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Chapter One

An Office Surprise

Office jobs are tough. It’s strange how just sitting at a desk all day, answering emails and talking to coworkers can be so mentally draining. Shocking! Who could have guessed?

My name is Charlie and I’m a 24-year old Junior Marketing Associate at a company called ‘Attention Marketing Agency’. I know, I know… Attention? It’s pretty on the nose. It feels like whoever named the company played a simple game of word association with the word ‘marketing’ and picked the first thing that came to mind.

Basically, my job is to create grids, pitch decks, and other materials that we’ll use to present our strategies to 7-figure clients looking to grow their businesses. You’d think it’s constantly stimulating, like, ‘Wow! You get to be creative and make money in the process?’. Not really. I’m the lowest rung on the ladder. And what happens to the lowest rung on a ladder? It’s always the first to get stepped on.

One of the few saving graces of this job is my coworker, Brendan. Since moving to Chicago after college, he’s been one of my few, consistent friends. We both started on the same day, nearly a year and a half ago, we share the same title, and we enjoy commiserating over the frustrating elements of our jobs. I generally consider myself an introvert, but even introverts need someone to vent to in order to stay sane.

Most days blend together around here, Arriving at 9:00, leaving around 5:30 or 6:00, having rinsed and repeated the same tasks. But today was different. Over the last few weeks, we’ve heard whispers about our direct supervisor, Noelle, stepping down. Nobody, at least at my level, knew any specifics. But on this Monday morning, my entire department of around 30 people received an email from my boss’s boss to ‘address a change in the company’ that’d take place this afternoon.

“My money’s on that she got fired,” Brendan said, leaning back in his chair and stretching his neck around the divider between our desks.

“We don’t even know if she’s leaving,” I told Brendan, but mostly trying to reassure myself.

If Noelle were to leave, Attention would almost certainly be promoting from within. And as someone who’s sick of being on the lowest rung, I’d obviously love to get that gig. However, Brendan is one of the most competitive people in the world and he’d undoubtedly be gunning for the same position. That was the last thing I wanted. If I got the role, he’d resent me forever and I’d lose my closest work friend. And if he got the role, he’d be my new boss and inevitably ruin our wonderful work dynamic and the only thing keeping me sane on a day-to-day basis.

But honestly, why wouldn’t they hire him? Not only is he great at his job, but Brendan’s a tall, charismatic, handsome guy. Let’s face it — those kinds of people are always the ones who get the big, glamorous promotion. They shine too brightly to be constantly held in the basement.

As for me? Take one look at me and you’ll immediately realize why I’ve got a brutal, uphill climb to the top. I’m 5 foot 2. Yeah, I know. The curse of having short parents I guess. Sometimes people try to make me feel better by calling me a ‘short king’, which I appreciate, but it’s typically uttered by girls while literally looking down at me. And it almost always comes across in this cutesy, patronizing way, even if they don’t mean it.

So years ago, I made the choice to distract from my height by growing out my light brunette hair to extraordinary length. Since the end of high school, I’ve kept that exact same hairstyle – no ponytails, no braids… just flat, simple and boring. Still, something about long hair gives me confidence and originality that I otherwise wouldn’t have. Maybe others don’t see it that way, but I certainly do.

The rest of my morning was spent focusing on dull grid-building and deliberately trying to get the thought of losing Brendan to a promotion out of my head. But I could only put off that thought for so long. It was time to trek to the conference room for the dreaded company announcement.

◆◆◆

You’d think a successful company like Attention would shell out for a conference room with more than six chairs, but you’d be wrong. The 30-ish employees gradually made their way into the room and packed like sardines around the table, waiting for the Director of Brand Management Marketing — a man named Oliver — to take his seat at the head of the table.

“Do you think they’ll announce her replacement today too?” Brendan theorized, all jittery with excitement. After even over a year, I still haven’t got used to how his 6’0” frame towered over me by nearly a foot.

I looked straight up, shooting him an annoyed glare. “Dude, she hasn’t confirmed anything. You’re getting way too ahead of yourself.”

He shrugged, accepting he’d learn soon enough. After a few minutes of being smooshed, Oliver finally squirmed his way through the crowd.

“Sorry, sorry…” he muttered awkwardly. “Was on a call…” Oliver was a competent leader, but by no means a competent speaker. You’d think being a department head for a major marketing agency would require those skills, but apparently not.

“So, uh, thanks for packing in here,” Oliver spoke in his strong Chicago accent. That’s one thing I learned about this city — guys in their 60s always seem to have that same harsh vowel enunciation. But nobody younger seemed to carry on that accent ‘tradition’.

“A lotta you have been jawing about some news,” he continued, absorbing his employees’ anxious faces around the room. Noelle, our frumpy but diligent supervisor in her early 40s, stood mere feet from him, like he was about to make an announcement about her.

Oliver triumphantly placed his hands on his hips like a mayor admiring his city. “I’m happy to announce this’ll benefit all you guys... We’re officially implementing a wellness stipend for every single Attention employee!”

The room was split in reaction. Half of the people cheered, the other half clearly had no idea what a ‘wellness stipend’ was. I was in the latter half.

“Alright, alright, settle... Look, for those who aren’t familiar, it’s a three grand bonus we’re giving each of you to focus on self-improvement.”

Now the entire room knew what he meant. I’ve heard of these! It’s a trend that companies are jumping on where employees basically get a monetary bonus to better themselves. Employees get free money, and companies get happier employees. It’s a win-win.

The chatter was loud and ecstatic. It took a minute for Oliver to get everyone quiet again.

“We wanna get this as soon as possible, so in the next few days, please submit your preferred company to HR, and we’ll purchase gift cards or credit to your preferred business,” Oliver explained. After fielding a few questions on specifics, he dismissed the group.

This was incredible! Not only was I getting an unexpected three thousand dollars, but I also evaded an awkward resignation announcement from Noelle – for now, at least.

Amazing how the announcement of a (some-strings-attached) gift can really uplift the mood of everyone in an office. Everyone, of course, except Brendan.

I looked at Brendan sulking in his seat, dismally editing an excel document. I groaned. “Really? You can’t be happy about three grand?”

Brendan sighed. “No, I can. It’s just…”

“Yeah, I know, the promotion. Look, if you wanna know so bad, just ask Noelle,” I said to him, knowing full well he wouldn’t. “Just be happy everyone got something positive. Think of all the ways you can improve yourself now!”

He smiled, jokingly smug. “How can you get more perfect than me?”

We shared a laugh, then broke into discussion on all the things we could spend this money on.

As much fun as it was dreaming and mulling over the options with Brendan and a few other coworkers for the rest of Monday, there was still the pressure to submit my final selections to HR by the end of tomorrow — I guess in the pursuit of making these purchases by the end of April for some dumb accounting reason.

I was having trouble making a final call, so I listened to my colleagues’ choices and planned to copy what sounded best. One of them immediately thought of doing cooking classes for himself and his girlfriend. Sure that’d be fun — and I could certainly use the help — but was cooking really going to destress me?

Another one was an avid golfer and has complained for months about his shitty golf clubs. Therefore, new clubs would be the bulk of that purchase. But I didn’t play any sports.

As I quickly learned, the majority of people had intentions of signing up for gym memberships. I’ll be honest, that idea sounded terrifying to me. I’d always felt so uncomfortable in gyms. Not only was I way shorter than most guys present, but I was weak and rail-thin — a horrible combination. The few times in college that I even stepped into a gym, I felt too nervous to lift weights and settled for the elliptical. Look, I know the gym is supposed to be about improvement but with my body, it’d be a lost cause.

“You know, we could always sign up for one together,” Brendan suggested. “It’d be a fun way to hang out outside of work, and I could teach you how to work out. I’ll have a gym buddy, you’ll get ripped… It'll be great!”

I told him I’d sleep on it, which was mostly a way of avoiding the conversation. But as I made my way home from work that evening and sat alone in my apartment, I wondered something: Maybe I really could use a change.

I’m always so upset with my appearance but I never do anything about it. Here it is, a gift from the heavens (well, really HR), falling onto my lap — an avenue to self-improvement, and hey, maybe a career boost too.

The $3,000 was use it or lose it, so I texted Brendan and told him I was in. He was ecstatic.

‘DUDE! YES! I can’t fucking wait.’ he texted me.

‘Haha I’m glad. Do you have a gym in mind?’

‘It’s a little pricey, yeah, but let’s do this place called ‘Iron Arena’. It’s equidistant from our apartments and it’s on the way home from work. We’ll go like twice a week and get in shape in no time.’

‘Lol sounds like a plan. Who am I to debate the gym expert?’ I replied.

He thumbs-upped my message as I leaned back in my bed, basking in the certainty of a solid plan. It felt cathartic knowing I was finally doing something about my future. Brendan and Charlie: brand new workout buddies.

◆◆◆

The first thing I did Tuesday morning was go to the floor where HR’s offices were. Unsurprisingly, the line was all the way down the hall with people submitting their requests. It was April 30th, and it was obvious they were scrambling to get these requests in. Classic Attention, waiting til the last second for everything.

After around 20 minutes in line, I spoke to a woman named Celine who’d done my start paperwork many months back. Celine was a portly, sweaty blonde lady — though I’m sure the sweat was mostly due to the daunting line of anxious employees.

“Got your selection?” she asked, quite rudely.

“Yeah, I’m signing up for Iron Arena. The gym.”

She typed it into the computer. “The one on Halsted?”

“Yep,” I replied.

“All three grand for this?”

“Yes ma’am.”

She expeditiously typed for a few more moments, barely even looking up at me. “Last name?”

“Lansing,” I said bluntly. She clearly didn’t remember me, but iit didn’t matter as she was already calling the next person in line. “Next!”

“I, uh… thanks,” I managed to mumble out before the next employee scooted in front of me to be rudely helped by Celine. But who cares. Even just signing up for this gym I already felt stronger and healthier.

◆◆◆

We were told that the payments — all in the form of gift cards or company credit — wouldn’t be in our hands til Friday, but that didn’t stop Brendan from diving right into our plans for the coming week.

“Yo, Charlie, come here,” he said, disrupting me from my workflow. Frankly, I welcomed the distraction.

I wheeled my chair over to his desk. “What is that?” I said in shock.

He had a muscular and vascular chart of the human body pulled up, fullscreen on his computer. But it looked way more realistic than it needed to be.

“Don’t be so squeamish. I wanna walk you through the muscles we’re gonna be working on this weekend.” Brendan spent the next several minutes name-dropping the names of muscle groups and other anatomical terms I’d never heard in my life — and I consider myself a pretty smart guy.

It felt nice seeing Brendan channel his energy into something other than his job —  particularly something that involved me. Even if working out hadn’t been my ‘thing’, I liked knowing that it was his thing, and something we could work on together to grow our friendship.

You know it’s funny… I’ve learned in my brief time of adulthood that friends don’t come as easily as they did in high school or college. You wake up, you work, you go home. Sometimes you’re lucky enough to have a group of friends that you inherited from earlier and have stayed in touch with, but if not, the number one hub for meeting people is at the office. So seeing the real time transition from ‘work friends’ to actual friends was a joy.

◆◆◆

And so I let Brendan do his thing over the next few days. In moments of downtime, we’d discuss our workout plans and continue going over exercises. I’m sure at times it felt like talking to a brick wall, but he thankfully remained patient.

Friday had finally come, and just like on Tuesday, employees from all of Attention’s departments had migrated to the HR floor, anxiously lining up to receive their wellness stipend gift cards or credit statements.

Things moved a lot faster this time around. No submission of information, no signing of any forms… just a clean, simple pickup process.

Colleagues buzzed about, flashing each other their gift cards and ogling the $3000 worth of life improvement they’ve each received.

The same woman from before, Celine, was there when I finally reached the front of the line.

“Big start to May!” I announced.

She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, I get these too, you know…” She was far too stressed to share in anyone’s joy. “Name?”

Jeez, she forgot again? “Charlie Lansing,” I uttered.

Claire snagged the card from a giant, unorganized pile and handed it to me. It was sealed in a neat little envelope with my last name and first initial on it.

I stepped aside, giddily opening up my card to bask in its wonder.

Huh… It wasn’t a gift card or anything. Just a slip of paper. They must’ve just purchased store credit and handed me a receipt.

But as I began reading the card, something still felt off…

“Iron… Athena?” I said aloud to myself. That wasn’t the name. It’s Iron Arena. Maybe Brendan messed up the name. But I swore it was ‘Arena’…

I wanted to speak to Celine, but she was busy assisting the ever-growing line of recipients.

‘Iron Athena: $3000.00 credit,’ the card read. This was so weird. Did Brendan just have it wrong the whole time? Maybe this is a different location with a slightly different name?

Instead of spinning in circles, I whipped out my phone to google the name. Sure enough, ‘Iron Arena on Halsted’ popped right up.

So out of curiosity, I typed in Iron Athena. And no exaggeration, I nearly dropped my phone.

Also on Halsted, but several miles up the road was another gym. I stared at the search results page in complete shock.

Iron Athena: A Gym for Women.


Chapter Two

A Huge Mistake

No. Freaking. Way. Did my company really just sign me up for a women’s gym?

I had a million questions and a billion concerns. So forget the giant line of people waiting — I cut right in front to confront Celine.

“Uh, excuse me?” I said more than a little assertively, holding up the card in question in front of her face.

Celine paused. She examined the card. Then looked at me. Then back at the card. Then back at me again. It took longer than I’d like, but she realized that despite my short stature and long brunette hair, it was indeed a man in front of her holding a $3000 credit for a women’s gym.

“Oh...” she looked at me, awkwardly.

◆◆◆

“Isn’t this fucking ridiculous?” I shouted. It was almost the end of the work day, and I’d been venting to Brendan for several hours now. I didn’t care if either of us were distracted from work. I was pissed off.

I had explained to him that after confronting Celine, she played dumb and claimed she didn’t remember our brief interaction, jotting down the information of exactly which gym I wanted to sign up for. Of course, she then deferred to her department head, but she failed to admit any guilt.

Celine’s boss, a woman named Vicky, brought me into her office both to calm me down and deliver the news that because the purchase had already been made and I signed the forms indicating this was where I wanted the money to be spent, that there was nothing the company could do. There would be no additional $3,000 credit to spend at Iron Arena or anywhere else.

The only option I had was to beg the management at Iron Athena for a refund — a task which HR had quite bluntly assigned to me.

“I’m sure you’ll be fine,” Brendan assured me for probably the 50th time. “Just go to that girly gym and say it was a mistake. Once they realize you’re a dude they’ll obviously give you your money back.”

There was no choice but to believe Brendan’s plan would work. Small businesses are generally pretty lax on this stuff, right?

I slouched back in my chair, beyond frustrated by the whole situation. A stressful, annoying chore like this was not how I wanted to start my weekend.

◆◆◆

At the conclusion of the work day, while everyone else was going out to bars, seeing friends or family, or relaxing at home, I was trekking over to a gym I did not sign up for to beg for a $3,000 refund.

While both Iron Arena and Iron Athena were on Halsted Street, Athena was several miles uptown. I was seething with frustration the entire train ride north. And yes, the irony of a wellness stipend causing this much stress was the worst part.

After what felt like hours, my phone navigation finally led me to the sleek but subtle exterior of Iron Athena. Gleaming, pink metallic letters spelling out “Iron Athena: A Gym for Women” protruded from the building, which was sandwiched in between a currently closed antique store and an empty property with a commercial lease sign.

Stepping inside, the lobby looked normal enough. Normal decor, normal everything. A lone woman in her 50s sat at the front desk, busy on her computer.

“Hi…” I said, cautiously approaching her. She looked so zoned in that I didn’t want to spook her.

“Onnnnne second…” she uttered, focused intently on typing something until finally looking up. “Hello! So sorry,” she replied. “What can I do for you?”

“This is gonna sound weird, but I work at this company called Attention Marketing Agency, and they just started up a ‘wellness stipend’ thing. It’s basically–”

The woman cut me off. “I know what that is. We get a lot of signups from those.”

I nodded, continuing. “Well, my company accidentally signed me up here for it. They made a $3,000 credit purchase…”

Her eyes finally lit up with familiarity. “Oh, that was you?”

“Yes! And as you can see, I’m a guy, this is a women’s gym… I’d like a refund please.”

But the woman kept giggling… and giggling… and giggling…

“I gotta say,” she managed to muster between laughs, “I haven’t been in the business world very long, but that is hilarious. I’m so sorry this happened.”

“Yeah, I know. It sucks. So you’ll issue the refund?”

But the woman’s smile disappeared. “Oh… I’m terribly sorry, but we don’t offer refunds. It’s the policy we set up when Iron Athena was founded.”

I audibly groaned. Probably louder and ruder than I should have. But I managed to compose myself. “Look… I’m sure you have some policy written down that says that, but can’t you make an exception? None of this was my fault.”

She shrugged back. “We’re a business. We need to make money. I’m really sorry.”

I couldn’t believe what was happening! Was I seriously about to be out $3,000 just because of a clerical error that wasn’t even my fault? I wanted so badly to scream, but I knew it wouldn’t solve anything.

“Fine…” I replied through gritted teeth. “Thank you for your time…”

I turned around for the door, but the woman had more to say.

“I truly do feel bad for you,” she added. “Maybe we can work something out?”

I turned around. “Like what? Maybe half my money back? 75% maybe?”

“How about 100% access to the gym,” she said.

Huh? What was she talking about?

But the lady was serious. “Just purchase a membership.” She pulled up something on her computer. “Charlie Lansing, right? It’s showing you have $3,000 worth of credit in your account, so you might as well use it.”

I was totally thrown off. “But… this is a women’s gym.”

“Well, Illinois does have a law permitting single-sex gyms, but I never technically registered ours as one. There’s a mountain of fees and it’s a whole annoying process, yada yada yada…”

“But it literally says on your building ‘A Gym for Women.’ What are you talking about?”

“Yeah, it’s called ‘branding’. Plus it keeps out all the douchey gym bros that everyone hates. You don’t strike me as one of those.”

She might have meant that as an insult — referring to my shrimpy frame and long brunette hair — but I tried to take it as a compliment. Regardless, what she was offering was… bizarre. Frankly, this whole situation was.

“I… I’m sorry. No offense, but this is… insane,” I declared.

She chuckled. “Hey, I’ve never had a situation like this either. But the membership’s here if you want it. Think it over!”

I acknowledged her offer but had very little intent to think any further.

“I’m Monica, by the way,” she added.

“I’m, uh, Charlie. But you know that.”

Monica smiled. “Nice meeting you, Charlie.”

I backed out the door, significantly more confused than when I arrived.

◆◆◆

I was fully expecting to be roasted by Brendan by the time I got to work. After all, why wouldn’t I be? Monica straight up looked at me and, full-well knowing I was a man, offered me a membership at a women’s gym.

And that’s exactly how I explained it to Brendan. It was embarrassing, sure, but I felt like he needed to know.

“Really…” Brendan leaned back in his seat, respecting my attempts to keep this matter somewhat private. “So what’d you do after that?”

“I left! What else was I supposed to do?”

“Fuck… I’m so sorry man. I guess it’s the company’s money, so it’s not like you’re losing anything.”

“I mean, I’m still losing opportunity. It’s three fucking grand!” I was struggling to stay quiet.

“Why not just pay the Iron Arena fee? It’s another $250 per month, but…”

“I can’t afford that! That’s the whole point of the stipend!” I dug myself further in my chair.

Brendan looked at me, thinking. I could tell he was disappointed. He was losing a potential workout buddy and, I assume, the chance to really grow our friendship.

“Maybe you just do it,” he said bluntly. “What’s the worst that can happen?”

I stared at him. “You can’t be serious. It’s a women’s gym.”

“Maybe that’s a plus? You get to meet chicks. Not like you’re dating anyone right now, right?”

I turned a little bit red. I never told him this, but I’ve… never actually dated anyone before. Sure, a college party or two I’d kissed some girls, but it wasn’t really a priority for me. And not like they were clamoring for me, either…

Brendan stayed firm on his point though. He explained that while girls are often overwhelmed by dudes checking them out at normal gyms — not to mention vastly outnumbered — perhaps a safer environment like this would actually be helpful.

“It’s like playing on Easy Mode,” he explained, twirling his pen in his hand.

Hmm… Easy Mode does sound pretty good…

◆◆◆

I thought long and hard about the pros and cons of Iron Athena. I liked the idea of an easy intro to girls. I wouldn’t have a wingman or anything to help me out, but there’d ideally be zero competition. How could I lose?

But even beyond the promise of a pickup, the possibility of getting in shape was still enticing. Maybe even joining a different gym, I could still grow closer to Brendan. Just because we’re at separate locations doesn’t mean we can’t share results and encourage each other.

By the time I’d gotten home from work, I’d pretty much made up my mind. I got on the phone and called Iron Athena.

“Hello?” a woman answered. I recognized her voice as Monica.

“Hey, Monica…” I began, but she cut me off.

“Charlie! Good to hear from you,” she replied, to my surprise. “We… we don’t get a lot of guys calling, so I remember your voice.”

“Heh… yeah… So I, uh… I decided to try out a monthly membership. Do you guys do that?”

“We do! Oh, I’m so glad you’re interested.”

“Well, ‘interested’ isn’t exactly right. More like ‘desperate’. I’d still prefer the refund…”

Monica laughed. “Sorry, still off the table. So will we see you tomorrow?”

I remembered Brendan saying he planned to work out on Wednesdays, and tomorrow was a Wednesday. It’d probably be his first day at Iron Arena too.

