. She held up a tiny, glass bottle and pointed it toward my neck. Then, she spritzed me. “A lavender scent for the lavender dress.”

“Woah,” I reacted, not expecting to be sprayed. Eleanor grabbed my wrists for two more wrists, showering me in a flowery, feminine scent.

“It’s… quite lovely,” I confessed.

“Colleen!!!” Gigi shrieked, stepping back into the room for her first look. “Oh this looks PERFECT on you!” She stopped for a minute and leaned in to smell my neck. “Oh and your fragrance… SO pretty…”

My blushing said it all. Did it feel weird getting dolled up in front of these ladies? As Colin, sure. But as Colleen, I felt strangely at home. Like it was no longer weird, but encouraged. A surreal, warm feeling.

However, as I walked around a little more, I got the sense this dress wouldn’t be ideal for a full day — especially in the hot Temecula weather. A bit too clunky and much too formal.

“Is there something else I could get? Something a little… airier? Like maybe not with sleeves.”

I shuffled over to the rack and perused the dresses. She’d brought out all sorts of interesting styles, colors, and materials — some of which I found myself oddly drawn too and others that couldn’t be further from my — er, Colleen’s — style.

“How about this?” I asked, holding up a bright yellow sundress, speckled with sunflowers. It had spaghetti straps and would show off my shoulders and chest, but nothing a bra couldn’t handle. Plus, it offered plenty of coverage with the dress hanging just below my knees.

Eleanor paused for a moment. “You could… But your arms might be an issue.”

“My arms?”

Eleanor held up her arms and pointed to her armpits. “The hair,” she explained. “You might want to shave.”

While the other dress did a fine job hiding it, this sundress would undoubtedly show every bit of my underarm hair. And if the goal was to appear as a convincing girl, this would never do. But just as with last weekend, the thought of shaving felt like one step too far.

“Hmm…” I muttered, admittedly a bit disappointed I wouldn’t see myself in the yellow sundress. “I guess we can stick with sleeves.”

And so I returned to the rack, searching for my next dress to try on. I found a few that looked good, gathered them, and turned around to hand them to Gigi. But she was across the room, talking on the phone.

“Oh my gosh, I forgot! I’m so sorry, babe!” Gigi exclaimed on her call. Then her head turned to me. “And you’re here already?”

Suddenly my eyes widened. I mouthed ‘who’s here?’ to her.

“It’s twenty minutes away… We should leave now,” Gigi continued. “He can get a ride home?” She paused for an answer. “Great. Be out in a few minutes!”

The moment she hung up the phone, I started shouting questions at her.

“Kyle’s here?? He’s gonna see me like this??”

She held her hand out to calm me. “He’s waiting outside. The last thing a guy wants is to be hanging out in here.”

Both myself and Eleanor rolled our eyes.

Gigi grimaced. “No offense…”

Gigi had yet another wedding commitment to get to — this time with her fiancé — and she was already running late.

She apologized to Eleanor for her lost efforts as I quickly stripped out of my dress, heels, and bra.

“Keep the underwear…” she said. “Consider it a gift.”

Back in my boy clothes, I awkwardly shoved the panties into my pocket and headed through the store and to the door with an anxious, late, Gigi.

“Sorry, I’m such a klutz,” she bemoaned as we made it to the door. “Guess we were just having too much fun!”

“Heh, yeah…” I added, still accepting the reality that I was literally posing in lingerie and a dress a few minutes ago. But then, something jumped out at me. “Wait, are you two driving together?”

“No, I’m driving. That’s why he met me here.”

Just before we reached the door, I stopped in my tracks. “Then… How did he get here?”

“He got dropped off.”

Gigi didn’t get my confusion.

“Yeah, by who?”

“By Liam,” she answered, flustered. “And he said he’d give you a ride home.”


Chapter Ten

“Liam…” I repeated. “He’s here?”

“Yeah… Is that okay?”

My heart started to race, as I recapped everything I just went through. The panties, the bra, the dress... Gigi and the girls knowing about this is one thing. Even Eleanor or some strangers I can handle. But another guy? Not to mention a guy from my hometown.

Gigi started catching on to my nerves. “Colin, he doesn’t have to know about Colleen. It can be our secret.”

My huffing slowed. “And Kyle?”

“Kyle doesn’t have to know either,” she said, holding out her pinky finger, offering our work marriage vow.

I took a moment before nodding. I suppose I was in the clear. We gripped and shook.

Kyle was already next to Gigi’s car, waiting for her to unlock. He looked stressed, but set that aside for a moment to give me a friendly wave.

“Hey Colin. Liam’s gonna take you from here if that’s good. Sorry to steal my fiancée from ya!”

I chuckled and waved back as Gigi hustled to her car and drove away with Kyle. And right as they did, I heard the hum of a car pull up behind me.

Inside the kind-of-dirty, older white Prius was Liam, waving for me to get in. I sighed, readying myself for another conversation with this guy.

“Uber for Colin?” he said blandly as I opened the door.

If I were in a better mood, I might have laughed. But getting dragged around on errands all day, then teased with a confusing but overwhelming game of dress-up, only to be rushed back into my boy clothes... had me a bit rattled.

“Hi,” was all I said.

He raised an eyebrow and started the car back up. “Alright then… Where am I headed?”

I had him plug in my address while we sat there in silence for the first few minutes.

“Are you okay?” he asked. “You’re super quiet.”

“Yeah,” I answered, a little pissy. “I’m just… It’s been a long day.”

Liam wasn’t about to press for details on the shittiness of my day. Not that I’d be honest with him anyway.

“I’ve kinda been on sidekick duty with Kyle, too. It’s a lot, I get it.”

I didn’t respond. Another few seconds of silence, then he chuckled.

“What?” I asked, shooting him a glare.

“Nothing… Just that, you know, I found what you’ve been doing.”

My heart dropped.

“WHAT?” I snapped. “What did Gigi say?? Or was it the girls?”

Liam looked like he’d been attacked. “Woah, woah! It’s just that I, you know, found your blog.”

Oh…

“The history blog,” he continued. “PopMyth, right?”

I felt sick from this emotional rollercoaster. I felt the back of my neck start to sweat. I mean, what if he had somehow figured out about Colleen?

Did I exactly want Liam reading PopMyth? Not really. I post under a username for a reason. But it’s a hell of a lot better than him hearing I’d let the girls do my hair and makeup.

“Well, then,” I sighed. “I hope you read some informative posts.”

“Informative posts,” he mimicked me, then chuckled.

I, however, was far too stressed to find any humor in this.

Liam kept his eyes on the road, finally recognizing the tension. Not that his confidence looked shaken in the least — even if a muscular guy with his height looked a little funny cramped in the driver’s seat of a Prius.

“Well, I just wanted to say I think it’s cool,” he said bluntly. “History’s very important. Geeky as hell… but important.”

I huffed, letting him really feel my annoyance. “Well, I’m sorry I’m not a ‘sick finance bro’ like the rest of you, okay?”

Liam paused for a moment, absorbing the insult.

“Oof.”

Okay, maybe it was a little harsh.

“I’m sorry,” I quickly apologized.

But he chuckled soon after. “You’re good, you’re good… But, just so you know, Ollie, Garrett, Nolan — Kyle too — those guys are in finance. I’m the odd man out.”

His reveal struck me. “You are?”

Liam shook his head, not breaking focus as he gracefully pulled up to a stoplight. “I’m a Chemistry PhD candidate at UCLA. So in other words… I got, like, negative money.”

I held my stare. Was he kidding? If he was, he sure didn’t look like it. His expression looked as honest as ever. Even if he looked like the classic, sharp-dressed, California banker bro, I guess that doesn’t mean he is one.

“You’re… a scientist?”

He chuckled. “Trying to be. But, you know, it’s a 6-year program and I’m in year 2. For now, it’s student loan debt, tons of learning, and… oh, did I mention the debt?” He patted the steering wheel. “Why do you think I drive this clunker? Good fuel mileage though.”

Huh. So he didn’t follow the washed-up-jock-to-finance-bro pipeline.

Suddenly I found myself more engaged. Not that I had a single scientific bone in my body, but we at least had some ‘odd man out’ commonality — beyond just sharing a hometown.

“So how did you meet Kyle, then? After moving, I assume.”

“After my folks split up, Mom moved east and Dad moved west. And to me, SoCal sounded a lot more fun than rural Maine.”

“Jeez. Couldn’t be further geographically, either.”

Liam smirked, probably thinking of another ‘nerd’ joke. But he wisely held off.

“Well, Dad badly wanted to fit in out here, so he joined the country club that Kyle, Gigi, and that whole group’s families belong to.”

“Westmore!” I remembered from earlier. “Or, Westie, I hear it’s called?”

“That’s right. Kyle and I got real tight at Westie, and pretty much have been ever since.”

“Oh, that’s really sweet.” I smiled. “So you still hang out with everyone there?”

“Well… That’s the thing. Dad kinda lost it all. The money, that is. Got greedy, business went bust, couldn’t afford the dues after a few years... So he split.”

Yikes.

“I’m, uh…” I stammered. What the hell do you even say to that? Silence, coupled with an aura of gloom fell over the car.

“Look… I love Kyle and Gigi. They’re the best. But between you and me — and please don’t share this — but I think this ‘whole rich kid shit’ is the fucking worst, man. These fancy shops, expensive trips, giant weddings… I dunno. I guess after being on the inside of it for a few years and now stepping out, you kinda realized how fucked up it all is.”

All I could do was nod along — even if I didn’t entirely understand. Still, there was no way in hell I was about to ask any follow-up questions.

Thankfully we were just pulling up to my apartment as this all went down and didn’t have to live in the awkwardness any longer.

“Yep, just pull up on the right, here,” I guided him as he put the car in park.

“Sorry to make everything so depressing…” Liam muttered. He looked tense and ready to change the subject. “Anyway, I hear you got roped into the bachelorette trip? That should be interesting.”

If only he knew the half of it.

“Yeah, you know, just gotta keep the girls in check, I guess.” I awkwardly reached for a strand of hair to tuck behind my ear.

“For sure. They’re a fun bunch.”

I looked at Liam, thanking him again, and started getting out of the car.

“Oh, and Colin?” he added before I shut the door. “I think that perfume should be great for the trip, too.”

I froze. SHIT! THE PERFUME! I totally forgot I had it on!

“Oh, no, you see that was Gigi — er, well, the store lady, she—”

But Liam was already laughing. “You are SO easy to tease!”

A fierce scowl formed on my face. God was he annoying…

“And hey, I didn’t say I hate it,” he shot me a smirk. “I’ll see you around.” Then, he drove off.

He’d seen me as an embarrassed, self-conscious mess twice now. The first was his little comment about my hair ‘suiting me’, and now saying he ‘didn’t hate’ my perfume.

Why couldn’t I get a read on this guy? I would’ve bet my life he was a rich finance bro, but he’s the complete opposite. He teases me for my hair and my perfume, but then says he likes it?

For a guy I genuinely hadn’t thought about in years, I suddenly found myself — for better or worse — thinking about more than I’d have ever guessed.

◆◆◆

I wish I could tell you I got the relaxing weekend I so desperately needed. I really, really wish that were true. And I wish I could tell you that the following week at work was a reversion to the mean — easy, chill, and barely any attorneys coming by my desk to add more and more projects to my plate.

But of course, none of those things happened. Of course I was up to my eyeballs all week.

At the very least, as each day passed by, I had the pleasure of knowing I was that much closer to what’d be a fun, memorable weekend in Temecula.

If you’d asked me at the beginning of the week, I would’ve told you that — at least in some capacity — there would be an inevitable Colleen element to the trip. After all, Gigi said she wanted it, and even I’d come around to the idea that it might be fun to run back some of that girl time with the other bridesmaids. The only problem was with how Saturday’s impromptu dress fitting ended, I walked out with literally nothing to wear. And not once throughout the week did Gigi suggest finishing our fitting.

So going to bed Friday night, a super small but real realization came over me. This was almost assuredly a weekend just as Colin. Another weekend of me sitting idly by, letting the girls talk amongst themselves while I listened. But maybe that’s okay. Not everything has to be about me. I just found it so, so bizarre that I — Colin, a boy — was disheartened not to be spending a little bit of time in girl mode.

◆◆◆

My Saturday morning — much like the prior week — started with a bang. Or rather, a loud, piercing, blare of a car horn.

I shot out of my bed and looked out my window to the street where, sure enough, was Gigi’s giant, green Range Rover parked out front full of eager, amped-up bridesmaids.

After a long yawn, I opened up the window and shouted down. “You know other people live in this building!”

Gigi, already in her fanciest sunglasses and looking ready to go, playfully shrugged. It was finally her freakin’ bachelorette weekend — why should she care?

Having packed the night before, I quickly threw on some clothes, grabbed my bag and headed downstairs to the car.

Amelia, Marie, and Lizzie all waved excitedly to me with the windows rolled down.

Amelia pumped her fist in the air to the sound of the blaring music. “Let’s gooooo!”

“Spring breeeeeak!” Lizzie screamed jokingly.

Gigi got out of the car to give me a big hug and help me with my bags. Thankfully, the brand-new luxury SUV had plenty of room for five passengers and everything we’d need.

“I’m telling you,” she began, sighing, but with a smile. “I need this trip more than you can imagine.”

I nodded. “For real. Work’s been sucking ass.”

“Seriously though.” Gigi opened the trunk and hurled my duffle bag on top of the girls’ suitcases. “God, I love how much room my mom’s car has.”

“Yeah, it’s beautiful.” I marveled at the car — even if, internally, I was rolling my eyes at her mom’s $100,000 toy.

“Took some convincing for me to borrow it. She literally just bought it.” But just as Gigi was about to close the trunk, she remembered something. “Oh! Speaking of buying…”

She pushed aside some of the suitcases till she found her own. She unzipped it and whipped out something that looked extremely familiar.

“Don’t think I forgot about Saturday, Colleen.”

There it was — the yellow, strappy sundress from last weekend. Right in front of me, in the flesh — er, well, the fabric.

“Gigi… I… I don’t know what to say.”

“I went back and bought it! It’s yours! For the trip!”

By now, the other girls were peering over the back to witness me get my first-ever dress. Smiles and happy giggles filled the car.

I took it from her and held it in my hands. God, it was even prettier in the sunlight than it was in Eleanor’s shop. Light, airy, feminine… everything a dress should be. But there was one thing wrong.

“Wait, Gigi…” I said, now holding the dress by the straps. “Eleanor said I shouldn’t wear it. Well, you know, only if I shave.”

“Hmm…” she began, looking back at the girls who still had even bigger smiles on their faces, as if they expected me to say that.

Amelia finally chimed in. “Then it’s a good thing we booked five appointments at the spa this afternoon.”

“Facials, massages… whatever you want,” Marie added.

Gigi put her hand on my shoulder, gently. “And if you’re up for it, a full body wax so Colleen can look perfect for her first dress.” 


Chapter Eleven

“A what?” I asked, shaking my head and blinking. “A wax?”

Gigi nodded proudly. “Yeah! You know, hot wax, stripping off hai—”

“I know what wax is,” I said. “But, like… for me?”

“Mmhmm! That is, only if you’d like to.” Gigi looked over to the other girls. “But we’re all getting it. Figured you had fun joining us with the other stuff, maybe you’d wanna do this too.”

I paused for a moment, considering the proposal. I was on the record being opposed to any shaving in the past, much less waxing my entire body. But something about the girls all smiling at me, their beckoning me to join them. And damn, that dress. The beautiful sundress that managed to capture my attention in Eleanor’s shop. Here it was, ready for me to wear.

“Seriously, though. No pressure,” Gigi assured me. I think, once again, she’d realized she may have struck a delicate nerve and pushed me toward something I didn’t want.

But this time, she was wrong.

“You know what? If it’ll help Colleen come out of her shell… Why not? I’d love to be part of things.”

The girls all cheered. Gigi leaned in for a long hug with a big squeeze.

“Yes yes YES!” she exclaimed. “Ah! Girls Day is officially happening!!”

With my decision made, we hopped in the car and took off for Temecula. Colin may have gotten into that car, but in just a few short hours, Colleen would be arriving in wine country, ready to join in her first girls' weekend.

◆◆◆

Each morning driving to work, I remind myself how lucky I am to witness the beauty of Southern California. The smell of the ocean, the mountains in the distance, the perpetually excellent weather… It’s pretty incredible.

But still, wine country tops it all.

The vast, hilly landscapes looked like they went on forever. Wineries large and small lived off the country roads, each with its own little restaurants, serving happy, wide-eyed travelers eager to taste and learn about the wine-making process.

While the four other girls had all been here before, I was the only newbie. So while we all reveled, the girls took extra enjoyment in watching my reactions to the magnificently romantic countryside.

Gigi, driving, pointed ahead. “There’s our home for the weekend!”

Our car turned onto a gravely side-road that led to a small plot of land where an adorable little cottage waited for us.

“Cute!!” Lizzie shouted. “Ah, it’s even better than the pictures!”

We all stepped out of the car and breathed in the fresh, Temecula air. No exaggeration, it was heavenly.

“Well, don’t get too comfortable,” Gigi said. “We’re just dropping our bags, then off to the spa. Can’t be late!” Gigi looked over at me. “But Colleen, you should probably get changed.”

I should note that on the entire drive over, the girls insisted on referring to me as Colleen to, as Marie put it, ‘get me in the mood’. So yeah, it’s already been two hours of a feminine mindset. Now I just needed to look the part.

The cottage was a quaint, four-bedroom joint with a nice sitting area, connected kitchen, and even a small pool out back. Gigi, Amelia, and I took our own bedrooms while Marie and Lizzie shared the master. Mine was small but pretty, with soft-pink-painted walls and even a little vanity.

After a minute, Gigi knocked on my door and presented me with some clothing, which she laid out on the bed.

“Just from Point A to Point B,” she explained, presenting me with what looked like girls’ leggings, a tank top, and of course, a bra and panties. “So lucky we’re the same size.”

“Heh, yeah…” I agreed, eyeing the clothes, suddenly nervous again about beginning this process. Gigi clocked my hesitancy.

“You’ll do great, Colleen,” she said, planting a sweet kiss on my cheek. “Thanks for coming out. You have no idea how much this means to me.”

I took one deep breath to settle myself, then let Gigi excuse herself so I could change.

The clothes weren’t anything crazy, but slipping on these panties for the remainder of the day felt strangely… significant. More so than my first flat iron or the night I wore that orange sweater and had my hair braided. Even more significant than the dress at Eleanor’s.

Here I was, setting aside any reluctance about what I should do, and letting myself have fun. Fun, not as Colin, but as Colleen. For an entire day.

◆◆◆

For as nerve-wracking as a ‘Colleen Spa Day’ sounded, the girls made it difficult to feel too negative. Maybe it was the weekend off or just the anticipation of a proper Bachelorette party, but these ladies were hyped.

Gigi checked us all in at the front counter and the receptionist led us to the serene, eucalyptus-scented waiting room. Not long after, a masseuse would come by, call us by name, and take us one by one to our massage rooms.

“Colleen?” A woman said, peering around the room.

It took a moment to recognize that I was the one she was looking for.

“Oh, uh, thank you…” I answered in the softer tone of voice I’d practiced all morning. While it was trickier in the car, being in these clothes and in this setting made it much more natural.

My masseuse led me down the hallway and into her dimly lit room with a centered massage table before instructing me to disrobe to my comfort.

“Thank you,” I said softly. But just as she was walking away, I was struck with the terrifying realization that my… parts… might not match what she expected.

“Wait—” I called out, stopping her. “Just so you’re aware…” I vaguely gestured to my lower region.

My masseuse’s expression was kind but unfazed. “I have a note on your appointment card, but please, don’t worry at all. You’re here to relax and trust me, we’ve seen it all.”

Without another word, the woman stepped out, giving me a few minutes of privacy to change. Her acceptance made me feel a lot better, even if getting massaged under these circumstances still felt a bit strange.

I’d only been massaged once in the past, for which I wore only boxers. So today, I felt that stripping down to my panties should do.

And so, I neatly positioned myself on the table, face down, and letting my long hair fall to the sides of my face as my masseuse re-entered and promptly began her work.

◆◆◆

“All done,” she said softly. “Your clothes have been taken to a holding room, and a robe is hanging on the door.”

I groaned and twisted as I arose, snapping myself back into reality from this half-sleep, uber-relaxation mode I was in. The massage was beyond lovely, but I knew the big moment was next.

With my robe on, I found another girl waiting outside my door to take me to a different room. The waxing room.

This second room had a bed in the center just like the last one, but with brighter, harsher lighting. A different woman entered and greeted me.

“Hi Colleen,” she said warmly. “Are you ready?”

I nodded, but a little hesitantly. “Do you… uh, have notes on me?”

The woman nodded comfortably. “Of course,” she answered. “I have you for a full body service. Is that okay?”

If there was a time to back out, it was now. And yet…

“Mmhmm,” I answered. “Whatever the appointment says.”

“Great. Then let’s begin.”

The following hour was among the more strange and painful stretches of my life. After a pre-wax exfoliation, my technician went to work on my underarms, applying warm, soothing wax before unceremoniously ripping it off. I grimaced in pain at first but got slightly more comfortable as the treatment went on.

With my upper body complete, I was instructed to remove my panties and position myself for the ‘Australian Wax’ portion. In other words, removal of all hair — front and back.

I’ll be totally honest – this part was rough. Graciously, before each pull, she gave me a chance to brace. It helped a little, but let’s just say I came to fully understand the phrase “beauty is pain.”

Once finished, she stepped aside. “The skin is a little red, but it should calm down soon. Care to take a look?”

I rose from the table to look at myself in the full mirror and… Jesus.

My body was completely hairless from neck to toe. Only my long blonde locks and eyebrows remained.

“This is… Wow…” was all I could say. I couldn’t help but wonder how the other girls were handling it. Though I’m sure they weren’t as shocked at the look at their own bodies.

“Everything looks great,” she said, giggling. “And you took it like a champ for your first time!” The woman glanced again at her clipboard. “You can put your robe on and follow me to the next room.”

“Wait, next room?” I stopped her. “I thought it was just massage and wax?”

“Facial is next, sweetie. Come with me.”

◆◆◆

I suppose I should’ve known a facial was in the cards. After all, the girls kept gabbing about ‘em at Kyle’s pool party. If I’d listened a little more intently, I might’ve had an idea of what’s in store.

My third room of the day meant my third technician of the day. This time, however, a man entered.

“Hello. Colleen, is it?”

Seeing a man as opposed to a woman oddly made me more self-conscious. Much like being around the groomsmen in my bridesman capacities, I couldn’t help but think they were judging me as less of a man.

“Uh… Yes?” I answered in a slightly lower tone. Much lower than I’d been using all day.

Like the women before, the male facialist didn’t seem to care who I was or what gender I appeared to be. Still, having him around took me back to my ride with Liam. I wondered what he’d think of what I’m doing now? I mean, what kind of man gets his armpits waxed and wants to be bare, you know, down there. Not to mention getting a facial and willingly going by a girl’s name – and on an expensive, bougie bachelorette trip, no less!

Would he comment on it like he did my long hair and perfume? Or would it only be a tease — a tease that he takes back with his slick, handsome little smile, only to tell me he actually likes it? And would my stomach grumble with anticipation, hoping he’d compliment me even more?

Woah. WHAT?

Okay, I needed to stop thinking this way. Something about this damn spa, I’m sure. I genuinely don’t care what Liam thinks about me.

Thankfully, the facialist was ready to start.

He began by treating me to a soothing cleansing of the skin, followed by an exfoliation process and extensive steaming. All of it felt heavenly. Then came the grimier part.

My skin was in generally good shape — especially ‘for a guy’, as Amelia once reminded me. But that didn’t mean there weren’t blackheads to extract. For this part, I was grateful not to have a mirror.

But it wasn’t just blackheads for extraction as I noticed him pick up tweezers from the table.

“Just cleaning up your brows,” he explained, plucking away at any out-of-place hairs. “You already have a lovely shape.”

Jeez, as if I didn’t have enough hair already removed today. Nevertheless, I let him do his thing – as long as it was just a few.

After the plucking came the mask, which was extremely soothing and definitely my favorite part of the process, followed by a bit more cleansing, some eye cream, and serum to keep the work protected.

“Beautiful,” the man complimented me. Of course, I wondered whether he knew he was complimenting another man or not, but at this point, he clearly didn’t care.

“Thank you,” I said, returning to my softer, more feminine Colleen voice. “This feels amazing.”

“So you’re ready for the last step then?”

Again, I raised my newly trimmed eyebrow. “There’s another step?”

He chuckled. “Whoever made your appointment must’ve told you nothing! Yes, one more step. Follow me, please.”

Confused as ever, I arose from the chair and followed the man down the hall and around the corner to the final room. This time, it was the biggest room of all. My first non-private room of the day. And sure, enough, four girls I knew sat waiting in matching chairs.

“There she is!” Lizzie squealed.

Each girl was wearing the same white robe as I was, looking fresh and relaxed from their own series of spa appointments. But boy, did they look the most excited for this one.

“Come sit!” Gigi called out, gesturing for me to take the open chair next to her. “I wanna hear everything!”

I cautiously took a seat beside Gigi. “What’s all this?”

She smiled girlishly and wiggled her toes. “Pedicures! Last stop on our spa day!”

Marie looked over. “Nobody loves a pedi more than Gigi.”

Amelia nodded. “She’s a pedi fiend.”

“So maybe you’ll like it too?” Gigi said. “At least, I hope!”

Right as she finished her sentence, five ladies walked in, armed with files, clippers, smoothers, and a whole array of items ready to tackle our feet.

“Oh!” I said, reacting to this woman barely greeting me before grabbing my feet and beginning the soaking process. “Sure. I guess this could be fun…”

The time we took for our feet to soak worked perfectly for catching up on our respective spa experiences. Despite Gigi being the bride, all the attention went to recapping my experiences with the girls hanging onto my every word, giggling in delight with each little detail.

“So you’re all… hairless?” Lizzie clarified coyly.

I nodded. “I’ve never felt more naked. It’s sooooo weird.”

“But kind of nice, right?” Marie kidded. “I love my body after a wax. I think you’ll like being smooth.”

“And now you can wear that dress without looking like Bigfoot,” Amelia teased. I shot her a scowl, but it quickly devolved into laughter.

And our entire pedicure process went just like that – jokes, stories, and tons of laughs. Before I knew it, the five bridal party members each had perfectly pedicured feet with a set of ten freshly painted toes in the prettiest shade of pink – all of us matching, per Gigi’s request.

Walking out of the spa – after hours of what were objectively girly, feminine treatments – I was simply dumbstruck. Dumbstruck by how much I enjoyed the entire thing. And it was still only the afternoon!

We had a whole evening of wine tastings ahead of us. And all of it as a girl.

If I had any hesitations walking in as Colleen, I sure as hell had no doubts walking out. And a not-so-small part of that scared the crap out of me.

◆◆◆

The only other thing on the agenda for today was a wine tasting at one of the nearby wineries – thankfully, within walking distance from our Airbnb. But as I quickly learned, just because we had only one event left on the agenda hardly meant we were taking it easy.

The moment we got home, the girls insisted we forgo any relaxation time to start getting ready. And since I was ‘one of the girls’ – at least for the rest of the day – that meant I was very much included in the chaos.

The girls themselves were capable of getting ready on their own, but recognized I might need some assistance if I were to continue on in public as Colleen. So they split up responsibilities and simultaneously helped me dive further and further into my Colleen look for the day.

Gigi, ever the responsible one, planned ahead and packed an extra bra and panties for me to wear. And much like in Eleanor’s shop, these were essentially lingerie pieces – yellow, lacy, and girly as ever. But sure enough, they fit like a glove. Hell, even better than a glove. If the sensation of sliding on panties and feeling the elastic hug on my hips was wonderful before, it was a thousand times better with my freshly smooth, waxed private area.

“What do you think?” I asked Gigi and Marie, giving them a glimpse at my hairless body for the first time. As expected, their jaws dropped. They adored what they saw.

Before putting on the dress, however, I was given a dressing gown to wear and sent to Amelia's room to get my hair done.

She worked her magic just as before, giving me an adorable half updo and tying this lovely, thick yellow ribbon into a pretty bow and putting it on the back of my head.

Lizzie took over for makeup this time, going somewhat simple so not to step on the facial I just had, but really making my eyes pop with eyeliner, mascara, and a tiny bit of eyeshadow. And of course, a few different products on my lips to make them big, glossy, and, as she put it, ‘kissable’.

Just as Lizzie finished with my last bit of lip gloss, Gigi walked into the room, carrying the dress.

She smiled, displaying and dangling the beautiful yellow sundress on the hanger. “She’s been waiting patiently for you. Put her on!”

I didn’t need to be told twice, hopping up from the vanity and snatching the dress out of Gigi’s hands. I shuffled around the corner to change, letting my dressing gown fall to the floor and, at last, stepping into the dress that so badly tempted me last weekend yet had remained out of my reach.

But today, she was mine.

I poofed the skirt, adjusted the straps, and made my grand reveal to the eagerly waiting bridesmaids.

“Colleen!!” Lizzie cheered. “You look amazing!!!”

Marie clapped while Amelia nodded approvingly at her work.

I stepped toward a full-length mirror to get a final look at myself and… Damn. I didn’t just look like a beautiful lady. I was a beautiful lady.

Makeup? On point. Hair? Delightfully feminine. Dress? Simply perfect. So perfect that I couldn’t stop smiling and twirling in the mirror. Who knew how addicting swishing a skirt could be, particularly brushing against my smooth legs and lacy panties. Look, I know I’m a man in a room of four stunning women, but at that moment, I felt like the girliest girl of them all.

Gigi gave me a big hug from behind. “I think you’ll do fine as Colleen for tonight,” she said with a wink.

“I think so too,” I answered softly.

◆◆◆

Our evening went exactly as planned. Relatively low-key, as promised, to accommodate my Colleen comfort levels, but with enough activities and debauchery to satisfy Gigi’s desire for a bougie, winery-filled first night of her Bachelorette weekend.

I’m certain the wine helped calm my nerves, but I actually felt quite confident in public as Colleen. I walked gracefully, spoke minimally to those not in our group, and kept a relatively low profile. Gigi, wearing her summery white dress and ‘Bride to Be’ sash, gratefully sucked up most of the attention.

But unlike the spa where the employees are essentially paid not to judge, I knew there was no guarantee of that while out on the town. Honestly, as long as it’s nobody I personally know seeing me like this, I saw no reason to be nervous. I could be myself. Well, the Colleen version of myself.

Our time out was so much fun that by the time we returned to the Airbnb, we had trouble accepting the night was ending. But with the wine flowing through our system and everyone so exhausted, our bodies had made that decision for us.

As Marie, Amelia, and Lizzie all went off to get ready for bed and fall right to sleep, Gigi and I hung out just a bit longer on the living room couch.

“Mmmm…” she moaned, letting her body sink into the cushions. “God, what a good day.”

My body was doing a similar cushion-sink. “Agreed. So much fun.”

She opened her eyes and turned to me. “Thank you for doing a full day like this. You’re a good sport.” Then she cracked a little smile. “Though I sense you may have liked it more than you thought.”

I blushed, admittedly embarrassed at how right she was. “Maaaaybe just a little,” I squeaked out.

We both giggled.

“You know,” Gigi continued. “I know I only asked for one day, but if you’d like to keep being Colleen tomorrow, I think it’s safe to say we’d all love that.”

I paused, knowing my answer immediately but not trying to look too eager. “I… I think that could be arranged,” I answered with a smile. “One more Colleen day couldn’t hurt.”

“Yaaaay!” Gigi gave me a little golf clap. “Then it’s a good thing I brought an extra nightie, just in case.”

With a big, final yawn, Gigi rose from the couch and walked over to my prone body. She kissed her hand and placed it sweetly on my forehead. “I’ll put it out on your bed. Sweet dreams, Colleen.” Then, she turned back. “Oh, and make sure to wash off your makeup!”

I nodded, smiling, and blew her a kiss from the couch.

“Good night,” I said back.

My smile lingered even after she shut the door to her bedroom. Not only was I excited to drift off to sleep in a pretty new nightie, but equally excited to wake up and have a day like this all over again.

For the first time in forever, the job stress, PopMyth uncertainty, and the general anxieties of life that plagued me weekly suddenly seemed so irrelevant.

Could it be from this blissful day of friendship? Or maybe something deeper?

◆◆◆

Usually, a night of drinking messes with my sleep, but my body didn’t seem to care about it last night. With the feel of my smooth legs and body on the cool bed sheets, paired with the delectably comfortable nightie Gigi had given me, it was no surprise I slept so well. Not to mention the excitement of knowing another full day of Colleen was ahead of me.

I could hear the girls already up and at ‘em in the kitchen, so I decided to join them, not caring a lick what I was wearing.

“Goooood morning,” I said in my soft but energized Colleen voice.

Considering how they’d reacted to past outfits, I kind of expected a few hoots and hollers as I stepped into the kitchen looking as feminine as ever. But instead, the pajama-clad girls were all huddled around the kitchen island, looking at something on Gigi’s phone.

“I said, ‘goooood morning’!” I repeated. But got the same, confused, interested stare back at me. Not holding back laughs, per se, but each girl looked unwilling to be the first to speak.

Well, this is odd.

“Uh… What’s going on?”

The girls looked at Gigi as if addressing me was her responsibility.

“Hey, uh, Colleen… I got this text from Kyle.”

“Oh boy, is everything okay? Don’t tell me he’s missing you too much!”

My awkward chuckle didn’t change anything though.

“No, uh…” Gigi again glanced at the girls. Then back at me. “I know you said you wanted to keep this Colleen stuff between us, right?”

Now I was getting really concerned.

“Gigi, what happened?” I asked bluntly.

“Well, Kyle said Liam just texted him. He found a pair of, uh… panties in his car. He wants to know if they’re yours.”


Chapter Twelve

My heart dropped. No, saying it ‘dropped’ is an understatement. It slammed against the floor and dragged me down with it.

“Shit…” I muttered, suddenly shivering. “No no no no no…”

Gigi suddenly jumped into her motherly mode. “Colleen, Colleen… Calm down, okay?”

I started spiraling, letting my mind replay every moment of that day. Sure enough, I remembered stuffing the panties from Eleanor into my pocket. They must have fallen out while Liam was driving me home.

As if him catching me post-done-up hair or wearing perfume wasn’t bad enough. But now? There’s a real-life man who is all but certain I’ve been dressing as a girl.

“SHITTTT!” I screamed out.

Lizzie jumped, not expecting an outburst. But she kindly ran to my side for a hug.

“Colleen, it’s okay! Just because he told Kyle doesn’t mean he’s broadcasting it to the world.”

I buried my face in Lizzie’s shoulder, utterly embarrassed but more than anything, mad at myself. Mad that I let myself get into a situation where a guy I knew I’d be seeing at the wedding – and might run into for as long as I’m friends with Gigi – essentially knows I’ve been messing around with girly clothing.

And now here I am, crying about it. Wearing a girl’s nightie and prancing around at a stupid little bachelorette party as a freaking girl, crying about a guy. Honestly, what the hell happened to me?

I needed some space. Or better yet, some air. I blew past the girls and ran outside to the backyard pool deck, collapsing face-down into one of the chairs. And that’s exactly where I stayed put for nearly an hour, doing everything I could to steady my breathing, and try to convince myself the last few weeks hadn’t completely ruined my life.

◆◆◆

To my friends’ credit, they let me cool off before quietly leaving the house and gingerly tapping me on the shoulder to make sure I was okay.

“Ughhhh…” I groaned, refusing to look up. I must’ve looked like a complete mess, still in my pajamas as my skin most likely baked in the sun.

Gigi was the first to say something. “Hey, Colleen? We’re here for you, okay? We can go deep into it or we can ignore it and talk about anything else. Your call.”

“Yeah, whatever you prefer,” Marie added.

Finally, I flipped back over, realizing the girls had all changed out of their pajamas and had put on their bikinis, seemingly ready to sunbathe or dip in the pool.

“I… just…” I stammered, then let out a huge sigh. “What am I even doing here, you know?”

Gigi turned to the girls, prepared to take this one herself. “Go put on some sunscreen or dip in the pool. I’ll talk to her.”

The three girls nodded and stepped away to give us privacy. She sat on the chair next to me and put her hand on my shoulder.

“I’m not sure if you noticed, but the apocalypse hasn’t started.”

I rolled my eyes, hardly caring if it had.

“Look at me,” I said, tugging at the nightie I was still in, and gesturing to my panties. “Is there something wrong with me?”

Gigi confidently shook her head. “Nothing is wrong with you. In fact, there’s SO much right with you I’ve noticed just this past day!” Gigi then stood up and paced as she talked. “I mean, do you have any idea how far out of your shell you’ve come? Work-husband Colin, God love him, never got this excited about things. But one little spa session, some makeup, and a couple dresses later… and look at you!”

I chuckled, not exactly disagreeing. “We have been having fun.”

“And that’s the point! You’re having fun. And we’re having fun! What’d I say before – if you’re having fun, why stop?”

While I appreciated her positivity, it didn’t exactly solve the issue at hand.

“But, like, Liam. And Kyle.”

She swiped at the air. “Eh! Why should you care what they think? I love my fiancé, but his opinion of you shouldn’t be the be-all and end-all. Plus, it’s not like he had anything negative to say. He was merely asking if they were yours.”

I gulped. “And what did you tell him?”

“I said I didn’t know, and that if Liam wants to know he should ask you directly.”

My brow furrowed, a little pissed at how she’d punted this back to Liam. But I guess it settled the matter for now.

Gigi’s face lit up, remembering something as she pulled out her phone. “Oh, but he did say one more thing.”

She held her phone close to my face to read the text. Kyle had replied.

‘Cool, I’m sure he will. Liam said he really likes talking to Colin.’

Again, my face turned red. Though not from embarrassment about the panties. Gigi paused, noticing my reaction but smirked instead of commenting on it.

“Look, we’ve still got one more day of my trip, and I’d like to have the rest of my Colleen time before things go back to normal and we return to that shitty office.”

Gigi smiled and offered her hand to help me up.

Instead, I reached forward and linked pinky fingers. Another vow.

“Of course,” I answered.

“Good,” she said, grinning and turning back to the house. “Now let’s have a chill-ass day by the pool, ‘kay? And if you’re down, I’ve got a super cute two-piece with your name on it.”

◆◆◆

I know Gigi is just a humble paralegal – not showing off, not falling behind – but if she ever wanted to pivot into a career as a therapist, I have zero doubts she’d excel.

But honestly, it’s not just her. Each of the girls had their own interpersonal strengths, working together to create a loose, nurturing atmosphere and keep my mind off my breakdown from this morning.

I, of course, took up Gigi’s offer to borrow her two-piece swimsuit – a super cute, halter top bikini that, admittedly, left very little to the imagination. But damn did I look and feel good wearing it. And even if it were just around the four girls present, I relished the opportunity to flaunt my surprisingly feminine figure.

Our day, at Gigi’s request, was extremely low-key: hanging out by the pool, enjoying some music, and working on our tans. Marie even grilled chicken and veggie skewers, which we shamelessly devoured to counteract any lingering hangovers. But mostly, we just enjoyed each other’s company. A true, honest girls' trip.

I couldn’t help but think back to just two weeks ago at Kyle’s pool party, remembering how frustrated I was, feeling like I didn’t fit in. Not enough of a guy’s guy to hang with the groomsmen, but refusing to engage in anything girly to fit in with the bridesmaids. Well, it’s safe to say I’d fallen squarely toward one end of that spectrum – at least for the weekend.

Gigi, however, wanted to hit up this ultra-fancy winery restaurant for the final night, so when the clock struck 4 P.M., we knew it was time to get ready. And I honestly couldn’t wait.

Once again, I’d let the girls take the lead in dressing me but being my second night in a row as Colleen, I’d learned a few things – even forming some opinions on what styles and vibe I wanted to go for.

Since the restaurant was on the fancier side, a sundress wouldn’t do. Thankfully, Gigi had a couple of extra dresses for me to try on, and each screamed ‘glamour’. Ultimately, I settled on this sexy little scarlet bodycon dress.

“You never cease to amaze me with your figure, Colleen,” Gigi complimented, pointing out my surprisingly tiny waist – practically unheard of for a boy. She then playfully patted my butt. “And you’re sure you don’t just do squats all day?”

The dress was definitely the sultrier choice but for some reason, tonight, it just felt right. As did the 4-inch black stiletto heels, my hair curled and put into a flirty, high ponytail, and the addition of bold, dark eye makeup with a prominent, deep red lipstick.

“Unapologetically Colleen,” Marie said about my look. “I love it.”

Lizzie gave me a hug from behind. “Now let’s eat!”

◆◆◆

Living in Los Angeles and working in Calabasas I’ve been to some pretty damn nice restaurants. But much like how Gigi’s family home was on another level, so was the steakhouse she’d picked for the evening.

Our party was given a nice, cushy booth and was ready to be treated like queens. Delicious food served in multiple courses, a pianist playing classy tunes in the background, and a dimly lit, intimate setting perfect for girl time. Or rather, bachelorette girl time, as we made sure Gigi was once again dressed in white and adorned her ‘bride to be’ sash.

With this restaurant being part of a winery, there were some truly exquisite wines on the menu which we obviously took advantage of. And with so many delicious ones to try, the girls insisted we spare no expense. We’re here to celebrate, after all.

As the wine kept flowing, the vibe slowly turned from classy to a little sloppy. But damn was it fun, joking and goofing around with these girls, hearing about old memories and embarrassing stories of Gigi from back in high school.

“And remember that guy Keith she ‘dated’ freshman year?” Lizzie chuckled. “He was not cute.”

Gigi scoffed. “Oh come on… At least he was tall.”

Amelia and Marie emphatically shook their heads.

“Not tall enough!” Marie said.

The table exploded into laughter, prompting a glare from a group of middle-aged men at the table nearby. Locals, it seemed. I caught the eye of one of them, who had an absolutely disgusted look on his face. Gigi must’ve noticed him too, as she rolled her eyes.

“Maybe we keep it down just, like, a little?” I proposed to the table.

The group nodded, but it barely dampened Lizzie’s laughing fit. If there’s one thing I know about her, it’s that she’s a textbook ‘Silly Drunk’.

“Colleen? Colleen,” Lizzie began, going through her phone before showing me something. “Here’s the guy now. Do you think he’s cute?”

“Is this Keith?” I asked.

She nodded.

“He’s okay,” I answered plainly.

A fine answer, I thought. But Lizzie rolled her eyes. “Oh, boo. You always give that answer for guys. You really don’t have an opinion?”

I hesitated for a moment. “I mean… Not really.”

Lizzie stopped for a second, looked at Marie, and then facepalmed. “Hoooly shit, I’m sorry. I keep forgetting you’re not like this all the time.”

The group laughed. I forced a little smile and shrugged, tossing my ponytail. “I guess I can’t blame you when I look like this.”

In the past, when discussions around guys came up, the subject was either dropped quickly or kept off of me. But tonight was going… different. Maybe it was the liquid courage, but Lizzie held onto the subject.

“You know, Colleen – outside of, uh, this – have you ever thought about it?”

“About what?”

“You know… Guys?”

I gulped. I really didn’t like where this was going. Obviously, I knew what she meant, but I still felt this whole subject could be avoided if I pleaded ignorance.

“Guys, like, in that way? Oh, I don’t really think about that stuff…”

I looked to Gigi, who strangely wasn’t paying attention. Instead, she seemed to be distracted by the annoyed men at the other table.

Amelia chimed in. “Just cause you haven’t yet, doesn’t mean you never will. I remember not caring about guys until after I started wearing makeup. But then? BAM. My ‘Boy Crazy’ phase hit me like a freakin’ train.”

“But you’ve kissed girls?” Marie piled on.

Again, I gulped. I couldn’t see my own face, but I wondered if the makeup was adequately hiding my growing redness.

“Sure. Like, a couple times.”

“But you wouldn’t kiss a boy?” Lizzie asked. “Because, I mean, shit, I know there are some boys who’d wanna kiss you.”

“Heh, well… I’m not Colleen all the time, remember?”

Amelia shrugged. “So? Doesn’t mean a guy can’t like you. Or that you can’t like a guy.”

Amid our conversation, I once again overheard one of the men at the other table grunt, scowl, and exclaim, “These loud fucking bachelorette parties. Always gotta be on the night I’m here, spending daddy’s money.”

Gigi, not paying attention to our own table, muttered something under her breath. She looked upset and shot them another glare.

“But Colleen,” Amelia continued. “If there, like, was a guy you found hot, who would it be?”

God, I hated this question. “I dunno…” I pondered for a moment, searching for a generic answer. “Ryan Gosling, maybe?”

Amelia shook her head and cackled. “No! Like a guy we all know. Not some celebrity.”

“We don’t all know the same people,” Marie reminded her.

Amelia decidedly snapped her fingers. “The groomsmen! Rank ‘em!”

What?

Her words popped a memory into my mind, just like at the spa. I started thinking of my ride with Liam. Recognizing him at the pool party, and how nervous I was as he approached me and remembered my name. How he towered over me and playfully teased me.

“Ooooh, yes!” Lizzie cheered.

“Rank them?” I asked. “Like…”

“By looks,” she said. “Ollie, Nolan, Garrett, and Liam.”

Again, I envisioned Liam’s smile. His chuckle as he complimented my perfume. His honest, genuine demeanor I’d for some reason doubted he had. And the surprisingly kind thought to actually read my blog and take an interest in my passions as he drove me home.

But then, of course, the stomach-churning embarrassment knowing he found my panties in his car. God, what on earth must he be thinking about me right now?

“Colleen? Helloooo?” Lizzie waved her hand in my face.

“I think Ollie’s the cutest,” Amelia declared.

“Ugh, you can have him,” Marie scoffed. “I think if I had to choose, it’s gotta be Garrett, or…”

“Liam,” I said, then quickly cupping my mouth, as if that would stop me from talking.

The girls smirked and looked at each other.

“Well, it’s settled. Colleen’s a Liam girl.”

“Hey, that’s NOT what I meant!” I shouted at them. But I’m not even sure I believed myself. How else do I explain the butterflies in my stomach every time he comes up this weekend?

Marie reached forward, gently. “Colleen, we’re just teasing. You’re allowed to like a guy.”

“I… I…” At this point, the combination of the alcohol, the stress from this morning, and the utter shock of practically confessing – and subsequently not denying – that I like a guy was rendering me unable to speak.

And just like how anyone would while watching their friend freak out about a boy, the girls burst into laughter.

“Fucking HELL!”

We all turned our heads to the side, where the progressively fuming man had clearly had enough. “Will you please get the fuck out of here?”

The dining room, which consisted of no more than a dozen tables, fell silent. Even the other men at his table. Clearly, nobody expected this outburst.

Nobody except Gigi.

“Excuse me, we’re allowed to be here just as much as you,” she said firmly to the man.

Surprisingly, no waiter or maitre d’ had walked over yet, so the man felt he had full license to handle any issues himself.

“Fucking rich girls… You’re so fucking scummy. Pissing everyone off, partying, wasting away daddy’s money.”

Again, the phrase ‘daddy’s money’ seemed to trigger Gigi. She clenched her teeth.

“I’m here with my friends. I’m getting married.”

The man, who was clearly overserved, threw his arms up sarcastically.

“Well, gooood for the trust fund brat!” The man turned to his friends and sat back down. “Father’s raising shithead kids. That’s the problem. Must be a piece of shit.”

I could tell that Gigi wanted to explode. But something about what he was saying hurt her too much.

“He’s a good man…” she whispered under her breath, as the tears started to fall.

Then to the entire restaurant’s surprise, both parties took a seat, and the conflict dissipated. I guess he said what he wanted to say.

Any and all discussion of kissing boys and crushing on Liam was put on the back burner. We were too stunned to move until Marie finally said something.

“Gigi… Are you alright?”

Still sniffling, she nodded. “Let’s just pay the check and get out of here, okay? I don’t want to talk about it.”

Not looking to press her any further, we did as told and, after a quick apology from the maitre d’ for the man’s behavior, we left the restaurant solemnly, as if we’d just witnessed a death.

Shit happens, I guess. People get drunk and fights break out. But to me, the one thing I simply couldn’t understand was why Gigi – one of the most confident girls on the planet – took it so personally?


Chapter Thirteen

Just because a movie doesn’t have a perfect ending, doesn’t mean it was a complete waste of time, right?

I can’t speak for my friends’ movie opinions, but I can safely say that’s how the other girls are choosing to view the uncomfortable end to what was, on the whole, a pretty kickass weekend.

Still, Gigi’s fight with the man at the restaurant largely went undiscussed that evening or on the drive home the following morning. We treated it as if, well, it never happened. But that didn’t mean I’d forget about it entirely.

For now, the more prevalent issue is how distractingly off I felt all week. For someone who, last Friday, was so hesitant to spend even one night as Colleen, I managed to essentially present full-time as a woman for nearly 48 hours. Yes, it was in a safe space with friends and vacations aren’t exactly the ‘real world’, but that weekend flipped a pretty important switch for me. My mood heading to work on Monday simply wasn’t the same.

Unlike Saturday morning when I had the pleasure of lazily waking up in a soft bed wearing a pink nightie and fresh panties, instead, I found myself back in boxers and a t-shirt, jolted awake by a blaring, 7:15 A.M. alarm. Instead of basking in a new bikini in the wine country sun, I was back to my creaky desk chair, wearing a scratchy button-down shirt and researching case documents under the fluorescent office lighting.

Tuesday was much of the same. As was Wednesday.

On Thursday, Gigi and I actually got to talk a bit – though not about the bridesmaid weekend or anything Colleen-related. She wanted to know if it was okay for her to give Eleanor my number to schedule a time to try on my bridesman suit.

“The suit. Right,” I said, trying to hide any disappointment. “Yeah, have her call to set something up.”

I mean, damn, the trip was only two days, but it seemed to completely reset my expectations. The idea of a fresh, fun suit and an upcoming wedding wasn’t nearly the draw it was before.

Gigi had been in a strange mood all week. Possibly still shaken from the restaurant interaction, but more likely stressed with the one-two punch of her job and her fast-approaching wedding weekend. The last thing I wanted was to be selfish and bring up anything Colleen-related.

Somehow, ‘Colleen time’ had gone from a favor to her and her friends, to something I badly wanted another taste of, and struggled mightily to get off my mind.

◆◆◆

My mood didn’t get much better when, on Saturday afternoon, I arrived at Eleanor’s store to try on the suit.

For my fitting two weeks ago, the store was empty except for Gigi and myself. But today, there couldn’t have been more customers. Over a dozen people which, for such a tiny store, felt like a crowded subway train.

“Colin?” a woman approached me. I didn’t recognize her, but she looked like she worked here.

“Yeah?”

“You’re here to try on the custom suit? Follow me.”

I followed the employee to the back of the store where I was measured for the first time. I spotted Eleanor across the store, struggling to help two parties at the same time. I craned my neck, trying to make eye contact with her.

“Ms. Eleanor’s busy,” the woman explained curtly. “I’ll be helping you today.”

The suit pieces were ready to go, hanging on the rack as she handed them to me and instructed me to change behind the curtain.

I did as told, carefully putting on each item and stepping out for the reveal.

“Very sharp!” the woman said, quickly stepping up on the platform to check how everything fit. “Comfortable?”

I looked at myself in the multitude of angled mirrors. Objectively, the jacket, tie, shoes… Everything looked great. It couldn’t be better. The material, style choices, and coloring were clearly the work of a master designer like Eleanor.

But why didn’t it give me the same joy?

“Fits great,” I told her. “Thank you.”

“You’re very welcome,” she said, already turning her attention to another customer’s garment on the rack. “It’s yours to take home. Already been paid for.”

“Great,” I said, ready to walk out of the store as the proud owner of a new suit.

A new suit, and nothing else.

◆◆◆

I appreciated having the rest of my weekend off for some much-needed PopMyth writing since, A) I needed to catch up on some posts and site maintenance, and B) I really could use the distraction.

The subject of my blog post today was on the feathered serpent Aztec god, Quetzalcoatl. While he’s believed to have held many roles in Mesoamerican mythology, Quetzalcoatl is widely considered to be a god who brought wind, rain, and chaos. Hey, I’d be upset too if I looked like a freaky, feathered sky snake.

But an aspect of Quetzalcoatl that I believe to be heavily slept on is his history of change and creation. From his mighty power, he willed civilizations into creation, and despite the apocalyptic-like, weather-torn chaos, new life would somehow form.

Like many gods, he’d come and go between Earth and the heavens, sometimes presenting as his god-like self, and at other times, a form more human.

This normally never happens, but I actually got chills writing my post and for a moment, I had to stop. Something about discussing physical transformations and new life in the midst of chaos felt eerie. I couldn’t help but recognize the relevance of this multiple millennia-old myth to my silly little life here in the 21st century.

For a moment, I’d found myself once again appreciating the importance of websites like this. Myths reflect reality and the importance of stories. I wondered how many people would actually read this post? I mean, I have the numbers, but that’s not the point.

Scribbled onto a yellow legal pad and sitting next to me on my desk at home, was the script I’d put together for my first video essay – also on Aztec mythology, oddly enough. I hadn’t picked it up in a while, but something possessed me to give it another look.

Who knows? Maybe someone out there needs an extra bit of motivation to find their own creation through chaos. And maybe it’s the spark I’m looking for too.

◆◆◆

Southern California is known for many things: the craziness of the film industry, the perpetual presence of models and influencers, beautiful golden beaches and coastline… but not the autumn season. And definitely not Halloween.

But hold on – that never made sense to me. I’ve lived in LA for a few years now and Halloween is actually HUGE out here. I guess with so many creative, outgoing people, costume parties and the celebration of not just Halloween but HalloWEEK, totally tracks. But as I’ve made quite clear, just because something is popular out here, doesn’t mean I’m an active participant.

Usually on Halloween, I enjoy staying indoors, watching a spooky movie, and embracing the seasonal vibes alone. And doing so never really bothered me. But a few weeks ago, I remember Gigi making a quick comment about a yearly Halloween party Kyle hosts every year.

I didn’t think much of it at the time, but considering the insanity of wedding prep, the thought of the couple having a Halloween party on top of it seemed impossible. Impossible until, of course, I was added to a group chat Sunday night with Gigi and three unknown numbers.

‘Roles are finalized and everything’s ordered!’ one of the unknown numbers wrote.

‘Yessss! Thanks Queen’ replied another.

‘Let’s goooo!’ the third one said. ‘Amelia’s the hero we need’

What the hell was this? Presumably a group chat with Gigi, Lizzie, Marie, and Amelia. But I was just getting added to it now? And what were they talking about? Just as I was typing in the chat, another one came in.

‘Oh and holy shit guys, I totally forgot to add Colleen earlier. Here she is!’ Then, another text. ‘It’s Amelia btw’.

‘Marie!’ and ‘Lizzie!’ texts soon followed.

Okay, so it’s them. But what’s this ‘roles’ thing she mentioned? And they’re back to calling me Colleen?

‘Hey all!! Glad I’m in the chat but what’re y’all talking about?’ Then I added. ‘What’s ordered?’

It took a minute, but I eventually got an answer from Amelia.

‘For the Halloween party Saturday. At Kyle’s parents’ house. We thought it would be fun to do a group costume with the groomsmen.’

Hmm. So I guess I do have Halloween plans after all. With Gigi and Kyle continually adding to their fuller and fuller plate…

‘Fun! What’s the costume?’

Again, another kind of long pause. This time, Lizzie replied.

‘Amelia made the final call and we asked for any objections. No one did, but I guess you weren’t there to object... Whoops!’

I raised an eyebrow. ‘What’s the final call?’

‘Disney theme!’ Marie wrote.

Okay… That’s not a bad theme. ‘And what about the roles? You said they’re already picked?’

Another minute of silence.

‘Well, it’s princes for the guys, and princesses for the girls.’

My heart skipped a beat. Was this another chance to… you know…

‘And who am I?’

Finally, Gigi herself responded in the chat. ‘We thought you’d make a beautiful Cinderella, Colleen. If that’s okay?’

Holy shit, was this really happening? My heart beat fast. Extremely fast. For good and for bad.

The idea of spending more time as Colleen felt, quite honestly, euphoric. As much as I knew dressing as a girl wasn’t a ‘normal’ thing to do, I already couldn’t wait to look and feel pretty again – not to mention have a legitimate reason to do so. Especially after how down I’ve felt all week missing it.

But this wasn’t like that first time at Gigi’s house with the girls. Or dress shopping at Eleanor’s. Hell, it wasn’t even like the Temecula trip. Because this time will be at a party. A public party. In front of people I know. And Gigi wasn’t done.

‘Oh and one more thing. We kinda already decided the prince and princess pairings in advance.’

I gulped. But deep down I knew what was coming.

‘Liam’s gonna be your Prince Charming’


Chapter Fourteen

I knew it. I freakin’ knew it.

That whole conversation about Liam back at the Temecula restaurant? I knew that wouldn’t be the last of it. Those girls not only remembered it, but they smelled blood in the water. They sensed that some secret, subliminal part of me actually liked him and wanted to be set up with him. Crazy talk.

So here we are. Liam and I are gonna be a fake couple for the night, but Disney-style. Not to mention with me dressed as freakin’ Cinderella. At least I no longer had to be concerned about him finding panties in the car. That was the least of my worries.

Sinking deeper into my couch and letting out a huge sigh, I wondered if it was even worth debating. But I knew, not even that deep down, hanging out with these girls again as Colleen might be worth it all. For what is likely the first time since I was a child, I couldn’t wait to dress up for Halloween.

◆◆◆

Once again, I was cursed with a crazy busy, hyper-stressful, anxiety-inducing week of work. Something about the autumn season, I’m telling you. People just can’t wait to litigate.

Admittedly, some of the lack of production was on me because, as embarrassing as this sounds, I found myself browsing princess dresses all week.

I know, I know… What kind of guy looks at any dresses, much less princess dresses for him to wear? But hey, maybe I just wanted to get mentally prepared for what I might be wearing at the party? After all, the costume had been purchased for me in advance. And Amelia said she’d be taking the lead on hair and makeup. All I had to do was show up, ready to go.

So that’s exactly what I did, arriving at Gigi's parents’ house in the late afternoon so the bridal party could all get ready together and my transformation back to Colleen could begin. Gigi answered the door, excited as ever, and ushered me upstairs to her bedroom where the girls were waiting.

I can’t tell you how nice it was to see these girls again, even if it’d only been two weeks since our trip. But something about the anticipation of evening plans, coupled with the chance to bond further while getting ready together felt sublime.

Amelia, as she’d expressed over text, was the head stylist for the night. All outfit, hair, and makeup decisions would be run through her and her alone. I jokingly called her a despot, before correcting me saying she’d prefer ‘dresspot’.

“I’d like everyone’s attention please,” Amelia said. “Before I reveal your outfits, I wanna say two things. First, a toast to Gigi, who because of her friendship and excellent choice in fiancé, we wouldn’t be attending the coolest Halloween house party of the year.”

We turned to Gigi and smiled, clinking our glasses of champagne. But Amelia still had more to say.