“You know what? Yes. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Great! Can’t wait to show you around.”

She hung up. As nice as it felt to have closure, it felt just as strange locking everything in – a month’s membership to a women’s gym.

◆◆◆

Besides informing Brendan of my decision and briefly going over his guidance list of exercises to do, there wasn’t much fitness talk. Honestly, I was a little nervous, so it was nice to keep my mind on work.

Once the work day was over, I hopped on the L Train and rode it all the way up to Wrigleyville, the neighborhood housing my fitness studio for the next month.

Just as before, I walked into the building with the flashy pink sign and noticed Monica hard at work at the front desk. She looked up from her computer with a big smile. I could tell she recognized me — again, likely because I’m the only man she’s interacted with all day.

“Charlie! Welcome! So happy you actually came down,” she shouted out gleefully. “I’ll be honest, I was thinking you’d change your mind after the call.”

“Yeah… look, I appreciate your flexibility, but I promise to stay out of your way.” I held up the gym bag I’d packed. “Just, uh… just show me the locker room, I’ll figure out the equipment myself, and I’ll be in and out.”

Monica’s lips pursed, thinking. She looked at me, then looked at my gym bag. “Hmm… so, two things to mention…”

Monica stepped aside from the laptop, greeting a woman as walked in the door behind me. The woman walked straight down a hallway to the left of the front desk.

“First of all, we don’t exactly have a men’s locker room.”

I rolled my eyes. Of course this was gonna be a whole thing. “The men’s restroom is fine. I’ll make do.”

“Well, it’s a gender-neutral restroom,” Monica noted, then pointed to the one bathroom right off the side of the lobby. “But essentially the same. You can change in there.”

“As long as it’s got a lock on the door, it’ll do,” I thanked her and started walking toward the door. But she halted me.

“Uh, there’s one more thing about our gym… We have a dress code.”

Was she blind? I held up my bag to remind her I brought a change of clothes. “I’m all set, thanks.”

But Monica shook her head. She was pointing to a chart on the wall that I somehow failed to notice.

In big, pink letters — much like the ones on the building — read ‘DRESS CODE’. Pictured underneath were three fitness models. Female models.

Monica looked me straight in the eye, but I already sensed the bad news coming. “Skirt, shorts, or leggings. Plus a tank top or sports bra. No exceptions.”


Chapter Three

A Few New Items

“I’m sorry, did you just put that up or something?” I said, panicking. “That definitely wasn’t here when I came in last time!”

“It most certainly was,” Monica insisted. “It’s not supposed to be a ‘gotcha’. Simply the rules.”

I stood there for a few seconds, refusing to accept this reality. Did she seriously think I was gonna abide by this?

“Monica, I’m not about to work out in freaking drag, okay?”

She shook her head and put on her best consoling voice. “Oh shush, Charlie. No one’s expecting you to wear a prom dress. This is a gym. Our expectations are incredibly fair.”

I was peeved regardless. “Well, this sucks for both of us, because as you can imagine I didn’t pack any women’s clothing.”

“That’s okay!” Monica said with delight. “We have some for sale.”

“For sa—“ I said, cutting myself off. Jeez, she really thought of everything...

“Look, I’m sorry this is catching you off guard. But you’ve got thousands of dollars in your account, so you might as well spend it, right?”

Another woman walked in behind me and just like the last one, greeted Monica and walked down the hall.

“They’re here for the 7 PM CrossFit class,” Monica said. “You’re welcome to join. Pending your outfit, of course.”

Clearly my hands were tied. Through no fault of my own I had literally thousands sunk into this gym, and I’d already spend $150 of that on a month’s membership.

“I’d rather not have a bunch of people watching me prance around in women's clothes,” I stated.

“That’s totally fine. The Equipment Zone is all yours. It’s usually empty around now. But I’m telling you, the classes are fuuu-uuunnn…”

I didn’t care for Monica’s teasing. “If the Equipment Zone is where I can get the most privacy, then that’s where I’ll go,” I replied reluctantly. “Just… just give me the most masculine thing you have.”

Over the next 5 minutes, Monica presented each eligible item of clothing sufficient for entrance. There was a large variety of leggings, shorts, tank tops, and a few skirts. Desperately trying not to stand out, I settled on the one black tank top and some black women’s workout shorts.

“Great! And assuming your shoes are relatively gender-neutral, those will be fine too.”

I took the clothes into the single bathroom and locked the door behind me. Pfft, some ‘locker room’. There wasn’t anywhere to actually lock my things!

Nevertheless, I took off my button-down, slacks, and other work clothes and stripped down to my underwear. I held up the black shorts in the mirror and audibly groaned at how tiny they were. I’m only 5’2” and they still seemed short! I slid them up my legs and secured them over my briefs. I felt ridiculous standing in this bathroom wearing clothing designed for the opposite sex.

The tank top didn’t help me feel much better. The length was fine, but having never worn women’s clothing before, I was surprised that it narrowed at the waist and widened at the hips. I guess that makes sense given the typical woman’s build… but it looked more than a bit silly on me.

It was undoubtedly a girl’s outfit — no question about that — but I suppose it was as close to androgyny as I was gonna get. I put on my shoes, stuffed my work clothes into my gym bag, and bravely exited the bathroom.

“Fits like a glove! You look great, Charlie,” Monica pointed out as I trudged back through the lobby.

I decided to pretend I didn’t hear her. Monica offered to watch my gym bag for the duration of my workout and directed me down the same hallway I’d seen many women disappear.

There were two doors at the end of the hallway: the women’s locker room on the right, and the door to the workout areas on the left. Since I was clearly not welcome in the former, I took a left.

I’d never really been in a gym before but from the little I knew, I was quite impressed. It was a smaller space, but appeared to have everything you’d need. Machines for your legs, arms, and back, a full rack of dumbbells with various weights, and a fleet of treadmills, ellipticals, and stair machines for cardio. At least I wasn’t getting screwed out of quality.

Just as Monica predicted, the Equipment Zone was empty except for me. But every couple of minutes, a new woman would enter the space and take an immediate left through a door labeled ‘Studio A’.

Studio A was home to the upcoming 7 PM CrossFit class — and, presumably, every other class Iron Athena offers.

I took solace in knowing everyone else was here for CrossFit, so I probably wouldn’t be bothered. But there was one huge problem with the setup: The wall between the Equipment Zone and Studio A was a giant glass window.

If I wasn’t self-conscious enough already wearing a women’s outfit, I’d also be watched like an animal in a zoo. Freaking fantastic…

But I had no line of defense. I could only control my own actions. So I put my head down and got to work on the weights.

While the ladies started their class, I was hard at work on the list of exercises Brendan had put together for me. He’d linked a helpful website with short videos of an instructor demonstrating each lift. So the pattern went: watch the video, test it out with a light weight, rewatch the video to correct my form, then complete the lift.

But damn, was weightlifting hard! Brendan gave me a few weight recommendations, but he was far too optimistic with each, since I struggled to complete even half the reps.

I gave it a solid 30 minutes of effort, but fell significantly short of the goals he set for me. Oh well, I guess you gotta start somewhere.

Last on the list was 30 minutes of cardio. I knew there was no way I’d be able to run for 30 minutes like Brendan planned out, but wanted to give it a try. Well overdue for a water break, I briefly retreated to the water fountain near the door to the Equipment Zone.

“Hey!” I heard a voice say as I leaned down for some water.

I lifted my head up, terrified it would be someone who recognized me. But nope, it was just another woman taking a break from the CrossFit class. And holy shit was she beautiful…

“Are you new? Haven’t seen you around before,” the woman said, a little bit out of breath.

She was glistening with sweat from what looked like an intense 30 minutes. But despite the sweat, her long blonde hair looked beyond gorgeous in a high, feminine ponytail. She had a full face of makeup and a similar black outfit to mine.

“I’m… uh… yeah. I just joined.”

Upon speaking, something must have clicked for her. “I… oh. I’m so sorry,” she stuttered. “I didn’t realize any men came here. I totally thought you were a woman for a second.”

Fuck. This was exactly the conversation I wanted to avoid! I started spitting out nonsense, visibly rattled.

“I… Well, Monica said it was okay. And my company—”

But the woman sweetly chuckled. “Hey, hey, it’s alright! I’m ain’t mad about it. Just an observation.” The woman extended her hand. “I’m Jill.”

We shook. “Charlie,” I said. “Really, I don’t mean to invade your space. I promise I’ll stay camped in the Equipment Zone.”

“Pfft,” Jill said, swatting the air. “Nobody gives a crap about that. We just don’t want aggressive, toxic men runnin’ around. You look like you wouldn’t hurt a fly.”

I shrugged and blushed. It wasn’t exactly the compliment I wanted from a pretty woman, but I took it. Plus, with Jill’s cute, subtle southern accent, it came across sweetly.

“By the way,” I gestured to my clothing. “I’m only wearing this to follow the dress code. I don’t usually…”

She held up her hand again. “Trust me. You’re fine. Any guy who’s willing to follow our dress code couldn’t possibly be a problem.”

I stepped aside so Jill could take a sip of water.

“Seriously, welcome. Consider joining a class sometime! Monica owns the gym, but I teach all the classes — I’d be happy to introduce you to some of the regular girls.”

“Oh, you… you teach?” I stammered. I was trying so hard to avoid peeping through the glass wall that I hadn’t even noticed she was leading the class.

“Mmhmm!” she said with a smile. “Good money on the side, and I love doing it.”

Jill returned to the studio and took her place back on the elevated surface in front of the class. Wow… what a girl…

Hopping on the treadmill, I felt a lot more at ease than I had over the previous 30 minutes. Jill’s welcoming attitude actually did wonders for my confidence. Not’ 30 straight minutes of running’ confidence, but enough to get by.

The treadmills faced directly toward Studio A through the glass, so I had the displeasure of witnessing the double takes from the ladies as, I presume, Jill casually dropped that it was not a woman in the other room, but in fact a man. Though on the flip side, not a single one ran out of the gym in fear, or laughed their butts off at the fact I was wearing women’s workout gear. It was somewhat curious, but overall… accepting… reception.

Still, I feared any interaction with them, so I hung around on the treadmill until the class was over at 8. Other than a few glances my way — and one friendly wave goodbye from Jill — I was largely ignored by the women. Frankly, I’ll take it for the first day. After all, Jill’s super cute and it felt nice to get attention from a girl for once.

I scooted out the Equipment Zone and down the hallway to minimize any interactions with other female patrons. Monica was at the desk, waiting for me with my bag.

“Sorry we don’t have showers for you… Are you okay to go home all sweaty in your work clothes?”

“Yeah, it’s fine. Thanks.” I stopped for a sec and looked at my shorts and tank top. “You don’t want these back, do you?”

“Why would I?” Monica seemed confused. “You bought them, didn’t you?”

“I mean… I guess I did…”

She started to chuckle. “Then I guess you’re the proud owner of some women’s workout clothes!”

I rolled my eyes. Not the way I wanted to view things.

“You know,” she continued. “If you plan on coming back, you won’t want to do laundry each time. Would you like to buy a few more outfits?”

The idea of willingly buying more women’s clothes felt crazy. But Monica had a point. Was I seriously supposed to wash my same outfit each time? That’d be quite tedious.

“Since I got all this credit… Yeah, sure. Get me a few more of the plainest outfits you have. Something black, please. I’m not trying to stand out.”

She made a note on her computer and promised they’d be ready by the next time I came in.

I changed real quick and got back on the train home. Somewhere along the way, my phone dinged with a text from Brendan.

‘Good first workout? Feeling sore yet?’

I laughed to myself, thinking about how brutally I’d be roasted if he knew about the dress code thing.

‘Went great. Thanks for the tips. Keep sending ‘em, and I’ll keep doing ‘em!’

◆◆◆

Last night's texts didn’t fully satisfy Brendan the next day at work. In fact, he wanted to hear all about the gym space, how I handled his exercises, and most of all if I’d talked to any cute girls.

“It was good. Really. Not much to say. Nice space, nice people. It’s clean… Not sure what else you want me to say?”

Brendan was clearly bored, spinning around in his chair. “So you said there was one particular girl. What’s her name?”

Ugh. Did I really have to go into this?

“Jill. Her name was Jill,” I spat out reluctantly.

“Ooooooh, you gonna bang her?” Brendan teased.

I blushed, definitely trying to avoid this type of conversation. “I don’t know, dude. Maybe she’s not into me.”

He smiled coyly. “Well, you’ve got literally zero competition. So if not her, you got the entire field.”

I hoped this wasn’t a sign of things to come, where I’d constantly be dodging questions about girls. Did I have a crush on Jill? Yeah, a little bit. But the last thing I wanted was to talk about her too much and let an embarrassing detail slip out. It’s humiliating enough attending a girls’ gym, much less having to wear women’s clothing — regardless of how androgynous it may be.

◆◆◆

All week, I tried my best to avoid deep gym discussions with Brendan. I could tell he was a little disappointed with my lack of engagement, though it was worth it to not spill the beans.

But maybe fate hadn’t had enough of me lately because in the middle of work, I noticed a message arrived in my personal email inbox. I casually clicked to the new tab, and noticed it was from Iron Athena.

Immediately, I got a little nervous. Even if it’s just some dumb promotional email, I didn’t want any chance the whole office could see me browsing the website of a women’s gym.

But my curiosity outweighed my judgment. I opened the email. It wasn’t promotional. It was from Monica. It read:

‘Hey Charlie. I took the liberty of selecting some new clothing items for you to wear for future workouts. We had no more black sets of the shorts or tank tops, so I went ahead and made an order. Super high quality stuff. Two black, one pink — just because I think you’ll look good in it! Pick it up next time you’re in. - Best, Monica’

Right off the bat I was pissed. Seriously? I asked for black, and she got me pink? It’s like she’s wasting my money! But as it turned out, the color was the least of my worries.

Monica pasted a link at the base of the email. A link from the clothing supplier. And upon viewing the webpage, I nearly unplugged my desktop out of sheer terror.

The items she’d bought me? Three undeniably feminine, double-strapped, backless activity dresses.


Chapter Four

An Embarassing Trip

I’ve never closed out of a tab on any computer faster than I just did. Frantically, I whipped my head around, praying that nobody noticed what had popped up on my computer. It looks like I was safe.

How the hell could Monica do this to me? Is she mental?? I’M. A. GUY. Does she get her enjoyment from my total and complete embarrassment??

Brendan peeked his head over. “Dude… are you okay? You look like you saw a ghost…”

I was still jumpy and taking deep breaths. “Yes… yes… I’m fine.”

He shrugged and went back to his work.

Right now, all I wanted was to get on the phone and yell at Monica for her ruthless disregard for my ordering instructions. I asked for PLAIN and BLACK. Who cares if they’re out of shorts. A dress — especially for a man — is anything but ‘plain’!

But no, I couldn’t let her off so easily with a phone call or passive aggressive email. I had to do this in person and today.

◆◆◆

Going to the gym was not on a typical Friday agenda. I had no sneakers, no change of clothes, nothing. And beyond that, I was sore as hell. But such blatant disregard for my purchase orders demanded an appearance.

So right as work got out, I took the long train ride up north to Iron Athena, purely to give Monica a piece of my mind.

I walked in the door, angrier than even my first time there.

“Excuse me, Monica?” I said forcefully.

She returned my rage with a sincere smile. “Charlie, hello! Did you get my email?”

Clearly she thought she’d done no wrong, but that didn’t calm me down one bit.

“Why the hell would you order me DRESSES!?” I shouted.

She immediately took a step back. “Woah, Charlie, be cool. I only did what you asked… well, except for the pink one.”

I was beyond upset. “The color is the least of my worries. Do you seriously think that ‘plain’ means ‘dress’? You do remember I’m a guy, right?”

She waited a beat, looking me up and down as if she needed a reminder. “Of course I do, Charlie. I’m sorry. I should’ve known.”

Her apology calmed me a little, but not entirely. “Okay,” I huffed. “So where do we go from here? Do I get a refund because you’re admitting fault?”

Just as I asked the question, I heard a familiar voice from behind me. “Charlie! Hey!” It was Jill.

I whipped my head around, already red in the face — even before we made eye contact.

“Are those your office clothes? I almost didn’t recognize you. Hah!”

“Heh, well… Yeah, I just came by to chat with Monica for a sec.”

“He’s mad I ordered him a dress,” Monica said, frustratingly matter-of-fact.

My head whipped back toward her. Was she trying to murder me with embarrassment??

“Jill, I—”

But Jill just giggled. This tall, beautiful, blonde fitness instructor in her mid-twenties seemed to find the whole situation endearing.

“Nothing wrong with wearing a dress, Charlie. They’re fun! I’m not wearing one today, but I have a bunch of exercise dresses at home.”

“I… But… You see, I asked for shorts…”

“I’ll order you shorts, Charlie. Free of charge, okay?” Monica finally backed down.

“…Good. Thank you.” I finally replied.

Jill took a step closer to me, feeling the fabric of my shirt. “This shirt has to be scratchy after a full day, right?” Jill took both her hands and squeezed the top of my shoulders. “Holy shit you’re tense!”

“Yeah, can’t imagine why,” I said, still a bit mad at Monica but reveling in the fact Jill had already felt comfortable enough to touch me. “I should get going. Monica, just email me when the shorts and tank top come in. Please make them a NON-girly color… that means blue, dark green—”

“I got it, I got it!” she waved me off.

“Wait, Charlie, you’re not staying?” Jill asked. “There’s a class at 7. I just assumed you were here for that.”

“I didn’t bring my tank and shorts. Plus, I’m still crazy sore from earlier in the week.”

“Well… why don’t you just wear one of the dresses?” Jill asked.

Again, I turned beet red. Monica was trying to hide a giggle.

“Jill, I literally just said how crazy it was that Monica bought those. Why do you ever think I’d wear one?”

She shrugged, but smiled. “Cause dresses are fun? I dunno. Can’t you at least try it on?”

I was silent. Now Jill was getting on board with this nonsense?

I tried to speak, but her pleading, baby blue eyes kept me quiet. Jill really wanted me to stick around, it seemed. And damn was this girl someone I didn’t want to disappoint…

Both figuratively and physically, I was boxed in — Jill behind me, Monica in front of me. Though I could’ve just told them ‘screw off, this is insane’, for some strange reason, I didn’t.

I glanced around. At least for now, it was only the three of us in the lobby. Monica I could really care less about at the moment – I was still mad at her. But Jill’s big, beautiful eyes kept looking over me with such kindness and warmth. Goddamn, the effect some women have…

As if I were in a trance, I instinctively muttered, “I guess I could just try it on.”

Jill immediately started clapping and leaping. “Yay! Oh, I’m so excited.”

Monica stepped out from behind the counter, her old sneakers squeaking as she walked. “Jill, I need you to start class in five. A bunch of the girls are already in there.”

“It’s fine. He’ll be quick. Right Charlie?”

I nodded, still caught up in those gorgeous eyes. Monica already had the dress behind the counter, ready to try on. She handed it to me along with a pair of shoes that were clearly a frequently-used ‘emergency backup’ for women who forgot them.

Monica practically pushed me into the restroom to get changed, and the second the door locked, I snapped back into reality. I was standing alone in the restroom holding a black exercise dress and pink women’s tennis shoes. What the hell was I doing?

Thankfully, it wasn’t a ‘dress’ in the traditional sense, as it had built-in shorts beneath the skirt and was made of a flexible spandex-like material. Still, the fact it had a flowy skirt at all was a bit annoying. Nor was it the easiest thing to put on. After fiddling around for a few minutes — and putting it on backwards the first time — I managed to squeeze myself into the dress. The pink shoes were a final, unfortunately feminine touch. But the look was complete.

If I weren’t so mad at Monica for ordering me dresses, I might have even said it was comfortable. But I wasn’t wearing this for her. I was wearing it for Jill.

I knew she was waiting outside for the reveal, so I kept my nervous pacing to a minimum. I was as ready as I was ever gonna get.

Finally, I unlocked the door and took a brave step outside and back into the lobby. The first thing I saw was Monica’s growing smile, and behind her… nothing?

“Wait, where’s Jill?” I said.

“You took too long!” Monica shot back. “She’s got a class to teach. I can’t just have her standing around in the lobby.”

Ugh, seriously? The whole reason I even put on this dress was to humor Jill, and now she’s not even here to see it!

I felt so silly standing with Monica in a women’s dress and shoes. “Well can you call her out real quick? I’m literally wearing this just to prove how bad this looks.”

Monica coyly raised an eyebrow. “Bad? Looks pretty cute on you…”

“Monica! Just please get her, okay?”

She shrugged. “Can’t. Class is about to start. Just run back and show her yourself. If you’re quick enough, maybe you’ll catch her before she’s in the groove of things.”

Clearly Monica was set on being a pill. My hands were tied. As much as I wanted to avoid prancing around in this stupid dress any longer, I certainly didn’t want Jill to think I was too much of a wuss and ditched her. So I let out a huge sigh and ran down the hallway to Studio A.

Like before, the Equipment Zone was empty at this hour. But Studio A was full of women stretching and setting up for class. Thankfully, all of their backs were turned to me so they couldn’t possibly be spooked by the man in the dress peering through the glass.

Jill was standing on the elevated stage-like platform, facing me. I jumped and waved like a psycho, trying to get her attention but she wasn’t looking up. I came so close to just giving up, but I desperately didn’t want to disappoint her. Crap… should I just man-up and walk inside?