“And secondly, if I may, I’d like to paraphrase a line from a classic movie: ‘Halloween is the one night a year where girls can dress like total sluts and nobody can say nothin’ about it.’ And so, with that, I present your costumes…”

In a grand reveal, Amelia yanked away the blanket that had been covering our princess dresses for the evening. But just one look at them, and it was obvious these were hardly dresses.

“Jesus!” I exclaimed, stunned by the size – or lack thereof – of our costumes. “They’re practically lingerie!”

The other girls giggled at my comment, but Amelia held strong. “Hey, they’re technically dresses. Just, you know, sexier.”

If ‘sexy’ merely meant ‘less’, then I suppose I saw what she meant. Gingerly, I picked up the pieces to my costume. It was a pretty simple three-piece, really. The first was a light blue, satin top that wasn’t much more fabric than a bra. Form-fitting, low-cut, with sheer, see-through puff sleeves, reminiscent of your typical princess dress.

“That’s the bodice. Well, half-bodice,” Amelia explained, then reaching for another tiny, circular sheer garment. “And here’s your skirt.”

“My skirt?” I shouted, holding it against my body. “It’s, like, only a few inches long!”

“Hey, at least it kinda puffs out. See?” She swung it around, then placed it back on the bed. “And lastly, your garter belt and stockings.”

I can safely say none of the dresses I researched this week looked anything like this. Had I worn lingerie before? Sure, I played around with it under my clothes – but not AS clothes.

“Amelia… I don’t think I can wear this. I mean…”

“What? You don’t think it’s pretty?” she questioned, then gesturing to the similarly skimpy ‘costumes’ still on the bed. “Plus, we’ll all match! Gigi’s Aurora, Lizzie’s Rapunzel, Marie’s Jasmine, and I’m Belle.”

I shook my head, frustrated. “Yeah, I get that. But – and I hate to point this out – I’m still a guy. I’ve never dressed like this before in public.”

“Well, you sort of have…” Marie added. “That scarlet dress was pretty skimpy.”

I blushed, embarrassed to even be debating this.

It took enough looking inward and self-realization to even admit I like dressing like this. But something this skimpy? Won’t it look… I dunno… wrong?

Amelia gently placed her hand on my shoulder. “Colleen, do you have any idea how pretty you are? Like, even now, as Colin. You’re standing in boy's clothes with no makeup and you still kinda look like a girl.”

I blushed. I guess I didn’t hate hearing that.

“Have you, uh…” she began but paused for a second. “Like, kept up with, uh… shaving? And all that.”

I gritted my teeth before ultimately nodding.

Fine, I admit it. I’ve kept up with shaving my body, even without the promise of dressing like this ever again. I think of all the wonderful feelings from that trip, smooth, soft skin on my bedsheets was the last one I wanted to give up.

Amelia smiled. “So if you’re still smooth down there, the panties really shouldn’t be a problem.” She walked over to the bed and picked up the underwear, handing it to me. “How about this. We all get ready together – hair, makeup, outfits, everything – and pose for pictures as the girlies. If after that, you STILL feel it’s too much, then we’ll get you another costume. Okay?”

I gulped, genuinely wondering if this was finally the step too far. But one look over at Gigi, relishing having all of her friends back in her room, getting ready for a fun, Halloween night, gave me the encouragement I needed.

“Okay. Let’s do it,” I said, notably in my Colleen voice. Then, girlishly, I did a playful little toss of my hair. “Make me beautiful!”

◆◆◆

I loved a lot of things about Amelia. She’s smart, beautiful, and has a dry wit that’s wildly entertaining. But at a time like this, it’s her beautician skills which shine above all.

For the next couple hours, the second floor of Gigi’s home turned into a femininity factory as we used not only Gigi’s room and vanity, but her mother’s as well, and two separate bathrooms for any and all beautification needs.

I told Amelia that I’d be at her whim for every step, no matter how strange it may sound. And sure enough, her very first request was quite odd.

“While I love that you’ve kept up on your shaving, with an outfit this revealing, it’s best not to take any chances.” She handed me a bottle. “So I’d like you to Nair anything you see.”

I gulped but nodded affirmatively.

I’d heard of Nair before but it didn’t mean I knew how to use it. However, after following the instructions closely – and yes, putting up with some odd, burning sensations in places I’d never dream of rubbing cream – I was back to as smooth and hairless as I was post-wax.

Before putting my dress on, however, Amelia wanted my hair and makeup finished. So she briskly sat me down and got to work on my first ever ‘updo’.

Of all the elements of my Cinderella costume, the updo seemed to be the only one accurate to the character. Accurate and beautiful, it turned out. Amelia worked her magic, creating a lovely, classic Cinderella updo with a modern twist. And while it didn’t come with the costume set, Amelia made sure I had a matching, shimmery, icy-blue hair band to really sell the ‘princess’ of it all.

Amelia insisted that my makeup be ‘both powerful and feminine, like a proper princess’. So that’s what we did, putting a heavy focus on my eyes with shadow, liner, mascara, and my first-ever false eyelashes. Damn did these feel strange, the extra weight felt like a chore each time I blinked. But thankfully, after a few minutes, I got used to them. Thank God for strong eyelids, I guess!

If the ‘power’ came from my eyes, then ‘femininity’ came from everywhere else, meaning glitter on my cheeks, glistening pink lip gloss, and what I could only describe as the girliest perfume imaginable. Seriously, two spritzes of this and it was impossible not to feel like a princess.

With my hair and makeup complete, it was time for the outfit. So I stripped off my robe, and though it felt a bit strange getting instructed on something as simple as putting on clothes, Amelia insisted she hang around so I wouldn’t mess anything up.

“Remember that, uh, tucking strategy you tried in Temecula? You’re gonna need that again with these.”

I rolled my eyes, still a bit put off by how revealing this piece was, but nevertheless, I complied. The rare but useful benefit of being on the smaller side down there.

Bra and panties on, bodice snatched, and finally, the trickiest part – the garter belt and stockings.

Amelia couldn’t help but giggle as I struggled to slip on stockings for the first time. She caught a glimpse of my feet.

“I see you kept your pedicure intact,” she smirked at my pretty pink toenails. “Good girl.”

“Yeah, yeah…” I bemoaned. “Clearly for nothing, covering them up with socks.”

“Stockings,” she corrected, helping me slide them up my legs before assisting with the garter belt. “And lastly…”

Amelia handed me a pair of tall, extremely delicate heels. One misstep and I felt they’d snap from under me.

“Just walk like a lady, and you’ll be fine.”

I sighed and took a seat back on the bed.

Part of Amelia’s magic was her ability to help not only me but three other girls get ready while simultaneously turning herself into her own version of a princess. And quite successfully, I might add. Hell, she had five ladies to transform and she still looked the best.

It wasn’t easy, nor was it quick, but as the sun set outside and the champagne and conversation flowed four ladies and I had transformed into beautiful, alluring princesses.

Seriously, I couldn’t oversell how stunning everyone looked. S-T-U-N-N-I-N-G. The heads these girls are gonna turn at the Halloween party… Just you wait.

“Picture time!” Amelia announced, gathering everyone to the big, upstairs hallway mirror. “Some smiling, some smizing.”

As a guy, I’d gotten used to taking just a couple pictures and calling it quits. But the Temecula trip taught me otherwise. Whatever my expectation is, multiply it by a hundred.

We stood there for a while, each girl getting a chance to add to her own camera reel. Solo shots, group shots, funny poses, sexy poses, pairs… everything under the moon. It was a little tedious, but the more pictures we took, the more I realized something.

Yes, these girls were about to be the belles of the ball, undoubtedly catching the eye of every guy they walked by. But I was as much a part of that as any of them. Thanks to Amelia, I looked as much the part as these real bridesmaids did. I sure as hell felt it too.

Had the circumstances been normal and I were in a typical men’s costume, I would’ve been thrilled to be around them. But actually wearing the dress, I wanted nothing more than to be like them. To be part of them. To live the lives they were living, and get the looks they’d be getting.

Then, for a moment, a thought of Liam popped into my head. What would he think of my look? Would he laugh me out of the building? Would he scoff at the fact he got paired with the only guy in the bridal party? I was this close to entering a mental spiral before Amelia called my name.

“Colleen! Well?”

“...well, what?” I asked, confused.

“Are we doing this? Do you like how you look?”

“I think you look beautiful, Colleen!” Lizzie added.

“Yeah, incredible,” said Marie.

As sweet as they were, my head turned to Gigi for the ultimate verdict.

“You make a perfect princess,” Gigi said sweetly.

I smiled back. That’s all I needed to hear. “The votes are in… You have your Cinderella!”


Chapter Fifteen

I’d be doing myself a disservice if I didn’t stop and recognize how far I’d come from the last time I stepped foot at Kyle’s house. Last time, I showed up A) alone, B) in men’s swim trunks and t-shirt, C) a nervous wreck, and D) silently fuming that I didn’t fit in. But tonight couldn’t be more different.

Stepping out of Gigi’s luxury uber came five ravishing princesses – each in sexy but tasteful lingerie, with their hair and makeup done to the nines. And I was one of those princesses.

Even from the outside, I could tell this party was a big deal. Parked cars filled the long, circular driveway and all the way down the street. Hell, a freaking valet service had been hired for the evening. Imagine that, hired help just for the guests’ cars. Clearly, the three-story tall spiderweb decoration that stretched onto the front lawn and the giant animatronic spider weren't scaring anyone away.

The inside of Kyle’s family’s mansion was even more impressive. Halloween decor filled the walls of the eerily lit, orange-tinted foyer. Pop music blared throughout the home to the enjoyment of what must be hundreds of costumed partygoers.

“This. Is. Insane,” I said to Lizzie, my jaw on the floor.

She smiled but shrugged. “And they do it every year. Come on! Let’s get a drink.”

Our group gradually worked its way through the home, eventually finding a makeshift bar where, sure enough, a real bartender was serving cocktails to order. The same was true in another first floor room, the backyard and, by the looks of it, upstairs as well. The sheer scale of this production astounded me.

“Who even comes to this thing?” I prodded Marie when I had the chance to pull her aside.

She considered it for a moment. “Hmm… Well, a ton of Westie people, friends from school, their significant others… Oh! And Kyle’s dad employs a ton of people. So does Gigi’s. So a lot of them.”

I’d barely met that many people much less knew ‘em well enough to invite over for a party. And with all this money for hired help, it started to make sense how they were able to pull this off. But Gigi and Kyle simply exist on a different plane than the rest of us ‘mortals’. Even if I mostly disagreed with him, I sort of understood Liam’s cynicism about the whole thing.

Speaking of which, after exploring the house for a while, mingling, and sipping on a couple drinks, Gigi took us upstairs to the Parlor, where she knew the groomsmen were hanging out.

“Here!” she waved, leading us down the packed hallway to the last door on the right. We stepped inside the parlor and found, sure enough, a group of ‘princes’ awaiting our arrival.

“Oh. My. GOD.” Kyle’s jaw dropped at the sight of his fiancée in her Aurora get-up. “Babe… Like… WOW!”

She blushed as he ran towards her and gave her a big hug, followed by a sweet kiss.

“You don’t look so bad yourself, Prince Phillip,” she said, winking and kissing him again. “And so does everyone!”

Amelia had expressed skepticism at the groomsmen’s ability to pull off a group costume. But I think it’s safe to say that was unfounded. The guys looked, honestly, fantastic. Crisp, clean, princely outfits, each reminiscent of their respective characters.

But after Gigi and Kyle’s little moment, it wasn’t the groomsmen who were getting the attention. It was me. All me. All eyes on the bridesman dressed as skimpy Cinderella.

Until right now, I hadn’t gotten a single questionable look. But that’s because I looked so convincing as a girl. As the girls kept reminding me, there was simply no chance anyone who didn’t already know me would ever in a million years guess I wasn’t a beautiful, young woman named Colleen.

But the groomsmen sure did. And while they didn’t laugh or taunt or vocalize any disdain, they sure as hell let me know it with their eyes.

I watched as Ollie nudged Nolan, whispering something in his ear. Garrett, too, made eye contact with me before quickly looking away. Then looking back. Then away again, rapidly, like something was wrong with me.

The urge to just stop all conversation, bring everyone in, and address the elephant in the room was strong. But I knew that wasn’t the way to handle this. The last thing I needed was more attention. And it’s not like curling up into a ball was an option either.

But then, I heard the door open behind me and someone walked in.

“Cinderella?”

I turned around. It was Liam. I was so distracted I hadn’t even noticed he wasn’t there.

As if I wasn’t nervous enough already, I whipped around, nearly falling for the first time in my way-too-high heels. But sure enough, there was Liam, looking spiffy, royal, and, like his namesake, charming.

“Prince Charming,” I squeaked out, by default using my feminine voice, though quickly tightening up and wondering if that was a mistake. He’d never heard it before, after all.

I stood there for a moment, bracing for – well, I’m not sure what I was bracing for. A concerned look, a roll of the eyes, or an outright groan, lamenting how he got stuck with the weird, freaky bridesman who thought it was okay to dress as a princess in public.

But none of that happened. In fact, Liam looked totally unfazed.

“You killed it on the costumes,” Liam said, before stepping forward and leaning in for a casual hug. I reciprocated, but not without mentally clocking how huge this man was compared to me.

“You too,” I said, boldly choosing to keep my softer, girl voice. “Wasn’t sure if a scientist had the ability to scrounge together a royal look.”

He chuckled. “Not just one – five! I was the idiot who volunteered to order costumes. Last time I ever do that again…”

We smiled and shared a laugh, but were interrupted by Gigi insisting we get our group pictures before everyone gets separated.

Unlike the marathon photoshoot with the girls, we settled for just a handful of pictures of the ten of us – Gigi and Kyle in the center as bride-and-groom-to-be, and the respective parties lined up on the sides, girls and boys split up.

“Now pair up as couples!” Gigi called out. Seamlessly, the princesses found their respective princes, arranging in a line and posing prom-style: girl in front with the boy standing behind her.

Obviously, I’d never done this kind of pose before as a girl. Hell, I only went to two ‘date dances’ in high school, both times with a girl as a friend, so this couple-y pose was not in my arsenal.

Liam and I were the last to do so, each halting before getting too close.

I muttered. “So… I’ve never–”

“Here, like this,” Liam cut me off, directing me into place.

Each prince stood with his princess – hands on their partner’s hips, a slight turn in, and a big smile for the picture. Liam did exactly the same, even – ever-so-gently – placing his hands on my hips.

“Grab hands, too!” The random girl who’d been recruited to take our picture instructed. I don’t know why, but I did the natural thing, and gently placed my hand on top of his.

“Thank you!” Gigi said to the girl, then turned back to the group. “And now, we party!”

◆◆◆

As expected, the princes and princesses ‘divorced’ pretty quickly, going their separate ways and exploring all parts of the house. After all, outside of Gigi and Kyle, none of the ‘couples’ were even dating. Just lifelong friends from the country club. And, well, me.

Having never been inside Kyle’s house, I sincerely enjoyed using the cover of this party to explore what was clearly an impressive mansion. Many rooms that, I assume, otherwise get little use were dragged into action tonight. People were dancing, the alcohol was flowing, and everyone seemed to be having a wonderful time.

Outside of my quick jaunt around the house, I mostly stuck with Lizzie, Marie, or Amelia all night. I felt pretty confident passing as female, but the extra security of a friend nearby really helped – particularly after getting shaken up a bit by the other groomsmen’s reactions.

But I had to remember we are at a party, and the point of a party is to meet people! Amelia, quite kindly, included me in a chat with some girls she went to high school with, and later, Marie and I talked to this guy she once had a fling with back in college – though she insisted ‘it’s not weird now’. To each new person, I was introduced as Colleen, and not once did anyone appear to doubt it.

Everyone I talked to, for the most part, was kind and inclusive. The girls treated me as one of their own and while a few gross guys slung cat calls our way, I never felt unsafe – particularly with Lizzie, who was actually loving the attention.

A little over an hour into the party, I found myself in the backyard. The vibe was much chiller back here, and it appeared to be where the older adults gathered to relax by the fire and smoke cigars. I spotted Amelia, waving me over.

“Colleen!” she called out, a little hushed.

“What?”

She pointed to a group of men sitting by the fire. “You haven’t met him yet, have you?”

There were about 10 or so older men gathered around, laughing and puffing Cubans.

“Who?”

“Mr. Stewart,” Amelia said. “Gigi’s dad. He’s the one dressed as Dracula.”

Across the way was a man of about 60. Gray hair, solid build, and the textbook look of someone successful. Hell, he looked like he could be cast as the President in a movie.

“Hmm. Good to know,” I said. “And who’s he talking to?”

Amelia laughed. “Like, everyone else’s dad.” She went around the circle, subtly pointing out each of the gentlemen and who they were related to. Some notables included Marie’s uncle, Nolan’s father, and even the host of the party, Mr. Koenig, Kyle’s dad. Amelia also pointed to a different part of the yard where a group of women were chatting, including Mrs. Stewart, Mrs. Koenig, and a few others.

“My dad was here earlier, but he usually leaves before it gets too wild,” she gestured to her outfit. “Plus, I’m not so sure he’d wanna see his daughter dressed like this... Anyway, you wanna meet Mr. Stewart?”

I nearly choked on my drink. “N-now? Uh, no. Not looking like this.”

Marie paused, then slapped her forehead. “Ha! Holy shit. I literally forgot you were a guy again.” She glanced down at my garter belt which had come a little bit loose. “Can you blame me?”

The thought of talking to any more people who knew or would later know me as a guy felt ill-advised and generally terrifying. Why put myself in a position to be ridiculed in the future? Hell, even Mrs. Stewart, who’d already seen me as a girl, wasn’t on my meeting list for the night.

Tonight is for some good, simple, one-time fun. Why do anything to complicate it?

◆◆◆

By the time midnight hit, the party was still going strong. Was I getting a little tired? Sure. I’d switched to water at least an hour ago and was already starting to sober up. Better for the morning, I suppose.

Marie and I were upstairs chatting with some of her friends when Lizzie approached, recruiting us for the next game of Rage Cage in the backyard.

“Rage Cage?” I asked. “What’s that?”

Marie leaned over. “I think most people call it Stack Cup.”

“Rage Cage, Stack Cup, Boom Cup… Who cares? It’s a drinking game with a bunch of cups. Come on!”

We followed her downstairs and outside where a giant, plastic table was set up. The table was covered in lightly-filled plastic cups, and surrounded by partygoers eager to start the game.

I actually recognized a lot of the people. Amelia had found her way to the table in addition to Lizzie and Marie. Garrett and Nolan were on the other side of the table, pumping themselves up for another round. And right alongside them, looking right at me from across the table, was Liam. But before I could wave to him, I felt a hand on my shoulder.

“Girlie!!!!”

It was Gigi, with Kyle right behind her. Immediately, I could tell both of them were quite drunk.

“How’s your night?” she asked, slurring her words and leaning a little too heavily on my shoulder. Right away, Kyle helped her straighten up.

“Sorry, Colin,” he said. “Er, uh, Colleen! Shit, sorry!”

Thankfully, nobody had heard the slip-up.

“It’s okay… Are you doing alright?”

Gigi grinned. “It’s great! The night’s great. Just a liiiiiittle tipsy.”

Kyle, who was also slurring, but less so, kindly stabilized his fiancée. “A little too tipsy, maybe. We’re done for the night.”

“Oh come on! Can’t we play one more game?” she pleaded.

Kyle examined the array of beer cups on the table and made a wise judgment call. “How about we just watch?”

Gigi reluctantly accepted as she and Kyle stood behind me and watched the game commence.

The rules of Rage Cage are kinda weird but essentially involve one person bouncing a ping pong ball into a cup and passing it clockwise around the table hoping the other person doing the same thing doesn’t catch up to you and stack their cup onto yours. If you get stacked, you chug one of the dozens of cups from the middle of the table (each containing only a couple ounces of beer – but it adds up!) and restart the process until all cups are gone. Whoever is left with the final cup has to chug said cup – one that’s filled with a grotesque mix of everyone’s drinks from the table. It’s disgusting, but damn if it isn’t thrilling.

As cups gradually got eliminated from the table, the stakes felt higher and higher. Twenty cups left. Then ten. Then just five. Then only two!

All the action was across the table, so I knew I was safe from the gross cup. But Liam wasn’t. Some other guy was right on his tail.

The table was rowdy – not rooting for anyone in particular, just rooting for chaos. But the guy got Liam, who pulled the second-to-last cup and downed the few ounces of beer.

One cup left!

But the direction had flipped, and Liam was suddenly getting chased again. The same guy, right behind him.

The pressure must’ve been immense because neither guy seemed to be able to bounce their ball into the cup.

Suddenly, Liam stopped, holding the ball. He took a long, deep breath, regaining focus. Others must’ve thought he was crazy taking any time to think amongst the pressure. But Liam knew what he was doing.

Refocused and ready to go, he calmly bounced the ball on the table and into his cup, passing it along.

“Eee!!” I squealed, cheering on his move.

He looked up across the table and shot me a little smile, appreciating my fandom.

Not long after some sucker a few spots down got his cup stacked and was forced to chug the gross mega-cup, much to the sick enjoyment of the table. But he took it like a champ.

After the game, Liam made his way down to my end of the table.

“So I do have fans,” he said to me, then turning to Kyle and Gigi, giving them a nod as well.

“Feel like you were back on the court?” I asked.

He playfully dusted off his shoulders. “Basketball is nowhere near as intense. I just did my old free throw routine.”

“Well, I’m proud of you, my prince,” I said.

My prince? Did I really just say that? Jesus. Nevertheless, he smiled and leaned in for a side hug.

Any awkwardness from my comment quickly went away as Gigi stepped up to him.

“God you’re good!” she cheered, drunkenly. “My friends are SO cool.”

Still stumbling, she scanned her surroundings and spotted Ollie, Garrett, and Nolan on the other side of the table. “Boys! Come here!”

The two guys, chuckling, walked over at the same time Gigi was wrangling Amelia, Marie, and Lizzie from nearby.

Gigi wobbled a little, admiring her friends. “H-hey… The group’s back! Disney’s back!”

We all looked at each other, all thinking the same thing – how drunk had Gigi gotten?

“Heh, yep!” Nolan replied. “You alright Gigi?”

Gigi looked at Nolan for a moment. Then at the group as a whole. She held her arms wide and gestured like she was conducting a choir. And then, without another word, she started to cry.

What the hell was going on?

Kyle was quick to comfort her and prevent her from stumbling over.

“Okay, okay… I think it’s time for bed, babe. Let’s get you more water.”

Nobody really knew what to say, defaulting to letting her fiancé take the lead. Drunk girls tend to randomly cry. That’s a thing, right?

With Gigi in Kyle’s arms, everyone but me and Liam meandered away, off to get another drink or talk to someone else.

“Sure she’s okay?” I asked, this time to Kyle.

He nodded, but kind of pouted. “Just a few too many shots too early in the night is all.”

“Let us know how we can help, okay?” Liam offered. “Whatever you need.”

Kyle gave a soft smile. “Thank you. You’re good friends.”

Just as he was about to lead her away, ready to call it a night, Gigi turned back to us.

“Why does this have to be our last party?” she mumbled.

Huh?

I leaned closer. “What, Gigi?”

Again she mumbled. “It’s allll gonna be over. I’m gonna miss this.”

I turned to Liam, who must not have heard. But Kyle certainly did. And while he didn’t look confused, he suddenly looked defensive.

“She’s drunk,” he said, then addressing his fiancée, quietly. “Nothing’s going to end, okay?”

Before I could follow up, Kyle had his arm around Gigi, taking her back to the house, effectively ending their night.

Well that was weird. What the hell did she mean ‘it’s all gonna be over’?

I meant to ask Liam what he’d thought, but the moment I turned to him, I felt a pull, twist, and *SNAP* coming from my shoe. Completely off balance, I nearly ate shit, falling toward the ground.

Instead, I fell into Liam. He was right there, ready to catch me.

I needed a second to catch my breath. My heel got caught in the gap of a stone, completely snapping off.

But there was Liam, looking at me, comfortably holding me in his strong arms.

“Guess you need more practice in those heels,” he jabbed.

I couldn’t help but chuckle. “Hey, I’ve been perfect all night!”

Before things got too uncomfortable, he helped me stand up straight – well, only once I took the other heel off, making me four inches shorter and only widening our size gap.

My heel was totally busted. “Fuck… Amelia’s gonna kill me. She bought the costumes.”

Liam thought for a moment until an idea struck him. “Follow me,” he said, extending his hand. I nervously grabbed it and followed him back inside the house.

Holding my broken heels in one hand and Liam’s in my other, we weaved through the somehow still-crowded house party, down a first-floor hallway, and into one of the doors at the end of the hallway, shutting the door behind him. He’d brought me to… an office?

“Uh… What’s this?” I glanced around what appeared to be quite the nice home office – fancy wooden table and cabinets, a pristine leather couch and coffee table, awards and achievements hung around the walls.

“Kyle’s dad’s office,” Liam answered, digging through the drawers. After a few seconds, he pulled out a little bottle of glue. “Heel please?”

I handed him the broken shoe, which he promptly squirted a bit of glue and pressed together to repair the shoe.

“Gotta keep pressure so it’ll hold,” he explained. “Take a seat, this’ll be a minute.”

I maneuvered to the couch where I promptly sat and watched Liam make the repair.

“Thanks… But how did you know where the glue was?”

“I told you, Kyle and I are old friends. I know this house like the back of my hand.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Even where the glue is?”

Liam shrugged. “Well… I once saw Kyle do this for Gigi when her heel snapped. Guess I’m just lucky.”

Another minute of him silently pressing the glue and he seemed to be done. “God bless the quick-drying stuff.”

Liam then walked over to me on the couch and bent down on a knee. I extended my leg for him, as he offered to slip the shoe back on. But before he did, he started laughing.

“Jeez, we’re really leaning into this Cinderella shit, aren’t we?”

I joined him in a laugh. “Yeah, I didn’t have ‘Prince Charming helps Cinderella put on her shoe’ on my bingo card.”

“Maybe let it dry a bit, then you can walk,” Liam instructed, joining me on the couch. “I promise, Amelia will never know!”

“She better not,” I said. “I can’t anger my chief stylist.”

Liam chuckled silently and leaned back onto the couch. We sat there together, quietly, for a moment before he broke the silence.

“Hey, can I ask you something?”

I gulped, suddenly remembering how much I’d feared running into a situation like this. Alone with Liam, dressed as a girl.

He’s going to tease me, isn’t he? He’s gonna say something about the panties in the car, which admittedly, was much less of a concern considering what I looked like at the moment. But still. Leaving panties in a man’s car?

“When are we getting an update on the Quetzalcoatl piece?”

What?

“Quetzalcoatl?”

“The Aztec God,” he clarified. “The one you wrote about on PopMyth?”

I scooted away from him, more out of shock than anything else.

“Heh… That is, uh… Not what I thought you were gonna ask.”

This felt like something he would tease me about, but he looked genuine.

“I guess you got me on a little bit of a nerd kick. You built a hell of a website.”

Why did my mouth feel so dry? PopMyth is supposed to be my passion. Why was I so nervous talking about it all of a sudden?

“It’s alright… I really should be making it better though.”

“How so?” he asked earnestly.

“Well…” I took a moment, wondering if it was worth saying aloud. Then after a deep breath, “I’m thinking of adding a video element. You know, like educational videos to pair with the blog posts. For YouTube and whatnot. It’s silly, I kn–”

“That’s awesome!” Liam exclaimed. “I’d love to see those. Not that I’m an expert, but I bet your audience would dig it.”

His kind words warmed my heart as I sat there beaming, but still nervous.

“It’s more of a… down the road thing… But, yeah.”

Liam smiled, but let the silence sit for a moment.

“What did you think I was gonna say?”

“Huh?”

“You said that’s not what you thought I was gonna ask.”

Shit.

“Uh…” I stalled, not sure I wanted to say what I was thinking aloud.

“You thought I was gonna ask about the underwear you left in my car?”

I froze. Shit shit SHIT!

“You can’t prove that was me,” I answered, suddenly on the defensive.

Liam looked straight ahead, nodding. “Well, I wasn’t sure…” He looked at my outfit. “But now I think I’m right.”

I must’ve been blushing through my makeup. I had to be.

But again, he laughed. “It’s just a weird way to flirt, is all.”

“WHAT?” I spat back at him. “You think that was on purpose? And that was NOT flirting!”

Now he was really laughing.

“You are literally the most sensitive person on the planet!” he teased.

I pouted. “No, I’m not.”

“Well, you take the bait, like, every time.”

God was this guy really getting to me. Obviously, I didn’t leave panties in his car on purpose, because obviously I’m not into him. Liam is literally a guy. Even if I were into him, the odds a guy like him would like me – a guy with long hair who wears makeup and dresses – is like, zero percent. So why play this game at all?

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry, okay?” Liam said earnestly. “I’ll stop.” Then, he pantomimed a judge’s gavel. “I declare teasing… over!”

I looked at him with skepticism, deep into his eyes to see if he was telling the truth.

“Scout’s honor.” He held up three fingers. “And I was a boy scout for a whole six months as a kid, so you know I mean it!”

He made me chuckle even though I didn’t want to. We sat there a few more moments, staring at each other, ready to call each other’s bluff. Funny, I don’t remember Cinderella and Prince Charming playing a tense game of chicken in the story. Eventually, Liam broke the silence.

“You know, I’m pretty sure Gigi only paired us up for the costume because we’re aisle buddies. You know, to get us used to each other?”

“Wait, aisle buddies? What’s that?”

Liam looked surprised. “Oh, she didn’t tell you? You know how in a wedding the parents, groomsmen, and bridesmaids proceed down the aisle and wait for the bride? Well, we’re going down as a pair.”

I furrowed my brow. “Hmm…”

I guess Gigi was waiting to tell me that. Probably far down her priority list. Still, I couldn’t help but wonder if the aisle buddies decision was made before or after our ‘boy talk’ at the Temecula steakhouse. Because to borrow a legal term, that testimony should be thrown out. Gigi didn’t assign me to him because she thought it was what I’d want, right?

“Yeah,” he continued, gazing mindlessly at the room until catching an idea. “You know, this room is long enough for us to practice.”

My head whipped back around to him. “Practice?”

“Our aisle walk,” Liam stood up and offered me his arm. “Why not? Gotta test that heel somehow.”

I guess that made sense. “Sure…” I said as I grabbed his arm.

Liam pointed across the room. “Walk to that cabinet. Arm in arm.”

Linking arms and standing beside him, it once again became apparent how much bigger than me he was. And again returned that weird, inadvertent heart flutter whenever I thought about it.

We stepped together.

“One and two and three,” he narrated.

This was so silly. Not just that we were practicing walking, but that physically we got paired up. Marie’s the one who’s six feet. She should be with Liam, not me. Yet, here we are.

“You’re too tall for me,” I jabbed at him, holding back a chuckle as I considered how ridiculous we must look. “Like with that stupid prom pose earlier. We’re too disproportionate.”

“Hey, I thought we agreed on no teasing!”

And already, we were back to laughing. We reached the cabinet on the other end of the office and he turned his head to me.

“One more lap. So you can get used to my gigantism, I guess.”

We did a seamless about-face and linked arms again.

One step, two steps… But just as I took my third, again, my heel snapped, sending me tumbling directly into Liam again.

Liam, this time, wasn’t as ready, and he needed to bend down to catch me. He held me by the wrists, a foot off the ground, facing up. It looked like an elaborate pose at the end of a swing dance routine.

“That’s twice now,” he smirked, holding me dangling below him.

Every time I wanted to be taken somewhat seriously around him, in came my clumsy, klutzy self to ruin the moment.

“Wait…” I said. “This is your fault for the glue not holding.”

“Hey, it’s not like I manufactured the glue,” he rolled his eyes, smiling. “But point taken.”

Liam helped me back onto my feet, though as I stood up, I found myself closer to him than usual. Right next to him, in fact. Touching. My lacy bodice brushed against his princely coat. So close that I could smell his cologne and he could almost certainly smell my perfume.

But per our rule, there was no more teasing. No commenting on how me being close to him or him being close to me was an attempt at ‘flirting’ or anything like that. But still, we locked eyes. And right as we did, something crazy happened.

I entered this kind of bizarre, dream-like state. The room felt hazy, and though I didn’t feel any effort, I found my head moving closer and my eyes started to close just as Liam seemed to do the same.

Dimmer and warmer things felt as our faces moved in. Then, like a butterfly gently landing atop a flower, my lips touched his.


Chapter Sixteen

For a moment there, I wasn’t convinced it was actually happening. This is Liam we’re talking about, after all. The thought of kissing him – or hell, any man? No way.

Surely this had to be in my mind. The serene setting, the blissful but hazy mental aura as I leaned closer to him. This certainly felt like a dream. Maybe this whole Halloween party was just one, big, freaky dream sequence? And yet, there I was – a princess kissing a prince.

After only a second or two of our kiss, both of us snapped backward, simultaneously blushing and apologizing in sync.

“Shit, sorry!” we said together, then pausing and pointing at each other like reflections in the mirror.

“You go,” I said to him, waving my hand.

“Oh, I…” Liam said, looking more uncomfortable than I’d ever seen him. It was actually kind of funny watching a guy as tall and strong as him look so meek and embarrassed. “Well, I think you–”

“Me?” I shot back at him. “No no no, you leaned in.”

He emphatically shook his head. “Absolutely not. I helped you up from your fall and–”

“I fell because you glued the heel on wrong!”

And just like that, we were back to bickering, arguing about who did what or said what first – anything to avoid blame for what just happened while, at the same time, refusing to exactly state anything.

Liam huffed, pacing the room to clear his head.

“Maybe we should get back to the party,” he said, decidedly. “I’m sure our friends are looking for us.”

That I agreed with. “For sure. They must be.”

I gathered the broken remains of my high heel as we made our way to the office door. Though just before exiting, Liam stopped me.

“You know, I realized something,” he began, some humor in his tone. “We didn’t even need to ‘practice’!”

I looked up at him. “Oh yeah?”

“Yeah, because for the wedding–”

Oh, I saw where he was going. “I’ll be wearing a suit too.”

Liam nodded. “We won’t even be linking arms. We’ll just, I assume, walk down side by side.”

“Two guys…”

“Right… Two guys…”

Just as Liam reached for the door handle, he saw it begin to twist. And opening the door, right in front of us, was Lizzie.

“Colleen! I thought I’d lost…” she began, but paused abruptly. She looked ahead at the two of us, noticing our shaken demeanors. “...you.”

Liam nodded at Lizzie. “I should go find the guys…” he said, stepping around Lizzie. “I’ll catch you both later.”

“Oh, bye…” Lizzie muttered, watching him scamper off, back down the hall to the party. She turned her head to me, raising an eyebrow. “Uh… What was that? You guys get lost or something?”

“Exactly,” I said, staring blankly ahead. “We just got a little lost.”

◆◆◆

The Halloween party was, to put it simply, exhausting. Physically, mentally, and in every which way exhausting. But that’s not to say I had a bad time.

With Gigi already gone and Marie and Amelia looking to stay a while longer, Lizzie and I called an Uber back to Gigi’s where we promptly fell asleep in our respective guest rooms.

‘We got lost and he failed to fix my heel’ – that’s literally all the information I gave Lizzie about what happened with Liam. Of course, she was ruthless in trying to get more details, rightfully suspecting I was withholding something juicer, but I wasn’t anywhere near ready to talk about it. And the last thing I needed was Lizzie blabbing about it to other girls.

Call it an accident or call it a fluke, but the more I thought about it, the more I had to accept the truth: I, a guy, put on a princess costume and kissed another guy. And not just any guy – a big, strong, handsome guy who, if only for a moment, willingly kissed me back.

All night I thought about it, replaying that damn kiss over and over again in my head. And when I woke up the next morning, I found myself doing the same thing.

It’s funny – the fact I survived an entire night not just as a girl but in a sexy princess costume didn’t feel all that weird. I felt present, confident, and energized. But the second a man gets involved? That’s when I start getting nervous. Why the hell is that?

I ended up ducking out of Gigi’s before anyone woke up – partly because I needed to get some work done for PopMyth, but also because I had no interest in getting badgered by the girls or awkwardly running into the Stewart parents. I’d gotten ‘home and safe’ texts from the girls and Kyle (on behalf of Gigi), so my friend duties were complete.

I neatly folded my costume and pajamas on the bed, leaving a thank you note for Gigi for her hospitality, and an apology note for Amelia that I broke the heel. I’m sure she’ll get over it.

Just like in Temecula, my thoughts and emotions swirled as I changed back into my boy's clothes, cherishing last night’s opportunity but wondering if and when another one like this would arise.

Yeah, I was leaving Gigi’s as a boy, but despite what my clothes might’ve suggested, I sure as hell didn’t feel like one.

◆◆◆

On Sunday, there was a little activity in the group chat post-party – mostly positive things about how cute our costumes looked, how everyone got home safe, and generally had a good time. No speculation of what happened with Liam, and notably, no mention of Gigi’s drunken ramblings.

Honestly, most of the discussion – finally – had become about wedding logistics. Travel dates, lodging, preparation responsibilities, and everything that a bridesmaid or bridesman needed to do. It all felt so overwhelming. No wonder Gigi had been so stressed.

Work, still, was kicking my ass, as I steadily chipped away at my large pile of tasks throughout the day on Monday.

I found it interesting how my relationship with Gigi had essentially flipped. I used to exclusively see her at the office, eating lunch together almost daily but never hanging out outside of work. But now, my time with her was spent taking trips, going to her family home, and partaking in her over-the-top, bougie social events – mostly dressed as Colleen.

Today, however, was a slight return to the old ways, as Gigi swung by my desk for a quick hello.

“Hi you,” she said, quietly, trying not to disturb our neighboring colleagues.

I glanced up from the document I was combing through with a red pen. “Hey to you too.”

We smiled at each other, but Gigi didn’t seem her normal self.

“Kyle told me about Saturday,” she said. “I think I said some stuff and offended some people.”

“Offended?” I questioned. “You didn’t offend anyone. I mean, you were pretty drunk, but–”

“I’d like to make it up to you,” she said. “Come over to mine after work? My actual apartment, not my parents’ place, for once.”

We shared a chuckle.

“The long-awaited trip to Gigi’s place,” I replied. “But you don’t need to ‘make up’ for anything. I’m good.”

She kept looking at me as if that wasn’t the case.

“But sure, I’ll see you there,” I finally said, having genuinely no clue what this was about. And wondering if I even wanted to know.

◆◆◆

I pulled up to Gigi’s apartment around seven o’clock. As expected, her apartment was A) super close to the office, B) quite close to her parents’ place, and C) one of the nicest apartment buildings I’d ever seen.

But what else is new with Gigi? I’d gotten so used to her life of luxury, that it barely even made an impression.

After buzzing me in, I took the elevator to the fifth floor and walked down the long hallway to Apartment 5P – the penthouse suite.

Gigi opened the door, smiling and giving me a big hug as she welcomed me inside.

“This place is stunning, Gigi. But I’m sure you know that,” I complimented her, gazing at the tasteful entryway decor.

We shared a laugh as she led me to the equally immaculate living room. The vibe felt very similar to her parents’ place, just on a smaller scale. Gigi Stewart, the Queen of Style.

“Can I get you anything? Water? Wine?” she asked from the kitchen.

“Water’s fine,” I answered, taking a seat on the couch. With two glasses of water in hand, she took the seat next to me.

An invite to Gigi’s apartment, oddly, felt rare and therefore important. I didn’t want to bore her with too much chit-chat.

“So tell me what’s up,” I said to her plainly. “How are you doing?”

Gigi gave off a big, long sigh as she sunk deeper into her couch. “There’s a lot going on.”

I nodded. That much I already knew.

“Look… I know I’ve been acting kinda weird lately. And I can’t really say too much, but Kyle kinda filled me in on some stuff that slipped out last night… being all apocalyptic and shit.”

“And? Is it the apocalypse?”

She took a deep breath, then looked at me squarely. “We might be moving.”

Moving? That’s it?

“You’re… moving. Where? When?”

“After we get married,” she said. “It’s just… Look, I don’t have all the details yet, and I’m sure you want to know but please, I can’t really answer much. But what I can say is the idea I might not be in Calabasas for long has got me all in my head. Not to mention the stress of the wedding and work, and, like, everything.”

She was totally right. I did want to ask questions. I guess it made sense now why she feared the Halloween party would be her last. Not that I had the full context. Still, as a pretty private person, I understood where she was coming from. And I definitely knew she didn’t bring me here to get interrogated.

“So that’s all you wanted to share?”

Gigi took a sip of water, then shook her head. “Actually, no. There’s something else.” She put her water cup down and grabbed my hand, gently.

“I heard you kissed Liam.”

I nearly spit out my water. For some reason, that’s not what I thought we were gonna discuss.

“I... well…” Already I was sputtering. But there was no denying the truth. “Okay, yes. But–”

“Lizzie figured as much. You’re a bad liar, you know.”

Classic me, blushing like crazy whenever the subject of a guy came up. Why the hell was I like this?

“Well, I want to let you know I think it’s great. Liam’s a good guy and a good friend to Kyle.” Then, Gigi smirked. “Plus, isn’t he like, the cutest?”

I really, really wasn’t here to talk about guys. And being dressed like this felt even weirder doing so.

“It was a heat of the moment thing. A fluke. For both of us. I wouldn’t read much into it.”

Gigi nodded but clearly didn’t entirely believe me. “Is that Colin or Colleen talking?” She giggled, not requiring an answer from me. “Speaking of which, there’s another thing I wanted to ask. And I need you to be honest with me.”

Anytime a question is prefaced like that, it’s never good. “Sure,” I said, nonetheless.

“We talked about this before, but you like being Colleen, right? Like, on the trip and at my party… You’re still having fun, right?”

The answer is obviously yes, but for some reason, I had a hard time spitting it out.

“Well, it’s… Yeah. It’s fun, hanging out with you all.”

Gigi shook her head. “No, no, not hanging out with us. Being Colleen. Does it make you feel good?”

My mouth started getting dry. Why was I the one getting interrogated?

I nervously tucked my hair behind my ear. “Yeah. Maybe it does.”

“If you could snap your fingers and be Colleen all the time, would you?”

Now I felt really uncomfortable.

“Gigi…” I answered. “Why are you asking me this?”

She took another sip of water. “Because of what I said earlier. I might not have much time before moving. Like, after the wedding. So I want everything to be perfect. Not just for me, but for you, too.”

I still didn’t know how to answer her finger-snapping question. But the fact it wasn’t an immediate ‘no’ was telling. Being Colleen brought something out in me. Something that, at first, felt like a mistake. Something that felt wrong. But what I’d come to learn is that presenting as a woman – getting dressed up all pretty, hanging out with the girls, and living as Colleen – made me feel more alive than ever. It awoke parts of me I didn’t know were ever there. A social side. An aspirational side.

“So, then,” Gigi continued. “If you want to, I’m giving you the chance to set aside Colin for a while. To explore yourself fully as Colleen. As a woman.”

Gigi arose from the couch and walked down the hallway. She returned with something familiar. Something I’d only seen in pictures. A bridesmaid dress.

“I had Eleanor make one more. She already had your sizes. It’s a custom fit.”

My jaw nearly dropped, staring at the gorgeous pink gown.

“Colleen,” Gigi began confidently. “Will you be my bridesmaid?”


Chapter Seventeen

What Gigi was asking me, on its face, might’ve seemed exactly like her other requests: ‘Put on this dress, pretend to be a girl, and let’s have some fun’. But this one felt different. Like so much more. It was no longer about the clothing, but the person wearing them.

“You want… Colleen at your wedding? Not Colin?”

“I want you at my wedding,” Gigi said emphatically. “However you want to be. Maybe I’m wrong, but I have a strong sense Colleen would thrive as a bridesmaid.”

Her words struck me. For the past couple of months, whenever I pictured or dreamed of Gigi’s wedding day, despite all the Colleen shenanigans, I had always pictured myself at her side in a suit. As Colin. As a man.

But being Colleen really brought out the best in me, and Gigi clearly noticed that. Not only did I make everyone else happier, but I too was happier. Everywhere I went as Colleen, I exuded pure bliss. What better energy to have on the day of her wedding?

I stood up and silently took the dress from her hands, holding it up against my body. The perfect length, width, size, everything.

“I assume she supplied the proper underwear, too?” I asked, referring to Eleanor.

Gigi giggled. “It wouldn’t be an Eleanor creation if she hadn’t.”

There wasn’t much to debate or decide – externally or even internally. Gigi wanted her day to be perfect and so did I. And it simply wouldn’t be perfect if I wasn’t Colleen.

“You have your bridesmaid,” I said, smiling.

Gigi squealed and gave me a monster hug, shaking me side to side.

“Thank you thank you THANK YOU!!” she cheered. “Eeeeee!”

I nodded and smiled softly, though I couldn’t help but grimace from the battle between euphoria and uncertainty occurring inside my chest. I made an inadvertent, pained expression that Gigi must have noticed.

“I know it’s a lot. It’s scary, and I get that,” Gigi said. “Which is why I’m already two steps ahead. See this?” She pulled up the calendar app on her phone, scrolling through but taking it away before I could read any details. “I recruited the girls to make a Colleen itinerary for you in case you said yes.”

“What kind of itinerary?”

“Let’s just call it ‘Colleen practice’. Presenting as a girl full-time in front of all those people might be stressful, so I want you to be as comfortable as possible. Kyle and I will be busy with our own stuff, but Amelia, Lizzie, and Marie will be there to help you.”

The thought of getting so much love and support was overwhelming. “They’d just… do that?”

“You’re their friend, Colleen!” she grinned, then giggled. “Plus, they’re my bridesmaids, so they have to do what I say. As do you!”

We both laughed.

“Just keep an eye on your phone and look out for texts. Get ready for more Colleen time than ever before!”

◆◆◆

Gigi’s offer of ‘the full Colleen experience’, while incredibly thoughtful, wasn’t entirely clear in its parameters. In fact, the rest of Monday evening I didn’t receive a single text from her or the girls. I carried on as if our heart-to-heart never even happened.

But then Tuesday rolled around, and I ran into her at the office. Or rather, she ran into me. Too busy to stop for a chat, but not too busy to drop off a bright pink suitcase on her way out the door.

“For what we discussed,” she said, rolling the suitcase across my tiny cubicle and bumping my desk chair.

I didn’t need to be Sherlock Holmes to figure out what was inside, and when I finally got back to my apartment, I found my instincts were 100% correct. Gigi had gifted me what appeared to be two weeks of girls’ outfits, makeup, and accessories. Everything Colleen could ever dream of needing was in that behemoth of a suitcase.

My heart raced – mostly with positive anticipation but a little bit with fear. Was I really now in possession of two weeks' worth of girls’ clothes with the expectation to present female at all times? Well, a handwritten note attached to the inner lining of the suitcase all but solidified that:

—

To My Dearest, Newest Bridesmaid,

A gift, so you can dress to your level of comfort, as much as you can. Maybe not a lifetime’s worth of clothes, but enough to carry you through to my wedding. I can’t wait to see Colleen in her full, beautiful self – inside and out.

-Gigi

P.S. Consider this the start of your collection. On me :)

—

A tear trickled down my cheek. My heart was full. Now, so was my closet.

◆◆◆

That night I jumped right into my Colleen practice, using some of the beauty products from the suitcase to shave, moisturize, and feel as physically feminine as possible going to bed. But how would it carry over to my everyday work life?

Arriving at work on Wednesday was about as nervous as I’d ever been. It’s safe to say that while I plan to be in public as Colleen, it’s not realistic to simply show up to work in a dress and makeup with no notice. So I had to balance being subtle whilst continuing my ‘girl practice’ during the day.

My first feminine ‘adjustment’ was wearing a bra and panties full-time. And yes, that meant under my men’s khakis and button-down shirt at work. Wearing women’s undergarments, while awkward at times, served as a constant reminder to maintain feminine posture, mannerisms, and behavior – even though much of that time was spent alone in a cubicle. The strategy was simple but important. And while I was extremely self-conscious all morning, by lunchtime, I’d completely gotten over the fear and could practice as confidently as ever.

But the girl time truly began once I got home from work when, depending on my plans for the evening, I’d switch into a feminine outfit, apply makeup, and transform my mindset to that of a woman, even if no one else was around.

I followed essentially the same schedule on Thursday except, just as I left the office, I got a text from Marie inviting me out to dinner. Just us two.

‘Can’t wait!’ she wrote. ‘Dress code is smart casual. Put together your best look and I’ll see you at the restaurant!’

Having a dressing assignment – not to mention a public appearance – was the perfect challenge. After all, as a girl, I wouldn’t always have friends around to hand-pick my outfits. A light-brown sweater and cute, light-blue jeans with brown, heeled boots felt right. I put on simple makeup using techniques from Temecula (supplemented with YouTube tutorials), and for my hair, I put it up into a cute, high ponytail and added a light-brown ribbon for some extra flair.

Marie, thankfully, had nothing but good things to say when I arrived, and we enjoyed a fun, loose, friendly meal as girls. I also got to know Marie on a more personal level, having this been our first one-on-one hang. The first of many, I hoped.

On Friday, Amelia reached out but proposed a more upbeat, clubby atmosphere this time around. I could tell it was killing her to not consult on my look, but just like Marie, she approved of the sexier, flirtier outfit I put together for myself. Even if she did have a few notes and tweaks for next time.

Saturday and Sunday, I spent by myself, practicing makeup, dreaming up outfits, but most notably using my newfound motivation to write not one but four whole episode scripts for my PopMyth educational video series. As Colin, the extent of my motivation was bare-bones site maintenance and the occasional blog post. But as Colleen, I discovered a second gear of productivity. Yet another unexpected but welcomed bonus of being in girl mode.

When I returned to work on Monday, I had the inevitable gloom of dressing male once again, but from my blissful weekend, I felt inspired to wear a few additional pieces: a simple pendant necklace, a couple bracelets, and a pair of androgynous women’s pants to pair with my men’s shirt. If I looked weird or crazy, nobody said anything – except Gigi, who passed me in the hallway and lit up at the sight of me putting her clothes to use. And in public, no less!

Though part of her joy might’ve come from knowing my plans for tonight with Lizzie, who was set to take me to my first-ever hair salon. Yes, a hair salon. For a full cut, style, and color.

A couple weeks ago the thought of taking scissors and clippers to my hair would’ve been insane – something (semi) permanent, very public, and undeniably girly? No thanks. But living as Colleen full time – even just this week – rapidly changed my tune. I grew to love brushing and caring for my hair, making it feel luscious and smell sweet from an assortment of flowery shampoos, conditioners, and other feminine scents and oils.

And whose hair salon did we end up at? Amelia’s, of course, eagerly awaiting our arrival and amped to turn my previously androgynous hair into something much more girlish and worthy of a bridesmaid.

“Don’t worry,” she assured me, as I excitedly took a seat at the washing station. “I’ll give you something that’ll fly for the office too – as long as you put it up in a bun or ponytail.”

Well, after about two hours of being treated like a queen, my blonde hair was transformed into a wavy, shoulder-length look that was supremely adorable – even featuring a subtle color change with the addition of highlights and lowlights. When Amelia showed me the finished product, my jaw dropped. I’d never embraced anything faster.

“Now this is a Colleen haircut,” she declared. Lizzie stepped up to the styling chair, squealing and hugging me from behind.

“Thank you…” I said, trying not to cry. “So, SO much.”

Amelia nodded, proudly. “Anything for a beautiful bridesmaid like you.”

◆◆◆

It’s safe to say I was feeling as fresh, fun, and feminine as ever before. I had a whole new wardrobe, haircut, newly acquired makeup and self-care skills, and a brand new outlook on life. Not to mention one of my best friend’s weddings coming up in just two days.

Despite the chaos at work, my bosses honored my request to take both Thursday and Friday off for the wedding, which meant today, Wednesday, was my final day before the long, exhilarating weekend. Thursday would be for relaxing and packing, with plans to drive up Friday morning, leaving plenty of time for rehearsal and the ensuing rehearsal dinner.

Amelia, Lizzie, Marie, and Gigi had teamed up to make this last week one of the busiest of my life, but also the most fulfilling. Leaving the office on Wednesday, I eagerly sped home knowing we had one last ‘girl practice’ event on my schedule.

Since I’d spent time with all four girls individually, I assumed a pre-wedding full group activity would only be right. One last night to celebrate Gigi before she and Kyle officially become one.

While she assured me not to worry or bring it up, I still couldn’t help but wonder about the impending move she’d mentioned. Where were she and Kyle going? What exotic part of the world would they explore as a married couple? And how much of them would we see going forward? Whatever the answer, I wanted to make sure Gigi knew I was down for whatever she needed. She more than deserved it.

Well, as it turned out, the girls decided that instead of going out tonight, we’d all meet up in the morning for brunch and hang out during the day.

‘Pack tonight instead,’ Gigi wrote in our group chat. ‘Then let’s all meet at Colleen’s at 11 tomorrow morning. The activities will be a surprise!’

I was, again, wildly impressed by Gigi’s ability to plan not just for herself but for others in the wake of her own wedding. But that’s what Gigi brings to the table. When she says ‘jump’, we ask ‘How high?’.

◆◆◆

A productive Wednesday night of packing and writing, followed by ten whole hours of sleep was exactly what I needed. The best bridesmaid is a well-rested bridesmaid. That Gigi’s a genius, I’m telling you.

Since 'brunch and casual fun' were all I knew about today’s plans, I decided on a cute, light-pink, sundress, strappy sandals for what I assume would be plenty of walking around, and cutesy, braided pigtails with twin, pink bows. A perfect look for a balmy, late-fall Los Angeles Thursday. No work. No plans. All fun.

Just as eleven o’clock rolled around, from outside my window I heard a car pull up. I was so ready for today that I didn’t even wait for her text. I grabbed my keys and headed outside, happily skipping through my apartment building courtyard like a kid on the way to the bus.

That is until I didn’t see Gigi’s car outside my building. Or any of the girls’ cars.

“Hey, Colleen?” a voice called out. A voice I hadn’t heard in a while, but the sound of which made my heart sink and flutter at the same time.

From around the corner came Liam – yes, THAT Liam – eager and happy to see me.


Chapter Eighteen

There he was. My former classmate. The most popular boy from high school. Reunited in the same wedding party. My ‘aisle buddy’ who, for some reason, gives a shit about PopMyth and somehow, the one I kissed.

“Liam…” I muttered, looking around. There had to be hidden cameras or something, right? “What are you doing here?”

He looked at me blankly. “For the treasure hunt. With you, Gigi, and Kyle?”

“A treasure hunt?” That was the last thing I expected to hear. “What’re you talking about?”

He looked at me like I had three heads. “Yeah… Sounded fun from what Kyle told me. Are the others not here yet?”

“What? No, we’re supposed to–”

My phone dinged, cutting off my exasperation. It was a text – curiously, in the bridesmaid group chat.

Liam cautiously stepped forward. “Is that Gigi?”

I looked down and skimmed the text, evoking an immediate groan.

Liam leaned in further. “What is it?”

I let out a big sigh, then, though probably ill-advised, read the text aloud to him.

‘No girl week is complete without some time with a cute guy. So… Surprise! A fun little treasure hunt date for you and Liam! Good luck!!!’

Liam stood there for a moment, nodding to himself, then breaking into a little chuckle.

“Huh,” he began. “Wow. So they think because we kissed–”

“That we like each other. Yeah.”

Liam slapped his forehead. “It was an accident.”

“I know! Crazy.”

“Jesus…” he muttered, pacing around the courtyard. “Well, now I get why Kyle sent me these instructions in advance.”

He held up his phone revealing a string of text messages. It was a bunch of mumbo-jumbo details about how our treasure hunt should work. Four locations, eventually leading to a prize at the end, with clues to collect along the way.

I sighed and joined in Liam’s mindless pacing. Here we both were, having taken the Thursday off work for what we assumed were other plans, now stuck with each other for god knows how long.

Liam finally broke the silence. “We could just… do it.”

“Huh?”

“Their little ‘date’ game,” he quickly clarified. “The treasure hunt. I mean, they put it together for us. And it’s not like we have other plans.”

He had a point. I’d gotten dressed up, amped to go out and do something. I guess spending the day with Liam wouldn’t be the worst idea.

“I guess,” I said. “Why not?”

“I’ll drive,” he offered, then looking back with a sly smile. “As long as you don’t leave anything behind in my car this time.”

I groaned as he laughed his little butt off. Ugh. Maybe this will be a mistake…

◆◆◆

The first location on our list wasn’t far from my apartment: Burbank Community Park.

I was overwhelmed pulling up to the massive, sprawling park. How the hell were we going to find clues here?

We hopped out of the car as Liam pointed to a little shack ahead.

Liam looked at his phone. “Text says to go to the reservation hut.”

I followed him across the field past the joggers, readers lounging on the lawn, and parents out with their kids. With Liam leading the way and me dressed as I was, I wondered if onlookers thought we were a real couple. I mean, even if not of my own volition, this technically was a date. Albeit the weirdest, most confusing kind.

Liam greeted the man at the hut and went straight into explaining our quest.

“We’re stumped. Any chance someone, like, called ahead with something?”

The man paused for a moment, then smiled. “Yeah,” he answered. “Some lady paid for your kite rental.”

Liam and I looked at each other. Kite rental?

He blinked. “Okay…”

The man pulled out a bright red kite from behind the stand, handed it to Liam, and gestured for us to take it out in the park.

“Well this is… unique,” I said as we ventured out into the field. At least the weather was beautiful. Otherwise, we weren’t entirely sure what to do.

“Ever flown a kite before?” Liam asked.

I shook my head.

“Really?” Liam looked stunned. “Come on, I’ll show you.”

Liam stood beside me, holding the big red kite, and handed me the spool.

“Okay, so hold it like this…” he explained. “And geeeently let the string out.”

I did as told, super slowly at first.

We both eyed the kite, waiting for the wind to grab it.

“Let it catch…”

After a few more feet of string, I felt a tug from the kite. It caught the wind!

“Now run! Run!” he cheered, gently nudging me away. “Release the string as you go!”

Giddily I took off into the field, letting the string out as the kite flew higher and higher. Ten feet, twenty feet, fifty feet in the air.

“Wooo-hooo!!” Liam cheered from all the way down the field.

Holy shit, I was flying a kite! Something so simple yet so… fun. Why had I never done this before?

Liam made his way over to me and we stood side by side, watching our beautiful red beacon in the sky. How could you not love it?

The sun on my skin, the tickling of the wind on my legs, my braided pigtails bouncing around with each gust… This felt amazing.

“Nailed it! First try!” I cheered, handing him the spool. And then, having no idea what came over me, I leaned over and hugged him.

“Heh…” Liam said, allowing my hug but receiving it awkwardly. “You did it!”

I quickly pulled away. Ugh. Did I really just let myself do that? So cringe…

Nevertheless, the thrill of getting the kite up in the air and watching it soar was too much fun to do only once. So we brought it back down and repeated the process a couple of times, taking turns. It’s safe to say both of us were unironically having a blast.

When we decided to call it quits, we coiled up the kite and returned it to the man at the rental stand.

“Looked like fun,” the man said with a soft smile. “The lady who called had a second location for you, by the way.”