It took every ounce of courage in my body but I inched toward the door, cracked it open, and took the tiniest step inside the Studio.

Studio A was an impressively large space. Clean, sleek wood-panel floors shined brightly under the somewhat harsh gym lighting. The room had everything a class studio should have: colorful dumbbells of varying weights, aerobic step platforms, and plenty of exercise mats for any workouts that mandate laying on the ground. The side walls had unique, hand-painted designs, and the wall behind Jill was one, giant mirror.

I must’ve spaced out soaking in the environment, because by the time I snapped back in, Jill was calling for me.

“Charlie? Helloo-ooo! You there, spaceman?” she said, waving her hand to gain my attention.

I sheepishly waved back, but quickly noticed it wasn’t only Jill who was looking at me. The entire class — 15 to 20 women — were all staring at the man in the dress.


Chapter Five

Won't You Stay?

“I… I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt your class. It’s just…”

For obvious reasons, I had trouble spitting out a proper sentence. Not only was I wearing an embarrassing outfit, but I was wearing an embarrassing outfit in front of nearly 20 people. Twenty women nonetheless!

But Jill had that same sweet smile on her face. “You’re totally fine, Charlie. In fact, I was just telling them about you. Charlie, meet the girls!”

At once, the women all said varying versions of ‘Hi’, ‘Hello’, or some other greeting.

This was so… odd. Nobody seemed mad at me. Nobody was even that phased. It’s like it was par for the course for a man in a dress, paralyzed with fear, to interrupt their workout class.

“I just thought I’d show you what the dress looked like. …That’s it. I’m gonna change—”

“No, Charlie! Stay!” Jill insisted. “We were literally about to get started. Have you ever done a ’Total Fitness’ class before?”

I shook my head. “I’ve never done any fitness class.”

One woman chimed in. “Oh! Jill’s a bomb instructor. You have to stay!” Several other ladies agreed.

I couldn’t believe how kindly I was being received. Only a few moments ago, the prospect of invading their space was terrifying. But the women couldn’t be nicer or friendlier.

“This… this is incredibly kind of you all. But I’m still sore from earlier in the week…” I muttered.

“Oh, booooo!” Jill teased. “How’re you ever gonna get strong if you don’t push through the pain?”

For the first time since I arrived, I actually chuckled. Jill had a point, I suppose.

“Heh, uh, alright then. Should I…” I spun around clumsily in a circle, trying to figure out how to properly join the class. But the group was way ahead of me. Two women parted their stations to make room for me in the back row, while another two women shuffled to opposite sides of the studio to grab me a step platform and weights.

“Two pounds okay?” the woman asked. I cluelessly nodded, but only since she had the same weights.

With my station set up and Jill’s headset microphone adjusted, we were ready to go. She clicked a button on her phone and uptempo pop music started playing.

“Kicking off with no weights, just your bodies!” Jill shouted, rhythmically stepping side to side to warm up. The women mirrored Jill’s exact movements, and each time she switched it up, she narrated the changes.

Commands to ‘step’, ‘jump’, ‘hustle’, and so much more were shouted encouragingly at us while we moved in sync. Each movement was simple and easy, but strung together and done with vigor actually made for a decent workout.

Later on, we incorporated the weights and platforms more as our movements got a bit trickier. Gradually, I stopped feeling like a black sheep because of my gender, and more so because I was clearly the most out-of-shape one here. Only a half hour in, I was totally gassed!

Only once Jill granted us a three minute water break did I notice how much I’d sweat through my dress. Ugh… ‘my’ dress?

“You’re keeping up okay!” The other lady next to me said. “I’m Marie.”

“Charlie. Uh, nice to meet you,” I panted. Three minutes wasn’t going to be nearly enough time.

Marie, much like Jill, was a cute woman in her late 20s. She had gorgeous, red hair that was tied up in a high ponytail.

“Hey, would you mind if I borrowed a hair band? I wasn’t planning on working out today and the flopping around is getting a bit annoying.”

Marie laughed. “Of course!” she grabbed one of the spares around her wrist. “Pink okay?”

I almost grunted, but took what I could get. “Matches my shoes, I guess.” I tied up my hair in a low ponytail. Just nice to get it out of my face.

Marie and I chatted for a few more minutes while we sipped from the water fountain. I gave her the quick rundown on how I got handcuffed to this gym membership thanks to my company’s clerical error.

“Seems like it’s nothing but bad breaks for you lately, huh?” she giggled. “If it makes you feel any better, I’ve never had a more welcoming community than at Iron Athena. I really think you’ll fit right in.”

“Everyone seems great,” I nodded in agreement. “Outside of the clothing mishap, today’s been pretty smooth.”

“Mishap? Maybe I’m in the minority, but I think that dress is really flattering on you. Fits your body well.”

I wasn’t sure how to reply to a comment like that, but the way she said it didn’t feel like an insult. We then heard Jill summon us over the microphone.

“Just try to have fun.” Marie smiled. “Effort goes a long way here.”

I watched Marie confidently stride back into the Studio for the remainder of our class.

‘Fun’ and ‘effort’, huh? In all of my talks with Brendan, the idea of exercising for the sake of fun never once came up. Brendan’s a very black and white person — everything he does is results-oriented and done as a means to an end. For a while, I couldn’t imagine that he’d be wrong. But looking at the smiles on the faces of these women? Maybe they’re doing something right…

◆◆◆

As expected, the second half of Jill’s Total Fitness class… well, it totally kicked my ass. I was so exhausted and focused on keeping up with the rest of the ladies, I practically forgot I was working out in a dress, pink shoes, and a pink hairband. In fact, if it weren’t for Monica catching me, I would’ve walked outside before changing – in my estimation, the one useful thing she did for me that day.

And yes, my body was completely sore at work the next day. But it was a different kind of sore. After lifting weights, I felt isolated pain — perhaps from doing it incorrectly and virtually unsupervised. But the class gave me a full-body soreness that actually felt kind of good. Almost… productive.

Brendan must’ve noticed, because he finally made a comment after I’d made some audible grunts getting up from my desk chair.

“Dude, you okay?” he asked, peering over me looking for the ailment. “Are you injured or something?”

“Just a workout,” I explained. “So in a way this is your fault.”

He laughed. “Don’t blame me! I didn’t drag you to the gym.”

Something about him saying ‘drag’ and ‘gym’ made me laugh inside. Hmm, if only he knew…

“You shouldn’t do the same lifts back-to-back though,” he finally added with some concern.

“What are you—“ I began, but stopped myself. Shit. He thinks I’m only doing the workouts he gives me. And if he only gave me one list of lifts, why else would I have gone to the gym a second time?

There was no way I wanted to risk him finding out about the class, much less finding out about the outfit I wore. So I decided to lie.

“Oh, you’re not? Huh. I guess you live and you learn. But yeah, send me another set of lifts. I’ll mix ‘em in next time.”

Brendan nodded with a smile. I could tell he liked having someone to coach up. A lot of guys are like that — they find value in being a mentor, and this felt like a healthy outlet for it.

The rest of my work day was filled with boring spreadsheets, pitch decks, and groans due to both my soreness and my boredom. But later in the afternoon, I received a very interesting email. It was from Noelle.

Huh. Even though Noelle was technically my boss, I usually worked on teams that didn’t involve her at all. If she ever needed me, she’d just come by my desk to chat. But upon opening the email, I immediately felt a chill.

‘Come into my office please.’

That was all the email read. No more context or explanation beyond the direct command.

I gulped nervously, but did as I was told.

Noelle’s office was not in the main, open-floor area where the other junior marketing associates worked. So I had the displeasure of a long, nerve-racking walk down the hallway.

“Come inside,” Noelle said, waving her hand, upon seeing me through the glass of her office door.

She looked solemn and serious. Of course, I couldn’t help but wonder if this had to do with the rumors of her stepping down — not that I’d ever bring it up. After all, I’d expended so much energy just trying to get Brendan to shut up about it.

“I’m really sorry that I’ve been so busy lately,” she said, leaning back in her chair. “Everything been going okay with you?”

“Uh, yeah,” I replied, unsure where she was going with this.

“Heh, that’s funny. Frankly, I’m surprised you’re not more pissed. Or hell, embarrassed.”

“Wait. Embarrassed about what?”

She looked at me, a tad annoyed. Like she had to spell it out for me. “About that whole women’s gym thing, Charlie. Everybody knows what’s been going on with you over there…”


Chapter Six

Fashion Faux Pas

I froze in my chair. Of all the things I had going on in my life — and I had several work-related projects that she could’ve asked me about — she just had to mention the most embarrassing thing?

“Uh… I’m not sure what you mean,” I said, attempting my very best to play dumb.

She raised an eyebrow. “The mixup? I heard the wellness stipend was sent to the wrong gym. Am I wrong?”

I paused. Did she not know the whole story?

“Wait… is that all you heard? And no more?” I asked cautiously.

“Charlie, I don’t keep tabs on every element of your life. Just making sure you’re not losing your mind at the wasted money.”

On the outside I remained calm, but on the inside I let out an enormous sigh of relief. I thought for a second that somehow she’d found out about my dress-wearing and was about to spread it to the whole office.

I went on to explain how I kept the membership, but only so I could lift weights by myself in the back. Technically a lie, but who cares.

“Good, I’m glad Attention didn’t completely screw you out of three grand. The whole wellness stipend thing is a nice gesture, but it was handled like shit. I mean, you’re not the only one who had mistakes.”

“Really? Who else?” I asked.

“A few folks in other departments. I won’t bore you with the details. Not that I’m shocked it happened.”

Noelle took a moment to look over my shoulder to check if anyone was at the door. Then, she leaned in.

“Between you and me, this is one thing I despise about big companies like this. They try to do a good thing, but through arbitrary deadlines and ruthless attempts to save a buck, people get screwed over.”

“Heh, you’re not wrong…” I’d never had a frank talk like this with Noelle before. Not that I didn’t appreciate her speaking honestly. It was refreshing to know that even higher-ups complain about the system sometimes.

“Can I tell you something, Charlie? And please keep it a secret.”

I looked at her in earnest. “Sure. My lips are sealed.”

Noelle glanced to the wall next to her desk, almost with a little disdain. “I’m leaving the company. Soon. I’ve already informed Oliver.

The rumors were true! Though it was still shocking hearing it straight from the horse’s mouth.

“Wow…” was the first thing I could think of saying. “That’s… that’s quite the decision.”

“Only the suits upstairs know this, of course. News will hit the rest of the company soon. But I couldn’t stand being a cog in the machine any longer. A big company helping other big companies make more money? What’s the fun in that?”

While I didn’t disagree, there’s something to be said for growing your career at a big name like Attention Marketing. Noelle was around 40 years old and had already benefited from the perks a big company like this offers. Regardless, I respected her decision.

“Your secret is safe. But, uh… why are you telling me?”

Noelle shrugged. “I dunno. You’re a good team player, I like your sensitive vibes… Or maybe I just feel bad that you got fucked over on the gym thing.”

I laughed. Whatever the reason, it was nice to be in the inner circle for once.

Noelle and I chatted for another few minutes about work-related projects and life in general until I was finally excused to go back to work.

The majority of my coworkers barely noticed I’d even left my seat, but Brendan was different. He noticed something was off right away.

“Where’d you go?” he questioned. “Were you meeting with Noelle?”

Crap. I should’ve known he’d sniff out something wrong. Brendan had many good qualities, but his endless curiosity was a double-edged sword.

“Yeah. She, uh, just wanted to talk about one of the accounts.”

He immediately looked suspicious. “Really… But you’re not on any of her projects this quarter.”

I nodded affirmatively. “Mmhmm. She also, uh, wanted to discuss the whole gym mishap. Just, you know, letting me know that she felt bad.”

“Ah…” Brendan replied, finally relaxing a bit. “Weird that she’d call you into her office just to gossip, yeah?”

I was desperately trying not to look shaken up. “Noelle’s always been a character, hasn’t she!”

Brendan seemed to buy my story — at least for now. But I didn’t like how I left things with him. I was already lying to him about the workout class, and now I’ve added another lie to the pile.

◆◆◆

I didn’t attend any Athena workouts the remainder of the week or the weekend. Though ‘traumatic’ is the wrong word, the exercise dress debacle coupled with the stress caused by withholding all this from Brendan warranted a break.

But one thing Brendan — and strangely, also the Attention HR department — had explained about exercise, was that it’s intended to improve your health. Sitting on your ass and letting nervous thoughts fester isn’t healthy. Exercise and socialization exist for a reason.

So on Monday of the following week, I decided to return to Iron Athena. And though I deliberately texted Brendan for a list of exercises (to cover my scent), I fully planned on attending another class.

Weird, right? What I had initially thought was so scary, ended up being kind of fun. I even called ahead to make sure that Jill was teaching and that my new tank/short outfits had arrived.

“Feels like I haven’t seen you in ages!” Monica said as I walked in. To date, this was probably the best mood I’d been in arriving at the gym.

“Only like a week,” I said with a smile. “Got my outfits?”

“Indeed I do,” Monica said, pulling out a cardboard box with my initials on it. “Five brand new sets.”

She laid out my tank/short sets on the table for me to examine.

“No offense, but I brought my old black set with me, just in case you pulled another dress trick on me.”

Monica jokingly scoffed at me. “Not a trick! Hey, you can’t blame a woman for merely making a fashion suggestion.”

“Purchase,” I corrected her, but wasn’t in the mood to make this a thing. The shorts and tanks looked great to me. I could’ve done without the baby blue set, but dark green, dark blue, orange, and red all worked fine. I put on my new red set for the day and made my way to Studio A for the class.

Today’s class was focused on abs and core which, from the reluctant attitude of the other women, sounded like it’d be a tough one today.

On the other hand, it felt nice to be welcomed with the same enthusiasm as last week. I think many of the ladies feared they’d scared me off.

“Hey, as long as I don’t have to wear a dress again,” I joked to Claire, a woman in her late 40’s who I’d met last week.

“Ehhhh” she swatted the air. “I think you looked pretty. My daughter has a dress just like that one. Maybe you reminded me of her.”

Her comment was the first of many like that. Despite my incontestable discomfort, many of the women actually missed the dress-wearing Charlie of last week.

Eventually, Jill quieted everyone down and got the class started. She even started with a special shoutout for me.

“So wonderful to see Charlie back in class, right ladies?” Jill projected to the roughly one dozen other girls present. I got an unnecessary but nonetheless appreciated round of applause. I responded with a jokey little princess wave.

But just before Jill started the music, I turned to Marie for another favor. “Crap, I’m so sorry. Do you have another hairband I can borrow?”

“Stealing all my hairbands?” she kidded, grabbing another one from her wrist. Here, take a couple. Keep ‘em on your wrist so you don’t forget!

I had such a bad habit of forgetting how floppy my hair gets during workouts. Though to be fair, working out was a brand new activity.

Marie handed me a frilly, red hairband. “It’ll match the rest of your outfit!”

I wanted to object, but Jill had already started the music and our warmup motions. I quickly thanked her, tied my hair into another ponytail, and got on my exercise mat with the rest of the group.

◆◆◆

For as enjoyable as the core class was, I was undeniably the sorest I’d ever been the following morning. In fact, as a gesture of good faith to Brendan, I even stayed a little longer after the core class to do a few exercises from his list. So on top of a shaky core, I was showing up to work with shaky quads too. Hey, it's worth it to be a little honest.

But maybe it was foolish, because I slept through my alarm and was nearly late to work. I usually took great pride in wearing a clean, ironed button-down with neat khakis and dress shoes. This morning, I had time for none of that. I settled on a bunched-up polo shirt and a somewhat wrinkly pair of pants. I even mindlessly threw my hair up in a ponytail and hopped on the train.

Though I take punctuality very seriously, I know deep down that people don’t actually care if you’re five minutes late to work. Which is why I was curiously welcomed with sketchy stares from my entire floor as I strutted through the office at 9:05.

Seriously! Every single person was glaring at me like my tardiness was some kind of mortal sin. A couple of the girls smiled. Did they think this was funny?

“…I didn’t miss some meeting or something, did I?” I finally uttered, breaking the awkward silence. Several coworkers quickly looked back down at their computers.

This was insane. I decided to forget it and take a seat at my desk. But even Brendan was looking at me cockeyed.

“Dude, what’s this all about?” he said, making a vague gesture to my head.

“Shit… do I have something on my face?” I quickly countered. But Brendan again shook his head.

“No, dude. Why are you wearing that frilly hair tie?”


Chapter Seven

All Together Now!

The next few moments were a surreal, blurry flashback of that morning. I got out of bed late… didn’t shower… grabbed the first shirt and pants that I could find… quickly put my hair up… There!

I was so damn drowsy from the morning, instead of carefully brushing my hair as I’d normally do, I mindlessly grabbed a hair tie sitting on my bedside table. And of course, it was the frilly one Marie gave to me yesterday.

I needed to act fast. The entire office had already noticed, and I desperately needed some damage control.

“Oh… this hair tie?” I replied, trying to play it off as casually as possible. “It’s… European.”

Brendan didn’t seem to believe me. “Since when do you wear European things? It looks more like a chick’s hair tie than anything.”

“At first glance, maybe. But it’s supposed to be more practical. Has a better hold than anything else out there. Saw an ad for it.” I whipped my head back and forth, letting my ponytail flop around for demonstration. “So far it’s working.”

Brendan just rolled his eyes and returned to his computer. Honestly, that was the best response I could hope for. As long as he didn’t walk away from this thinking I’d willingly borrowed any piece of clothing from a girl at the gym, then I was in the clear.

◆◆◆

As scary as it was for a brief moment, looking back at that close call was pretty humorous. So much so that I was actually kind of excited to tell the girls about it at the gym. A rare occurrence where I’d actually be looking forward to Friday's class.

Not that I was a regular at the gym by any means, but I liked the idea of walking into the gym and not feeling terrified, anxious, or like I was invading anybody’s space. I had my own appropriately androgynous outfit, shoes that worked, and some built-up familiarity with the owner, the instructor, and the gym-goers.

Though if I’m being honest, the prospect of seeing Jill was the most thrilling part of all. Something about watching her up on that stage, leading our class with such confidence and vigor, gave me a warm feeling. The only problem was, so far, I haven’t had much to say to her.

I mean, think about it. As much as she seems to enjoy the community, she’s mostly there to do a job. So that doesn’t always lend itself to hanging out after and getting to know each member on a deeper level. It’s all just so weird… I’d never really been a ‘crush’ guy. But here I was, getting butterflies in my stomach thinking of someone. Arriving at Iron Athena after work on Friday, it felt nice to strut in with just a bit more confidence than any other time.

Though Monica curiously wasn’t at the front desk today, I knew the drill by now. I took my dark green tank and shorts set into the bathroom to get changed. I was even responsible this time, remembering to bring my own hair tie. No need to steal a third one from Marie.

But something felt off. By the time I’d left the bathroom, Monica still wasn’t there. No way the gym was closed, right? I’d heard some other ladies come through the lobby while in the bathroom.

Nevertheless, I made my way down the hall, through the Equipment Zone and into Studio A. That’s where I finally found Monica, alongside Jill and about 10 other women…

…but they weren’t getting ready to work out. Instead, Monica had a table set up on the studio floor, and on the table were piles of black clothing.

“There he is!” Monica shouted gleefully. “You weren’t here yesterday so I didn’t give you a heads up. My bad.”

The setup was confusing to me. “Wait, is class canceled or something?”

“Oh no no no. Just starting late.”

“Okay… How come?”

“You’re a marketing guy, right? So you probably know better than me, but as a small business owner, I’m never opposed to a good free sample. Sometimes reps from some start-up energy drink company, or some protein powder retailer will waltz in here with free samples. Well this morning, I got the motherload.”

Monica was clearly ramping up to a big reveal, but one of the ladies, Jasmine, couldn’t wait. She held up one of the many clothing pieces from the table.

“See Charlie? Free sports bras and leggings. And they match!”

“Well… good for you guys!” I added with some forced enthusiasm.

I paused for a moment to read the room. But I really should know better by now. They were waiting for me for a reason.

Jill finally jumped in. “We thought it’d be cute if we all worked out in our matching sets for today. Including you.”

“Oh… I… I’m good. Thank you though.”

The ladies weren’t sure what to do, but Monica wasn’t about to take no for an answer. “Charlie, I’ve made an exception for you joining this gym — and believe me, we’re all thrilled to have you — but it’s not every day that I get free high-quality clothing like this.”

“I mean, sure… but why does that mean I have to wear it? You have so many other girls who would love it I’m sure!”

Marie pouted. “But we wanted to wear it today! How silly would it look if all of us were wearing the same thing and you had something different on?”

I wanted to explain that a man wearing a sports bra would be the silliest thing of all, but nobody was giving me a chance to speak as the begging and pleading commenced.

“Guys, guys. Do I really need to remind you that MEN don’t wear BRAS?”

“Not all women have boobs,” Jill stated plainly. “Plus, we have one here that’s practically a training bra. I guarantee it’ll fit.”

Something about Jill’s damning beautiful eyes sucked me in again. I came here with the intention of getting to know her better and strike up a conversation, no matter the cost. If this was the cost, then so be it.

“Fine…” I backed down. “Give ‘em to me and I’ll be right back.”

Everyone cheered, which felt a little patronizing. Like, really? It’s only clothes…

For the second time in five minutes, I was back in the bathroom changing into what were technically women’s clothes. Except unlike the tank and shorts, this outfit looked undeniably feminine.