Liam and I looked at each other with mild surprise. I think we’d both forgotten for a second about the whole ‘treasure hunt’ part of it.

He handed us a slip of paper with an address he’d written on it.

“The second location…” Liam said. “Burt’s Ice Cream in Beverly Hills.”




◆◆◆

It’s amazing what flying a kite can do for your mood. For example, wiping out the cringey, awkward feelings of being set up on a date! Well, not wipe out, but diminish.

I could count on one hand the number of times I’ve stepped foot in Beverly Hills. For one, I don’t live or work anywhere close. But mainly Beverly Hills, as is widely known, is the glitz and glamour hub of a city already known for its glitz and glamour.

“Good ‘ol Burt’s…” Liam said, pulling up and parking.

“You’ve been?” I asked, surprised he didn’t bring it up on the ride over.

“Kyle and I used to come here a lot back in college. Kyle always liked the vibe of Beverly Hills and it’s not terribly far from UCLA.”

Now that we knew the format of our treasure hunt, before even ordering ice cream we asked the woman at the counter whether or not Gigi had called. And sure enough, she had.

“Yeah…” she said. “So weird, I’ve never gotten a call like that. But a treasure hunt sounds like fun!”

The woman picked up a piece of paper and re-read the message. “Oh, but you guys have to order something first and, like, hang out a while? Then I can give you the next location.”

Both of us shrugged, not minding the delay since we were both quite hungry.

“Oh, and such a cute dress, by the way!” the worker complimented. “Like so freakin’ cute.”

I blushed and thanked her as we took a seat at one of the tables. Butter pecan for me, rocky road for Liam.

The two of us ate silently for a moment before Liam spoke up.

“I also think your dress looks nice, by the way,” he said.

Huh?

“Oh, uh, thanks,” I said, adjusting the skirt on my lap. “It’s, uh, Gigi’s.”

He shrugged. “Well, she has good taste. And you look pretty.”

Now this feels weird. “You’re calling me pretty now?”

“What? Aren’t we, like, on a date?” Liam suddenly got defensive. “Thought I’d just treat it like one.”

“Okay, okay, I’m sorry,” I said, hushed. Not trying to call too much attention to our table.

I still couldn’t figure out why I had such trouble accepting the ‘date’ aspect of it all. I mean, it’s not like I hadn’t thought about Liam in that way. He’s a guy, and I’m a guy. Er, well, kind of. Not today… But still, I think we both recognized we were only going along with this treasure hunt as a courtesy to our friends.

“Can I ask you something?” I said. “Like, kind of serious.”

Liam took a bite of ice cream and swallowed. “Sure.”

“Do you think Kyle and Gigi will be okay? Like, once they’re married. You’ve known them longer.”

Liam thought about my question for a moment before answering. “Gigi and Kyle have always been okay. They’re, like, the one constant in my life. Through all the shit I’ve seen out here, it’s always been Gigi and Kyle. Together.”

His words were sweet, but there was an eerie subtext. All the shit I’ve seen out here?

I wondered if Liam knew about their potential move. About how, perhaps quite soon, Liam would be losing his friends. Married, packed up, and gone. Just like that.

“But hey,” he continued. “They’ve got the money. And if they’ve made one thing clear, there isn’t a problem that can’t be solved with it.”

There’s that cynicism again.

I leaned forward at the table. “Look, I don’t mean to diminish what happened with your family, but Gigi's been a good friend to me, money or not. Yeah, maybe she’s a little out of touch sometimes, but she’s really, you know… done a lot for me these past couple months.”

Neither of us said it, but we both knew I was referring to, at least in part, the way I was dressed. The perpetual elephant in the room.

I continued. “There’s so much else she could’ve done – for herself or other purposes – and yet she’s only ever looked out for me. Even with this date! She’s been nothing but an angel. You’re not gonna hear a bad word about her from me.”

Liam, just a little bit, looked like he was holding something back. Like he could have said more. But instead, he nodded and softly smiled.

“You’re right,” he admitted. “Bitterness doesn’t help anyone.” He took another bite of ice cream. “And you know what? You’re not so bad yourself, Colleen.”

I smiled back at him. “You too. When you want to.”

He playfully sneered as we shared a laugh.

We took our time finishing our ice cream, chatting about all sorts of things, and carrying on like this was, I dunno, a date. Trading stories about work, discussing passions, and whatnot. We reminisced about the high school teachers we shared and laughed about how different we were back then. Particularly me.

Liam, apparently, had kept up on PopMyth and referenced a few more articles I’d written and even some I hadn’t. He’s much more of a nerd than he’d like to admit.

When we finally called it quits, we returned to the counter where the girl happily presented us with the next location. A total deviation from the park or ice cream parlor: a roller skating rink.

◆◆◆

Culver City Skate turned out to be the third stop on our treasure hunt date. And while the sign out front read ‘Established in 1970’, by the looks of it I would’ve guessed a few centuries older.

“Damn,” Liam said, peering up at the dilapidated signage. “This place is a dump.”

I smirked at him. “And Gigi picked it. Maybe they could use her money.”

He teasingly stuck his tongue out at me as we walked through the double doors.

Well, at least the interior didn’t look as bad. And for late afternoon on a weekday, there were a handful of people in here. Skating rinks like these always gave me similar vibes to grimy bowling alleys. Cigarette smoke and pizza grease everywhere.

“Excuse me, sir?” I approached the older, balding man standing at the counter. “This might sound weird, but…”

“Are you here ‘cause the lady called ahead? Something about a treasure hunt?”

Well, at least he saved me an explanation.

“Did she leave a message?” Liam asked.

“Hmm, yeah…” the man flipped through his yellow pad. “She paid for your skates up front and said you should hang out a while. Gave me your shoe sizes and everything.”

God, she’s good.

Liam and I put on our skates and began the slippery, awkward carpet walk until we made it onto the rink.

Now, neither of us was a particularly good skater, but Liam was significantly better than me. At the very least, he felt comfortable using the front rubber stopper to help turn and brake. My failure to play a sport as a kid biting me in the butt yet again.

“Just go slow,” Liam coached, trying not to laugh as I inched my way around the rink, mirroring the movements of a baby deer learning to walk.

“I’m trying to go slow!” I shouted.

“Come on, what would Coach Moffat say about this?”

I rolled my eyes at the mention of our freshman-year gym coach. I still had a hard time believing we were from the same town.

After one lap of barely staying on my feet and only surviving by gripping the wall, Liam must have had enough and grabbed my hand to bring me closer to the center.

“Liam. LIAM!” I started to shriek, afraid I’d wipe out with nothing to grab onto. And in a dress, the sight of me falling down would’ve made quite the show.

“It’s okay, I’ve got you,” he assured me, gripping my hand firmer.

We were still moving at a snail’s pace, so for extra balance Liam shuffled up front to grab my both hands, effectively skating backwards.

“Theeeere you go…” he assured calmly as we gradually picked up our pace. “Now slowly start your turn.”

He was basically doing all the work but I appreciated him giving me some credit. Before I knew it, we had made it all the way around the rink together in one piece.

Liam looked me in the eyes. “Now I’m gonna let go, okay? You got this!”

I knew the second he let me go, I’d fall flat on my face. I just knew it. And yet, he slowly drifted away, watching me as I kept rolling forward by myself, eventually standing up straight.

“I’m doing it! Ahhh!” I squealed about as girlishly as possible.

With Liam standing close by for support, I skated upright for about 30 seconds until I hit a turn.

“Liam! Help!! Liam!” I called out as he rushed forward. My skates started slipping and my knees buckled, almost catapulting me forward. But Liam was there, ready to catch me in his arms.

We skidded to a stop and silently stared at each other to recognize the near-catastrophe. Breaths firm but steady, holding eye contact. Until…

“Goooooood afternoon, Culver City!” a man announced over the loudspeaker to the couple dozen patrons in the arena. “It’s ya boy DJ Weekday back with the tunes, but we’re gonna kick it off with Couples Skate. Oooooh! So everyone but the couples please clear the floor.”

After a moment, Liam helped pull me to my feet and back to balance. Still, I gripped him tight, hugging his body for balance.

“You’re good?” he asked, looking down at me. With me crouching and him standing up straight, he must’ve been a foot and a half taller than me.

“Oh, uh… Yeah.” I said, returning my posture. “Guess you’re pretty good at catching me by now.”

Liam smiled. “Hah, yeah. I’m becoming an expert.” He glanced around at the skaters clearing the rink. “Do we…”

“I think we can stay, right?” I said without really thinking. “I mean…”

Liam shrugged but agreed. “It is a date. So we should probably–”

“Yeah. Let’s stay.”

He nodded, then after a second, smiled and held out his hand. “Shall we?”

For a couples skate, the song wasn’t overly ‘couple-y’. “Teenage Dream” by Katy Perry. But at least it made for a fun, throwback tune. And enjoyable enough to distract each of us from the fact we were willingly holding hands as we skated around the rink.

“This probably played at Homecoming, right?” I asked Liam.

“Oh definitely. I mean, it’s a bop.”

“Total bop,” I echoed.

We skated for the rest of that song plus another one the DJ threw in as a bonus ‘couples track’ – something from the 80s neither of us recognized.

When he invited everyone back to the floor, Liam and I stayed on. I’d already grown exponentially better – enough to fully make turns on my own – giving Liam license to try spinning around me and do goofy little skating tricks. None of them looked any good, but I found it cute that he was trying.

After a while, our feet started to hurt and we once again remembered there was still one more spot on our treasure hunt date. One final destination to wrap up what was turning into a surprisingly wonderful day off.

As we returned our skates to the man at check-out, he dug back into his notepad for the final location.

“Huh…” he began. “I thought I wrote it down right, but I only have ‘Pacific Wheel’ here. That’s all. Two words.”

“Pacific Wheel…” I muttered. “Is that, like, a bike shop or something?” I turned to Liam who was already shaking his head.

“Not a bike shop. Bigger. A Ferris wheel. The Ferris wheel at Santa Monica Pier.”

◆◆◆

The idea that Gigi and Kyle would have the foresight to hide our ‘treasure’ – whatever it was – at the top of a Ferris wheel felt insane and over the top. Even for someone with their means. But for the couple with everything, it’s hard to count out anything.

Being late afternoon in November, the sky had already grown dark and we got to enjoy an immaculate sunset disappearing behind the mountains as we approached the iconic Santa Monica pier.

I’d been here only once before, early on in my Los Angeles life, and it’s exactly as I remember: a crowded, hectic, nearly half-mile-long pier poking out into the Pacific Ocean. The front half features an abundance of bars, restaurants, shops, and even an arcade – each with its own, unique energy and theme. The back half of the pier, however, is a fully functioning amusement park. Yep, an amusement park on top of the water, complete with every carnival game you can imagine. Street performers are scattered about, busting their butts and performing for tips. But the real feature of any amusement park is the rides. Small, twisty rides that make your stomach churn (in the best way), medium-sized roller coasters that whip you around at harrowing speeds, and of course, the big one everyone comes for: the Pacific Wheel.

“The final frontier,” Liam said, glancing out at our last task. “Think our treasure’s at the top?”

“Putting treasure in one of the pods would be crazy… But you never know. Shall we?”

Liam was about to agree but stopped himself. “You know… It’s kinda getting close to dinner. You wouldn’t want to stop for a bite, would you? On me.”

He might not have meant it this way, but he was kind of asking me out on a date while already on our date. As far as we knew a meal wasn’t ‘required’ for the treasure hunt. But who was I to turn down some free food?

“I’d like that,” I smiled. Then, without even thinking, we began walking down the pier to the restaurant area, hand-in-hand.

Liam and I must’ve spent two hours chatting and enjoying dinner at one of the smart casual seafood spots. The conversation couldn’t have flowed better and our chemistry couldn’t have been more pure.

Night had fallen and the pier was flooded with locals and tourists alike. But neither I nor Liam wanted the good vibes to end. And so we pushed off the Ferris wheel task a little bit longer and took to the arcade, bouncing from game to game – sometimes winning, sometimes losing, but always laughing.

Only once we ran out of game tokens did we finally accept the fact we had a treasure hunt to complete. And so we made our way to the Ferris wheel that, thankfully, didn’t have too long of a wait. Just a quick ten minutes to get to the front of the line where we spotted a man who looked like he was in charge.

“Excuse me? Hi!” Liam waved him over. “So random, but did a lady call the pier beforehand and say there would be a couple looking for treasure?”

A blank stare from the man. He had no idea what Liam was talking about.

“Clues? Like something hidden at the top of the Ferris wheel or something? Maybe she spoke to your coworker?”

Still, a blank stare. “Uh, we don’t even have a phone…” He turned to the approaching empty Ferris wheel cabin. “You’re welcome to check though.”

Liam and I looked at each other, confused. But unable to hold the line up any longer, we took seats opposite each other in the relatively cramped cabin and began our slow ascent to the sky.

“Huh…” Liam sat there, pondering. “Four places, three clues… what gives?”

I shrugged. I was as confused as he was. “Maybe we wait till we get to the top? Something could magically appear.”

“That’d be something,” he chuckled, leaning back in his seat.

The night sky was dark but beautiful. The smells and sounds of the ocean were sublime, its peacefulness contrasting with the raw energy of the pier. The whole experience was, dare I say, perfect?

I looked across the cabin at Liam, somewhat scrunched into the cabin.

“Don’t think these are meant for basketball players.”

He laughed, then shifted in his seat. “Definitely not. There’s a benefit of being a girl.”

Being a girl.

“Hmm.”

“What?” Liam asked.

“Nothing,” I said at first. But something about our proximity made me want to say more. “Actually, I have a question for ya.”

“Shoot.”

“At Kyle’s pool thing, when you first got there with the cooler and we talked… You told me my hair suited me.”

“Did I?” Liam didn’t seem to remember. “Well, it does.”

“And then when you drove me home, and you noticed I had on perfume. You said you liked it.”

He wasn’t following my train of thought, but still, he nodded. “I guess I thought it was nice.”

I sighed. Perhaps I wasn’t sure where I was going with this either.

“When I dress like… you know… this. Like a girl. Do you think it’s weird?”

Liam paused for a moment, probably not expecting that question. “No. I don’t.”

“Why?” I asked. “I mean… How many other guys are doing this?”

For some reason, the fact we were discussing this made me tear up. The vibe got super real all of a sudden, shedding my vulnerabilities in search of truth.

“Colleen–” he began, but I cut him off.

“And the whole Colleen thing – You have no issue calling me that?” I cried. “How is that? You literally knew me as a guy, and now you’re calling me Colleen, I feel like you’re flirting with me, and–”

Liam reached forward and grabbed my hand gently but deliberately.

“–holding my hand?”

He smiled earnestly. “Can I answer your questions, or do you wanna keep spiraling?”

I sniffled, wiping away one of my frustration tears. “You can answer.”

“Maybe it’s because I like you? Just a little bit?”

He reached forward and gently brushed my arm. “And maybe you’re okay with it too because you decided you kinda like me, too?”

I giggled softly, despite my sniffles.

“Why is liking people so… I dunno, scary?”

Liam chuckled. “I know, right?”

We caught ourselves looking into each other’s eyes, about to have a moment. Except just as the tension peaked, we noticed our cabin making its final descent back to the station. We had to get off.

“Come on, move it, move it…” the same man instructed. Liam grabbed my hand and helped me out as we returned to the main part of the boardwalk.

“So… nothing. No treasure.” I said, glancing up at the colorful Ferris wheel, its lights beaming into the dark sky.

“Yeah…” he said. “Flying kites, eating ice cream, roller skating, and a Ferris wheel in Santa Monica, but no–”

Suddenly, it hit me. I clutched Liam’s arm.

“Holy shit… Liam. I’ve got it.”

“Huh?”

“I think I fucking solved it!”

“What? What is it?” he asked anxiously.

“Think about it. Four places, leading to ‘treasure’ at the end,” I slowly led him through it. “What were the four places? Kites… Ice Cream, Skating, Santa Monica Pier…”

And then he got it too. “Holy shit.”

“It spells out K-I-S-S, Liam. At the end of our date, they wanted us to kiss.”

I hung my head and shook it – though unable to stop smiling. Partly for its corniness and partly for its genius. That Gigi, she’s a slippery little bitch. Clearly, she knew there was something between us. Something that neither Colin nor Colleen could see.

I picked my head up, ready to retrace our steps and talk about how goofy our friends were, but the second I looked up toward him, I saw Liam’s kind, passionate eyes looking right at me. He didn’t want to laugh about it. At least not yet.

That’s when Liam, clutching my arm, pulled me in for a kiss. A deep, passionate kiss. A kiss that, this time, we both knew we wanted.

And we didn’t care who saw.


Chapter Nineteen

To absolutely no one’s surprise, Gigi was pretty damn ecstatic about last night’s results. I mean, who wouldn’t be after pulling off the perfect treasure hunt date for her two friends?

All of the girls were thrilled and the group chat was popping off with text-based screams, questions about how kissing him felt, and the inevitable accusations that I was hiding anything else we might have done.

The answer was notably, no. Sure, we kissed a little longer on the pier. And yeah, also when we got back to his car... And outside my apartment after dropping me off. So, yeah, plenty of kissing. But nothing else, I swear! We had an early morning after all.

But honestly, the pride, euphoria, and completeness I felt after the date could’ve carried me for weeks. Not since the Temecula trip did I feel so loved and hopeful going to bed. And I couldn’t wait to leave in the morning for what would be a memorable, beautiful weekend.

◆◆◆

There’s a real difference between waking up at seven in the morning for work versus seven in the morning for your friend’s wedding. Night and day, really.

The wedding is technically tomorrow, but the wedding events very much start today, beginning with a rehearsal at 3 P.M., followed by a cocktail hour at 5, and immediately preceding that, the rehearsal dinner at 6. But first, the stuff of dreams: a two-hour drive up Pacific Coast Highway to beautiful Santa Barbara.

And that’s exactly what I did. My car was fully packed for the weekend, I was rocking a comfy but cute yellow set from Lululemon with my hair pulled back, and I’d just received a very sweet good morning text from Liam, checking if I slept okay and reassuring me how excited he was to see me later. Already it felt like this day couldn’t get any better.

◆◆◆

You’d think being a couple months into this bridesman stuff – well, now bridesmaid – that I’d have learned to appropriately set my expectations for what was to come. Yet the Stewart family is incapable of failing to impress. The venue, Montecito Estates, was no different.

Much like Temecula, Santa Barbara has its share of wineries, vineyards, and sprawling, Southern Californian landscapes – but with the added benefit of being right by the coast. Montecito Estates felt like the best of both worlds. Hills and elevation? Check. Ocean view? Check. Vineyard view? Check. Multiple golf courses? Check, because why not?

The gate guard directed me down the main road, past the lush greenery of the golf courses and beyond the massive, Spanish-style clubhouse where, presumably, the reception would be held.

I followed signs for guest lodging until my final destination popped into view: twin, multi-unit villas, each containing five suites.

No check-in was needed as I parked, gathered my luggage and ventured into Unit C – the middle suite and my private sanctuary for the next couple of nights. It wasn’t huge, but it would more than do for getting ready and killing time until rehearsal.

Since I was the first of the bridesmaids to arrive, I made sure to enjoy the peace and quiet before having to be ‘on’ the remainder of the weekend. It’s normally times like these, alone with my thoughts and with an upcoming ‘Colleen’ assignment, that I begin to spiral. Thinking only of things that could go wrong. What if I upset someone? Or got embarrassed in some unimaginable way? But in three hours of alone time, relaxing and casually studying my PopMyth video scripts and making edits, I never once felt that way. I couldn’t wait for the others to show up and to begin my weekend as Colleen, celebrating my friends.

As the morning went on, I noticed bridesmaids started to arrive. First Marie, then Lizzie, and finally Amelia, each bursting into my room in extravagant fashion, raving about the grounds, eagerly discussing our upcoming rehearsal, and, unsurprisingly, begging for details about my date with Liam. Questions like ‘Is he a good kisser?’, ‘Will there be another date?’ and the deeply personal but nerve-wracking ‘Do you want to do more with him?’. All of which were, admittedly, yes.

The interrogations stopped when, finally, the bride-to-be herself stepped into my suite, garnering applause from us all. She looked excited for sure, if not a little overwhelmed by the day. But as the boss, it was also her duty to wrangle her bridesmaids.

“Not to kill the party, but rehearsal’s in an hour. Get yourselves prettied up!”

The girls did as told and split to their respective suites to get ready for the rehearsal, leaving just me and Gigi behind in my room.

“Had fun yesterday?” she asked sweetly.

I nodded happily, looking up at her from the couch. “I still can’t believe you did all that for me. For both of us.”

Gigi smirked. “I had a feeling you two were into each other. Even if neither of you wanted to admit it. Just needed that extra push.”

“Guess so,” I said. “Thank you. For everything.”

She leaned over to me and kissed me on the forehead. “Now go pretty yourself up, okay? We’ve got a ceremony to rehearse.”

◆◆◆

Since it wasn’t the main event, there shouldn’t have been too much pressure to look at the top of our game. Or, at least that’s what the other bridesmaids said. ‘Simple dress, a little bit of makeup, and nothing special for hair’ was what Lizzie said she’d be doing. But Lizzie – God bless her – wasn’t under the same scrutiny as me. Not even close.

Presenting as a girl in front of the bridesmaids was one thing. Adding the groomsmen was another. But now I’d be meeting Gigi and Kyle’s families. I’ll be introduced to relatives, friends, and business associates.

The dinner, the wedding, and the reception were opportunities to be judged not just as Colleen, but on behalf of anyone born male who presents themselves femininely. For many, I may be the only person like that they’d ever met in their entire life. Is that fair? No. But it’s an unfortunate reality.

Still, that didn’t keep me from chickening out. I just wanted to look extra beautiful. And so, using every makeup and hair technique I’d practiced over the past two weeks, I transformed myself into a girl who, I hope, no one could argue was anything but stunning, elegant, and proper.

And come reveal time, the bridesmaids had my back, gushing over the adorable, navy blue, puff sleeve mini dress I’d chosen for the day. Quickly becoming a fan of large, girly bows, I added a silky navy one to the half-up, half-down style in my hair. Dainty, white heels, makeup tastefully done but with emphasis on making my eyes pop, and a few delicate pieces of gold jewelry from Gigi’s gifted suitcase. Two spritzes of my favorite perfume and I was ready to present myself to the world.

The four bridesmaids piled into Lizzie’s car, journeying back to the immaculate Montecito Estates main clubhouse, perched on a hill and overlooking the ocean. Just past the clubhouse was a stretch of fifty or so old, wooden stairs, leading to a lush, green landing that was home to one of the most beautiful gardens I’d ever seen. And that, we learned, is where Gigi and Kyle will tie the knot tomorrow.

Some of the garden’s serenity was temporarily spoiled, however, as we heard the piercing, shrill commands of the wedding planner.

“I’m sorry, sir. Sir?” the planner, a woman in her early 30s, barked at a clubhouse employee. “We’ll need this aisle cleared please, okay? Quickly now! Aunt Eunice cannot be in the sun too long.”

It looked as if we were the last of the folks to arrive as pretty much everyone was standing pat, waiting for further orders from the planner. We caught her eye descending the stairs.

“Ladies! Over here!” she exclaimed. We hustled over as she promptly shook each of our hands. “I’m Harriet, the planner. And we’re already running behind.”

Harriet, while clearly competent, was doing little to counteract the stereotype of the ‘tyrant wedding planner’. But sometimes that’s the exact person you need.

I took a moment to let the beauty of the venue soak in. A small but immaculately-kept lawn, surrounded on three sides by hedges sporting an array of beautiful flowers. Roughly a hundred white-painted wooden chairs were split by the aisle, facing the elevated stage beneath the classically decorated pergola. But the real star of the show was the backdrop itself. Nothing but open ocean and open sky. How could you ask for more?

“Crap!” Harriet shouted, remembering something. “I forgot something in my car. I will be right back. Nobody. Move.”

The mentally scattered woman hustled up the stairs, giving everyone an apparent moment to breathe and despite her instructions, move.

Gigi ran up to us, hugging us and expressing how beautiful we each looked. She, herself, looked just as stunning in a wholesome – and of course, white – A-line dress.

Most of the others were chatting amongst themselves – family, close friends, and even the groomsmen. Well, everyone except – you guessed it – Liam, who couldn’t take his eyes off me.

I gave him a shy little wave from across the lawn, only to get a little nudge from the girls to go up and talk to him.

“Hi,” I said timidly, all smiles. Liam looked sharp in his navy sportcoat, brown pants, and no-tie look.

“Hey you,” he replied, just as smiley, gently grabbing my hand, pulling it up and kissing it. “You look beautiful.”

I blushed, looking around to see if anyone was watching. And no, nobody seemed to notice. But that’s the whole point, isn’t it? This boy liked me and didn’t care who knew it. Frankly, neither did I. His eyes were mesmerizing and the smell of his cologne was intoxicating. Just being around him made me want to melt. God, it’s crazy how much of an effect he has on me.

“I’m coming, I’m coming!” Harriet shouted, hustling down the stairs. “Back in position!”

Liam unlocked our hands for the time being, but not our eyes as we gathered around Harriet for her rehearsal spiel. But just before she began, she looked at Gigi. “Everyone’s present, yes?”

Gigi didn’t respond immediately, first looking at Kyle. She looked a little embarrassed, even.

Kyle shrugged. “Our dads…” he began.

“Ah yes,” she continued, cutting him off. “Still no dads… All good, we’ll fill them in at a later time.”

Hmm… Gigi’s dad didn’t come to rehearsal? And Kyle’s too? I understand they’re business bigwigs, but what work thing causes him to miss this?

Nobody seemed to treat either absence as more than a little hiccup as we began the rehearsal process. Harriet taught us how to line up, schooled us on pacing, and how to properly link arms with our aisle buddies. Mine, of course, being Liam.

“Good thing we practiced,” I whispered to him.

“Just make sure that heel doesn’t break,” he teased.

Gigi’s uncle filled in for her dad walking her down the aisle, but besides that, the rehearsal went off without a hitch. The bridesmaids knew where to stand, as did the groomsmen. Harriet reminded everyone involved to practice good posture and smile big – not that we’d need to force any joyful reactions. The officiant, Kyle’s aunt, was practiced and ready. Each of the couple’s vows was already written. One quick ‘practice kiss’ as well as a ceremony exit for good measure and we were good to go.

Harriet officially released us with our only remaining task of the day being the long-awaited rehearsal dinner. I only wondered if Gigi and Kyle’s dads would make time for that.

◆◆◆

We had a little bit of time to kill between rehearsal and dinner which we gladly spent in Amelia’s room, relaxing and chatting.

The girls really seemed to enjoy giving me the lowdown on the friends and family I might be meeting tonight – taking guesses on who I’d enjoy talking to versus who would be a drag. And since all the bridesmaids are currently single, there was the inevitable lusting and ‘dibs’ calling over the cute, male guests.

Also inevitable was the teasing over how Liam and I were ‘off the market’, which was technically not true, but I had a feeling both he and I knew there was more to the Colleen-Liam story that didn’t play out Thursday night. Still, I thought to keep my expectations low. We were at our friend’s wedding after all. We should prioritize what she needs and not silly romantic endeavors, no matter how tempting they may be.

◆◆◆

Just as we did with the rehearsal, the girls and I arrived together for dinner – looking and feeling like the (supporting) belles of the ball that we were.

The dinner was held in the Montecito Estates Clubhouse’s main restaurant – a steakhouse, and a damn good one if the Michelin star chef – no, I didn’t misspeak – had anything to say about it.

But like with any proper rehearsal dinner, the good times start at the bar, where everyone had already gathered, ordering all sorts of fancy cocktails and chit-chatting till the meal was ready.

While Marie and Lizzie went their separate ways, Amelia and I spotted Gigi across the bar and went over to chat with her.

We talked about how beautiful the estate was and whether or not she was nervous for tomorrow. What I really wanted to ask her, but couldn’t, was why her father still didn’t seem to be here. I’d scanned the room several times. No sign of him. Was he okay? Was she okay?

“Mom!” Gigi called out, waving just beyond me. “Come here for a sec.”

I turned around and saw Mrs. Stewart approaching. I enjoyed seeing a familiar face, but clearly not as much as she enjoyed seeing me.

“Colleen, dear…” she leaned in for a big hug. “I just knew I wouldn’t be seeing the last of you!”

“Heh, well, I wasn’t so sure either… Guess that night was more transformative than I thought.”

She nodded eagerly. “Transformative is right! God do you look beautiful. I mean, right from the start you had us fooled, and I’m telling you, not a single soul here would know otherwise.”

Hmm. Okay… ‘Fooling’ isn’t exactly what I’m going for with my gender presentation tonight… but I knew she meant well, so I let it slide.

“It’s good to see you,” I told her. “You’re hosting an incredible wedding.”

Mrs. Stewart, Amelia, and I stuck together a bit longer sipping cocktails and making chit-chat before ultimately Harriet re-emerged, announcing dinner was about to be served.

“Guess we should take our seats then!” Mrs. Stewart said, already a little bit tipsy. “We can–”

She abruptly stopped and craned her neck to the door where a man was entering. Sure enough, after failing to appear at the rehearsal, there he was: Mr. Stewart.

He strolled in, clearly ready to go. With his luxury suit, slick, gray hair parted neatly, and a confident look on his face rolling into the rehearsal dinner fashionably late, it felt like the ultimate businessman move. And following right behind him was Kyle’s father, dressed similarly and mirroring his confidence.

Our group had clearly noticed his entrance but nobody else seemed to. Hell, I wasn’t even sure Gigi knew yet. She’d already made her way back over to Kyle.