The leggings were simple enough to put on, though they hugged my ass in an uncomfortably flashy way. Again, not like I was one to frequently gawk at others’ bodies, but these are the exact kinds of things women wear that immediately grab the attention of men.

The bra was a bit tricker. Obviously I’d never worn one before, but putting it on was self-explanatory. The ladies had nailed my size — everything fit great. But that didn’t mean I wasn’t cringing looking at myself in the mirror. Hell, I literally looked like a girl. Other than some visible hair under my arms, the person looking back at me looked very, very female.

Most of the women had already changed by the time I got back to the studio, but those present were beaming.

“Yeah, yeah… it’s just clothing,” I said, trying to play it cool.

“That’s what we’re saying!” one of the girls replied.

In the downtime while others changed, I noticed Monica chatting with Jill. Shit. If she were standing alone, this would be the perfect time to strike up a conversation. I must’ve been spaced out again, staring, because Marie started to laugh.

“Is someone developing a little… crush?” she asked.

“What? No!” I shouted back, but quickly lowered my voice. Marie nearly shrugged and walked away, but I recognized she may be able to help me.

“Wait… tell me. If, say, I did have a crush on Jill… is she even single?”

Marie, trying to match my volume, raised her eyebrows and nodded. “I’m not the closest with Jill, but I’m pretty sure the guy she last dated had some similarities to you. Shorter, brown hair… ya know.”

Wow! This was insanely good news. And honestly, just what I needed to hear to boost my confidence.

I looked over and saw Monica off to the side, shedding a tear as the last of the ladies returned in the matching outfits. I guess it meant a lot to her that she’d not only built a community, but we all cared enough to match outfits for class.

“Ohhh aren’t you all adorable! How about a picture?” Monica suggested. Though it was less of a suggestion and more of a done-deal, as the entire class had quickly smooshed around each other, ready to pose. I didn’t want to be a stick in the mud, so I reluctantly stood in the back.

“Short girls in the front, taller in the back!” Monica shouted, directing traffic. Being 5’2”, I was herded up to the front.

“Uh… nobody’s gonna share this on, like, Instagram or anything, right?” I asked.

The ladies looked around at each other, wondering the same thing. I got the impression that my comment backfired and actually planted it in their head, because the ladies started brainstorming witty captions. But thankfully, Jill came to my rescue.

“Out of respect for Charlie, let’s keep this moment between us. He’s been flexible enough just putting on the outfit. Monica, can you keep the photo private?”

Monica looked a bit disappointed, but agreed.

Having never taken a photo with a group of ladies before, I had no idea how to pose. So I just matched the girls in the front row, doing what I believe is called the ‘sorority squat’. It felt a little odd arching my back and posing in such a girly manner, but I mustered up a smile for the camera anyhow.

◆◆◆

The rest of the evening actually went quite well. As it turns out, leggings and a sports bra are great for flexibility, and I didn’t have to deal with any annoying nipple chafing that sometimes arose from the loose tank top. And this outfit was even more comfortable than the dress.

We were heavy on the dumbbells this time around, so I knew to anticipate noodle arms the next morning. The class must have exhausted everyone else, because practically the moment Jill finished our final set, the majority of class dipped out to the locker room to leave. A large part of me wanted to too. But I knew what this opportunity meant.

“Hey, Jill,” I began, walking up to her as she packed up her microphone and other belongings at the stage. “Really fun class today.”

Jill looked at me sweetly. “You think? I was nervous that people would feel off wearing the matching outfits. Not sure why they would, but hey, you can never predict what people will like.”

I nodded along. “Some days ya got it, some days ya don’t.”

“Indeed…” Jill trailed off with a little pause. “You seemed to really have it today.”

She made me blush. “Heh, you think so?”

“Yeah, you were fluid, moving, grooving… all of it!”

“I’m astonished that was the case. I guess I’m 0 for 2 in predicting the comfortability of gym outfits.”

“So you liked the bra and leggings? They seem to like you,” Jill joked, referencing my perky butt.

“Hey, don’t you go objectifying me! You’re wearing the same thing after all! And you look just as good.”

Jill blushed. “Aren’t you sweet… It’s just remarkable how natural it looks on you.”

I glanced down at my body again, then toward my reflection in one of the wall mirrors. She certainly wasn’t wrong. Though I did think a few parts of this looked a little silly.

“Well, let’s be real,” I began, lifting up my underarms and pointing to my bit of hair. “Not a lot of women have this.”

Jill had to agree. “It’s not much… but you’re right. We usually don’t.” She paused for a few moments, deciding if she should say something. “You know…” Jill eventually continued. “If you’re looking for comfort, nothing beats having shaved underarms. Add some lotion? Ooh! It feels wonderful.”

I had no choice but to chuckle. “Maybe for you. But it doesn’t bother me.”

“You’ve never even thought to try? It grows back quick — that’s why girls gotta shave pretty often.” Jill took a considerable step toward me. “You know… if you want to stick around a little longer, we could wait for the girls to leave the locker room and I could help show you. I promise I’ll make it look good too!”

Almost immediately, the discussion of shaving turned from a silly request to the moment I may have been looking for. I wanted to talk to Jill. I wanted to be closer to her. Could a moment with Jill — alone, no less — in the locker room be my ticket in?


Chapter Eight

Smooth as Ever

The prospect of shaving my underarms was daunting to say the least. Is it an inherently feminine thing to do? I guess not. I know plenty of guys shave their bodies for all sorts of reasons. That wasn’t the issue.

The issue at hand was that she offered to do it in part for aesthetic purposes. So I’d look better in women’s tank tops… or hell, a sports bra, if I’m ever dragged into that situation again.

But then again, I really wanted a chance for some one-on-one time with Jill. Marie’s mention of an ex-boyfriend of hers looking like me? That’s the best news I could’ve heard.

“You know what? Yes. Why not?” I told Jill, much to her surprise and excitement.

“Really? Oh! Okay!” she said giddily. “Let’s hang tight for a bit while the other ladies clear out. And I’ll run it by Monica, just to be safe.”

So we stuck around for a little while longer, making small talk, discussing work, all while I soaked in her stories in that cute, southern accent.

Turns out, Jill was a food blogger by trade, and her passion is cooking. In fact, she freelances healthy eating articles and recipes to various publications. ‘Ironic’, she noted, considering the South’s reputation with unhealthy eating. But Jill seemed like the real deal through-and-through. Health and wellness are a huge part of her life philosophy, and her career choices lined up.

Of course, she wanted to know all about my job as well – which I explained, but tried to downplay my frustrations with it as much as possible. I’m just getting to know this girl after all. The last thing I wanted was to come across as a down-in-the-dumps bum. But after a half hour of chatting with Jill and mulling around, the other women had finally cleared out of the locker room.

While Jill led us inside the locker room as if nothing were different, I had some understandable hesitation. After all, I was a man being invited into the women’s locker room. This is perhaps the number one no-no you’re taught from boyhood. They have their space, we have ours.

Though somehow, wearing leggings and a bra and entering specifically for the purpose of shaving my underarms morphed my perspective. If Jill was comfortable and Monica didn’t object, why should I?

The locker room was quite impressive — and I’m not just saying that because I’ve been using a unisex bathroom as a changing spot for the last few weeks. It wasn’t terribly large, but the main room featured 40-50 full size, wooden lockers, separated into two alcoves. Beautiful granite benches were stationed in the center of each alcove and sat on off-white tiled flooring. The countertops were also made of granite and included half a dozen sinks, alongside plenty of counter and mirror space to do makeup, hair, and anything else needed to get ready.

“It’s a good space,” Jill explained. “Monica keeps it in great shape. Plus, she always includes little freebies for us in case we ever forget soap, deodorant, or any essentials.”

Jill had me stand by the sink and hold up my arm as she grabbed some shaving cream and ran a razor under some hot water.

“Shaving your underarms is a lot like shaving your face — I presume — but the angle makes things a little tricky.”

I was admittedly a little self-conscious, afraid I’d smell bad from the workout, but Jill didn’t seem to mind.

She tenderly helped lift my arm, took a step closer, and rubbed shaving cream over the hair. Again, there wasn’t much, but enough to where shaving would make a visible difference. While there’s nothing romantic about shaving, my heart still fluttered by her standing so close to me.

“If the hair is longer, it'll take a bit more work to clear out,” she noted. After everything was appropriately lathered in cream, she took the razor and gently ran it through, clearing out bits of my hair. Jill did this a few more times, rinsing the razor between each stroke until the job was done. She retrieved a washcloth from one of the cabinets, soaked it under the hot water, and wiped my underarms to clear out any remaining hair or leftover cream.

“See for yourself!” she said with a smile.

I looked in the mirror and for the first time in recent memory witnessed a completely hairless underarm. Though a bit jarring, it didn’t look bad at all.

“Might take some getting used to… but I don’t hate the clean look of it,” I confessed.

We did the same thing for the other arm, though Jill had me take the lead this time. Soon enough, I had clean, hairless underarms.

“Here, this’ll help for later,” Jill began, fiddling through the cabinets under the sink. She pulled out a sample bottle of lotion. “Apply this later when you’re done showering. I promise it’ll feel heavenly.”

I really appreciate the care and attention Jill gave me this evening. From what she told me earlier, she leads a really busy life, so the fact she stepped aside for an extra 45 minutes with me after work was really nice.

“Hey, Charlie… Can I ask you something?” For the first time in the evening, Jill looked a little shy and reserved. “You’re not… doing anything tomorrow morning, are you?”

“Oh, you got another class?” I asked. “Look, I might be too sore to go back-to-back…”

“Oh, no. Nothing like that,” she quickly noted. “I… I don’t know if you knew this about me, but I recently got out of a relationship. Like, a few months ago. My friend thought it would be a good time for me to start dating again, but I only felt comfortable doing a double date to get the ball rolling. So… I dunno.. would you be—”

“I’d love to go!” I jumped in, ecstatically. “Say no more. In fact, I was kinda hoping you’d bring up just that.”

“Really?? Oh my god, incredible!”

I couldn’t believe how easy this was! It was like everything was handed to me on a silver platter. Jill asking me out? Karma seemed to be tipping in my direction. Sure, it was a double date, but hey, a date is a date.

We exchanged numbers with the promise that she’d text me the address sometime tonight. “It’s a pretty casual place. Just wear what you’re comfortable in.”

Jill left a few minutes later while I changed out of the bra and leggings in my unisex bathroom. Was it bizarre that I just did a workout class wearing a women’s bra? Yes. Did I also let another woman shave my underarms? Indeed. But did each of those choices somehow result in a date with one of the more beautiful women I’ve ever seen? You’re damn right.

◆◆◆

For the first time in a while I had trouble falling asleep – but not due to anxiety, or stress, or anything negative. I simply couldn’t wait to see Jill tomorrow – and on a freakin’ date!

One of my first thoughts was to text Brendan and brag to him. While it was partly his suggestion to join the gym and meet girls this way, I got the sense that he didn’t believe I could pull it off. Yet here I was, only a few weeks into the membership and pulling a date with the hot fitness instruction. It’s absurd.

Sweeter still would be coming out of nowhere and showing up to work on Monday to share that not only did I go on a date with her, but that we kissed, or hell, did more than that. The possibilities were endless. All I had to do was show up and be myself.

Jill texted me the address to Lily’s Café, a small café I’d never heard of before, but looked cute and cozy based on the website. So far, Jill’s only seen me in boring work clothes or embarrassingly feminine workout gear. Today, things were on my own terms. I never really had an eye for trendy fashion, but I had a bright blue polo and trendy-enough white jeans that both felt summery and preppy.

‘We just sat down, but take your time!’ I got via text from Jill, only five minutes out on the train.

The closer I got, the more nervous I felt. I was starting to sweat in my seat on. I’d never really been on a proper date before. But then again, this was supposed to be a stress-free double date: Jill’s two friends, plus her and me.

But what if I say something foolish? What if the clothes I wore offend somebody? What if she gets to know me more and finds me to be a lame, uninteresting dope? No. I can’t come this far and let fear back me down.

Lily’s Café was a convenient half-block from the train stop. My goal was to walk up with as much swagger and confidence as humanly possible. After all, it’s my effort and fearlessness of even joining Iron Athena that got me this date in the first place.

“I think there’s a reservation for four, under ‘Jill’?” I said to the hostess, who nodded and led me through the lush, green atmosphere of Lily’s outdoor patio.

“The table in the back,” the hostess gestured, leaving me be. I glanced around, but wasn’t seeing a table of two women and one man.

“Charlie, over here!” Jill shouted from behind me. I whipped around and walked toward the table. But something seemed off…

The entire table stood up to greet me. Jill, wearing a cute, pink sundress and a girly sun hat. Ran toward me and gave me a hug.

“I want you to meet my date for the day, Victor,” she said, giggling. I mindlessly shook the hand of Victor, a tall, handsome Latino man with shaggy hair and a light beard. But I couldn’t focus much on him — or even on the fact that Jill called Victor ‘her date’ — because there weren’t any other women left at the table.

“And of course, your date for the day…” Jill continued. “Troy.”


Chapter Nine

Double Date

I stood blankly at the man standing in front of me. He looked not too dissimilar to Victor. He was tall, built, and had dark, shaggy-ish hair. He wore trendy sunglasses and a cool, platinum chain peeking out from his sleek, black floral shirt.

But what he looked like didn’t matter right now. I had no words. Jill literally just referred to him as my date.

Troy reached out his hand with a slight, awkward chuckle. “I’m Troy. Really nice to meet you, Charlie.”

I returned with probably the limpest handshake he’s ever received. “Excuse me… Jill, can I talk to you for a second… in private.”

We walked out of the courtyard and inside the restaurant, where I found a quiet corner. I needed a few seconds to compose myself before losing my mind. Finally I snapped.

“I’m sorry, what the fuck is going on??”

Jill looked at me, befuddled. “What are you talking about?”

“What am I talking about? Jill, we’re supposed to be on a date!”

“We are! I told you, it’s a double date. And you’re doing me a huge favor. I really appreciate it.”

How could she not see the problem? “Jill,” I said plainly. “Why is my date a MAN?”

She nearly replied with the same infuriating lack of awareness until it suddenly clicked for her. “Wait… Charlie, did you think we were going on a date together?”

“Um… YES! I did, Jill!”

Jill stood there, utterly confused and almost as embarrassed as me. “Shit, Charlie… I’m really sorry. I mean, you let me shave your underarms and never made a move... so I assumed you might be into men.”

“None of that has literally anything to do with anything!” I shouted back.

“So you thought–”

“That we were gonna date, yes. That’s exactly what I thought.” I finished her sentence with my head still spinning. “And now there’s some man out there, smiling at me and thinking I’m there to see him.”

She was tearing up from the stress, and I could genuinely tell she felt bad. I really didn’t mean to come across so mean, but the entire situation was so baffling, my response was inevitable.

Pacing the floor and cursing under her breath, Jill quickly came up with a solution. “Look, this is totally my fault. I’ll make it up to you somehow in the future, but…”

I raised an eyebrow back at her. “But what…”

“It’s totally fine if you say no, but… could you please just play along for the duration of today? Victor also just got out of a relationship and wanted to ease in with a double date. So we thought we’d each bring a friend to make everything less awkward.”

“You think this is less awkward?” I grumbled.

Jill tenderly placed her hand on my shoulder as she’d done before. “Please, can you do this for me? You can be as platonic with Troy as you want. Just… treat it normal?”

For as mad as I was at Jill right now — furious, even — I didn’t want to torpedo her sex life. Friends don’t do that to other friends. And though this was her roundabout way of rejecting me for another man, I decided to step up and do the right thing.

“Okay... I’ll do it. But I swear to God if you try to get Victor and I alone…”

“I won’t, I won’t!” Jill assured, practically jumping for joy. She gave me a huge squeeze.

Probably making a huge mistake, I returned to the table, forcing a smile and a positive attitude.

“I’m so sorry about that, guys. Just got a little woozy for a second,” I explained.

We took our seats, Jill next to Victor, me next to Troy. But even with my fake positivity, the awkwardness still bled through. To Jill’s credit, she did her best to keep everyone involved in light, fun conversation.

Having never been on a proper date before, I took careful notice of each person’s behavior — if only for educational purposes. Victor was friendly toward everybody, but notably leaned toward Jill when she was telling a story and I caught him looking at her most of the time. Jill did the same with him. It really seemed like they were clicking.

The toughest thing to balance was making it clear to Troy I wasn’t here to date him, while also not being outwardly rude. I definitely didn’t want to embarrass the poor man, so every once in a while I’d flash him a little smile or laugh a little harder at one of his jokes.

We paused conversation for some time while the food was served. I must’ve been appropriately distant, because the same little looks that Victor and Jill were sneaking at each other thankfully wasn’t happening with Troy. Maybe he only agreed to this double date solely as a favor to his friend too.

There were moments when Jill and Victor got caught in their own little conversation, so naturally Troy and I had to make do on our own. Those were probably the toughest moments of all since we were both hesitant to take things beyond small talk and surface level conversation.

Though I’d never ask him this, the thing I most deeply wanted to know was what he expected when coming here today. While I identify as straight, Troy is clearly somewhere on the spectrum of ‘interested in men’. So what did he think when he saw me? Look, I’m not blind — I know I don’t look like the typical masculine guy. Long, light brunette hair on a thin 5’2” frame isn’t the prototypical male body. I get that. So it’s possible he was looking for a 6’3” muscle hunk and was sorely disappointed when he saw me. Not that it’s a bad thing. Him not being attracted to me actually makes things much easier.

The rest of the ‘date’ went as smoothly as it could have gone. Jill and Victor really hit it off, and Troy and I had an acceptably platonic experience. The friends we came to support got what they wanted out of the brunch. And Victor even picked up the entire tab, which was a nice surprise.

We walked out together at the end of the meal. For a first date, it was pretty underwhelming but like I said, I was here for Jill, not for Troy.

“Really nice meeting you, Charlie” Troy said, as he leaned in for a hug. I noticed Jill and Victor had created a bit of space for themselves off the side, clearly hoping for some privacy.

Troy noticed them too and joined in my stare. “Think they’ll kiss?” he asked, probably a little too loud.

“Not if we keep watching them,” I joked back, quickly touching his face and redirecting his stare away from them. “I mean… let’s be honest… this is what we came here for, right? For them?”

Troy acted playfully shocked, as if I spoiled the surprise. “Well I wasn’t gonna say it! But, yeah, I’m glad you felt the same. I’ve been dragged into a few of Victor’s ‘first-date-double-dates’ in the past. But he’s my boy so I’m gonna stick by him.”

“Well damn, at least you had some notice. I thought I was going on a date with Jill until the moment I met you. Imagine how I felt!”

“Oh, shit… Yeah, I’m nowhere near as pretty as Jill.”

That time I genuinely laughed at Troy’s remark. No ‘playing it up’ needed. “Who among us is?”

Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Victor kiss Jill. It was cute. I’m happy for them.

“Aaaaand there it is. The first date kiss,” Troy narrated. “Victor was afraid they wouldn’t get there.”

I smiled, giggling under my breath. But before I could reply, Jill and Victor had made their way back over to us.

“Well we all got our busy days to get to, huh?” Victor said, making a single clap.

Another round of hugs followed and soon enough we were on our separate ways. I thought for a second that Jill would want to debrief, but nope. She walked straight to her car.

◆◆◆

I didn’t really have any other plans for the weekend. While the date was pleasant enough, I wasn’t exactly inspired to return to one of Jill’s classes as soon as possible.

Despite the date being mostly pleasant, I was still pretty peeved at Jill. Though she’d shown nothing but kindness early on, she essentially roped me into a date with a man, having no certainty that I’d actually be into him. Sounds pretty reckless to me.

I support Jill and her dating endeavors. I really do. But shouldn’t she consider my feelings too? I showed up to Lily’s Café with the genuine belief that she was my date. Instead, she got some tall, handsome guy who was totally into her, and I got stuck with, well, another tall and handsome guy… but a completely unwelcome surprise. And what did she go off and do? Kiss him.

The remainder of Saturday and all of Sunday I was a dreary, introspective mess. Turns out, the only good part was not telling Brendan about the date in advance. I can’t imagine the embarrassment I’d have explaining my misinterpretation to him while the rest of our coworkers listened in.

It was a rough 36 hours of wallowing, but the mood changed on Sunday night when I got a curious phone call. It was Jill.

“Yeah?” I answered in my best passive-aggressive tone.

“Hey, Charlie… Can we talk?”

I leaned back in my bed, where I’d spent most of the day watching Netflix and reading anyway. “Sure.”

Jill cleared her throat. “Look, what I did to you was unfair. And while I need you to believe me that there was no intent to hurt you, I totally get that I could’ve been clearer about the date. You’ve been a better friend to me than I deserve, and I promise I’ll make it up to you. I’m so sorry.”

I sighed. Even though I couldn’t see those puppy dog eyes over the phone, I certainly envisioned ‘em. She’s a hard girl to stay mad at.

“I accept your apology. Just… just be more upfront with things in the future, okay?”

“I promise,” Jill said, making a kissy sound into the phone. “I hope this doesn’t keep you from coming to class. I’ve got all sorts of fun workouts I think you’ll love.”

“Yeah, yeah… I’m not going anywhere. I’ll come by mid-week for sure.”

“I’m glad,” she spoke back. I could feel the warmth of her smile through the phone. “Hey, there’s one more piece of good news I can lead you with.”

“Don’t tell me it’s more free sports bras… Seriously, I can’t handle all these new clothes.”

She laughed. “No no no, nothing like that. So… Troy. What did you think of him?”