But instead of walking over to my table with Amelia, Mrs. Stewart grabbed my arm. “Wait, you still haven’t met Peter, have you?”

“I… Uh…” I stammered, not sure if this was the time. Nevertheless, I was escorted across the room and essentially plopped right in front of the two gentlemen, all eyes on me.

“Hi honey,” Mrs. Stewart approached her husband and gently planted a kiss on his cheek. He smiled warmly but maintained a professionalism that felt odd in this setting. As if he was still in a work meeting. “I’d like you to meet the last of Gigi’s bridesmaids, Colleen.”

Mr. Stewart, a tall man, glanced down at me with his striking blue eyes. Then, he reached out for a handshake. If the essence of ‘power’ could ever emanate from a person, it was him. The man just felt important.

“I’m Peter,” he said, softly but firmly.

“Colleen,” I squeaked. “Nice to meet you.”

Kyle’s father then stepped up beside him and also introduced himself.

“Jackson,” Mr. Koenig said, then looked at me with a bit more intent. “Colleen… I’m not sure I’ve seen you at the club.”

Mr. Stewart turned to his partner and chuckled softly. “You wouldn’t have,” he said, then leaned into Mr. Koenig’s ear.

“We should probably sit?” Mrs. Stewart said, ushering me away.

We didn’t go far, however, getting held up by everyone else moving to their seats. Close enough to the two gentlemen, to hear the two gentlemen laughing about something – and to hear what they were laughing about. Not super clear, but just enough to get the message.

“That’s the friend from Gigi’s work, remember? I must’ve told you. The boy that dresses as a girl.”


Chapter Twenty

It was a private conversation between two men – one that I knew I was never meant to hear. But to me, it was all the same. The chuckling paired with his slightly repellent look as he shook my hand would’ve been plenty. But hearing Mr. Stewart reduce my identity to one thing in such a callous manner – that boy that dresses as a girl – felt utterly defeating.

Mrs. Stewart was either too distracted or too tipsy to notice what her husband had said as she pointed to my table across the room and suggested I take a seat.

My place card – notably labeled ‘Colleen’ and not ‘Colin’ – was between Marie and Lizzie, both of whom were already salivating over the steak in front of them. Amelia, also beside me, asked me to hand her one of the communal side dishes closest to my plate.

“I met Mr. Stewart,” I said aloud, but quietly.

Lizzie lifted her head up. “Oh, he’s here? Nice.”

Marie nodded. “He’s cool.”

Really? That’s all they had to say? Did neither one sense I was a little bit shaken by our encounter?

I remained pretty quiet as the food was served, but I didn’t really eat. Something about what he’d said made me suddenly feel… I don’t know… less than. Like, hey man, I’m one of your daughter’s bridesmaids. Does that not mean anything? Even if I am just ‘the boy who dresses like a girl.’

For the first time in weeks, I felt like I’d suddenly lost all allies in the room. Gigi was busy with hosting. The bridesmaids had their eyes and attention elsewhere. I stood up, breathing heavily and scanning the room for Liam, whose eye I caught. He gave me the ‘Are you okay?’ look, but right as he did, was interrupted by the clinking of glasses, coming from Gigi and Kyle’s table. It was speech time.

What else could I do but sit and wait out my distress as relatives, colleagues, and friends stood up to give impromptu speeches about the bride and groom.

The levity of these speeches relieved at least a little tension, garnering laughs from the room as people retold funny or embarrassing stories of the couple as kids. Many of the tales were even quite touching, reminding everyone how perfect Gigi and Kyle were for each other.

Of course, most of the stories involved moments at Westie or other bougie things like trips to Aspen and Hawaii. I wondered if Liam’s distaste for wealth was making his eyes roll – if not publicly, then internally for sure.

There must have been a dozen speeches before ultimately, Kyle’s dad stepped up to the plate. For a man so business-y looking, he told a surprisingly sweet anecdote about Kyle and Gigi in middle school, sneaking into their house at night just to watch episodes of Wizards of Waverly Place together. He explained how at this point, they weren’t yet dating but had clearly developed romantic feelings. So both lied, each claiming they ‘only’ watched the show because of crushes on Selena Gomez and David Henrie, respectively.

The room applauded as he called for a toast. Then, last but not least, Mr. Stewart arose to close it out.

I watched him, eagle-eyed with curiosity. I knew he wouldn’t mention me – I was simply too unimportant – but would he address his absence from the rehearsal? Or would leave it unaddressed just like Mr. Koenig had.

“Thank you, everyone, for coming,” he said, charmingly. Already, people started applauding. Well, that’s weird, I thought. He hadn’t even said or done anything yet.

He continued. “Gigi has always been an unconventional daughter. As an only child–”

Suddenly, he stopped talking. He reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone, taking a moment to register whoever was calling. Then, he turned to the entire room – the room that contained his daughter, her fiancé, his entire family, and nearly 50 people hanging on his every word and said, “You’ll have to excuse me.”

Mr. Stewart stepped out from the table, answered the phone, and left the room.

What the hell?

As if nothing was the matter, Mrs. Stewart stood up and started an applause. “Short and sweet, yeah?”

Her comment got a few laughs before she continued talking. “Well, we want to thank everyone for coming out tonight. Dessert is buffet-style, so help yourselves. And please, the bar is open, so stick around as long as you’d like!”

The room politely clapped, stood up from their seats, and returned to mingling.

Again… What?

My appetite was already gone, and no amount of tempting desserts would change that. Alcohol, too, felt like the last thing I needed.

Getting so blatantly clocked as male, combined with the odd, uncomfortable behavior of Mr. Stewart – and Gigi’s strange refusal to acknowledge it – I felt more and more on an island. I looked across the room and saw Marie and Lizzie laughing together in a group. Amelia was off flirting with one of Kyle’s cousins. Ollie, Garrett, and Nolan were yucking it up by the bar, distributing tequila shots to whoever would take one.

And then I caught Liam’s eye, caught in a conversation with some man I didn’t recognize. He too looked relatively unfazed, if not a little cynical from whatever the man he was talking with had just said.

What I needed was not to be in this room anymore. I felt smothered.

And so I scooted out of the restaurant, down the hallway, and into the main clubhouse lobby. Here, it was much quieter. Only a few folks’ gazes to deal with.

I stayed put for a few minutes, resting my eyes and recentering my emotions. I reminded myself that no, not everything is about you. Colleen isn’t the star of the show here. It’s Gigi. And Gigi’s opinion should be the only one that matters.

“Colleen?” a voice said firmly. “Are you okay?”

I must’ve been so deep in thought that I didn’t hear him at first. But sure enough, I looked up and found Liam standing with me.

“I’m sorry I couldn’t grab you sooner. Freakin’ Kyle’s cousin chatting my ear off,” he took a long, concerned look at me. “What’s up? You ran out of there like you were on fire.”

I took a deep breath, figuring out how to best express my feelings. But really, what’s there to say? A mindless comment from her father? Am I just overreacting?

“Nothing,” I answered. “I just… needed some space.”

Liam nodded, gears turning in his head on how to approach this.

“Gigi’s friends and family – and Kyle’s for that matter – They can be a lot,” he began. “I mean, all families can be a lot, but… people of her, well, ‘status’ in particular.”

Liam glanced around, soaking in – and I think appreciating – the peace and quiet. “Maybe I could use the space too. Wanna get out of here? Not like they really want to talk with me either.”

◆◆◆

I’m sure somewhere in the unofficial rulebook of being a bridesmaid or groomsman, there’s a rule about not leaving the rehearsal dinner early. After all, you’re the supporting cast and de facto ‘hype men’ for the couple. Keep the party going at all costs, you know?

But I simply didn’t have any hype left in me. So after a quick text to Gigi saying I wasn’t feeling well, I decided to cut my losses and use the empty villas to my advantage – Liam, kindly, keeping me company.

With my room still a mess from the bridesmaid beautification bonanza that morning and afternoon, Liam offered up his suite as our safe space. The room, unsurprisingly, was the exact same layout as mine – though noticeably neater, thanks to the understandably fewer (well, zero) makeup products strewn around.

The suites themselves had twin couches across from each other in the sitting area – perfect for two exhausted bodies looking to just relax for a moment. For a long while, both of us lay on our backs staring up at the ceiling, wordless. My first bit of peace all day.

I turned my head to Liam. “Say what you will about ‘em, they have excellent taste.”

He turned to me too, locking eyes horizontally from about eight feet away. “They always have.”

“It’s really nice you maintained a friendship with Kyle through all this. You know, despite everything.”

Liam nodded. “All the Westie folks – Kyle’s family, Kyle too – they all have their flaws. But Kyle’s a good guy. It’s why I’ve stuck around.”

His friendship with Kyle, out of all of the craziness I’d witnessed, was one thing that truly did make sense. They had a chemistry, a rapport, and a history that was all very sweet. Same as the other groomsmen.

“Can I ask you something?” I began softly. “When your dad lost his money… Did that hurt your friendship at all?”

He smirked. “Clearly not enough. I mean, I’m here.”

“I suppose that’s true. And how about your dad and his Dad.” I said, then slowly realizing something. Something I hadn’t really put together yet until now. “Is he coming to the wedding?”

At first, Liam didn’t say a thing. Instead, he sat up from his horizontal position. “Well,” he continued. “The short answer is no.”

I gulped, wondering if I’d stuck a chord. “Shit, I’m sorry. If they’re on bad terms–”

But Liam held up his hand, shaking his head. “They’re not on bad terms, Colleen.” He swallowed sharply. “My dad’s not coming because he’s dead.”


Chapter Twenty-One

I’d encountered a ton of uncomfortable situations these past few months, but none quite like this.

I sat up quickly. “Oh my god, Liam… I’m so sorry, I didn’t kn–”

Again, he held up his hand. Liam, for what it’s worth, didn’t seem offended in the slightest.

“It’s fine, you’re fine,” he explained steadily. “You couldn’t have known. I never told you.”

My heart was racing fast. I felt so awful and so embarrassed for making him discuss this.

“But it’s probably for the best you know what happened, assuming Gigi never told you.”

Liam moved over to the couch and took a seat next to me.

“After my parents divorced and my dad moved to LA, he’d found himself rising fast through the ranks in banking. Neither of the banks Gigi or Kyle’s dads work for – a different one. Naturally, when he joined the country club, he met them and immediately had a ton in common. Living in the same neighborhood with children the same age, similar interests… and competing businesses.”

Liam shifted in his seat, clearly a bit uncomfortable having to discuss this.

“Everyone at the club viewed Gigi’s and Kyle’s dads as kings. Top dogs of the banking game, the ultimate winners. Much like they still are today. None of that affected my friendship with Kyle, though. Why would it? We were 17. Who cares what our dads did? Plus, the idea of working for a bank and giving out loans for businesses and commercial properties bored the fuck out of us.”

He paused again, this time swallowing hard. “But Dad’s business hit a snag and started struggling. He made some desperate, risky decisions, and made some moves he shouldn’t have. In just one year, his business had completely tanked. But we were still members of the club! Every day he’d come to gatherings and events and have to watch his friends succeed where he could not. Growing their wealth while he sat there, bleeding from the gut…”

I placed my hand on his hand, attempting to comfort him. But to Liam, this was merely another retelling of a dark time.

“Having climbed as high as he did, only to lose it due to the brutal realities of the market and some bad luck, made him a shell of himself. He was humiliated. Defeated. Until three years ago last month, my Dad died in his sleep of a heart attack at 55.”

Tears welled in my eyes listening to Liam’s tragic tale. And while there was sadness in his voice, he wasn’t crying. The pain had been with him long enough that I could only imagine he’d become numb to it.

“Liam, I’m so, so sorry…”

He nodded solemnly. “Thank you. It’s taken me a long, long time to get over it and come to peace with things. And yet, just this past month, I’ve had such a breakthrough.”

“You have?”

Liam nodded, softly grinning as he held my hands. “Yeah. And honestly, Colleen, you have a lot to do with it.”

“Me? What do you mean?”

“You’re inspiring because you’re not like them. You unapologetically live as yourself. Your identity… It’s tied to you and you alone. You don’t define yourself by the things you aren’t, but by the things that you are. You’re brave, you’re bold… I mean, Jesus, can we talk about PopMyth? You built a fascinating, killer website by yourself. And now you’re gonna start making videos?” Liam looked at me warmly. “You’re, like, an incredible girl.”

“An incredible… girl,” I repeated. “Not everyone seems to think so.”

He took his hand and placed it softly on my cheek. “You know I do.”

I blushed, deeply appreciating his affection and willingness to open up.

Then, gently, Liam leaned in and kissed me. God was it nice to feel his lips again. After a few seconds, we pulled back and stared into each other’s twinkling, hungry eyes.

“You know, I’ve kinda been thinking about you all night,” he said softly, right into my ear..

I smirked. “Oh yeah? Like what kind of thoughts?”

“Like how I wanted to kiss you here…” Liam whispered, leaning in to kiss my neck, followed by my nose and my hands. “...and here, and here…”

I couldn’t stop blushing. The thought of being kissed by a man – something unthinkable mere months ago – was, right now, what I needed more than anything. The smell of his cologne so close to me only further drove that need, turning me feral.

“Come here,” I whispered back to him, taking his sport coat off, unbuttoning his shirt, and running my hands down his toned chest.

Little by little, clothing disappeared from his and my body, touching and kissing each other along the way until eventually, Liam stood me up and turned me around to unzip my dress. He did so slowly, planting kisses on my back until it gently fell to the floor.

“Mmm…” he moaned, marveling at how my black lacy bra and itty bitty lace black thong barely covered my smooth, petite body.

“Oh, do you like this?” I asked, playfully spinning for him.

Liam stepped closer and in one motion, hoisted me off my feet and into his arms. I never felt more delicate and feminine than in that moment, held tight by a huge, tall man, carried around like I was a prize he’d just won. Wrapping my legs around his hulking body, I had another burst of euphoria feeling his growing hardness press against me.

“Someone’s excited…” I teased.

He growled back, smirking. “Can you blame me?”

As if I hadn’t been tempted enough, Liam carried me to his bedroom and effortlessly threw my petite, lingerie-clad body onto the bed. I laid on my back and gazed up at this sexy, muscular man uncontrollably lusting for me.

With Liam now in only his underwear, I sat up and moved to the edge of the bed where I confidently reached forward and ever-so-gently touched his hard cock through the thin fabric of his boxers. As if touching my first cock wasn’t euphoric enough, his ensuing moans made me shiver.

“Mmmmm…” he moaned as my dainty hands teased his shaft through the fabric. Thoughts raced in my head of what to do next until, instinctively, I slid down his underwear, revealing his beautiful, girthy, cut cock. Inches from my face and there for my pleasure.

Liam’s eyes were closed, patiently waiting for me to make my move. So like the good girl I am, I leaned in with my pretty pink lips, and planted two sweet kisses on his cock: one on his thick shaft, and the other on his throbbing, twitching head.

“Colleeeeen,” Liam moaned as I cleaned up his oozing precum with my soft tongue. In response, he placed his strong hands on my head, gripping my hair and pulling me closer. That was all the encouragement I needed to open my mouth and wrap my pink lips around his cock.

God did he taste delicious. I felt myself getting more and more aroused with each kiss, suck, and lick of his manhood. And as I quickly learned, caressing his balls as I deep-throated his cock made it all the more pleasurable for both of us.

After a few minutes – but what felt like several, blissful hours – Liam decided it was my turn to be pleased as he stood me up, flipped me around, and bent me 90 degrees over the bed.

All I could do was wait and dream what he’d do to me as his strong hands commanded my hips into place. I then felt his teeth grip the thin lace of my thong, pulling it aside and leaving my smooth, tight hole ready for his pleasure.

“Perfect little rosebud…” Liam whispered, petting my tight hole with his index finger.

I was in such utter euphoria gripping the bedsheets in front of me that I hardly noticed him step aware for a moment, only to return with a small bottle of lube, which he promptly squirted onto his hands and continued stroking my sensitive spot.

The rush from Liam gently but firmly rubbing my hole with his warm, slick fingers took me to an entirely new world. I dug my face into the mattress, panting his name in successive high-pitched squeals.

“Such a sweet little pussy…” I heard Liam mutter from behind me, feeling his fingers exit my body, replaced by the strong grip of his hands on my hips, and the soft but penetrative force of his tongue.

Another unimaginable level of pleasure.

I must have laid there moaning, groaning, and begging for more for ten minutes before Liam again lifted me by my hips and hoisted my petite body onto my hands and knees onto the bed.

I whipped my head around, my long, soft, and now messy hair, hitting me in the face. I smized at him playfully as I got a full view of Liam’s tall, cut, naked body, hovering over me longingly like I was his own personal princess. And then, the phrase I never knew I’d been waiting for all my life.

“God I want to fuck you, Colleen.”

What else could I do but smile and nod excitedly as Liam eagerly went off to find a condom and I readied myself for him on my hands and knees.

Somehow I’d managed to keep my girl package secure in my thong, but that all changed as Liam returned and ferociously tore off my dainty panties, allowing my own, much littler hardness to spring free. He may have ruined my panties, but at that moment I wanted nothing more.

Liam happily followed me onto the bed, kneeling behind me as he slid the condom onto his cock. I heard the squirt of the bottle as Liam rubbed warm, slick lube onto both of his hands. With one, he gently rubbed and toyed with my pussy, ensuring I was ready for him. And with the other, Liam reached between my legs, clutching my girl package and massaging it in his masculine palm.

I purred, I moaned, I made every pleasurable sound under the moon as I let Liam take full control of my body from all angles until eventually, I was the one calling out to him, begging to be fucked.

“Please Liam…” I pleaded girlishly. He happily obliged.

My knees and arms buckled as Liam lubed up his cock, mounted me from behind, and ever-so-gently slid himself into me.

Even the first inch transported me to a new euphoric echelon, with each subsequent inch driving me higher and higher. He was slow, caring, and gentle as he entered me, calmly gripping my hips and reminding me I was a good girl. Once he was fully inside me – all seven, thick inches of him – he began to thrust.

“Errmmm!” I involuntarily screamed out, muffled into the mattress beneath me as my man with his glorious cock had his way with my tight, petite, feminine body. Never before did I feel more like a girl. His girl. And never did I feel more wanted.

As Liam grew closer and closer to cumming, he squirted more of the warm lube onto his hand and stroked my girl package some more.

“I…wanna… rub your clit… babygirl…” he huffed, thrusting into me. “I… wanna… come… when you do…”

The dual sensation of a man’s cock inside me while getting my clit rubbed by that same man was quickly becoming too much for me to handle. Euphoria overload was approaching fast, and I knew I was about to orgasm.

“I’m… gonna come…” I huffed girlishly, pulling his body even closer to mine. “Liammm…”

“Good girl…” Liam grunted, thrusting faster and holding my pert little body even tighter. “Come for me.”

And then, something magical happened. Just as Liam’s body writhed, mine did the same. We gripped each other tight and as Liam emptied himself deep in my pussy. I had a simultaneously glorious, girlish release onto the bedspread beneath me as he milked every last drop from his girl.

Both of us were silent for at least a minute – panting and recovering from our perfectly timed, beautifully in-sync orgasms.

Liam leaned closer, planting a soft kiss on my cheek, and moving a strand of hair that hung over my face.

“Colleen…” His voice felt as warm as the sun. “You’re the most amazing girl.”

◆◆◆

Choosing to stay the night with Liam was one of the easiest decisions of my life. Granted, part of that was to avoid the inevitable evening walk of shame back to the bachelorette suites, but more so, after getting properly fucked and pleasured by a man who I could only describe as the perfect balance of sexy, smart, and sweet, how could I resist being held by him all night?

Sure, we both felt a little bad leaving the post-rehearsal-dinner drinks early – not that we didn’t give our respective friends a heads-up – but the outcome was far, far worth whatever side-eyes we might receive in the morning. It’s safe to say that exploring each other’s bodies that way was something we’d consider deeply formative for the rest of our lives.

The sun was already shining when I first opened my eyes and I had the pleasure of waking up to Liam’s body spooned against mine, his arm reaching across and over my body, holding me tight. He had let me borrow one of his t-shirts to sleep in which, to me, was big enough to function as a dress. It was the single, rare exception from the past two weeks when I was actually happy to find myself in men’s clothes. Just as long as they smelled like Liam.

“Morning,” he said, shifting his position and stretching his arms. When I turned to him, he was already smiling.

“Good morning, you,” I said back, sweetly.

As we looked into each other’s eyes, we had the same sudden realization that today, unlike last night, was not about us. Today was Wedding Day. Our friends were finally getting married.

“Biiiig day,” I said, getting in some twists and stretches myself. I looked around for my phone. “Hair and makeup’s starting at nine. Way too early…”

“God I love being a guy,” Liam said. He collapsed back into bed.

When I finally found my phone, I noticed something a bit unexpected. It was 8 in the morning – an hour before the girls’ time to meet. But there were a ton of texts coming from a new group chat.

“Check your phone.” I turned to Liam, more serious this time. He read the same message I did. It was from Kyle, five minutes ago.

‘Emergency wedding party meeting at the clubhouse. Please be there in fifteen.’

◆◆◆

Kyle’s text was extremely vague but we could easily tell it was serious. No groom sends a message like that unless something’s gone wrong.

Since the girls' villas were just across the lawn, I made a quick trip to my room for fresh underwear and the first sweatpants I could find. Liam waited for me before hustling to the clubhouse together, arriving at the clubhouse just a few minutes late.

The emergency meeting was held in the grand ballroom – the location of tonight’s reception – though nothing was set up yet. Just a giant, wooden floor with tables and chairs moved to the room’s edges. In the center clearing, waiting for us, were the major players from yesterday’s rehearsal: groomsmen, bridesmaids, Gigi, Kyle, a few family members, and perched in the center and ready to speak, was Kyle’s dad standing beside his wife.

“Sorry, sorry,” we both said, jogging to the middle of the floor.

Kyle’s dad wasn’t amused by our tardiness, but he quickly let it go.

“Thank you for interrupting your morning, everyone.”

Ollie was the first of the group to speak. “Is everything okay?”

Kyle looked over at his son, then over to Gigi who I’d only just noticed looked like a complete and utter mess.

“Well, I have some news to share. News that you all should hear from me before anyone else.” Kyle’s dad cleared his throat and then delivered his bombshell.

“One hour ago, from his villa this morning, our friend Peter Stewart was apprehended by police. He was arrested, taken to the Santa Barbara station for processing, and charged with insider fraud.”


Chapter Twenty-Two

The room fell silent. An array of shocked, saddened, and distraught expressions colored each of the wedding guests’ faces. Myself included.

“Insider fraud…” one of the younger family members asked. “What’s insider fraud?”

Mr. Koenig began to explain. “Embezzlement, data theft, money laundering… The charges aren’t fully clear and processed yet, but there appear to be ten counts.”

“Ten counts?” Another person repeated, stunned.

“Yes,” Mr. Koenig said. “The thing is, it doesn’t matter how many there are. Peter, the company, and everyone involved will fight to get his name cleared. It’s a corrupt Justice Department shakedown is what it is.”

Bank fraud is far, far down the list of topics I can discuss intelligently, but something about what Mr. Koenig was saying didn’t pass the sniff test. Embezzlement? Data theft? Money laundering? A Justice Department shakedown? Nothing about this felt like things not to be concerned about. And frankly, Gigi’s face said it all. She looked utterly destroyed, barely holding herself together as she quietly wept in Kyle’s arms.

Mr. Koenig continued. “This process, I can tell you, will be ugly. But the company lawyers have been preparing for this and will fight tooth and nail for Peter. Fortunately, I have one good piece of news. Peter’s processing and bail payment should be finished by the early afternoon, meaning he will be present and ready to walk Gigi down the aisle. The wedding will go on as planned, and we’re excited for you all to join us.”

There was a degree of finality to Mr. Koenig’s words as if he were at a press conference and uttered ‘no further questions’. Curiously, the room seemed to respect that. Sure, people were sad – a tear here and there, and still some minor looks of confusion or bewilderment – but mostly the sense I got from the room was, somehow, expectation. A singular, unspoken understanding that the news he just delivered should be accepted as fact and taken in stride.

Except for one person: the man standing beside me. My man.

“Un. Fucking. Believable.” Liam uttered, breaking the silence of the room.

“Excuse me?” Mr. Koenig looked up. “Liam, do you have something to share?”

Liam’s face was red with rage. He stared into the soul of Mr. Koenig as he desperately attempted to keep his cool. His eyes darted around the room, looking for allies. Was anyone else hearing what he was hearing? I eventually felt his gaze turn to me for help but I was too scared to move.

But then Liam actually started to laugh. “Oh my god…” he began. “This fucking explains it. All of it. You’re just fucking crooks.”

Kyle finally spoke up. “Dude, Liam, cool it.”

“Cool it?” he spat. “Ten counts of fraud and you want me to cool it?”

Liam started pacing the room. The others cleared a path as he gradually got closer to where Kyle and Mr. Koenig stood.

“I should’ve fucking known. I mean, I guess I’m the only idiot in the room, huh? You all knew?”

“Liam, stop it,” Gigi cried out, already tearful. His behavior certainly wasn’t helping.

“Is that why nobody’s surprised? Nobody’s condemning these people? The Koenigs, the Stewarts… a bunch of crooked, crony bankers.” He gestured widely to the room. “That’s why you have all this, huh? The cars, the mansions, the trips? Because you look the other way on their bullshit?”

Kyle had had enough of Liam’s accusations. He stepped forward, right in his face.

“Dude. Cool Off.”

But Liam wasn’t backing down. He took his finger and jabbed it right toward Kyle’s father. “His lies. His bullshit…” then, he turned to Gigi, sobbing. “And her family. Liars, cheaters, thieves. No wonder my father couldn’t win when the game’s this rigged...”

Kyle looked him dead in the eye. Upset, yes, but also like what Liam had said wasn't totally absurd. But his instincts – likely shaped by years and years of family loyalty – were holding him back. Kyle was standing by his father and his father-in-law-to-be.

“They’re… good men…” he said through gritted teeth.

“Bull. Shit.” Liam spat back, at last pulling away from the groom. “Everyone who doesn’t recognize how wrong this is can fuck off!”

And with that, Liam stormed out of the room.

If the room was dazed before, they were now practically paralyzed. Mr. Koenig stood at the front, silently brooding. Kyle fumed, pacing back and forth and wondering what to say.

Somehow, Liam’s exit freed me from my immobilization and I, without a word to the group, followed him out the door.

I found him in the lobby, hands on hips, seething as he paced about. I’ve never seen him like this. Liam, usually so calm and confident, so upbeat and positive, was possessed by rage. But it was more than just rage. He was hurt. He was betrayed.

“Liam…” I muttered, walking up to him. “What can I–”

“What can you do? You can leave with me. That’s what you can do. I want no part of these people anymore.”

I hung my head, thinking. “Isn’t that a little… extreme?”

“No, Colleen, it’s not extreme.” He huffed loudly, slamming his fist on a table nearby to release some of his rage. “What have I been saying the whole time? This reckless pursuit of power. All this rich kid shit, banker daddies and whatnot. It’s sick! They just take and take and TAKE and–”

The door to the ballroom creaked open again. Standing in the doorway, looking like a tornado had hit her, was Gigi.

“We need to talk.”

Liam whipped his eyes away from Gigi as if she were Medusa.

“No more excuses, Gigi. I’m done.”

“Liam, my dad might go to prison.”

“Good!” he shouted.

Already she was back to sobbing. I ran over to console her.

“Liam, please. You’re blaming the wrong people. Gigi didn’t know!”

He scoffed, focusing his gaze on Gigi as I held her against my body. “Really? She knew nothing?”

Then, it hit me. “Gigi…” I asked calmly. “You didn’t know anything, right?”

What I wanted was a firm, immediate no. But it wasn’t coming. Only more tears.

“Please answer me,” I pleaded. “Please say you didn’t know.”

It took her a moment to steady her voice before standing up straight and calmly addressing Liam.

“My father’s business has always been his own. It’s the way he liked to keep things. Work and family, always separate.” Gigi turned, now speaking directly to me. “About four months ago, my father sat me down with some news. He explained how authorities have been investigating him and his company, accusing them of unfair, nasty practices. He reminded me of his company’s power and how they have the finest legal team ready to defend him. But they can only do so much.”

Gigi hung her head and wiped away another tear. “The end of the year. That’s how long he figured he had until this all went down.”

I stared intently at the sniffling bride, slowly piecing her story together.

“That’s why the wedding came together so fast,” I presumed.

“He wanted to watch his daughter marry the love of her life. And I wanted him there. No drama, no cameras, no charges… nothing to ruin the moment.”

Liam put his hands on his hips, cynically. “And yet–”

I held up my hand to quiet him. Liam may feel differently – and he may have known Gigi longer – but I could feel her sincerity. She meant what she was saying, and she wanted her father at her wedding.

Still, the details were stunning. And as I looked back on the past two months, so much made sense. Her ruined makeup from my first visit to her home. Her aggression toward the man at the Temecula steakhouse. And the mention of her leaving Calabasas…

“The move you talked about. That’s because of this, isn’t it?”

She nodded. “Who knows how people will judge my family when this all comes to light. Our best course may be to leave the state entirely.”

I was running out of words to say. The fraud reveal, Liam’s reaction, and Gigi’s perspective were all making my head spin. I couldn’t think straight. I felt utterly helpless.

Liam shook his head. “And now you know, Gigi. Now you know it’s real. It’s all come to light.”

His temper was high, but he finally managed to calm himself for a moment.

“Believe what you want. Whatever helps you sleep at night. But me? I’ve made up my mind. And I want nothing to do with this.” Liam hung his head, took a deep breath, and looked at me. “Colleen?”

Liam wanted me to come. He probably wanted nothing more than for me to stick my middle finger in the air and walk away from it all.