I wavered for a moment. Troy? Why was she bringing him up? “Uh… he was fine. Nice enough. Pretty funny. Why?”

“Heh… well, I was texting Victor, planning our next date — one-on-one this time, I promise! — and he told me that, uh… Troy had a really good time with you.”

“He… he did?” I stuttered back at her.

“Yeah. And Victor couldn’t have been more clear. Troy really wants to take you out on a proper date.”


Chapter Ten

A Big Announcement

“No fucking way he said that,” I responded with an immediate laugh. “He practically told me the opposite. He’s been roped into doing a double date with Victor before, and this was no different.”

Jill had to be pulling my leg. Or Victor. Or somebody. Because how could Troy have possibly gotten the impression that I’d be interested in another date. How could he even be interested in a second date? I mean, look at me! There’s no chance I’m even his type.

“Well, it’s true,” Jill attempted to explain through my repeated denial. “Don’t shoot the messenger. I’m literally just telling you what Victor told me.”

“Something must’ve been lost in translation,” I insisted.

I think Jill found it amusing, as I heard her try to conceal laughs through the phone. “View it however you want. The great thing about it? You don’t have to do anything.”

Finally I took a deep breath. That’s totally true. I had no obligation to do anything about it. My duty to Jill was already fulfilled by attending the double date and not making a total ass of myself. She got her guy. My job was done.

I hung up for the night not much later, above all, glad that she apologized for putting me in an objectively awkward position. It could take a little while to get over Jill, but at least I knew that being friends was still on the table.

◆◆◆

The following week at Attention was unlike any other. Workers were buzzing about, the mood was through the roof, and everyone had summer fever. The weather had been particularly nice lately, and just in time for the annual company BBQ.

Every year, the CEO of Attention would reserve a section of beach on beautiful Lake Michigan — not too far from the office — for food, games, and sunshine.

Though everyone was excited, I felt like I particularly needed the release of a fun beach day. Things had been a bit… tense… around the office the last few weeks. I’d gotten away with lying to Brendan a few times, and I felt icky about it. On top of that, holding in the secret of Noelle’s imminent departure and being caught with a frilly hair tie didn’t help me feel any better.

If you asked me a month ago whether or not the gym could be a relaxing, cathartic experience, I would have said you were crazy. But having attended Iron Athena for nearly a month, I totally see its benefits. Even if the workouts were hard and made my body sore, it was a good sore. And exercising as a group with the other ladies made it so much more fun than lonely, solo weightlifting. The difference was night and day.

Another surprise was the overwhelmingly positive response to my shaved underarms. The girls at the gym loved it! Honestly, I was beginning to like it too — the look, the feel… since I was wearing tank tops on a daily basis, it just made sense. I took Jill’s instruction to heart, shaving then moisturizing my underarms at home for a clean, smooth sensation.

◆◆◆

Friday had finally come, and it was genuinely embarrassing how little work was getting done around the office. For some reason, Attention mandated that we come into the office to ‘work’ from 9:00 to 11:00, with plans to spend the remainder of our afternoon at the beach BBQ.

It was fun seeing everyone in the office not wearing business casual, however. Instead of button-downs and khakis, people wore shorts, fun Hawaiian shirts, and a few guys and girls even wore sandals. Even our Department Head, Oliver, wore goofy sunglasses around the office the whole morning.

Just as 11 AM struck, the building made a mass exodus outside and, carrying food, coolers, game, and other supplies, journeyed to the beach.

It didn’t take long for the tables, food, and games to get set up. I got a kick out of how certain people conducted themselves outside the office. Some of the seemingly outgoing folks had obvious social anxiety when put in a casual, informal environment. On the contrary, a few seemingly dull accountants really came out of their shells the second their toes hit the sand. Some of ‘em hung around the keg a little too long.

My outlook has always been a healthy medium. I helped myself to a few white claws and got a slight buzz going, but it’s never good to truly let loose in any professional environment.

Once everybody had a few drinks in them, the food had been served, and we’d been at the beach for a little over an hour, Oliver stood up on a chair to make an announcement.

“Can we… HEY! Please cut that music!” he gestured toward a few employees he clearly couldn’t remember the names of. They killed the music.

“Ahem… okay. Well, thanks everybody for coming out here today. Though I’m sure it didn’t take a lot of convincing to have some drinks in the middle of a beautiful work day like this!”

Nobody could really tell if it was a joke, but he got a few courtesy laughs from the crowd.

“First and foremost, I hope everybody is making full use of their wellness stipends, yeah? Joining some gyms, taking some cooking classes… whatever makes you feel more like you, right?”

That one got a few more cheers, but Oliver was so uncharismatic, it was hard to tell when he wanted us to applaud what he said. Brendan, who was to my left, nudged me. I think he was trying to elicit an eye roll, which I gave him reluctantly.

“Good… good… That’s what the money’s for,” Oliver continued. “Happy workers make a, uh… happy company? Is that the saying?”

Oof.

He tugged at his shirt. “Anyway, there is one more big announcement I want to make — or, should I say, Noelle is gonna make. Noelle?”

She’d been standing at Oliver’s side the whole time, but I hadn’t noticed until now. I immediately got another nudge from Brendan, but for a totally different reason.

“Dude, dude… it’s happening. It’s finally happening!” he whispered to me.

Noelle replaced Oliver, standing up on the unsteady chair. “Thanks, I’ll make this quick. So I’m not sure what the rumor mill has been like lately, but you’ve probably heard some stuff about me.”

I looked at Brendan, he was grinning ear-to-ear.

“I’m officially stepping away from my position very soon. My job will be open in the next month or so. You’ve all been nothing but wonderful to me over the last decade, but I’m moving on to forge my own path.”

Oliver clapped his hands, getting the crowd to join in. Most people were shocked… except me, of course. Brendan too, who’d been calling this for over a month.

Oliver helped Noelle step down from the chair as he readdressed the company. “Let’s give Noelle a loving, Attention round of applause, yeah? We’ll all miss her, but we wish her luck on all future endeavors.” Oliver looked around at the employees in our department, whispering amongst themselves. Though most people who weren’t in our department didn’t really care, and had already gotten back to partying.

“Return to the fun!” Oliver yelled out.

I tried to walk away toward the cornhole boards to get in on a game, but Brendan wasn’t about to let this moment to brag slip away.

“Did. I. Not. NAIL IT? Huh!?” he said, celebrating. “I fucking knew it!”

All I could do was nod along and act as surprised as possible. “I know, riiiiight? It’s crazy. But you called it.”

“I did. I totally did,” he kept going, puffing out his chest like a Gorilla in celebration. “Let the schmoozing begin, right?”

“Heh, yeah, I guess… May the best man win!” I said, extending my hand. Brendan shook it firmly.

Though I was relieved I no longer needed to keep Noelle’s secret , we’d finally arrived at the moment I dreaded most. Brendan’s so damn competitive and wants this job so bad, it could only be harmful for our relationship. If he gets it, I’ll have a friend be my boss, which would undoubtedly create a weird power dynamic. If someone else gets it, he’ll complain and be sour for months.

But if I get it…with his jealous tendencies, I think I’d lose a friend for good.

As quickly as possible, I tried changing the subject and getting him to focus on a game. We called ‘next’ at the cornhole boards and teamed up to win three straight against some fellow coworkers. The vibes were light, fun, and only vaguely competitive. He was smiling, joking around, and getting everyone involved in the fun. See, this was the Brendan I liked so much and wanted to become deeper friends with. I truly dreaded losing this version of him.

In the middle of our fourth game, however, I felt a deeply painful pinch underneath my Hawaiian shirt.

“Ow! Owowow!” I shouted out, gripping my side. “Fuck!”

Brendan quickly looked over at me, noticing me in pain. “Yo, you good, Charlie?”

I was wincing at what felt like a painful sting on the left side of my chest.

“Hold up the game for a sec,” Brendan called out to the coworkers, commanding the moment.

But just as he did, we both noticed something fall out from underneath my shirt. It was a wasp. I’d been stung.

He couldn’t help but laugh a little bit. “Well there’s your problem,” Brendan said, pointing at the bee that’d fallen onto the sand. “Let’s sit you down.”

Brendan kindly led me over to some benches. It was far enough from any food and, by extension, any more angry wasps.

“Never been stung before?” he assumed.

I was still wincing from the pain. “Nope. Jeez… How long does this normally last?”

“Wait! Got an idea…” Brendan said, running back toward where all our bags were piled up. He reached into his, grabbed a bottle of something, then sprinted back.

“Aloe babyyyy!” he exclaimed. “Been sunburned enough that I never wanna be fucked over.”

“Clutch!” I celebrated. There’s another benefit of having Brendan as a friend — always Mr. Prepared.

Since the sting was high up on my left side, almost on my back. I undid the buttons on my shirt to try to apply it but still couldn’t reach around.

“Just take it off,” Brendan said. “I’ll get you.”

As ordered, I took my shirt off and sat there on the bench with Brendan, shirtless and in pain. It felt a little weird, having another guy rub aloe on my back, but he didn’t seem to mind either.

He squirted some on his hand and started rubbing the spot of the sting.

“Sure that feels better, hmm?” Brendan said. “It’s a big one.”

Brendan kept going, using most of his hand to firmly rub in the aloe. But then he suddenly stopped.

“Wait… dude,” he said, pulling back. He sounded concerned.

“What? Something wrong?”

“Lift up your arm,” Brendan commanded, and I immediately did so.

“Why the hell are your underarms all… shaved?”


Chapter Eleven

Outside the Gym

I’m not sure why, but the first thing I did was straight-up deny it. Why? Because I was freaking terrified, that’s why.

“Uh, no? I don’t shave,” I replied calmly.

Brendan scooted back on the bench. “What are you talking about? I’m looking at it right now.”

Fuck! Why was I so bad at explaining myself? Maybe I was just angry that it never once crossed my mind that shaved underarms would be a strange sign of femininity on a man and might spook Brendan. I made the same exact mistake showing up to work with that damn girly hair tie. I had to pivot. My plan of denying the obvious wasn’t going to fly.

“Ohh… shaved. Yeah. I mean, yeah. I’ve done that a little bit recently. It’s a weird skin treatment thing that my doctor recommended. I’ve been getting lots of rashes.”

Brendan stared right at me like he knew I was lying. “So where are the rashes?” he asked.

“They’re… they’re gone. Guess the shaving’s been working, right?”

Whether he believed me or not, he wasn’t interested in talking about my skin conditions any further. “Look… I’m gonna go see if those guys need an extra for spikeball.” He got up from the bench and quickly jogged away.

Well, I’d clearly fucked this one up. Thankfully, the aloe was already applied to the sting so I no longer needed him.

I was fortunate this whole shaved armpit situation didn’t ruin the rest of the beach BBQ. Though I didn’t mingle much with Brendan for the remainder of the day, I chatted with some other coworkers and even got to know folks in other departments who I’d never met before.

Notably, I caught Brendan trying hard to schmooze Noelle, being obscenely friendly and hanging on her every word. I guess he’s off to the races…

◆◆◆

‘Toxic’ is probably the wrong word to describe what’s going on at work with Brendan. ‘Uncomfortable’, maybe? ‘Awkward’? Whatever you call it, I definitely didn’t like that I couldn’t be honest with him — or really anyone — at work about how much I was enjoying being a member at Iron Athena.

Neither of us brought up the shaved underarms again. That meant that either he bought my story about the doctor, or was too uncomfortable to ask any further questions. It didn’t stop our friendly, banter-filled conversations during the work day... things just felt a little… off.

The ensuing week was another cathartic, wonderful week of exercising. With each day I felt stronger, and each day I’d grown closer to the other women at the gym. Even Monica was bugging me less now that I’d nailed down the dress code. I still had a ton of store credit, so every once in a while she’d try to sell me a new pair of shoes or another tank top. I guess the money had to go somewhere.

And I’m sure everybody’s wondering: Have I reached out to Troy? Well, the answer is a big fat NO.

Sorry, not sorry. I have no obligation to text this guy, regardless of his interest in me. However, I’ll admit that as the week went on, it felt more and more flattering to know somebody found me attractive. Even if it was another man.

Jill respectfully didn’t bring up the date to any of the ladies at the gym, which I really appreciated. Though I was becoming closer friends with some of them, I still wasn’t nearly at the point where I’d want to share embarrassing personal details like that. After all, I haven’t even hung out with a majority of these women outside of a gym setting. That is, until Friday, when someone made an interesting proposal.

We were wrapping up another Total Fitness class with a much smaller group than normal. Only six women: Jill, of course, Marie, Claire, and three others I only knew a little bit.

Stacy, a super fit, regular attendee in her late 30’s, held everyone back for a moment right as Jill ended class.

“Anyone got serious plans tonight? There’s a trivia bar I go to every Friday, but my entire group dropped out. Would love it if you ladies came!”

I should note: I was often grouped in as ‘the ladies’ —though I assume by accident. I tried correcting them early on, but it became too much of a hassle. ‘Ladies and Charlie’ just had too many syllables. So in situations like this, I’d be ‘one of the ladies.’

The reaction from the group was surprisingly positive. Somehow, everyone present was without plans, including myself. And we all agreed that six people would make a solid trivia team.

“Perfect!” Jill decided as the de facto leader. “Shall we shower up and plan to leave in 30? I don’t want to look like a mess.”

The group broke and went off to the locker room. I was pretty used to this routine by now: They all went to shower while I made my way to the unisex bathroom (which was now affectionately known as ‘Charlie’s Locker Room’) to change and leave.

“I… I’m not sure I have time to go home and shower first,” I added awkwardly. “As long as you don’t mind if I smell?”

Jill stopped for a second and thought it over. “Wait, ladies come here for a sec!” she called out to the few who’d already entered the locker room. “How about we shower super quick — like 20 minutes — then Charlie can have our locker room to himself for 10 minutes and we’ll get out of here in 30?”

I nearly told Jill that it wasn’t necessary, since I didn’t want to step on anyone’s toes. Sure, I’d been in the locker room before to shave my underarms — but that was different. It was only Jill, and it was after hours.

But to my delight, the ladies had zero problems with Jill’s plan. Thank God. Now I didn’t have to feel insecure about smelling bad in front of Jill or any others.

So the next half hour played out just as you’d expect. The girls were quick and efficient with their showers and changing. And once the last one was done, I was granted clearance. Jill, however, stopped me for a moment before.

“Hey… I know we’re all cool after last week, but I wanted to make things up to you with a little gift. It’s on the countertop. I think you’ll appreciate it, considering that you’ve… kept up with things.”

She shot me a little smirk as I sauntered into the changing room. Sure enough, on the counter top was a little sticky note that said ‘For your arms, your legs, or anywhere else! -Jill’

And next to the note sat a bottle of Nair.

“Nair?” I literally said aloud to myself. I’d of course heard of it before, but had never considered using it. Hell, I only shaved my underarms for the first time just over a week ago.

Nair felt like a weird gift, but I appreciated the gesture nonetheless. With the locker room empty and the ladies outside waiting for me, I quickly hopped in the showers to get ready to go.

◆◆◆

The bar was only a few blocks away from Iron Athena, also in the Wrigleyville neighborhood. Funny, I never really walked around here much. I lived in a completely different side of town and never had a reason to come up here. So despite being a Chicago local, I took in the scenery like any normal tourist.

“Reilly’s Pub has a great vibe,” Stacy announced as we stood outside the bar. “Literally the best trivia spot on the North Side.”

It was only 8 o’clock on a Friday night, so not exactly bumpin’ yet. But I noticed something strange about the groups walking in. It was mostly women.

“Bar’s gotta be happy about the ratio!” I joked to Stacy, who looked at me confused, then quickly sympathetic.

“Oh, Charlie… I didn’t mention this but it totally slipped my mind. This isn’t, like, a regular trivia game. Well, at least tonight it’s not…”

The bouncer ushered the ladies and I into the bar after showing him our IDs. I quickly sensed something was up when the bouncer did a double take on mine.

The bar looked like any other Irish pub: Divey, pool tables, a tiny stage for karaoke, an acoustic artist, or like tonight, a trivia host. But again, the tables were almost exclusively filled with teams of women.

“There’s a particular theme tonight,” Stacy said, pointing to the podium where the — you guessed it, female — trivia host stood. It was a pink banner with a fancy green font.

I read the banner aloud, gulping. “Dirty Girlies?”


Chapter Twelve

Dirty Girlies

“Wait, so the fucking theme tonight is dirty, girl-related questions?” I repeated back to Stacy. The rest of the group was listening to my near-rage. “How the fuck am I gonna be helpful at ALL??”

“I’m sorry!” Stacy was holding in her laughs, but still sounded candid. “I honestly forgot they were doing a special theme tonight. Usually it’s a good mix of genders and normal, general knowledge stuff. I swear!”

She tried to calm me down, but it wasn’t really working.

“Well, that hardly fucking helps now!” I shouted back. This was insane. I truthfully couldn’t think of a worse theme for the night than ‘Dirty Girlies’. For one, I’m a man. And second, I have seriously limited sexual experience. It’s gonna be a truckload of questions about sex and relationships — all of which I’m completely lost on.

“Well, what’re you gonna do?” Marie asked. “Are you just done for the night?”

I stood there for a few moments while the five other women waited for my answer. Jeez… I had such good momentum with this crew. Of course the universe bites me in the butt and deals me this terrible hand.

I could absolutely just leave the bar right now… but then what would I do? Wallow in loneliness back at my apartment? Is that really much better than being a fish out of water amongst friends? After all, this is the kind of night I was hoping for all week. I wanted to get to know these girls better, so if this is what they’re doing, then so am I.

“Listen…” I sighed. “I’ll stay—”

The ladies started to cheer, but I cut them off.

“But only because you’ve been nothing but wonderful to me so far. If anything, this is returning the favor of letting me use your showers.”

Marie was grinning ear to ear. “Charlie, if you help us win tonight, you can use the showers any time.”

With that settled, we took our seats at a hightop just as the host was going through the rules. The game was simple enough: 20 questions, each getting progressively harder with Question 1 worth 1 point, Question 2 worth 2 points, and so on.

One fortunate surprise is that the song that’s played between questions acts as a hint to the answer. For example, if the question was ‘Who was the 14th President?’, and they played a song by Frank Ocean, it’d help us get to the answer: Franklin Pierce.

“Question One, ladies!” the host shouted out. Again, I didn’t love being grouped in as ‘ladies’, but considering the bar’s demographics, it made sense. “Studies show that 30% of women have done this, but a mere 10% only accomplish it on a regular basis.”

The girls didn’t even need to wait for the song, because immediately they all looked at each other and whispered “orgasm!”, followed by endless giggling.

Paula, a woman in our group, wrote down the answer on our sheet and ran it up to the host’s stand.

“You… you guys were fast on that one…” I muttered.

Claire shrugged. “I mean, everyone knows that.” The girls laughed again and I joined in. Okay… maybe this wouldn’t be so bad.

Soon enough, a server came by and we put in our drinks and food orders. Marie insisted on a round of shots, which at first didn’t feel like it matched the vibe, but I went along with it nonetheless. But drinks, food, and friends were what I was here for.

It took nearly halfway in for my presence to have any impact at all.

“Question Nine…” the host read aloud. “What do Janis Joplin, Aristotle, and Socrates have in common?”

The ladies paused for a second, nobody immediately getting the answer. A song came on following the question that sounded very familiar.

“Fuck if I know it…” Stacy shrugged. “The song or the answer.”

“No, no… I got this one,” I said, deep in the thought. “Wait! It’s ‘All By Myself’ by Eric Carmen… Oh! Maybe it’s that they’re all ‘Bi-sexual’?”

The girls smiled and nodded approvingly. “Good one! That’s gotta be it!”

Paula ran up our paper slip and, sure enough, we nailed the question! The girls celebrated.

“That calls for more drinks!” Marie shouted, gesturing to our server. He walked over. “Round of tequila shots please for Stacy and the Stacettes!”

I rolled my eyes, hearing our horrible team name out loud. But still, the male server winked at me. “Lucky guy,” he said, referring to all the ladies I was with.

I sheepishly blushed. But hey, I finally contributed!

As the game went on — and several more drinks were poured — we approached Question 19. Everyone was at least a little wasted. I opted out of a couple rounds, so I was probably the most sober… but that wasn’t saying much. We were a drunk group of ladies… and one man.

“Question 19,” the host said into the mic, “What is a vibrator with straps called?”

Obviously, the question elicited a huge laugh from every woman at the bar, including some of the male servers. To my surprise, it was Jill who immediately jumped on the question.

“Don’t even need a damn song clue. It’s a freakin’ ‘butterfly’!” She asserted with drunk confidence.

“So do I write ‘Butterfly’ or ‘freakin’ butterfly’?” Paula joked. We all laughed.

Sure enough, the song clue was ‘Butterfly’ by Crazy Town. But like Jill said, there was no need to even wait.

Paula returned to the table with plenty of time while other teams mulled over the answer. Unfortunately for me, that meant we had time to drunkenly discuss details of our personal lives.

“So Jill, how did that date end up going?” Stacy asked, definitely the most wasted of the team.

“Heh! It was good. I’m seeing him again next week,” Jill replied, turning to me with a very mischievous look on her face. “You know… Charlie was actually there.”

The ladies stopped dead in their tracks. “Wait, WHAT? Charlie, you saw Jill on her date? That’s insane!”

I whipped my head toward Jill, bright-red in the face. I said no words, but my angry look told her ‘why the fuck are you leaking this??’

“Is… Is there something fishy going on?” Marie had sensed something was up. “It wasn’t you two who went on the date together, was it?”

The ladies were clearly all clamoring for the gossip. Maybe it was my need to clarify the truth — or maybe just the alcohol — but the record needed to be set straight. I flashed Jill one last rude look before diving into the whole story of our botched double date.

I left out most of the details of how genuinely excited I was to go on a date with Jill, but walked them through the shocking reveal of it being a man, how it ended up not being as terrible as I thought talking to Troy (again, leaving out the painful sting of watching Jill act cutesy with another man), and ultimately how Troy wanted to take me out again.

“Hold up… so you never texted him?” Paula shot at me. “But he’s so clearly into you!”

This wasn’t how I wanted the night to go, but, UGH… here we were. “Guys, guys…” I settled them down. “I’m not so sure I want to date another, uh… man… you know?”

“There’s nothing wrong with dating men, Charlie,” Stacy leaped in. “How do you know you won’t like it if you don’t even text him back?”

“I… uh…” I stuttered. Thankfully, I was saved by the bell — i.e. the trivia host, giving a score update to the bar.

We were in second place, only seven points from first. One of the cool parts about this bar was that the winning team got $50 cash. Not that it even touches our tab for the evening… but it’s certainly something.

“Final question for the evening, ladies: Question 20…” she began. “According to the Hite Report, women like using what to masturbate?”

I could tell by the reaction from the bar that nobody knew this question. The ‘Hite’ report? I don’t think this was a group that read academic journals.

The song clue was fairly obscure, too. But it sounded a little familiar to me…

“Oh!” I exclaimed, “This is ‘Light On’ by David Cook.”

Even literally saying the artist’s name didn’t familiarize the women.

“Who?” Paula asked.

“You know, from American Idol? Did nobody watch that show?” I guess they didn’t remember him. “Hmm… maybe ‘light’ is a clue to something bright? …Ooh! How about a candlestick?” I suggested.

We bounced around possibilities, but eventually caught between ‘light’ being a clue to ‘candlestick’, versus ‘Cook’ being a clue to ‘cucumber’.

Not being a woman, I really had no ground to stand on, but something inside me really thought candlestick was the right answer.

“You gonna die on that hill?” Jill asked. “My vote is cucumber.”

It was tied 3-3 and we were at an impasse. Fifty dollars, the pride of winning, and the respect of five new friends were at stake.

But then, a smirk grew on Jill’s face. “How about this: I’ll switch my vote to candlestick… but only if you agree to text back Troy!”


Chapter Thirteen

Jill's Offer

“Well shit…” I said under my breath. Of course, all of the girls at the table ‘ooh’d’ at Jill’s proposal. “Anyone else wanna switch their vote?”

“Oh come on, Charlie,” Marie jabbed. “All you’d be promising is a text. You can just reach out and say you had a good time. You’re not promising a date.”

Jill was nodding along. “Exactly. You wouldn’t have to go on a date with him if you don’t want to. Zero pressure.”

Pfft, ‘Zero Pressure’… I’ve heard that one before. But if I’m being honest, this one does feel different. It’s not a date, it’s only a text.

“Alright, game on. I’ll take your vote.”

That was the 4-2 swing vote I needed. We wrote down ‘candlestick’ and submitted our answer.

The next minute or so was tense with anticipation. Would we win the game? Would we get $50? Would I have to text Troy?

The trivia host stepped back up to the microphone. “Final answers are in and scores are tallied. Top three teams go home with prize money. But first, the answer to Question 20 is… a candlestick!”

Everyone at the table cheered, and it seemed like we were the only ones in the bar who did. Definitely a good sign of winning. I glanced at Jill who shot me a little wink.

“In third place and receiving $10… ‘Quiz in My Pants’!”

A table across the bar cheered. Alright, here it is…

“Second place receiving $30 for tonight is… ‘Chicago Coochies’, which means our $50 winners are ‘Stacy and the Stacettes!’”

Every girl at our table shot up from their seats and went nuts. High fives and smiles all around as we celebrated our victory. The other teams gave us a courtesy applause as the trivia host signed off for the night.

I leaned back in my seat, recovering from all the drama. “Holy shit… what a win!”

Marie came up behind me. “Contributed a lot more than you thought, huh?”

A smile grew on my face. “Hey, I’m just honored to be a Stacette.”

The trivia host made her way to our table with the $50 cash, our faces glowing with excitement.

“Well earned, girls!” she complimented. Again, I thought it best not to correct her use of ‘girls’ as she placed our cash on the table. “You also win the themed bonus prize.”

At first, nobody knew what she was talking about, but then our jaws dropped when she placed it on the table. In the middle of a public restaurant, right where we just ate our food, was a box… containing a vibrator.

“Oh my God,” Marie spat out, holding back her laughter.

The host laughed too. “Had to fit the ‘Dirty Girlies’ theme! Do with it what you will.”

We all stared at it for a few seconds as the host walked away. Stacy finally broke the silence.

“Well… I mean, this has to go to Charlie, right?”

“WHAT?” I shouted back at her. “Why ME?”

“Because you got the winning answer!” Stacy explained. “Plus, I propose that Charlie keep the $50. He’s been such a good sport tonight, and if he ends up going on that date with Troy, he’ll need it.”

Paula held up her finger. “Nuh-uh! Not if Troy’s a gentleman.”

My face was buried in my hands with embarrassment. I knew the ladies were joking but between Nair and the vibrator, I sure was receiving a lot of unwanted ‘gifts’ this evening.

“If I accept your gifts, will you all shut up?” I finally got my word in. The ladies emphatically nodded.

We settled up the bill and went our separate ways for the evening. Did I leave $50 richer? I suppose. But it was only barely worth the struggle of trying to conceal the Nair and vibrator boxes under my shirt on the train ride home.

◆◆◆

Considering how much I drank at the bar last night, I was grateful not to wake up with a hangover. However, part of me wished I forgot elements of last night — well, really just the end.

Don’t get me wrong — I’m thrilled to have had a night out with some of the Iron Athena girls. I actually had a nice time! Lots of stories, laughs, and memories that’ll keep my spirits up in weeks to come. But the… gifts… I received — alongside agreeing to text Troy — I could’ve done without.

I kicked the can all day on texting Troy. Hell, what was I even supposed to say to him? ‘Hey man, just reaching out because I lost a bet! Anyway… bye!’

It took until dinnertime for me to text Jill and confidently ask for Troy’s number, which she happily passed along.

‘Gah! I can’t believe you’re doing it!’ She texted me. Yeah, yeah, yeah… But she shouldn’t act so surprised. She was the one who started this whole mess anyway.

I created a new contact in my phone, just labeled ‘Troy’. Hell, I didn’t even know his last name. The new contact sat in my phone for a couple hours as I ran errands and hung around at home, deathly nervous and dreading to reach out.

But then the unexpected happened. My phone ding’d with a message… from Troy.

‘Hey Charlie! It’s Troy. I got your number from Victor who I think got it from Jill? Anyway, had a great time at Lily’s last weekend!’

Crap! Crap crap crap! Well now it’s unavoidable… I mean, it is sweet of him to reach out first… if you’re into that sort of thing.

Instead of replying to him, I immediately started typing out a text to Jill. But once again, I was beaten to the chase!

‘Hey! Just in case you got cold feet with Troy I sent him your number.’ She sent. ‘Maybe you’ll be lucky and he’ll reach out first!’

Yeah… ‘lucky’… I thanked Jill regardless, told her he already texted me, and that I’ll handle it from here. Fuck it. I need to just man up and text this guy back. No more crutches, no more help.

’Heyy Troy. I had a nice time too.’ Was all I said. Though immediately after hitting send, I regretted the extra ‘y’ at the end of ‘hey’.

The three dots flashed at the base of his message. He was typing, but finally:

‘I’m really glad you felt the same. Any interest in catching a movie with me tomorrow? There’s a new Fast and Furious movie that looks legit ridiculous.’

Holy. Shit. My hands were sweating just reading his words. Was there no avoiding this? Maybe I’m naive, but I thought I’d be able to avoid directly getting asked on a date by this man. Yet here I am, caught with my hands tied.

Then again… it’s not like I was morally opposed to hanging out with Troy. He’s a nice guy and we had some fun banter the last time around. Maybe… just maybe… we could recreate that chill, zero-expectations vibe catching a movie? Something, perhaps… as friends?

Gah! I just really didn’t want to hurt his feelings. I’m honestly so flattered he even wants to date me, not to mention having the courage to ask me out. It’s an admirable and attractive quality in a person.

Of course, I’ve never considered myself into men. Not once. But I also never thought I’d attend a women’s gym, shave my underarms, and go to a ‘Dirty Girlies’ trivia night. Yet here we are…

Maybe there’s a happy medium I can strike — one where Troy doesn’t get his feelings hurt by getting rejected, but I also don’t actively participate in any couple-y, date-y vibes. That means no long gazes, no hand-holding, and definitely no kissing.

To me, this feels like a solid plan. But Troy doesn’t need to know that. I can still play my cards close to my vest. As long as I remind myself that this isn’t a proper date, I bet I can walk away from it just fine with a new, platonic friend.

‘Those movies are crazy lol. I’m in!’ I finally texted him.

But still, the moment I hit send, I threw the phone on my bed like it was made of hot coal. I mean shit, even a ‘date’ where I plan to be romantically neutral is still a little scary!

He offered up a movie theater near his apartment and we settled on 7 PM tomorrow.

I… I’m not making a massive mistake… Am I?

◆◆◆

I didn’t even have to reach out to Jill the next morning because I woke up to an all-caps text from her.

‘AHHHH! I HEARD YOU’RE GOING TONIGHT!’

Jesus… word spreads fast in these circles! I re-explained all the details she already knew, making sure to emphasize that my mindset for this ‘date’ was for friendship purposes only. I’m not sure she believed me, but her excitement and moral support was still appreciated.

‘My apartment is literally 2 blocks from the theater. Wanna come over an hour before for a cocktail?’

That sounded incredible! If anything, Jill’s would be an excellent sounding board for how to handle the delicate situation of avoiding any romance.

After a day of running errands and trying to keep the thought of my evening plans out of my head. I showered, got changed, and made my way over to Jill’s by 5:30.

While I liked my apartment enough, Jill’s seemed like a big step up. Damn, for somebody who blogs about food and teaches fitness classes, she lives in a pretty sweet building.

I hit the buzzer and waited patiently in her lobby. The look I went with was ‘nice but casual’. A crisp, purple polo shirt with khaki pants and white vans sneakers. As usual, I did nothing with my hair besides brush it and let it hang down. Though I wore Marie’s pink hair tie around my wrist, in case I felt the desire to put it into a ponytail or messy bun.

As I rode up the elevator, I thought to myself about how badly I wanted this scenario not too long ago. Invited over to a cute girl’s place for a drink? Going to a movie after? That’s any guy’s dream! As long as it’s with the girl, of course.

For me, that dream was gone. But I was largely okay with it. Maybe Jill and I weren’t meant to be boyfriend and girlfriend, but that doesn’t mean we can’t see each other socially like we’re doing right now. A warm smile grew on my face, thinking about how well my life was going lately.

“There you are!” Jill said enthusiastically, answering the door. Clearly, she was staying in for the evening as she was wearing only sweatpants and a sweatshirt. This was the first time I saw her without makeup, too. But goddamnit if she still didn’t look gorgeous.

“Ready for a surprise?” was the next thing she said after welcoming me inside.

“Hell yeah,” I replied. “You seem like the kind of girl who makes fun cocktails. Am I wrong? You really do give that vibe.”

The warm smile briefly left Jill’s face, replaced by a sneaky smirk. “Well… we’ll get to those in a sec. I have something a little different,” Jill added as she grabbed my hand.

She was confusing me. I came over for cocktails, right? What else did she have in mind?

After taking off my shoes, I was led down the hallways toward where I assume were the bedrooms. Wait a second… was she… no way…

I started getting excited. Did I just get booty-called? Did my ‘date’ with Troy bring out Jill’s jealous side? Jealous to the point that she’d step on his toes and try to steal away ‘his man’??

Theories popped in my head at a mile-a-minute, but the moment Jill opened the bedroom door, I abandoned all of those exciting theories.

The bedroom wasn’t candlelit, or smelling of lavender, or had some sexy track by The Weeknd playing in the background. Instead of rose petals and chocolates on the bed like I’d hoped, there were clothes. Lots of clothes. Lots of girls' clothes.

Jill turned to me with a sly little smile. “Why not look your best for your movie date?”


Chapter Fourteen

A Few Things to Try On

“Not that I don’t like what you’re wearing, but I figured we could test out a few new looks for your date tonight!” Jill stood there, arm outstretched and referencing the assortment of women’s clothing laid out on the bed.

“You… you can’t be serious…” I said to her, honestly chuckling at how absurd her request was. “Jill, I’m not going to wear your clothes. I have my own!”

“Well, they’re actually not mine. This is my roommate Hannah’s room. Her clothes too. I’m like half a foot taller than you.”

I was turning red. “Do you think we’re missing the point? I’m not wearing women’s clothes out in public, Jill!”

My temper was starting to soar, and by the look on Jill’s face, I could tell my yelling had gotten to her.

“Look, I’m sorry,” I tenderly changed my tone. “I really do appreciate you looking out for me. I want this to go well too. But I’m not trying to do anything romantic with Troy. I’m going on this more or less as a ‘friend date’.”

She was still gloomily staring at the ground. “A ‘friend date’, huh… Charlie, be honest. You’ve never been on a proper one-on-one date before, have you?”

“I, uh… no. I haven’t,” I said.

“Do you think maybe it’s time you do? You’re 24, you’re out on your own, you’ve got a steady job… Look, I’m not saying that a person should be defined by their romantic life. Plenty of people want to avoid it entirely. But at least all of those people tried, right?”

It was hard to argue with her logic. “I guess so.”

“Troy’s given you the opportunity to have a wonderful life experience — your first ever date! Why not grab the bull by the horns and take it for a ride? Figuratively speaking, of course.”

There I stood, in my thoughts for nearly a minute. Maybe Jill is right. The date isn’t really about Troy, is it? It’s about me. Humans are social animals, meant to live, laugh, and love — and I’ve been seriously lacking in that third department for a while.

“Maybe it is time I step out of my comfort zone…” I muttered, staring at the wide array of feminine clothing items, then cringing a little bit. “I’ll go on this date. But remind me why I gotta try all this girly crap on?”

“To bring out as much confidence as possible!” Jill exclaimed. “Hey, if by the end of it you find yourself most confident in your polo and khakis, then so be it. Wear what you came in.”

I sighed, part frustrated and part exhausted. All I wanted was some cocktails and conversation… How the hell did I get caught up in this?

Jill began with instructions to strip down to my briefs while she whipped up the promised cocktails. “My momma made killer Moscow Mules, so I learned from the best. Throw on the look and come show me when you’re done. They’re all separated on the bed, so it should be simple.”

She shut the door behind her and left me to it. With my polo, pants, and socks off, I examined the first outfit. Honestly, this one didn’t look too bad. Dark-wash, ripped skinny jeans for the bottoms, and a white, sleeveless blouse for the top. I slipped into the skinny jeans — which fit me shockingly well — but as I picked up the white blouse, I noticed a simple, satin bra hanging on Hannah’s headboard. Was that for me? It must be, if it’s on the bed…

I’d only worn one bra in my life, and that was the sports bra to match the other Iron Athena girls. But this one was different. Sure, the cup sizes were still practically nothing, but this one had straps and a clasp. It took me a few minutes but with the help of a mirror, I secured it on my chest. From there, the blouse was simple enough to put on and… voila! I was dressed.

I could still hear Jill clanking around in the kitchen fixing up our drinks, so I nervously ventured out into the hallways to show her my look.

“Oh my goodness you’re GORGEOUS!” she immediately shouted, inadvertently dropping her mixing spoon into the sink. “Shit, I knew you’d be close to Hannah’s size but had no idea her clothes would fit you like a glove!”

I blushed, mostly hoping she’d stop. While I wish it weren’t for wearing women’s clothing, it’s still always nice to be complimented. Instinctively, I did a little hair flip, which Jill adored, though I quickly retracted the motion.

“I have no idea what came over me…” I muttered.

She chuckled. “You’re letting the outfits get to you, huh? I’m almost done — let’s try some more!!”

Over the next 45 minutes, Jill and I chatted, sipped, and tried on her roommates clothes as if we’d done it a million times before. She’d selected a variety of outfits, though they leaned more conservative. “Never show off too much on a first date,” she told me.

Jeans, capris, and flared pants were the more conservative items, all of which were high-waisted and unlike any male bottoms I’ve worn. I even tried on pairs of Hannah’s jean shorts which, despite being the length of my workout shorts, felt significantly girlier, hugging my butt and giving it a perkier look. Resting a solid 7 or 8 inches above my knee, they felt a little too revealing.

Tops-wise, I tried on blouses, tank tops, tees, and sweaters from all different brands. I found myself drawn to the thinner, flimsier tops like the first blouse I wore. Definitely not what I expected, considering they resided on the feminine end of the spectrum. Jill was initially surprised that I put on Hannah’s bra, claiming it wasn’t part of the original plan. But it helped a lot of the shirts hang better, so we stuck with it.

I was having enough fun to where I even started improvising outfits on the fly… only to be shut down by Jill. To her credit, she was always right. I began to both understand and appreciate the talent that goes into actually ‘making’ an outfit. Certain tops can look just fine on their own, then be saved or ruined based on the choice of bottom.

I should also note that at some point in the middle of the outfit parade, I stopped asking Jill to leave the room while I changed. I really didn’t care if she saw me in only my briefs. We both knew there was nothing romantic between us and we’re both mature adults. Crazy how far things have come in this short stretch of time…

“So how are we feeling?” Jill asked after I stood there in my 11th or 12th outfit.

“I gotta say,” my voice ripe with humility, “I totally expected this to feel like a chore. But paired with drinks and a good friend? Well… I didn’t hate everything.”

She laughed. “That’s a start!” Jill looked at her phone, noting the time. “You should probably get going in a few minutes. Got time for one more?”

I agreed as Jill, instead of going to the clothes on the bed, dug around in Hannah’s closet.

“We’ve gone through almost everything…” I stated.

“Not everything…” she said, still digging through her roommate’s closet. She put her hands on something but before pulling it out and turned her head. “I got something really cute for you to try that I hope you don’t fight.”

Well that sounded ominous… “Uh… okay?”

Jill smiled and pulled out the most feminine item of clothing I’d seen all day: a black and white checkered skirt.

I rolled my eyes. “Really?”

I expected a laugh at my reaction, but she was serious. “Just try it on. And…” she grabbed one of the t-shirts from the pile that ’d tried on earlier — an oversized, graphic tee. “…pair it with this…”

Jill shoved both items of clothing into my awaiting arms. I groaned, but I was a little bit too early.

“One sec!” she sprinted out of the room and seemingly ran off to hers. It only took her a few moments to return with a small piece of fabric in hand.

“…aaaand this,” Jill concluded, handing me over the small piece of fabric. I held them in my hand for a second.

I looked up at her, dumbstruck. “Are these… panties?”


Chapter Fifteen

The Date

Jill held up her hand steadily, doing her best to calm my nerves. She probably felt like Chris Pratt in Jurassic World trying to calm down the raptor… because I was about to burst.

“Jill, why on EARTH would I wear women’s panties??” I shouted at her. “Nobody’s gonna see ‘em!!”

“They’re not for anybody. They’re for you! If you’re gonna wear a skirt, you’ll want something comfy underneath. Honestly, I should’ve had you in ‘em the whole time. Your pants would fit a lot better…”

Well that’s pretty rude of her — but not important right now.

“Just please try them on, okay? If you hate ‘em… you can take them home and burn them.”

I held the panties in my hand and examined them. They were black and made of a soft silk. They looked plain enough — no frills, lace, or anything like that, at least.

From the determined but sincere look on her face, I could tell she wasn’t going to back down. I made one of my larger grunts of the day and had her turn around for privacy. I slid off my briefs and slid on the panties. God, this felt so weird. At the very least, I could tell Brendan I got in Jill’s underwear without technically lying.

Jill’s panties were a snug fit around my butt — my butt which, mind you, has only gotten perkier since attending her workout classes… for better or for worse. I wasn’t sure how to position my penis inside the panties. Understandably, there was no fly or little ‘pouch’ for it to go, so for fitting purposes, I had to… shuffle… some things around. It was about as flat of a front as I was gonna get.

Then came the skirt. Thankfully, it was swishy and loose enough to where my repositioning probably wasn’t even necessary.

“Okay, turn around,” I told Jill who, upon seeing me, exploded with glee.

“Oh my GOD, Charlie! SO cute! Give me a little spin.”

I rolled my eyes but did as she asked. It’s crazy how much air I felt on my legs — it’s really unlike anything I’d ever felt in boys clothing – even the exercise dress had shorts underneath.

I stood there, rotating my hips and watching the skirt swish about.

“Fun, isn’t it?” Jill asked. “Am I right or am I right?”

Damn, she was right. I couldn’t get enough of playing with the skirt. I knew it was girly and I knew it’d be embarrassing for anyone to see me doing this, but wearing a skirt was… kinda fun.

“Okay, you win. It’s not too bad,” I admitted, still swishing about. “Panties I guess aren’t the worst either.”