“She just said she knew,” he reminded me. “She’s not even denying it! Hell, she’s doubling down. Think of all the people her dad stole from! The years of fraud. Is this really who you want to side with? This is your team?”

Gigi started crying again. Sobbing, really. Both of my friends were hurting. I knew that. It killed me that I couldn’t help them both.

But Gigi was vulnerable. And right now, despite everything, she needed me most. Like with every decision in life, you have to go with your gut. And my gut says I need to be her bridesmaid.

I didn’t even have to answer Liam. He slowly, disappointedly shook his head and walked out of the lobby, refusing to turn back.


Chapter Twenty-Three

Watching Liam walk away felt like watching a part of my soul leave my body. He’d given me so much – empathy, allyship, camaraderie, romance. So believe me, watching him exit the clubhouse in anger was one of the hardest things I had to do.

But Gigi needed a bridesmaid. A sister, really. She needed Colleen.

“Thank you,” she said softly, still sniffling. Clearly this wasn’t easy for her either.

We hugged for a minute, after which she took a step away, looked at me, and held up her hand. Her pinky finger, specifically. She wanted to renew our vow.

I hesitated for a moment but after wiping away a tear, I latched my pinky to hers. Gigi smiled and breathed a sigh of relief, happy to have her work spouse on her side.

We’d done our vow renewal tons of times – honestly, too many to count. And each time I vowed, I really meant it. Today though, for the first time ever, doing so felt just a little bit off. As if I was sacrificing the tiniest piece of me to do so.

The doors swung open behind us and Kyle emerged from the ballroom asking if Liam had left. Gigi assured him he was gone for good. Kyle, despite having just been berated by him, didn’t necessarily see that as a victory. His eyes watered and, for a moment, I could have sworn I heard his soul crack. The whole situation was one giant loss. For me, for Gigi and Kyle, for the wedding guests… for everyone.

◆◆◆

Emotions inevitably cooled as the day went on. After all, it still was Gigi and Kyle’s wedding day – the day they’d been dreaming about for months. And that’s still cause for celebration.

The bridesmaids gathered just as planned to get our hair, makeup, and nails done for the big occasion, meeting up with a team of stylists, eager and upbeat to prep Gigi and her bridesmaids for the big day. The stylists, luckily, were living in ignorance and thus able to work wonders keeping the mood light and merry.

Outside of those from the morning meeting, news had not spread widely about Mr. Stewart’s arrest. In fact, Gigi, the girls, and I were given very few updates about the goings-on with his processing – merely the promise that he’d be at the 3 P.M. ceremony in time to walk his daughter down the aisle.

Marie, Amelia, and Lizzie worked hard to take Gigi’s mind off of what had happened, chatting about literally anything other than the events of this morning, including Liam’s outburst and stand-off with her fiancé. I, however, didn’t find it so easy.

Perhaps I just had a weaker spirit than everyone else, but I couldn’t erase the image of Liam’s red, furious face from my mind. His words kept echoing – all those accusations of thievery, lying, and betrayal. Thinking of how, in a circuitous way, Mr. Stewart’s actions could have affected Liam’s father. Everyone, for better or for worse, was ignoring them. Did they not believe them to be true? Or did they simply not care?

These were the types of thoughts I couldn’t get out of my head all morning. Things that should have been joyous felt tainted. Watching my friend’s hair styled in an immaculate updo, donning an ivory flower arrangement in her long, auburn tresses. Her makeup was done up beautifully, looking even more like a princess than when she actually dressed as one for Halloween. Beautiful? Yes. Uplifting? Not as much.

I felt it myself, too. Transforming into a beautiful bridesmaid would normally be a highlight of my life. Professionally done hair and makeup matching the three other bridesmaids, all dressed in our custom-fit dresses with pretty, dainty lingerie underneath? This should be the stuff of dreams. But taking pleasure in the process, given the circumstances, just felt wrong.

However, one bit of the process did manage to cut through those feelings: the long-anticipated wedding dress reveal.

Up to this point, none of the bridesmaids had seen Gigi in her dress. Only she, her mother, and Eleanor knew the design. But my goodness was it worth the wait.

Gigi’s dress made her look like literal royalty. Strapless, svelte, and sexy, it featured a sheer, sweetheart bodice with textured ruching. Embroidered lace highlighted the shimmery, off-the-shoulder tulle sleeves, and the elegant, A-line silhouette beautifully billowed around her, creating the ultimate fantasy feel. And of course, a simple, graceful veil for the final touch.

“Gigi…” Marie said, holding back tears. “You’re stunning.”

“Stun-ning!” Lizzie emphasized, also beginning to cry.

Hell, we all had trouble containing our emotions witnessing our friend at her most beautiful. A real-life princess.

Gigi herself was overcome with emotion as she got the full and final look in the mirror. I could tell it took everything in her power not to cry and ruin an hour’s worth of makeup.

“Thank you,” she uttered softly. “Thank you all for everything.”

Right as she said that, the door to her suite opened and Mrs. Stewart walked in. She had already gotten dressed for the wedding and looked stunning in her own right. Like any good mother should, her jaw dropped the moment she saw her daughter in the stunning white dress.

“Sweetie…” Mrs. Stewart said, holding back tears. “You look beautiful.” Then, after a long, emotional hug. “Are you ready?”

“Is he here?” Gigi softly asked. “He’s back?”

Mrs. Stewart nodded. “Just as he promised.”

Gigi nodded back. “Then let’s do this.”

Mrs. Stewart smiled and turned to the bridesmaids. “Are you girls ready?”

One by one, the bridesmaids gave some kind of affirmative answer, eventually coming to me. I hesitated for a second.

“Colleen?” Mrs. Stewart repeated. “You’re ready?”

“Sure,” I muttered back.

I glanced at Gigi. She was doing everything in her power to keep a smile on her face. And frankly, so was I.

◆◆◆

A shuttle arrived at the villas ready to take Gigi, her mother, and her bridesmaids over to the clubhouse. Each of us did our part escorting Gigi and her delicate dress in and out of the shuttle, ensuring there’d be no last-minute tears or snags. Why make today any more stressful than it already was?

The way the venue was set up, we could see from atop the hill the swath of wedding guests already present in their seats and awaiting the start of the ceremony. Harriet, of course, was beside us directing ushers to handle any tardy guests while keeping her primary focus on the bride and groom. Kyle and Gigi were to be kept separate until the final ultimate reveal, so there was some tricky maneuvering to make sure the couple would be kept out of each other’s sight until the final, grand procession.

We took an alternate staircase down to the venue level and set ourselves up in a clearing behind the garden, hidden by shrubbery and secluded from the guests.

As Harriet barked commands, we all mostly stood silently, passively letting time pass until the ceremony. But the silence, coupled with my mind still swirling from the events of this morning and my curious incapacity for joy at a moment that called for it most, was deeply troubling me.

The arrival of the groomsmen didn’t help my mindset either. Ollie, Nolan, and Garrett, while they looked handsome as ever in their matching gray suits, looked incomplete without Liam at their side. Four bridesmaids, three groomsmen, and one deep-cutting, unaddressed issue eating away at me.

Part of me just wanted to address the multitude of elephants in the room. Clearly, the bride is upset. The groom had a screaming match with his groomsman, and everyone just stood there and took it. No discussion of morals, what’s right and what’s wrong, nothing. Just quiet, unabashed loyalty to the Stewart and Koenig families.

Harriet alerted us that Kyle was now arriving along with his parents, so Harriet herded the girls and Mrs. Stewart into a separate area to preserve the secrecy.

“Colleen,” Harriet cornered me for a moment. “Just so you know, Liam is no longer–”

“I’m aware,” I interrupted her bluntly.

She nodded. “You’ll be walking down the aisle, solo.”

Harriet walked away without further explanation. The odd girl out yet again. Honestly, the perfect metaphor for my entire wedding experience.

Seriously though, who is the one non-Westie member of the wedding party? That’s me. And the one person here without long-term ties to Gigi and her family? Me again. The only person with a basic, crappy car in the parking lot, lacking family wealth and seemingly unending resources? Ding ding ding, me again! The more I thought about it, the more I realized how much truer my isolation was.

I’m the only person here who’s ever worked with Gigi and not just seen her as a friend or an extension of her family. I’m the only person here with a gender presentation that isn’t their sex. I’m the only person to have their first-ever romantic partner stripped away from them. And, apparently, I’m the only freakin’ person here that feels torn between what’s honorable versus blindly putting up with a blatantly immoral man.

“He’s here,” Mrs. Stewart whispered, gesturing to the back stairs where escorted by a few unknown men, came the tuxedo-clad, sharp-as-ever Mr. Stewart, fresh off his bail payment and ready for his daughter’s wedding.

Gigi stood silently in her wedding dress as tears welled in her eyes watching her father arrive just in time for her wedding. Only God knows what was going on in that head of hers, the dissonant feelings she must have, torn between the joy of her big day and the stain on it caused by her father.

But the moment he stepped onto the grass, she sprinted toward him and gave him a long, loving hug. A hug he reciprocated as he whispered something in her ear. I was barely close enough to hear a small piece.

“It’s all gonna be okay,” he told her. “It may be rough for a while but never doubt it, I’m gonna be okay.”

Those words alone made me feel icky. A man like him, charged with nearly a dozen serious crimes, callously ignoring them and insisting not on his innocence, but on his inevitable acquittal, regardless of guilt.

Despite his daughter’s tears of joy and everyone’s elation seeing him make it in time, I couldn’t help but think of Liam. About how incensed he was by the reveal of his crimes. His cynical though probably accurate belief that Mr. Stewart would evade accountability. I wondered how betrayed he must have felt not just by Gigi and his friends, but by me, sticking by their side and staying for the wedding.

“Chop chop!” Harriet called out. “Everyone line up! Just a few minutes till the procession!”

Each of us was given our flowers to hold and, other than me, a man to stand beside. Harriet had reassigned me as the final bridesmaid to make her way down the aisle, right before Gigi and Mr. Stewart’s grand entrance. The whole scene was eerily quiet.

“Oh!” Gigi broke the silence, fiddling with her veil. “Harriet, it’s loose!”

“Good catch!” Harriet hurried over and pulled Gigi aside to help fix her veil. A cosmetic imperfection like that could ruin all the pictures.

As they worked on the veil, I again stood silently, deep in my thoughts while hearing the chatter of the eager guests and the soft music of the string quartet from beyond the shrubbery. I couldn’t believe I had to mentally prepare and force joy into what should be the happiest day of my friend’s life.

“You’re quite the character, you know,” a voice said.

I froze for a moment. Was that… who I think it was? Speaking to me directly?

Sure enough, I turned around and it was Mr. Stewart, addressing me and me alone.

“I’m, uh… sorry?” was all I could muster.

For a man who’d just been arrested, released, and down God knows how much money in bail payments, he was exceedingly calm.

“You’re unlike any of my daughter’s other friends.” He looked me up and down as if to examine me. “In every way imaginable.”

His words weren’t inherently rude, though they were extremely pointed. Again, I had no idea how to respond.

“I… I guess so.”

Mr. Stewart glanced around. Gigi was still focused on Harriet fixing her veil. “I talked with Jackson on the phone this morning. He told me he was impressed with how you handled yourself. The news couldn’t have been easy to hear.”

“It was certainly a shock,” I noted, honestly. Though a ‘shock’ is a light way of putting it.

But Mr. Stewart surprised me with his response. He shrugged. As if ten counts of fraud, a massive bail payment, and inevitable public backlash were… nothing.

“These things happen. The important thing is you have people in your corner. And that’s what I’ve noticed with you and Gigi. You have her back. Unconditionally.”

His words were eerily complimentary. Positive outwardly but with an unsettling aftertaste.

He stepped forward and put his arm on my shoulder. His palms, unsurprisingly, were warm and his temper was measured. “You’re an odd duck. No one can deny that,” he began. “But you’ve proved me wrong. And you carry yourself with a surprising amount of grace.”

A gesture to the garden, and then to the clubhouse. “Our club, Westmore, is a lot like this, you know. And we could use someone like you. Someone with your unabashed loyalty. The fact you’re still here proves you’re supportive of our plight.”

Wait… did he say plight?

“Your, uh, plight?”

He nodded evenly. “There are two types of people in this world: the leaders and the followers. Sometimes those followers don’t respect that dynamic and need to be managed and put in their place. But myself, Jackson, and many others here understand that. We use our resources for good. To keep order. To keep things steady.”

Again, Mr. Stewart glanced down at my dress. “Perhaps this doesn’t follow that logic, but I suppose, with time, I’ll get used to it. So if you’re interested, after the ceremony, I’d like to discuss getting you into Westmore. Make you one of us.”

One of us… Those words echoed in my mind.

My body started to shiver. A full offer to join Westie? A new life with me and my friends, with Gigi and Kyle, handed to me on a silver platter. It’s an opportunity that so many could only dream of.

And yet I’ve never been more insulted.

“He’s right,” I muttered.

“Pardon?” Mr. Stewart asked. “You think I’m right?”

“No,” I said decidedly. “Liam Miller. He’s right. He’s been right about you all along.”

For the first time, Mr. Stewart’s face appeared skewed, seemingly unable to compute my disagreement.

“You do take and take and take. You think you can control people, and that there should be no rules in doing so. And when you get caught breaking the rules, you don’t even care! Because you know you’ll get away with it, and you always do.”

As good as it felt to speak my mind and have this realization, my raised volume was starting to get the attention of the bridesmaids, Mrs. Stewart, and worst of all, Gigi. But I somehow didn’t care. I felt like I was about to explode.

“Those are strong words, boy,” he said firmly. “I’d be careful.”

Intimidation, status, and misgendering aside, I needed to get this off of my chest.

“All these people here… It’s not that they agree with you. They’re under your thumb. You’ve brainwashed them into thinking the only way to live is to control others and fuck them over. You lure them with fancy titles and money and power. They’re either with you or they’re against you. And if they’re against you or, God forbid, they try to do things honestly, you crush them!”

By now I was huffing and heaving with stress. I knew I was being watched by my friends and by Gigi, probably horrified by my behavior. But something had to be said. Even if I, up until this point, have been just as guilty.

Harriet, notably, was the first person to rush over to me, hardly caring about my rant but furious that I could be delaying the ceremony.

“You stop this now, Colleen!” she said, clutching my shoulder.

With a single flick, I pushed her hand away. She was right. I was out of line and acting inappropriately.

“Fine,” I muttered. “Just one more thing.” I looked Mr. Stewart right in the eyes, praying my stare would pierce his soul. “You’re a disgrace to your daughter.”

“Colleen!!!” Gigi, finally having had enough, stomped over to me. “What the hell!?” She grabbed my shoulders and looked me in the eye, holding back tears. Then, softly so nobody else could hear, she whispered, “This isn’t you.”

I shook my head. “This isn’t you either.”

Gigi swallowed hard. Lord knows she had a tough day full of difficult news and even more difficult decisions. But she had one more to make. Possibly the hardest of all.

“I need you to go, Colleen. You need to leave.”

Just as she said this, a wave of sadness hit me. A tear fell down my cheek, followed by another. And another. I did everything in my power to hold back a complete waterworks mess. But I didn’t fight her request. Something had to give. And despite the utter heartbreak, teams had to be chosen.

The wedding was only seconds away, and yet, instead of proceeding down the aisle, I marched away from the venue. Up the stairs, toward the clubhouse, away from my friend and my work wife. Away from it all.

I couldn’t look back. Seeing Gigi’s face – or any of their faces – would be too hard.


Chapter Twenty-Four

There’s one fact of life, despite having spent 24 years on this Earth, that I always seem to forget: things can always get crazier.

The sting of walking out on my friend’s wedding absolutely killed me inside, and I’d be lying if I said there weren’t several times I wanted to run back down to the garden and cave with an apology – back at the villas gathering my clothes, driving past the Montecito Estates clubhouse, and probably a dozen times on the long drive back to Los Angeles.

But I knew I had to trust my gut, and being in an environment like that where I was forced to look the other way and accept Mr. Stewart’s fucked-up philosophy simply couldn’t stand.

Out of a long list of fears and anxieties I had, the most immediate one was how on Earth I’d be able to speak face-to-face with Gigi at work on Monday. As it turns out, that question was pretty much answered for me Sunday… by a swath of journalists, internet commentators, and, shall we say, like-minded opponents of power and corruption.

Until today, I had genuinely no idea how famous and wide-reaching Gigi’s father and his company were. But the news of his arrest quickly spread, particularly in the local, Southern California media where many customers of his lived. Lived and suffered at his hand.

Of course, the fraud allegations were technically just that – allegations. But from the media I consumed and the analysts interviewed, the facts of the case were, unsurprisingly, not looking good. But sure enough, the cynics among them held a very similar opinion to Mr. Stewart himself – a man and company with unlimited resources might just get off scot-free, regardless of guilt.

From what I could tell, his business associates were remaining quite mum around the press, refusing to give statements that might only fuel the fire. However, Mr. Stewart had just two things to publicly report in response to the news: 1) he believes he’s innocent, and 2) his family will be taking time to be alone.

Well, that pretty much addressed my fears about running into her. And sure enough, when I arrived on Monday, Gigi was nowhere to be seen. Word was that she’d taken an indefinite leave of absence, congruent with what her father had announced.

Gigi may not have been physically present, but boy was she the talk of the Nexus office. Never before had a paralegal gotten so much attention from the lawyers. Sometimes all it takes is a scandal.

The Stewart family discussions weren’t just on Monday, either. They carried on in full force the entire week. In fact, some of the lawyers who knew we were close were even asking me to comment on the matter. ‘What did she know?’ ‘Did it affect her wedding?’ and ‘How much money does her family even have?’ were some of the greatest hits. Out of respect for her, I didn’t give them a lick of information and worked to change the subject as fast as possible.

It quickly became my most frustrating week ever at Nexus. Not because of the questions themselves – those I could handle – but because of the general sentiment surrounding the scandal. While my fellow paralegals and support staff might’ve held silent disapproval of Mr. Stewart, the rich attorneys were loudly and vocally empathetic. To put it in his own words, ‘supportive of their plight’.

I know I shouldn’t be surprised, by my goodness was it infuriating. What is wrong with these people? If anything, it only further cemented my decision to step away from the Stewart family, his business associates, and from that life.

With no wedding to look forward to, I no longer had to ‘practice’ being Colleen. Something about stepping into Gigi’s old clothes, even in the privacy of my own home, felt wrong. Even referring to myself as Colleen felt off. A name that, while it had become my own, was given to me by the bridesmaids. Using that name and living as that person felt like their creation. And how could I further such a creation, regardless of how much I loved it?

The scandal was starting to poison everything it touched. It took away Gigi. It took away my friends. And it was starting to take away Colleen.

Day by day I found myself to be a complete, utter mess of emotions. I didn’t want to work. I didn’t have the motivation to do anything. Fear and uncertainty were driving my life, not joy and optimism like how it used to be.

What I needed was someone to talk to. Someone who, in this mess of a world, actually saw what I was seeing.

I needed to talk to Liam.

◆◆◆

“Can you point me to…” I glanced down at my phone to check the address again. “...Charles Young Drive?”

The UCLA student I’d stopped on the street looked at me with a blank stare. After all, it was nighttime, a random person was asking for directions, and nobody else was around. I understood his hesitancy.

“It’s the chemistry building,” I clarified.

“Oh!” I think he appreciated my straightforwardness, pointing to a tall, brown building about a quarter mile away. “I had a lecture there this morning. It’s the one on the right.”

I thanked the boy – quite likely a freshman – as he went on his way.

Walking around college campuses almost always made me feel happy. Maybe it’s the camaraderie, the feeling of promise, or just being surrounded by tons of hopeful, young people, eager to start their lives and careers. But today I didn’t really have time for any nostalgia or dreaming. I was here to talk to Liam.

One of the details he provided me on our date about his PhD program was that he did research every weeknight at the UCLA chemistry building. So really that was all I had to base my search off of. Would it have been easier just to text him, to let him know I was coming by and wanted to speak with him about Gigi? Perhaps. But would that have resulted in, at best, a ghosting and at worst, getting blocked? Most definitely.

While I may have appeared creepy snooping around the building at night asking for Liam Miller, I still had the benefit of looking like the least imposing person on the planet. While I’d lost some motivation to dress as Colleen this past week, I still had trouble letting go of every feminine aspect, thus preferring to present fairly androgynous in public. And so, no makeup, girls’ jeans, a work blouse, and my hair in a low ponytail felt about right.

I must’ve checked three full floors before finally someone told me Liam might be not in the lab but in his office, located on the fourth floor.

“I’d hurry up though, he’s probably leaving soon,” the woman noted.

“Thank you!” I shouted out as I sprinted down the hallway, quickly checking each placard for ‘Miller’ until finally.

*BANG*

Papers went flying everywhere and I felt a sharp pain in my head. My ass on the ground and my hand rubbing my forehead, I gradually opened my eyes to reveal, sure enough, the man I’d been hoping to see.

But clearly, he did not share that desire.

“C-Colleen?” he grimaced, rubbing his head as well. “Jesus. What… What are you doing here? How did you find–”

“I’ve been asking around. I’m sorry… Also, hello! Long time no see…”

My playful, awkward charm wasn’t doing much to make him feel better. Still, he gathered his fallen papers and got up from the ground, helping me up as well.

“Come in here,” he said, holding open the door to his office and closing it behind me. His office was tiny, a little messy, and full of chemistry pamphlets, posters, and department memos I had no hope of understanding.

“Typical graduate student workspace,” I noted.

He shrugged. “Just enough to get my shit done. Last year I shared an office so I guess it’s an upgrade.” Liam sat down in his wobbly desk chair and placed his papers back on the desk. “May I ask why you followed me to work?”

“I didn’t follow you…” I corrected him, though I understood his intrusion point. “I needed to talk to you.”

He chuckled somewhat cynically. “I can’t imagine about what.”

I dove straight into a recap of the wedding events from after his exit. How I stuck by Gigi’s side but, throughout the day, felt worse and worse about my decision. I explained how icky I felt realizing the lack of care from everyone there, the crushing elitism and disregard for Mr. Stewart’s crimes, all the way up through his return to the wedding and our heated conversation that offended Gigi and resulted in me being asked to leave.

Everything else? Well, Liam didn’t live under a rock. He saw the news cycle just like everyone else, the public outcry over yet another man in power hiding his crimes and the frustrating inevitability that he’ll ultimately get away with it.

“I just… I needed to talk to someone about it.” I hung my head. “Someone who was right all along. Someone who deserves an apology.”

Liam had pretty much sat there quietly the whole time, absorbing my recap and asking only the occasional clarifying question. To him, however, this was an all-too-familiar story.

“First of all, Colleen… You have nothing to apologize for. You were only standing up for a friend. I actually commend that. If anything, it’s me who should be sorry. I’ve been thinking a lot about how things ended last week… It was unfair of me to put you in that position. To choose between friends.”

“I appreciate that,” I muttered. He’s right, it wasn’t easy.

Liam leaned forward in his chair. “But I also realized something else. That my life needs a purge. A full cleansing.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

Liam looked at me earnestly. “Colleen, my entire life was with those people, operating on the basis that my friends and their families were honest, uncorrupted folks. Yeah, maybe not all of it’s their fault. But seeing everything that’s going on with Mr. Stewart and Gigi and Kyle… I just can’t watch myself go down that path thinking it’s all okay. My dad wanted it more than anything, and look what happened. First an obstacle, then an enemy, and finally, a casualty.”

Clearly, Liam had thought about this deeply. I pitied his cynicism, though I more and more understood it.

“That’s why I haven’t texted you. What we had… It was wonderful. And you’re wonderful. But I don’t think I can keep this – us – going. Not with how it started.”

What was happening? I came here for clarity and for sympathy. Instead, he was rejecting me? I started to tear up.

“So what then? Do we just…”

Liam knocked on his old wooden desk and gestured to the office. “This is where I need to focus my energy now. It’s what I’m good at and it’s what makes me whole. Something to work toward. Something honest and untainted.”

An alarm went off on his phone, breaking the silent moment. “Shit… I need to get these down to the lab. You should probably go.”

Sniffling, I nodded. It was the second time in a week a close friend had told me to leave.

“I guess I’ll… let you… get back to your life…”

Liam stepped forward and hugged me. His embrace felt as wondrous as it was painful. Memories of our night together rushed into my mind. How wanted he made me feel. How, for maybe the first time ever, I felt like myself.

He walked me down the stairs and to the building’s exit before turning down the hallway and off to the lab. Off to what his life was supposed to be.

Going, going… gone.

◆◆◆

My apartment building’s courtyard was quiet and empty – not terribly odd for a Monday night – but quieter than usual.

I did nothing but sit in silence and think about Liam’s words on the ride home, dissecting his new philosophy and considering, quite seriously, if I should do the same. Sure I’d experienced more joy than ever before over these last couple of months. My friendship with Gigi – Amelia, Lizzie, and Marie too – turned me into what felt like an entirely new person. I was hopeful, ambitious, positive… All wonderful qualities that I really didn’t want to write off as no longer useful.

Stepping into my equally silent apartment, I found myself strolling past Gigi’s pink suitcase. While I’d unpacked it long ago and worn probably every item of clothing at least once, I kept that suitcase out in my living room as a reminder of the initial burst of joy receiving it. The excitement of reading her letter, knowing for two whole weeks I’d get to live as Colleen and ‘practice’ being a girl. And if I say so myself, I got pretty damn good at it.

But items can quickly lose their meaning. That pink suitcase is certainly one of ‘em. No longer was it a symbol of joy, but a symbol of regret. A gift from a friend who no longer wants me. Someone who no longer felt my support because I couldn’t adequately supply it.

Again, Liam’s words echoed in my mind: my life needs a purge… a full cleansing…

Gigi purged Colleen, and now so had Liam. Maybe it was time for me to do that as well.

And so, even as it got later in the night, I began my process of purging Colleen and starting my reset. Gone were the skirts, dresses, and blouses from my closet, replaced by my men’s shirts and pants. I dumped my bras and panties into the pink suitcase and put my boxers back into my dresser. Makeup, hair products, girly shampoos and lotions – everything had to go. All of it shoved into the pink suitcase from whence it came.

I worked late into the night, cleansing my apartment of its Colleen-ness. It was painful but necessary, like rubbing alcohol on a wound. With everything packed into the suitcase, stuffed to the brim, I realized there was one final thing I needed to do: write a return letter to Gigi.

I penned a short and sweet farewell note – in fact, on the back of the note she’d written me – and taped it to the suitcase.

Though it was nearing midnight, I lugged the suitcase downstairs and into my car where I took off for Calabasas to finalize my purge. Pulling up to her apartment building, I left the suitcase inside the lobby, addressed to her with the letter on top. But without even opening it, she’d know what it meant, since I addressed it as such:

To Gigi, From Colin.


Chapter Twenty-Five

THREE WEEKS LATER

If you’ve ever seen that show Who Wants to be a Millionaire, there’s a moment where each contestant is faced with a choice: keep playing and risk losing it all, or take what you got and go home. It’s safe to say the last month of my life has played out more like the latter. And the results are about what you’d expect.

After giving up on Colleen for good, I had the chance to fly home to Downers Grove for Thanksgiving, spending two days with my much older brother and his wife and kids. Being thirteen years older than me, he wasn’t really in the picture growing up. And with our parents off living their own lives, he’s kind of the only family I’ve got. Though we have literally nothing in common, I appreciate that he’s a good, honorable family man and I’m happy he’s willing to include me for the holidays.

Heading home for a long weekend actually worked wonders on my ability to purge. I remembered the early days of high school and how a basic, simple life can be just as satisfying. That you can take honor in building a career and earning a good income. But most of all, returning to the Midwest reminded me of a passion that, deep down, I knew was worth pursuing.

Liam and I may have gone our separate ways, but he did offer some wisdom on his way out regarding working toward what you’re good at. And for me, it was picking up where I left off on my desire to grow PopMyth.

So my past three weeks in LA have been a steady, focused marathon of achieving my goal to launch an educational video series for PopMyth. And I’ve seen considerable success! Well, at least in the preparation.

Turns out, there’s a lot more to creating a full-fledged video series than just the mythology research and script writing. Cameras, lighting, sound, editing software – all of this must be worked out in advance and planned for. And I’ll admit I’m a bit in the hole financially after purchasing what’s become quite an impressive set-up. But you have to spend money to make money, I suppose.

Today, however, I have a really exciting task. After three weeks of preparation, I’m finally making the announcement itself on the PopMyth general announcement forum. Well, an announcement about the announcement.

Yes! After years of blog posts, discussions, and shared research, I will be announcing a 16-part educational video series titled Intro to Mythology: A PopMyth Original. And yes, it’ll be hosted by yours truly, MytheryMan.

Obviously, the decision to not only make the series but host it too came after some necessary self-searching. But I figured if I were to turn my side hustle into a business, that business would need a face. And so Colin ‘MytheryMan’ Wilson will finally introduce himself to the world.

After returning home from a boring Friday at the office, I hurried excitedly to my computer to make a super short but oh-so-important and transformational blog post.

‘Happy Weekend! Just letting you know to keep your eye out for a very special video message from me coming Sunday at 5 P.M. Pacific Time. Big news to announce, plus the face reveal everyone’s been waiting for. Stay tuned… -MytheryMan’

It didn’t take long for the chat to pop off with excitement, theorizing what my special video message could be. The kind, eager words of PopMyth members made me feel valued – an emotion I hadn’t felt in far too long. But most of all, I was, at last, excited about something I’d been working toward. Something I’d been building. Something that I could be proud of and could never be tainted or taken away.