But I suddenly noticed a problem with this look. My legs. I’m not a hairy guy by any means, but the leg hair definitely killed some of the beauty of this skirt. Jill must’ve been thinking the same thing, because she kneeled down and examined my leg hair.

“You know, that’s nothing Nair can’t fix….” she pointed out.

But I quickly put a stop to it. “There’s no time. I gotta pick a look.”

Fuck… as fun as the skirt was — and I hate to admit that —  I simply couldn’t in good conscience go out in public looking like this. I mean, objectively I’m a man in a skirt.

The dress-up session didn’t go to waste, however, as I decided to take a conservative but androgynous approach to my date outfit. Earlier, I’d tried on a pair of white jeans and a blue, patterned gypsy blouse. I ditched the bra, as I also thought that was taking things too far. Though I did keep the panties on. Hey, it helps my pants fit better…okay?

Jill rushed me to the door so I wouldn’t be late for the movie. As I put on my — well, her — shoes, Jill stood back and admired her work. “Would you get mad at me if I said you looked pretty?”

I think my annoyed expression answered her question, so she stopped.

“You’re missing just one thing to complete it,” Jill pointed out, turning me around and grabbing my hair.

“Hey, what’re you doing?” I said, trying to ward off her efforts to braid my hair. But it wasn’t worth the argument.

In no time, she’d given me braided pigtails with tiny black bows tied at the base of each. Apparently I was Jill’s ‘doll’ today, and just had to accept that.

“Troy’s gonna love these,” she insisted, taking another step back to admire her final bit of work. “And now you’re ready to leave.”

I graciously thanked her for the cocktails — and a little less graciously for the outfit and hairstyle — as I walked out the door and went down the elevator.

◆◆◆

The theater that Troy picked was an AMC in a giant shopping mall. To a man wearing women’s clothing, the crowded mall felt like a double-edged sword. For one, with so many people, who the hell would be looking at just me? Though on top of that, with more people, the odds increased that I’d be recognized.

But I should clarify something: The main reason I’m comfortable even wearing slightly feminine clothing out and about is that Jill’s house — and consequently, the movie theater — is nowhere close to my neighborhood. The risks of being caught in a gypsy blouse, white women’s jeans and braided pigtails wouldn’t be worth it if neighbors would be around, judging my choices. But in a totally different area… why the hell not? Still, not digging for any additional risk, I beelined for the theater.

I didn’t want to wait outside the theater for any longer than I needed to, so as I walked, I put my head down and texted Troy for an ETA. But almost immediately I crashed into someone.

“I’m sorry, I’m s—” I began, but halted, looking up. Right in front of me, seemingly doing the same thing was Troy. “Oh, hey!”

“I’m s— oh… Charlie?” he said, not fully recognizing me. Troy definitely wasn’t subtle about his surprise at my clothing and hair choices. I quickly turned red, afraid he’d think I’m some kind of weirdo, but the opposite happened.

“Charlie, you… you look great,” he offered kindly. “I’m gonna be honest, I wasn’t sure what to expect from you today. Your top is really pretty. And I really dig your braids!”

I blushed, happy he liked my outfit but a little embarrassed that so much attention was being paid to it. Troy, however, was wearing something similar to last time. He had a casual black button-down with a few buttons undone and the sleeves rolled up. A thin, gold necklace peeked through the opening in his shirt, and his black jeans were cuffed just enough to show off some stylish black dress boots. Same as last time, his hair was shaggy but still looked neat thanks to whatever product he used.

Lily’s Café was an outdoor patio, so he kept on his sunglasses the entire time. But tonight was my first time directly seeing Troy’s eyes – large and welcoming with a deep hazel color that twinkled whenever they caught the fluorescent light.

“I guess I went a little more summery than you, huh…” I replied. “But you look good too.”

“Ugh, I never know how to dress for a date,” Troy added. “Come on, let’s go in!”

We waltzed into the crowded movie theater lobby. It wasn’t one of those dinky lobbies either. A giant marquee protruded above the box office on our right, a full bar was to our left, and a concession counter with a seemingly endless line was directly in front of us.

“Ah, shit…” Troy muttered, studying the movie times on the marquee. “Crap, I fucked up. I totally thought it was at 7. It doesn’t start til 8.” He glanced around the theater lobby and gestured to the bar, which may have been the least crowded area of the whole lobby. “I totally get if you have somewhere to be and wanna reschedule… but any interest in killing the hour over a drink?”

My first instinct was to take the out when I had a chance. After all, he did mess up the time, and I hardly wanted to go on this date in the first place. But I looked at his kind, genuine eyes and remembered Jill’s advice: This is an important life experience. I should be along for the ride.

“Sure, I’ll stick around,” I told him.

“And drinks on me, obviously,” Troy said back. Now there’s something I appreciate!

Troy grabbed a couple of hard seltzers as we sat down at a high-top with a nice view of the lobby for people-watching. I couldn’t help but wonder what other moviegoers thought of us. Was it an obvious date? Did we just look like friends? Were people freaking out about a guy in a feminine top and jeans with girly braided hair? I knew this mental spiraling would be nothing but trouble, so I tried my best to ignore those thoughts and focus on Troy.

Our conversation started off light and vague, just as it had at the double date. We talked about our jobs and our neighborhoods. We swapped stories about growing up, our time in college, and how we found our ways to Chicago.

Troy explained that he grew up in the northern suburbs of Chicago and after college, worked at the same investment bank his Dad did for many years.

“Ah, so you’re another big corporate player?” I said a little cynically. Great, another one of these guys…

“Well, for the first few years after college… but not anymore. Last year I thought about how much that whole industry was killing me and, well… just up and left! My Dad was pretty pissed, and it took me several months to find another gig, but now I’m at a really cool nonprofit that helps people find affordable housing. I sometimes even get to travel on the company’s dime!”

That’s not at all what I thought he’d say. “Holy shit… that’s awesome,” was all I could reply with. I couldn’t help but think of Noelle when listening to Troy’s story. Another worker who got sick of the corporate life, stepping out on the ledge and taking a risk – it was seriously admirable.

“So you like your job now?” I asked after another sip of seltzer.

“Charlie, it’s better than I could’ve ever dreamed. It’s tough work, sure, and a lot of hours. But knowing we’re actually helping people who need it? The feeling’s fucking killer.”

It was pretty cute watching Troy geek out about his job. It definitely made me a little jealous. Unlike my coworkers at Attention, Troy’s passion was geared toward helping others, not just helping himself. It’s a pretty attractive quality. But, uh, not in that way…

“I give you a ton of credit for job hopping,” I returned with a smile. “You’re a lot braver than me.”

He shrugged it off. “I wouldn’t say that, necessarily. Not that I’ve known you long, but hey, you unapologetically joined a women’s gym. You wear pretty things because you like them, not caring what other people think. To me, that’s a super attractive quality.”

Wow. That was maybe the nicest thing anyone’s ever said to me. As much as I wanted to set the record straight on how I actually got roped into wearing these women’s clothes — and wasn’t my first choice by any means — I felt it best to just take the compliment.

“You’re… you’re very sweet,” I replied, blushing. That’s both Jill and Troy saying I looked good. Maybe there’s something to it.

Troy and I had time for another round of drinks as we kept getting to know each other. I tried my best to avoid any more negativity about my current job — part because he’s such a positive guy, and second because I was relishing in how refreshing it was to talk with a man who had a real lust for life. While Brendan was always so narrow-minded and driven, Troy was the complete opposite.

I did feel a little on edge when he started discussing sexuality, however. He’s an openly pansexual person, meaning gender plays no role in his attraction to anyone. As much as I wanted to confirm with him that I identified as a straight man, it felt silly to do so… you know, being on a date with a man and wearing women’s clothes?

But the more we chatted, the more Troy flirted. He went beyond complimenting my outfit or referring to my hairstyle as ‘cute’. Instead, his body language mimicked what Victor did with Jill: Holding longer eye contact, leaning in closer during my stories, laughing a little harder at my jokes… those kinds of things.

And the craziest part? I totally let him do it. I didn’t fight it at all. I knew deep down that most straight men wouldn’t put on women’s clothing and let themselves get wooed on a date… but then again, here I was. Somehow, I wasn’t hating it. Was this the effect Jill predicted?

When the showtime approached and we waited in line for popcorn, I instinctively felt him standing next to me and felt overcome by his size. He made me feel so petite — but like, in a good way. The way he’d brush my arm when telling a story, or gently place his hand on the small of my back while waiting in line — all of these would be meaningless, ineffective actions under any other circumstance. But in the context of a date, they made my head rush.

We decided to split a bucket of popcorn during the movie, which led to the unavoidable simultaneous reach into the bag. But instead of my normal hand retraction, I felt like I wanted my hand to linger next to his. What the hell was going on with me? I’ve shared popcorn with friends in the past — why was I reacting to this any different?

Only 30 minutes into the movie, I started to have a mini freak out. The butterflies in my stomach, the nervousness I felt around this man… it wasn’t natural. It wasn’t me… right?

“Sorry, I gotta step out for the restroom,” I whispered to Troy, desperately needing some space to evaluate myself. I felt woozy walking out of the theater, but it had nothing to do with the action sequences or car chases.

I found the nearest men’s restroom, approached the sink, and splashed water on my face. Clearly something was off, because the last time I met Troy, none of these feelings of attraction came up.

I looked at my hair in the mirror, then at my clothes. Could that be it? Could it be the fact that I wore girlier things? No… because clothes don’t make the person — they’re just a reflection of the person.

But maybe that’s it. Maybe… This is who I really am? I mean, think about it. Nobody made me put on any of these clothes. Did Jill encourage me? Sure. But I put on the panties, blouse, and jeans. I shaved my underarms. I could’ve undone the braids the second I walked out of Jill’s apartment and thrown away the silly little bows tied to the end. But I didn’t.

And most importantly, I showed up to this date. I kept telling myself it was out of courtesy, but was there a deeper part of me that actually wanted to come? A deeper, more innately feminine part of myself that yearned to be complimented for my cute top and pretty pigtails?

Again, I thought back to what Jill said earlier, about how going on dates are important life experiences. I think I’m just learning more about myself in the process.

All of this was so confusing and dysphoric that my head started hurting even more. I knew I couldn’t camp out in this bathroom much longer without worrying Troy. A decision had to be made.

“You’re just along for the ride…” I whispered to my reflection in the mirror, hoping to pump myself up, but also praying nobody was in the stalls overhearing my craziness. As mentally prepared as I was ever gonna be, I bravely exited the restroom and returned to the theater — ready to let whatever urges or instincts I had take over.


Chapter Sixteen

Urges

“Excuse me, sorry, excuse me!” I whispered to the folks in our row as I clumsily shuffled back through the aisle. Taking my seat next to Troy, I was filled with a nasty mix of nerves and anticipation — neither of which inspired me to look him in the eye.

“You didn’t miss much,” he whispered, “just a few explosions.”

“Yeah, I imagine there’s not much plot to miss in a movie about street racers.” It was a lame comment, but he chuckled nonetheless.

Over the next half hour, I found myself thinking about Troy constantly and barely focusing on the actual movie we came to see. Was he going to reach over and try to hold my hand? What if he did? Would I recoil, or just let it happen? I think I want it to happen… right?

Beside a funny quip or comment here or there, he didn’t address me much. It was a movie after all. But damn, if I didn’t get a tantalizing whiff of his cologne each time he leaned over — another thing I hadn’t noticed about him until this onslaught of attraction.

But then, nearly 10 minutes left in the movie and after our popcorn had finished, Troy’s hand finally brushed the top of mine when reaching for the armrest. I’ll admit, I did leave my hand out there for a moment hoping it might happen, and it perfectly paid off.

I’d been wondering if Troy was as nervous as me, but based on the confidence with which he swiftly but delicately interlocked his fingers with mine and finished with a gentle squeeze, I knew he knew what he was doing.

From there on out, I was a total mess — at least internally. If I thought I wasn’t paying attention to the movie before this, it was even worse now. They could have changed the film to a soapy rom-com and I wouldn’t have noticed.

He held my hand for the remainder of the movie and through the post-credits scene, only releasing my palm once other moviegoers started to stand.

“Wasn’t that sick?” he said, visibly pumped up.

“Yeah… heh heh…” I answered, as if I had any clue what happened.

I followed him out through the theater and into the lobby, past the box office and past the bar where this whole mess of confusing emotions started. Troy tried delivering and discussing his takes on the movie, which I did my best to participate in, but had trouble focusing on anything except my strange, emotional realization.

Having never been on a proper date before, I didn’t fully know how things should end. Do I go back to his place? No, definitely not. But I don’t just say ‘see ya!’ and bolt out of here either.

But then, I received some sort of sign from God — or honestly, more likely Jill. I dug around in the back pocket of my white skinny jeans and felt something in there. A tube of cherry-flavored chapstick.

Chapstick! Jeez, what were the odds of that happening? Unless… when I hugged Jill goodbye, she slipped it in my pocket? There was no time to text her about it as we were fast approaching the exit of the mall.

I had no idea how Troy was going to end things. Maybe just a hug? Or a handshake? No way it’s a handshake… but then again, I might’ve given off too strong of ‘friend vibes’.

In a nutshell, I didn’t know what I wanted. This was all so new to me, so the only thing I could keep telling myself was that I’m along for the ride.

Troy stopped right outside the mall doors on the sidewalk. It was nearly 10:45, and being late on a Sunday, not too many people were around. He turned to face me, but kept a relative distance. Okay… so no moves?

“How’re you getting home? Train? Uber?” he asked, but honestly, I hadn’t planned that far.

“Uh, well, I took the train here,” I began, but he cut me off.

“Nah, you shouldn’t take the train back this late. Let me get you an Uber. I’m walking anyway — I’m super close by.”

Fuck, was that an invitation? He did offer to get me an Uber, but why would he mention his proximity? Jesus… How was I this much of a mess?

“That’s okay, I can call one. But that’s really sweet of you,” I decided. In my mind, picking up the drinks, tickets, and popcorn was plenty.

As I waited for the Uber, we forced a bit more small talk about the movie, and about our plans for the week. As we chatted, he took a step closer. Thankfully it was a warm summer night, so I wasn’t cold. But strangely, I could still feel his body heat — yet another sensation I’d never experienced with another man.

Part of me wanted the Uber to just show up right now and put an end to this night. That way, I could relax in the car and get my head straight. But I also knew the moment I step in that car, if no moves are made, he might walk away from this exclusively viewing this as a ‘friends’ thing. And let’s be honest, while I didn’t quite know what I wanted, it definitely wasn’t to be friends.

Maybe it was just a nervous tick, but to occupy my hands I pulled out the chapstick from my back pocket and applied it to my lips.

“What flavor is that?” he asked, leaning in a little closer, trying to read the tube.

“It’s, uh… It’s cherry,” I said.

“Ah shit, that’s what I wanted! Cherry coke!” Troy exclaimed. “I knew I forgot something.”

I wasn’t sure if he was kidding, but wanted to play it safe. “We can run in and get some if you want… theater’s still open.”

He chuckled at how sincere I was being. “Very sweet, but I’m good.” Troy took another step closer to me. There’s that cologne again…

His hand brushed my arm through the blouse’s thin fabric again. Jeez… why did I like it so much when this man towered over me?

Troy looked down at me, taking his other hand and gently sliding it down my arm all the way until he interlocked my fingers. “Maybe I'll try it out a different way?”

Before I could even freak out or melt into a puddle, Troy leaned his head toward mine and gently kissed my cherry-flavored lips. Holy SHIT.

Only at a party or maybe on a dare, had I ever kissed another person. But never a man. Yet here I was, reciprocating his interest and kissing him back.

It only lasted about 10 seconds — not even getting to tongue — before my phone buzzed, followed quickly by the honking of an impatient Uber driver. I very reluctantly pulled back.

“Fuck… that’s me.”

“Wouldn’t want to hurt your Uber rating,” he said playfully. “Get home safe.”

I looked back at Troy sweetly, “You too.”

I felt like I couldn’t breathe until I got into the car, and only when I sat down and buckled in did I make a massive gasp for oxygen.

“Yo, are you okay?” the driver asked, suddenly showing some unexpected passion.

“Yeah…” I muttered. “I think so…”

◆◆◆

There was no looking back from that day. Nobody gets those jittery, butterflies-in-stomach feelings of euphoria from a date and is ever the same person. And my God… it was with a man! As much as I deeply wanted to consider myself a fully straight, fully masculine man… it seemed like that train had undeniably left the station.

Let’s recap: I’d willingly gone on a date with a man, put on panties underneath women’s jeans, paired with a women’s blouse and sneakers. I went in public with braided pigtails and girly little ribbons at the ends. Then, to top it all off, I held a man’s hand, applied a girly-scented chapstick, and fucking kissed him. That is the furthest thing from straight male behavior.

There were a million unknowns in my life right now, and I felt like everything I thought I knew about myself was up for debate. However, the one certainty I had was that nobody at work was gonna find out about this.

It felt both cathartic and disappointing to put a men’s button-down on for the office on Monday. My hair was done in a normal, boyish way, and other than my shaved underarms — which weren’t even visible — nothing about me could possibly read anything other than confident, masculine man.

The best approach, in my mind, was to compartmentalize these two lives I was seemingly living. At work, I’d hustle, focus, and act completely normal around my coworkers. If the staff wanted to gossip about Noelle’s open position, I’d gladly join in. When Brendan wanted to talk about lifting, I’d keep sprinkling in my partial lies about completing the full sets he was still assigning for me. I did my best to keep my mind off Troy and on whatever task was at hand. But at Iron Athena? Ohhhh, that was a different story.

Jill, the blabbermouth she is, had pretty much spread the word to our entire class about my date with Troy. This was partly a good thing, since I didn’t have to hide any details about the lead up. Everyone already knew what I wore, how I did my hair, and what the activity was. But what everyone desperately wanted to know was how it went.

“Alright, alright!” I shouted to the increasingly annoying Athena ladies. “We saw the new Fast and the Furious movie and had a nice time.”

Claire groaned. “You already said that. What else?”

“We… We watched the movie,” I added, trying to stay as vague as possible.

“Did you hold hands?” Paula jumped in.

“Our hands may have brushed. But seriously, that’s it! It was more of a friend thing than anything else.”

I couldn’t tell if the ladies actually believed me or if they just sensed they weren’t gonna get anything else out of me. Look, it’s not that I wanted to actively deceive anyone, but since I still felt a little whiplash from so flippantly kissing a man — something I never thought I’d do in my life — I wasn’t sure I wanted to actively spread that information.

Lucky for me, Troy was traveling the entire next week, so even if he or I wanted to, I wouldn’t be seeing him again. I viewed this as a boon, because now I could appropriately take a step back and rationally dissect my decision to kiss him.

At the end of Thursday’s class, I finally remembered to return the clothes I borrowed from Jill’s roommate, Hannah.

“Glad these worked out for you,” Jill said with a smirk. I had a feeling she knew something happened between Troy and I but wouldn’t pressure me to discuss it. After all, Troy probably told Victor all about it.

“They did their job,” I replied. “Honestly, the blouse was pretty comfy, and so were the pants.”

Jill fingered through the neatly folded pile of clothing. She glanced around to see if anyone was watching, but most people were gone or in the locker room by now, other than Monica who was busy at work at the front desk.

Discreetly, Jill pulled out the panties from the pile. “And what about these?” she said with a little giggle. I turned red, but felt she deserved an honest answer.

“They… they were actually super comfortable,” I told her. “Briefs do a better job supporting, but something about women’s underwear just feels… nicer? I dunno. You can take ‘em back.”

Jill pondered something for a moment, then gestured for me to follow her up to Monica at the front desk.

“What’s up?” Monica began, still not looking up from typing.

“Hey… remember that thing I brought up the other day? About that thing Charlie might like?”

Jill sounded all secretive for some reason, but whatever she was implying, it made Monica finally look up.

“He said so?” she whispered back. Jill nodded.

“Guys, I’m right here,” I leaped in at normal volume. “You can tell me.”

Monica looked at Jill, as if she needed approval for something. “Jill made a purchase with your store credit. I told her that’s not how things work around here, but she said if you don’t like them I’ll just charge her instead.”

“It’s just… you need to spend that money sometime…” Jill explained coyly.

“What’s going on here?” I asked, much more nervous now. But Monica told me there was no need to fear.

“Jill made an order from our clothing retailer for a package of panties. For you. But now that I hear you like wearing them…”

I buried my face in my hands, deathly embarrassed. I know this wasn’t the first time I’d worn women’s clothing in front of these ladies, but this was a new level. “Jill… did you seriously buy underwear and charge it to my account?”

Her tone was apologetic, but her words were rapid and insistent nevertheless. “I should’ve said something to you, but I saw there was a sale, and I knew you have all this credit…”

I held up my hand to stop her from freaking out any further. “It’s fine. It’s fine. I accept your gift. Even though apparently I’m paying for it…”

Jill and Monica both froze, looking at each other.

“Really?” Monica said, looking the most befuddled of the two.

“Jill’s right. I liked what I wore. Plus, it’s a private thing. It’s not like anyone can see. And maybe if I buy a pair of jeans similar to what Hannah lent me, I’d need them to fit well, right?”

Monica remained dumbstruck as Jill leaped around with joy. She turned to Monica. “See? He has changed!”

Monica shrugged and handed me the 4-pack of panties, which I quickly shoved into my bag. There was no need for the other girls to know about my recent purchase — assuming Jill hadn’t blabbed about that either.