◆◆◆

Among the many things prepped for Saturday’s shoot was a long, detailed checklist for transforming my apartment into a functional filming studio. The equipment I already had, but it all still needed to be tested, lighting and sound levels needed to be tweaked, and of course, I needed a good amount of ‘set decoration’, which for me, consisted of a few trips to HomeGoods and Party City. Hey, you gotta start somewhere.

I took genuine pleasure in witnessing each step of my apartment’s transformation, realizing that if it all went to plan, it would look like this for the foreseeable future. I work as a humble paralegal during the day, then on nights and weekends put on my ‘MytheryMan’ persona to become a content creator and entrepreneur extraordinaire! Though with my set fully pieced together, I did realize one little snag: what is my MytheryMan persona? That is, the look.

Somehow, exactly how I’d present as my online persona never really occurred to me. I always just figured I should look like, well… me. But what even is ‘me’?

Sure, I could pick up a silly costume from the costume store – perhaps a funky bow tie to lighten the tone a bit – but that might make my videos too unserious. I could also go the professorial route, wearing a brown tweed jacket with elbow patches. And while I don’t wear glasses, I could put on some fake ones to create a more bookish character.

But all of that felt too phony. They’re things I’d never wear in real life, so why wear them for the camera?

Instead, I went to my closet and practically tore it apart. Each item I owned I dragged out and laid down for examination. Shirts, pants, jackets, and socks piled up on my bed as I sorted through them, deciding what on earth I’d wear for my visual first impression.

A blue button-down might do, I thought, pairing it with a nice pair of brown slacks. Brown and blue – those colors work. I reached deeper into my closet in search of a belt that might match. I guess a couple had fallen, trapped behind some storage boxes. Though as I reached blindly, I grabbed something that didn’t feel like leather. No, it was softer, lighter. Unlike any of the clothes I’d pulled from my closet. And as I grabbed the garment wedged behind the boxes and summoned it into the light, I audibly gasped.

It was a dress. But not just any dress. It was that pretty, yellow sundress I’d fallen in love with at Eleanor’s and wore for my first full girl day in Temecula.

Like it was on fire, I promptly dropped it and leaped backward. What was it still doing here? I could’ve sworn three weeks ago I’d purged anything and everything Colleen. Somehow I must have missed this one.

Still, I gazed at the crumpled dress resting on the floor beneath me. I’d spent the last hour going through clothes, trying on pants and shirt combos without a hitch. Yet this one dress appears, and I feel completely different. My heart raced. My eyes fixated on it. My mind played out scenarios and brought back visceral feelings of anticipation, excitement, and joy. Memories of Gigi, of Liam… of Colleen.

No! I needed to stop this. I worked so hard to remove that era from my mind.

Instead of adding the dress to the pile like the rest of my clothes, I set it off to the side, covering it with a blanket to avoid further distraction. Tomorrow morning, when I have time, I’ll bring it over to the thrift shop so, hopefully, someone else can enjoy it. A girl, presumably.

Eventually I was able to regain my focus, settling on the simple blue button-down and brown slacks, paired with a nice leather belt and dress shoes. Men’s clothing. The way things ought to be. And to be quite honest, with my blonde hair neatly combed and sporting a sleek, professional outfit, I looked quite spiffy.

With my outfit choice locked in, the only thing I had left for the evening was to run my lines a few more times, step into my brand new ‘studio’, and record. Soon enough, the internet will formally meet Colin – the real Colin, passions and all.

◆◆◆

I’m not one to count his chickens before they hatch, but the recording and editing of my announcement video went about as well as it could have. Lighting, sound, design – everything looked fantastic and professional. The perfect way to kickstart what, hopefully, would be a side hustle that quickly turns into a real, honest career in content creation.

I took Saturday night to celebrate, enjoying a glass of wine and watching some TV before heading off to bed.

Despite going to bed early, I didn’t sleep very well. But I had a pretty good guess as to why.

I took a lot of pride in my ability to stay disciplined with my purge, ditching Colleen and leaving her in the past. So I guess the surprise appearance of the dress… Well, it frustrated me. My emotions these past few weeks have been so even and measured. I finally felt focused and attentive again. But seeing that sundress? Well, it let all sorts of memories rush in that I’d worked so hard to leave behind.

Still, I’m not a wasteful person, so as a final gesture to that era (and to the planet!) I decided to get up bright and early that Sunday, hop in the car, and donate that old dress.

If returning that pink suitcase to Gigi was the final ‘chapter’ in the book of Colleen, I suppose this was the epilogue. One last dress to get rid of. One last piece to purge.

If anything, I actually felt prouder of myself for doing this. Having the courage to ditch a dress that had given me such feminine euphoria meant that I truly had moved on. That alone deserves a celebration.

I parked outside the thrift shop and carried the dress inside. Having kept it on its original hanger, it flapped around and soared in the wind as I walked toward the building.

Seeing it whip around reminded me of my treasure hunt date with Liam, flying the kite together. God was I happy…

Nope! Nuh-uh-uh! Not going down that path again!

Inside the store I spotted a lone employee at the desk, kindly waving at me as I walked in.

“Morning!” she said, her eyes immediately drawn to what I was holding. “What is that?”

“It’s uh…” I muttered, quickly realizing how weird this probably looks. “Just dropping this off.”

Her eyes lit up as I handed it to her. “Oh, it’s so pretty! Now why would anyone want to give this away?”

Why was I suddenly so nervous again?

“It’s just, you know… My girlfriend’s.”

She looked me in the eye, perhaps not entirely believing me. Which, honestly, was a little insulting. Three weeks of outward, male presentation and I still get looks?

“Well your… girlfriend… is missing out. This will sell like a hotcake. I’ll give you–”

“Just take it,” I said abruptly. “Donation. I– uh, she doesn’t want it anymore.”

The girl shrugged. “Sure. Your call.”

I stood there for a moment, watching her take the dress and hang it on a rack behind her. The shop was quiet – just a little bit of background music and a small TV with the news on quietly.

“I hope someone will like it,” I added solemnly.

She looked back at me, perhaps clocking just the tiniest bit of regret in my voice.

“I promise they will,” she answered.

What else was there to say? I nodded and smiled softly at the woman, thanking her as I left the store. But something made me jump.

“Woah!” the woman shouted.

I whipped around, terrified. Expecting a rat or a giant bug or something. But she wasn’t looking at the ground. She was looking at the tiny TV hung on the wall.

“Quite the Sunday bomb,” she said, pointing to the screen.

I couldn’t see from where I was standing. “Yeah? What is it?”

“That Banker CEO guy from a few weeks ago. The one that was charged? Looks like he’s done.”

My heart sank and my mouth went dry. “...done?”

“Well, yeah,” the girl continued. “They’re saying he’s pleading guilty on all charges.”


Chapter Twenty-Six

Finding that yellow sundress in my closet was enough of a shock and emotional bombshell for one weekend. But hearing anything about Mr. Stewart – much less on the news in real time – was a whole new level.

Without hesitation, I sprinted over to the TV to make sure the girl wasn’t bullshitting me.

“Holy… SHIT…” I muttered, reading the lower third onscreen.

My jaw was on the floor. Seriously. What the hell was happening? I’ll admit that as part of my purge, I mostly avoided the news and any gossip at work. But why on earth was this man suddenly pleading guilty?

We turned up the sound on TV and listened as the news broke. The network had their financial analyst call in to discuss Peter Stewart’s change in tune. Even the analyst who’d been following the case closely was stunned by the plea. “This change could only have come from his innermost circle,” the man on TV explained.

The thrift shop employee leaned against the glass counter as she watched the broadcast unfold. “Wow… Guess tonight at dinner I’m toasting to justice.” Then she turned to me. “You been following this case much?”

If only she knew…

“Well, I–” I began to say as I noticed my phone ringing. And as if there wasn’t enough crazy shit going down, I noticed the caller ID and nearly dropped my phone.

Gigi was calling.

Suddenly I felt under even more pressure. After three weeks of essentially no contact, now she wanted to talk to me? Was it about the news? If I pick up the phone, am I walking straight into a screamfest where I somehow get blamed for her dad going to jail?

“I… Uh… Gotta take this,” I said sheepishly to the employee. I stepped outside and, feeling two inches tall, answered the phone. “Hel…hello?”

“Colleen,” Gigi said softly. It was the first time I’d heard that name said aloud in three weeks. “How are you? It’s been a minute.”

“Yeah,” I squeaked out, though notably using my male voice – my normal voice, I should say.

“I hope this is a good time, but… Well, I’m wondering if you’ve checked the news.”

“Mmhmm, I have… Just caught a glimpse on TV. I see that–”

“That’s actually what I wanted to talk to you about. You don’t happen to be free this morning, are you? To, like, swing by my apartment?”

The mood on the phone was serious – not hostile, but serious. Fragile, even. Both of us were abundantly aware of how things went the last time we talked.

I know I pledged to leave all this behind. Keeping Gigi out of my life would be good for me and good for her. But this news about her father… Clearly, something had changed. Something that, despite all that went down, she felt I needed to know about. Otherwise, why would she have called?

Perhaps it was a mistake to even pick up the phone, much less accept an invitation to hers in what could very well be a trap. But I had to go with my gut. I owed myself that much.

“Sure,” I answered. “Name the time and I’ll be there.”

◆◆◆

It felt a little odd showing up at Gigi’s apartment empty handed. Unlike last time, I wasn’t here to ditch an old suitcase and say goodbye forever. If anything, I was here for clarity and closure.

She buzzed me in as I took the elevator up to the fifth floor and made the long dramatic walk down the hallway to the penthouse suite. I didn’t think I'd be so nervous coming over, but my heart beat faster with each step closer to the door, thinking about how the last thing she told me was that I needed to leave. I honestly doubted I’d ever see her again.

She quickly answered the door after knocking and, sure enough, it was the same old Gigi – beautiful auburn hair and a warm, welcoming smile. But something immediately felt different. Gigi looked tired, like she’d lived an entire life in the span of three weeks.

“It’s good to see you,” she said kindly.

“You too,” I replied. It really was nice to see her, despite everything.

I followed her inside to find that, like its owner, the apartment had been through a lot. In this case, it was packed boxes, wrapped furniture, and loosely compiled decor.

“The long-awaited move,” I muttered.

Gigi shrugged, a bit gloomily. “Kind of. More of a downsize,” She walked over to one of her many cardboard boxes. “Next week, actually. Kyle and I are officially starting our lives together in Los Feliz.”

As appreciated as her relationship updates were, I sensed this wasn’t the reason she called me over. There was a big, fat elephant in the room that needed to be addressed. I took a seat on her couch.

“Gigi… The news… What the hell is going on?”

Gracefully, she took the seat beside me. But the moment she did, she started to tear up. This was still very raw for her. “The bombshell of all bombshells, yeah? Dad’s giving himself up. It’s over. It’s done.”

Being primed by the TV report and the rapidly breaking news did nothing to prepare me for hearing it from Gigi directly. ‘It’s done’ had such intensity and finality to it, I couldn’t help but feel heartbroken.

“I’m sorry,” I murmured, genuinely. Nobody deserves to lose a parent.

“A lot of it’s still being figured out, but a guilty plea is likely to put him away for 20 to 25 years. Not to mention dissolving the company, redistributing assets, and a complete demolition of our lives as we know it.”

I nodded, solemnly taking in the tragic details. At this moment, as Gigi continued to cry, the only thing that felt right was to hold her and comfort her. It’s what, I believe, both of us needed.

She let her emotions out into my arms for a while until, eventually, she pulled back and sunk into the couch, letting out an enormous sigh.

“But Gigi…” I said as things got quiet. “After everything he said to you, to me, to everyone… For years… Why?”

She stared ahead blankly. “I think he finally came to terms. The way he was living his life… It’s not how he wants to be remembered. He doesn’t want his daughter to look at him that way. Or his wife. Or the hundreds of friends, colleagues, and associates that look to him as an industry beacon.”

Then, after a minute, she turned to face me.

“We may never know for sure – and I doubt he’d ever admit it – but I think it has a lot to do with you.”

“Me?”

Gigi nodded. “Do you have any idea how few people have the gall to call him out to his face? Look, I love my dad, but I see how everyone tiptoes around him. So many people’s livelihoods and reputations are centered around him liking them.” Gigi slowly hung her head. “I think I’m part of that group too. But you, you’re someone who wasn’t embroiled in it all. You could look at things rationally, like a normal fucking human. And I think, deep down, he recognized that.”

It felt utterly bizarre thinking that I, a nobody compared to the Westmore folks, could actually make a difference. But maybe Gigi was right. Maybe there’s real value in having an outside perspective on things. Someone outside of yourself to help recognize something you should’ve seen all along.

Quietly, Gigi grabbed my hands and scooted closer to me. “I treated you horribly, Colleen. I never should’ve asked you to leave my wedding.”

“Gigi… I screamed at your dad. You had every right to ask me to leave.”

We shared a giggle.

“I’d like to go back to being friends again,” she said softly, sweetly brushing a strand of blonde hair out of my eye. “If you’ll have me.”

I noticed Gigi examining my face a little closer. Her eyes zeroed in on my very light but visible scruff. My eyebrows, slightly less arched. Unmoisturized, rougher skin than she’d been accustomed to. And my hair, though long, no longer flaunted its femininity.

“Or is Colleen no longer with us?”

I paused, sitting on her question. Gigi gazed at me the way one might with a lost love. A fond, past memory, but one you know is never coming back.

“I… I’m not sure I can,” I muttered. “I put a lot of thought into it, and… yeah.”

Gigi pondered my words for a moment, then nodded. “Can I just ask you one question though? One question, and I promise I’ll leave Colin alone.”

My work wife sat across from me, clearing her throat. “All of the good that came from you being Colleen – for our friends, for my father, for me – didn’t some of that stick to you?”

All of the good… That really was the question, wasn’t it? From my first time trying on a dress and having my hair done, I relished witnessing the joy of others – Marie, Lizzie, and Amelia squealing about how pretty I looked. Admittedly, it didn’t take long for me to feel a similar joy in wearing feminine things. And not just wearing girly things but presenting as a girl. Moving a certain way, speaking in a certain manner, and slowly breaking down barriers until I eventually discovered the wonders of being a girl. Of being Colleen.

With my trauma from the wedding and everything after, I felt it necessary to revert and ignore everything I learned about myself over the past few months. To spend three weeks relearning the old ways and convincing myself that embracing femininity was in fact the problem. But now, hearing Gigi’s words, I realize it may have been the solution all along.

Suddenly, I felt a tear fall down my cheek, followed by another. How was I the one crying?

Gigi noticed the tear but being the sharp girl she is, recognized it wasn’t one of sadness, but one of joy. One of recognition. One of certainty.

“You miss being a girl, don’t you?”

Every rational thought was telling me to deny it, but my instincts had taken over.

I vigorously nodded. Both of us knew that was the honest answer.

“I do,” I told her, trying to hold back tears. “I really, really do.”

She smiled big. Her warm, beautiful, loving smile. “Then it’s a good thing I held onto that suitcase, huh?”

Gigi skipped over to the other room, wheeling it out and presenting it to me once more. She giggled. “Being Colleen isn’t all about makeup and clothes, but they definitely help!”

I nodded. Truer words have never been spoken.

I stood up and walked to the suitcase – the bright pink behemoth I’d so cruelly ditched those few weeks ago. God did I miss it.

But the second I touched it, something frightful popped into my mind.

“Wait, Gigi!” I shouted, freezing. “PopMyth!”

“PopMyth?” she asked. “What about it?”

“I’ve been working on my video series and my announcement is supposed to go live at five o’clock. Today. As Colin.”

Gigi grew urgent too. “And you recorded this already? Boy mode and everything?”

I nodded.

She took a deep breath, considering our options until, sure enough, a familiar look popped onto her face. One I had grown accustomed to in our many nights spent together.

Gigi looked at me with a sly, excited little smile. “Then we just have to pretty you up, now don’t we?”


Chapter Twenty-Seven

If there’s one area where Gigi Stewart is unmatched, it is in her ability to recognize what her friends need and subsequently fulfill those needs. And right now what I needed more than anything was to remember who I was. She’d done that for me.

Gigi jogged back over to the pink suitcase, laid it on the ground, and zipped it open. “I haven’t gone through it since you dropped it off, but I have a feeling we’ve got everything we need, right?”

My eyes widened at the sight of the mountain of feminine clothing, makeup accessories, and girly products bursting from the suitcase the same way I was bursting with gender euphoria.

“Fuck I missed this…” I uttered, still a little bit teary-eyed.

Gigi shot me a look. “Well don’t get too nostalgic.” She checked the time on her phone. “We don’t have much time to get you dolled up. Then you gotta drive back to yours, re-record your announcement video, and upload it, right?”

I nodded, ever-impressed by her time management skills.

Confidently, I wiped away the tears from my eyes and focused. “Let’s get to it!”

And just like that, we were off – sharing responsibility and digging through the suitcase for my old hair and makeup products, as well as an appropriate outfit for introducing Colleen to the world. Well, the PopMyth world.

The first thing she had me do was shave my face, ridding all hair and scruffy boyishness from my visage.

“Smooth as a baby’s butt!” she joked, running her fingers along my cheek. She craned her neck over to the bathroom. “Now go do the rest of your body.”

I raised an eyebrow. “You think there’s time? Most of my body won’t be on camera.”

“That depends,” she declared. “How much does shaving help you feel like Colleen?”

I didn’t need to think much. She was absolutely right. This was just as much about feeling like Colleen as it was looking like her. Being smooth and hairless everywhere contributed to that mindset as much as anything else.

And so Gigi guided me to her shower and presented me with a razor and cream to shave my legs, arms, and private area until my body was back to its prior feminine smoothness. Stepping out of the shower and seeing my body without hair once again felt utterly sublime. But still, there was more to be done.

The moment I returned to Gigi’s bedroom, I was promptly handed a light gray bra and matching panties. Slipping the soft cotton panties up my legs and strapping the bra around my chest was another glorious hit of feminine euphoria. So much so, that Gigi had to drag me away from the mirror to keep the transformation on schedule.

I was then given a dressing robe to wear and sat down at her vanity for my first hairstyling and makeover in over three weeks. With her curling wand, Gigi created a beautiful array of long, blonde curls that I couldn’t help but marvel at. For makeup, she gave me a cute but professional look. After all, I’m introducing myself to a bunch of mythology enthusiasts. Not exactly a situation to be looking too sexy.

With my hair and makeup done, Gigi had me step into what we decided was the perfect outfit for my PopMyth announcement – a light blue square-neck top and a black, knee-length, swishy skirt to go along with some adorable white kitten heels.

“Oh! And before you look…” Gigi exclaimed as she rushed off to the living room and dug through one of her packed boxes. “Close your eyes…”

I did as told, bracing for god-knows-what until, suddenly, I felt a tiny little pinch on my left earlobe. Then on my right. Not painful, just snug.

“Now you can look,” Gigi said, stepping back and letting me see my fully transformed self in the mirror. Not only did I look beautiful with my hair, makeup, and outfit, but I noticed two tiny little gold pieces hanging off my ears.

“Gigi…” I whispered in awe. “Are these…”

“Clip-on earrings. I think every girl should have the option to bling out her ears. Consider ‘em a gift for your debut!”

I looked at her, holding back my tears yet again. She smiled back gracefully.

“Obviously we don’t have time for a proper piercing, but maybe we can celebrate when your first episode comes out with a trip to the mall?”

God, was this girl incredible…

“I’d love that,” I replied, still fixated on the tiny gold hoops hanging from my ears. The only thing left was to add a few spritzes of my favorite perfume in order to fully return to Colleen mode and I was ready to go.

“You know, you’re welcome to join,” I offered timidly. “If anyone deserves a front-row seat to the re-recording, it’s you.”

“Crap… I’ve still got some packing to do, but what if I come by just before 5 to be there when it goes live? That way you can do your thing and we can celebrate with some champagne?”

I smiled. “Even better!”

Gigi walked me to the door, jokingly pushing me along like a mom trying to make sure her kid catches the bus. But as she opened the door, instead of sprinting out, my instincts took over and I lunged toward her in embrace.

She looked a little surprised by my sudden affection, but welcomed it.

“Thank you…” I whispered. “For everything.”

“No, Colleen, thank you. For showing me what matters in life, and for giving me another sister.”

I think both of us knew I had to leave before the tears flowed again and ruined my makeup, so with one last hug, I said goodbye to Gigi.

Hustling down the hallway and out the building to my car, I couldn’t help but giggle at the fact that though I arrived as a man, I was leaving as a woman. From masculine clothing, boyish stubble, and a grudging acceptance of my male identity to the unmatched bliss of a beautiful skirt and blouse, long, feminine curls, and a full face of makeup any girl would be lucky to have. A chaotic, complete transformation indeed.

But the more I thought about it, the less this felt like a transformation and the more it felt like an awakening. Colin didn’t simply become Colleen. No, Colleen has always been here, lying dormant in my soul.

Someone just needed to wake her up.

◆◆◆

Practice makes perfect, they say, and though I’d practiced my announcement speech a million times as Colin, those repetitions thankfully transferred over to Colleen quite seamlessly. In fact, I’d venture to say this recording was even better than my first. My mood was brighter, my soul was full of optimism, and though my heart fluttered with anticipation, I can confidently say I held no doubts about revealing my female self to the PopMyth audience. They deserve to know me for me. Who cares if MytheryMan is actually a girl?

The same benefits of repetition allowed me to edit and submit my video to go live at five without much trouble. In fact, I finished with time to spare! Nothing left to do but dream about the places PopMyth might go in the future. Though, to be realistic, I reminded myself there will be ups and downs and I will have setbacks – perhaps even ones that make me question why I did this in the first place. And that mindset applies just as much to my journey as Colleen.

Realizing who I am was difficult enough; presenting that truth to the world will be even harder. But any potential real world challenges would be nothing compared to living a life where I’m not my authentic self.

With twenty minutes to go till the fateful 5 P.M. release time, I heard an extremely faint knock on the door. Gigi had arrived.

“Oh thank God,” she exhaled as I opened the door. “The moment I knocked I feared I’d ruined a take!”

Though I appreciated her consideration, I was immediately struck by the number of gifts she had with her. Not only the champagne, but a giant arrangement of colorful balloons, a nice bottle of wine, and a selection of fun, celebratory snacks wedged between her arms and body wherever she could fit them.

“Gigi, you’re literally too kind.”

She grimaced, struggling to prevent things from slipping. “Well if you really wanna thank me, grab something before it drops!”

I helped Gigi carry her truckload of gifts inside my home – er, well, studio.

“Amazing!” Gigi said, delighted by my setup. “Show me everything!”

I gave her a quick tour of the equipment and explained how my living room would functionally be an educational video production studio for the foreseeable future.

Gigi shook her head. “You never cease to amaze me…”

With only ten minutes to go, Gigi insisted we crack the champagne so we’d have some bubbly in our system to calm the nerves. Yet another brilliant idea from my work wife.

“Cheers to a beautiful new career,” she said.

“Career?” I asked.

Gigi shrugged. “Why not, right? Content creators monetize their work all the time? Maybe if you get a big enough audience, you won’t even need Nexus.”

I sat quietly for a moment. I seriously hadn’t even considered if this could become a real job. Sure, PopMyth has been a passion project for a while now, but who says it couldn’t turn into a business one day. Honestly, with as confident and on top of the world as I was right now, I feel like I can do anything.

“Let’s keep it on the horizon,” I told her. “Celebrate each baby step.”

“Cheers to that,” she said, clinking glasses.

I anxiously watched as the seconds ticked by on my monitor’s digital timer, getting closer and closer to the top of the hour when not only my new project but my new identity would be set in stone.

But then, I heard a knock.

My head whipped over to the door. What the hell?

I turned to Gigi who, surprisingly, was quite reactive. Embarrassed even. Like she’d made some kind of mistake.

“Don’t be mad, okay?” she said, getting up slowly. As I sat on the couch, confused as ever, I watched her tiptoe over to the door with a dumb little grin on her face. “Promise you won’t be mad?”

I rolled my eyes. “You didn’t hire strippers or something, did you?”

She shrugged, clutching the door handle. “Well, maybe if everything goes right…”

Before I could even respond, Gigi had swung open the door to my apartment. And no, it wasn’t strippers. But it was someone I’d seen in that manner not long ago.

“Hey Colleen,” Liam said, standing alone at the door.

I couldn’t believe my eyes. Liam was here. And he was holding three bouquets of flowers.

Suddenly, my supposed rock-solid confidence shriveled up, and my heart started to beat. Was he seriously here to see me? A man I’d so heavily fallen for at one point in my life only to walk away from it all… was back?

As if he’d caught me in a tractor beam, I rose from my seat and practically floated over to the doorway where he stood.

“Can I come in?” he asked.

I nodded, wordless.

Gigi smirked. “I’ll be in the kitchen…”

And just like that, it was me and Liam, alone again, standing beside each other. His tall, muscular self towered over me, looking sharp in a black button-down shirt and black pants. Me in my cute little blouse and skirt combo with my hair curled. It felt just like old times. But at the same time, so, so different.

“You look stunning,” he said emphatically.

“Liam… What are you doing here?” I asked.

He sighed. “Well, Gigi invited me. I hope that’s okay…”

But I shook my head. “No, but like, why are you here? I thought you were done with her… With me… With all of this?”

He nodded solemnly. “I thought I was too. I really, really did.” He glanced around the room, piecing together his thoughts. Something about being in my space seemed to light up his world and put him at ease.

“I came because I wanted to apologize,” he explained, handing me one of the flower bouquets – a beautiful mix of yellow and white daisies.

Though I’m not one to refuse flowers, I was a bit confused. “Apologize? For what?”

“For giving you bad advice… And for following that bad advice myself.” His eyes shifted over to the couch. “Can we sit?”

I led Liam over to the couch. Gigi, by the sound of it, was busy prepping something in the kitchen – or more likely just exploring my cabinets.

“The last time we talked I was in a rough place. I felt heartbroken and betrayed by my friends. Just… so, so scared.”

Liam set his two bouquets down on the coffee table, then hung his head and sighed.

“Look, sometimes the people we love do bad things. Terrible things, even. And since we’re influenced the most by those people, I’ve always feared my friends might succumb to greed, selfishness, and all the bad habits their parents developed. So when I saw how everyone reacted to the arrest news, it reactivated a deeply cynical belief that it was all inevitable. I mean, that mindset nearly got to my dad, didn’t it? It was getting to my friends… and I feared it would get to me. And so, I figured the only solution must be to shut it all out. To do a full cleansing of the last several years. A complete purge.”

Liam reached forward and gently grabbed my hand. “But Colleen, you made a difference. You sticking around and pushing the people you love to be better – that made a difference. Gigi called me this afternoon and told me what happened with her dad, how she believes it was you who inspired him to change. Colleen, you make people better because you yourself want to be better.”

It was impossible not to be moved by Liam’s sincerity. In front of me was a man who had thought so deeply about life and relationships, pouring his heart out to me. I wanted to tell him how much I appreciated him coming here to explain it in person, but I was still too overwhelmed to speak.

“I know I’ve been all over the map. I know that. And I must seem like the craziest guy on the planet right now because I still have so much to learn about being a good person and a good friend… But I need you to know that I’ve changed. I want to reconnect with Kyle and the guys, apologize for my behavior, and hopefully get on the same page. Those friendships are too important to let die.”

It reminded me how excited I was to do the same with my own friends. I’ve grown to love Amelia, Lizzie, and Marie too much to not work through our issues. I’m sure if I reach out, I’ll find they feel the same about me. After all, I owe those girls my life.

Words could not express how much I not only needed but appreciated the wisdom Liam was sharing. He’s right, he’s still a work in progress. We all are. But it’s the willingness to change and the effort you put into being the best version of yourself that counts.

“Liam… I’m honestly really happy you’re here but, uh… Do you even know what’s happening in, like, 90 seconds?”

Liam blushed, a little embarrassed he had distracted from the big event, but he nodded excitedly. “Well, that’s the second reason I’m here.”

He handed me another bouquet – white winter tulips this time. They smelled as lovely as they looked.

“I never stopped following PopMyth from the first day I checked it out. Guess you can finally start accusing me of being a nerd too!” He showed me a little notification on his phone. “I’ve had the announcement day pinned for weeks.”

Another tear fell down my cheek. God was this man sweet.

“Alright, alright, that’s enough!” Gigi said as she ran in from the kitchen. She carried an additional glass of champagne which she handed to Liam. “Forty-five seconds…” she noted, looking at the timer. It felt like New Year’s Eve, but instead of waiting on 12 we were waiting on 5.

As I sat on the couch beside Liam and Gigi, I felt a wave of warmth through my body. Two people who deeply cared about me, waiting anxiously to witness something I’d worked so hard on come to fruition.

“Thirty seconds…” Gigi said. She reached for her phone to record the moment but realized she’d left it in the kitchen. “Ah! Be right back!”

With Liam and I alone for just a few more seconds, I gently grabbed his arm and rested my head on his shoulder.

“So then, what’s the third bouquet for?” I asked quietly. “Red roses are famously romantic.”

I heard him gulp quietly and clear his throat.

“Well,” he muttered. “I was gonna ask–”

“Yes, I’ll go on another date with you,” I interrupted him, lifting my head and kissing him on the cheek.

“Oh! Uh… Yes, good!” he murmured, awkwardly scooting the third bouquet over from his side of the coffee table to mine.

I giggled and shook my head. “God you’re weird…”

“Hey!” he snapped, playfully. “What about our no teasing rule?”

We shared a laugh as I snuck one last kiss on his cheek. At that moment, my life felt truly complete.

“Five seconds!” Gigi shouted, rushing back in.

The clock hit five as we watched the video thumbnail appear on the PopMyth forum. A simple picture of me, smiling happily as a girl. As Colleen.

As me.


The End
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