I also chose not to address Jill’s ‘changed’ comment, but I definitely took notice. It was an interesting point. A lot of strange scenarios have been thrown my way the last several weeks, all stemming from my decision to stick around at Iron Athena. But beyond that, have I really changed that much?

◆◆◆

After such a busy previous weekend, I knew I needed to lay low and stew in my thoughts a bit. I’d sent a few texts back and forth with Troy to let him know he had my interest, but this was an important time for me — a time to decide if the Charlie that went on that date was an enduring character, or just a flash in the pan.

I wondered if it was a mindset thing. When I’d seen Troy on the double date, none of those feelings arose. But when I put on women’s clothing and bows at the ends of my braided pigtails, I not only felt dainty but suddenly desired him much more.

Troy wasn’t around this weekend, and he wouldn’t be for a little while. But still, the uncertainty was eating at me. I needed action. I… I needed to recreate that mindset to the best of my ability to know if it was just a fluke.

It was a quiet Saturday night and I had no plans. The only thing on the agenda tonight was to get myself into that mindset as best I can, simulating as much femininity as possible.

The first thing I did was brush out my hair to make it straight and soft. I’ve always been a fan of brushing my own hair and keeping it well maintained, but I needed to take it a step further like last time. So I found the bows from last time, gave myself cute braided pigtails, and clipped the dainty bows to the ends of my hair.

Then I remembered the pack of panties I’d gotten from Jill and Monica. Of course! The last time I felt an attraction to Troy, that’s what I was wearing. So immediately I retrieved them from my bag and busted open the package. I guess I hadn’t looked at them closely, because they were a lot more feminine than I remember — bikini cut panties in ‘paradise colors’. One bright yellow, one bright pink, one bright blue, and one bright green. I groaned, lamenting how much more skimpy and revealing these panties were compared to my previous ones, but stripped naked and slipped the pink pair on nonetheless.

I stared intensely at my body in the mirror. I swished around the pigtails, I focused on the pink panties covering up my flaccid penis. I took notice of some of the physical changes I’d undergone since regularly attending class: my tighter butt, my trimmer torso, tone and definition in my arms rather than bulk or flab. Honestly, I had quite the feminine body.

…Except one thing that was throwing the whole illusion off. The body hair felt like it didn’t fit. While I’d been regularly shaving my underarms, the hair on my legs was throwing everything off.

If my goal tonight was to create a feminine mindset and then think about Troy, how could I possibly do that with hairy legs? And then it hit me… the Nair bottle.

When Jill gifted me the bottle of Nair, I put it away in a drawer thinking nothing of it. But tonight it could be useful.

I removed the bottle from its box and examined the label: ‘Hair removal lotion with soothing aloe’. That sounded simple enough, and the application instructions were pretty self-explanatory. Hand towels, a tub, lotion for usage afterwards — I already had everything I needed.

But damn did this feel like a big step. Hair and clothing are reversible, but removing hair from my legs? That’s a totally different story. Not permanent, but significant. I thought back to the fear I felt on the beach, when Brendan caught me with shaved underarms and how humiliating that was. As unlikely as it was, who’s to say another situation might come up where he catches me with shaved legs?

Was I, Charlie — a male — really going to take the intense measure of nairing my legs, just so I’d look better in my panties? Is that really something a man should be doing?


Chapter Seventeen

A Private Moment

In a vacuum, putting on panties, doing up your hair in a girly style, and nairing your legs is a borderline humiliating thing to watch a man do. But I couldn’t let those intrusive thoughts ruin my plan. I needed to push through.

So I followed the Nair instructions to a T, washing the skin thoroughly first, applying a thick layer of cream and letting it sit for the appropriate period of time. In a moment like this, I was thankful not to have dark, thick hair that needed to be removed. Even if it was still distractingly visible, it was light and blonde and shouldn’t be too difficult.

After letting the cream do its job, I took a damp washcloth and watched as my leg hair was miraculously carried away by the washcloth. Holy crap! Why wasn’t I using this the whole time for my underarms?

It took a few more minutes but after some rinsing and lotion to help with sensitivity issues, my legs were clean as a whistle. My panties were back on and the job was complete. Looking in the mirror now made me feel a lot more in the zone of my date. I admired my smooth, hairless legs, pink panties, and cute braided pigtails as I stood there nearly naked.

Unfortunately I didn’t have any other truly feminine outfits. I left the exercises dresses back at Iron Athena, and the clothes I borrowed from Hannah were returned to Jill. So what other parts of the date could I recreate by myself?

I thought about it for a moment and remembered clutching Troy’s hand for the last few minutes of the movie. My heart raced in that dark theater as our fingers interlocked. Maybe it was the comfort and darkness that did the trick?

Knowing no better solution, I turned off the lights in my bedroom, and laid flat on my back, attempting to visualize myself back in that situation. It was chilly above the covers, laying there naked in these skimpy panties and newly without body hair. I closed my eyes, not with the goal of falling asleep, but of transporting myself back to those movie theater seats next to Troy. Visuals of him gripping my hand and brushing my arm as he talked to me rushed into my mind. It’s like I could feel it. The fondness and excitement of those memories made my body feel warm and nurtured, and the bedroom felt less and less chilly.

Our private moment outside the theater popped into my mind, and the wonderful feeling of looking up at him, loving how much taller he was. Adoring how his hands felt on my dainty shoulders, covered only by the thin fabric of my feathery gypsy blouse.  

The taste of the cherry chapstick somehow materialized on my lips once more, and I savored the combination of the sweet cherry flavor mixed with the warmth of Troy’s lips.

…and then, something happened. I started feeling a stirring in my panties. I opened my eyes and looked down. I was starting to get hard. My visualizations were working. Holy shit, this was starting to really turn me on.

I’d never been a guy who indulged in sexual relationships or even really masturbated, so this excitement — particularly toward another man — was uncharted territory. Afraid but curious, I reached my hand down and with my thin fingers, gently rubbed myself through the thin fabric of my panties.

If the goal was to prove my straightness, this definitely wasn’t helping. But fuck, it felt too good to stop. I shut my eyes and worked hard to maintain a visual of Troy’s handsome face leaning in to kiss me as I kept stroking myself. It wasn’t large to begin with and fit snugly in the panties when flaccid, but as I got more and more turned on, I felt it strain against the delicate lace material.

As good as my own hand felt, I knew it could only take me so far. I started dreaming about what Troy could do to me… hell, who knew if he’d even bother with a small cock like mine. Nonetheless, I visualized him in my bedroom, taking off his shirt to match me. I pictured him sitting on the bed next to my vulnerable, supine body as he reached over with his large, manly hand to further excite me.

God… this was starting to drive me wild. Each time a straight thought crept into my mind, I’d toss it out and march on with my fantasy of Troy. But it wasn’t easy, necessarily, to fantasize any further — particularly with sexual acts I’ve never done before.

But then it hit me. The second ‘gift’ I received that night — our winning prize at trivia: the vibrator.

I didn’t count on opening it after we won. In fact, I was deathly embarrassed having to carry it on the train and hid it immediately once I got home. But just like with the Nair, I was so glad I had it now.

My mind was still swirling with Troy fantasies. I didn’t want to lose any momentum by breaking reality, so I quickly unwrapped the vibrator and inserted the batteries to get it going.

The vibrator was the width of a thin cucumber, and shaped like a sleek, slightly bent wand. The firm rubber exterior was two-toned — white at the base, black at the tip. And obviously, the whole thing, well, vibrated.

I laid back down on my bed, still hot and bothered by my thoughts of Troy, but soon realized I wasn’t sure exactly how it should be used, but figured I’d experiment. Instead of using my hand, I turned the vibrator on its low setting and rubbed it up and down the shaft of my panty-covered penis.

Damn did this feel lovely. The degree of separation I felt from being touched by an entirely separate source rocketed me to a whole new world. I was able to better imagine Troy’s strong hands caressing my body. So I took that feeling and ran with it, running it up and down my legs, onto my stomach, and even between my thighs. The smoothness of my legs, thanks to the lotion, enhanced the sensations. As I got even more turned on, my internal temperature heated up and beads of hot, sweet sweat formed all across my body, lubricating it even further.

The vibrator was working wonders, helping me dig deep into my imagination. Keeping my eyes shut, I imagined Troy taking his pants off, revealing what I imagined was an impressive cock. Still, having never done this before — and even in my dreams — I was afraid to reach out and touch it. But the idea of a hung naked man, standing next to me with a burgeoning penis made me start to lose my mind.

Almost instinctively I slipped my panties down my legs, letting my erect member spring to life. Now fully exposed, I let the vibrator drift lower, brushing past my testicles and taint toward my tight little hole. And that, that, is when the sensations kicked into overdrive.

I nearly shrieked with arousal at the exciting feeling of vibration approaching my asshole. But lying on my back, beads of sweat hadn’t traveled down that far. I needed more lubrication. I got up and flipped onto my hands and knees as I squirted some lotion onto the tip of my vibrator.

I ever-so-gently guided the slick vibrator closer to my hole, as the overwhelming sensitivity forced me face-down into my pillow, desperately wanting to scream. But I powered through, armed with visions of Troy mounting me from behind, pressing his weight down on my dainty, panty-clad body. I imagined him yanking at my braided pigtails as he teased my tight little hole.

The closer I held the vibrator to my asshole, the harder and hornier I got. The pleasure was intense to the point I couldn’t hang on much longer. I kept inching the vibrator nearer and nearer to the surface of my asshole, rubbing it round and round the hole, imagining it was my manly date’s girthy cock. I needed that vibrator inside of me. I needed to feel it hum.

But maybe it just wasn’t meant to be — at least for tonight — because the moment that vibrator made contact with the surface of my slick, warm asshole, I blew a glorious, messy load all over my bed sheets. As my body quaked, I gripped the bed frame in front of me and stuffed my face deeper into the pillow to muffle my screams.

I laid there with my head turned sideways, huffing in as much oxygen as possible. I stared down at the mess I made beneath me. I felt the buzzing of the vibrator in my left hand and the tension of my stretched pink panties halfway down my legs.

Holy shit… did I really just let myself do that?


Chapter Eighteen

A New Perspective

I needed a few moments to settle down and return to reality. I… I think I just gave myself the climax of a lifetime…

To any outside observer — not that there were any — I probably looked like an insane person right now. The stain on the bed, the panties wrapped around my legs, the girlish braids swinging from my head, the lubed-up vibrator still buzzing… I should feel beyond humiliated as a man.

But somehow I didn’t. At least not entirely. I mean, my goal tonight was to find out if my feelings for Troy were a one-time fluke. And goddammit if this didn’t prove otherwise.

Being the clean freak that I am, I set aside my desires to immediately relax on the bed and reset my room back to normal. I changed the bedsheets, took a warm shower, and cleaned up everywhere that needed it.

I wasn’t quite sure if I should feel pride, embarrassment, or some other emotion, but I knew that an immediate reaction wouldn’t serve me well. For now, this experience was a valuable piece of data for considering how to further handle things with Troy. Nothing more, nothing less.

Hey, if anybody earned a relaxing rest of their night with some popcorn, wine, and a movie in their PJs, it was me. Though I will note that I wore male PJs with a fresh pair of panties underneath.

◆◆◆

I kept relatively mum about the events of Saturday night. It’s nobody’s business who I desire sexually or, for that matter, how I pleasure myself to said person.

My best course of action was to once again treat the work week like any other. While I’d grown a quick fondness for sleeping in panties, I knew better than to risk wearing them to work under my guy clothes. Again, not that it should matter what kind of underwear I wore, but I didn’t want to risk anybody finding out in some freakishly unlucky way.

I kept myself busy with classes at Iron Athena throughout the week — more than usual. And while I could hide my newly shaved legs at work, there was no avoiding it with the dress code at IA. So of course, the ladies immediately noticed and bombarded me with questions like ‘what made you do it?’, ‘how do you like the look?’, ‘what method did you use?’, and so many more.

Obviously I’d never tell them the truth about how I wanted to look my best in panties to see if the thought of Troy could get me off. Never. But still, truthfully, I sort of liked how my legs looked shaved, so I told them as much.

Sharing this new aesthetic interest of mine was yet another step toward connecting with these ladies. It felt like each time I joined in a new feminine venture with them — be it an outfit, a hairstyle, a night at trivia, or even a date — the girls started seeing me as one of their own. While it didn’t take long to connect with Jill, Marie, or Claire, I was starting to notice others coming around to me too. Women who it seemed like I had nothing in common were now approaching me to talk about hair, fashion, or relationships. It was all quite overwhelming, and I didn’t have much to contribute, but it felt nice to be included.

Thursday was a particularly odd day, however, because I got the sense that everyone was whispering about me behind my back. Jill, as usual, was at the forefront of it. Even though I’d been more of an open book, I feared she had somehow found out and spilled the beans on the kiss, or told everyone about the panties that I willingly accepted — panties which I did not wear to workout class, mind you.

At the close of Thursday’s class, Jill approached me seemingly in a hurry. “Charlie, I designed a special class on Saturday morning that I’m trying out. It’s called ‘Breakout Aerobics’. You in?”

I smirked at her. “Sure! Damn, you’ve been really kicking my ass this week. I need a freaking medal.”

She smiled back. “Sure do. Class is at 9. See you there!”

◆◆◆

I often wondered what Brendan thought about my physical changes over the last couple months. No, I’m not referring to shaving, or hair or fashion choices. I’m talking about the fact I’ve gotten toned and in shape… but not in the areas he assigned me to work out.

Like, did he notice how my butt got bigger and waist got thinner, despite assigning me pectoral exercises meant to grow my chest? I’m sure he’s recognized that my still shrimpy shoulders haven’t grown in size at all. Part of me wondered how much longer I should keep this up, particularly as I grow more fond of the gym and of these ladies every passing day.

I still liked Brendan and I enjoyed having him as a friend at work, but the dynamic has certainly shifted. I go to workout classes with women, and wear female — albeit fairly androgynous — clothing to the gym. I keep a smooth, hairless body. Hell, I pleasured myself to another man with a vibrator. I’m definitely diverging down a different path.

Remembering that I could do (most of) these things and be open about it to the ladies at the gym warmed my heart as I was getting ready for class in the morning. Normally I’d throw on a pair of briefs, sweatpants, and a t-shirt for the gym, packing a tank top, shorts, and shoes in my bag. But my mindset was different this morning. I felt like I wanted to take a step out of my comfort zone as a little homage to the girls who’d been so good to me.

So instead of selecting briefs, I plucked the bright blue panties from my drawer and slipped them on before fully changing and walking out the door.

I planned in my head on the train ride over how I’d do my first workout wearing panties, and maybe — only if I felt comfortable enough — I’d share that detail with Jill and a few other girls. I bet they’d get a kick out of it and appreciate my efforts to fit in.

Arriving at the gym five minutes before class started, I noticed Monica wasn’t at the front desk. That’s odd. Normally she’s hard at work on some needlessly complicated business task, barely looking up as she says a distracted ‘hello’.

Nevertheless, I changed into my tank and shorts in the bathroom as quickly as possible so I wouldn’t be late. I made sure the panties were tucked neatly beneath the waistband — hidden well enough that they certainly wouldn’t pop out.

I left the bathroom and still nobody was around. Was class canceled or something? The lights were on in the Equipment Zone. Someone must be here.

I mindlessly walked through the Equipment Zone door and then into Studio A. Sure enough, everyone was in there — probably around 12 women. But here’s the thing… nobody was in their gear. Every single one of the dozen women was wearing their girliest, frilliest dress with heels on their feet and their faces fully made up.

“Hey, uh… did I miss class?” I said to nobody in particular, then spotted Jill in the crowd. “Jill, you said 9 AM, right?”

She stepped forward and nodded. “Mmhmm! Punctual as always, Charlie. But there’s no class today.”

“Then… then what are we doing?” I asked suspiciously.

“You’ve been such a good sport about everything lately and fitting in so well that we wanted to treat you to a surprise brunch with the girls!”

“But…” I looked down at my exercise outfit. “I mean, that sounds great but I’d have to go home and change.”

Jill chuckled, and so did some other girls. “No need,” Jill explained as Marie held up a blue and white floral dress. “We’ve got you covered.”


Chapter Nineteen

Charlie's Transformation

I stood there silently. Was Jill serious? Was everyone serious? It certainly looked like they were, considering most ladies looked ready to go.

“You picked out a dress… for me?” I muttered, still not quite believing what was going on.

“Hopefully!” Marie said with cheer. Of all the women, she seemed the most excited. “Everything — the brunch, the outfit, the makeup — it’s our treat.”

If I had a drink, I would’ve done a spit take. “The makeup?”

Jill recognized my lack of enthusiasm, but pushed nonetheless. “You’d look really pretty with makeup on. I finally realized when we had our dress up sesh before your date.”

I was still flabbergasted. “I mean, sure, but… isn’t that a lot?”

“That’s the whole point,” Claire added. “Girls don’t dress like this all the time, but sometimes we gotta get dolled up and go out with friends for a fun meal. And yeah, based on how the last few months have gone, we thought you might be interested.”

They thought I’d be interested? Based on the past few months? Look, I’ll admit it was a nice feeling to be invited, but maybe I gave off the wrong impression.

“Our reservation is at 10, and it’s down the block — so we’re not swimming in time,” Jill explained. “How about we take this one step at a time, and let us dress you up to your comfort level. Worst case scenario, you can go home.”

This was all so much so fast, but the way Jill presented it as ‘one step at a time’ felt reasonable. Plus, it’d be in the privacy of women I knew and trusted.

“Fine…” I finally eked out. “Do your worst.”

The ladies cheered as we moved en masse toward the locker room. Wait, were we all gonna be in there… together?

“Should we run this by Monica?” I asked, as a total of 12 ladies filed into the locker room. “I’m gonna need to change and all.”

“You’re all good,” I heard Monica answer, as if mentioning her name had summoned her. “All you ladies are fine with Charlie changing in here, right?”

Astoundingly, there wasn’t a single person who pushed back! I guess… I guess I was really fitting in.

Marie firmly reminded us that we were up against a deadline, so she got the process started, showcasing the dress I was about to put on. “Based on your figure and personal vibe, I picked out a smocked waist babydoll dress for you. It’s light, airy, and great for summer.”

I had no clue why my ‘personal vibe’ warranted one of the girliest dresses I’d ever laid eyes on, but I guess Marie knew clothing better than I did. She handed me the dress and I held it on the thin wire hanger in front of me. It was light, it was airy, and damn was it feminine.

“Should I…” I began awkwardly, indicating whether or not I should change in front of all the women. Granted, it’s not like anyone beyond Jill, Claire, and Marie were watching. The other girls were simply chatting amongst themselves, almost oblivious to the fact that a man was about to put on a girly dress a mere 20 feet away.

“Go for it!” Jill answered.

Here goes nothing, I suppose… I took off my tank top and slid down my shorts.

But shit. I immediately realized my mistake. All three ladies' jaws dropped. I had completely forgotten I was still wearing my blue panties.

“Oh…” Claire uttered. “I… I had no idea you wore those.”

I started panicking and making excuses. “Oh, uh, I was… I wanted to see if they were more comfortable… Jill bought—”

Marie’s laughter cut into the discomfort. “Hey, one less step we gotta help you with! I’m just happy that they match your dress.”

Still red in the face, I finished slipping off my clothes and stripped down to my panties. I wasn’t sure if it was comforting or humiliating that I could be standing in front of a dozen women with a fully-shaved body, wearing frilly blue panties. Nevertheless, I slipped on the dress as fast as I could.

Marie must be a psychic, because she completely nailed my size. The dress fit like a dream — though it was unlike anything I’d ever worn. It was somewhat low-cut but since I didn’t have boobs, there wasn’t much to flaunt. The spaghetti straps were snug and secure, but it allowed the skirt of my dress to float and bounce around as I swished my hips side to side. The skirt Jill had me try on before my date was the closest thing to it, but this was far, far daintier.

“Careful there,” Jill warned. “If you swish too much, everyone will catch a view of those panties!”

Yikes. The dress wasn’t exactly lengthy either, so that’s the last thing I wanted. “Good note…”

“We also brought you some heels that’ll give you a bit of lift,” Claire explained, offering me some tan wedges. “These’ll look really cute with the dress.”

I stepped into my first ever high heels which, thankfully, weren’t more than 2-3 inches. After a few laps around the locker room, I had ‘em down well enough.

“You’re a natural!” Marie applauded. She came up behind me and took my hair out of the ponytail, letting my long, light brunette locks cascade onto my shoulders. Being so used to wearing polos and, well, men’s shirts, it felt strange feeling my hair brush my shoulders each time I turned my head.

“God I’m so jealous,” Marie half-complained, half-complimented. “It’s so full! And you’ve never had it done before?”

“Uh, what do you mean ‘done’?” I asked.

All three ladies gasped. Marie scoffed at me as if I’d ruined my own life. “What a waste! Well then we have to give you curls today.”

“Curls??” I spat out. “I thought we were just doing a dress and makeup!”

Jill smiled. “So you are down for the makeup?”

Ugh. Here’s the thing: A huge part of me believed and knew this was moving too fast. But to deny these offers is also to deny exploring an emerging side of myself. I kind of liked how I felt on the date while wearing a girly top. I liked wearing women’s jeans and panties. I’m even standing here wearing a dress and spinning around, enjoying the whoosh of my skirt. Maybe with the guidance of these girls, we could create a fun, reasonably feminine illusion. If I’m in for a penny, I’m in for a pound.

“Might as well go all the way,” I eventually answered.

That was all they needed to hear. With my dress, panties, and heels on, I was given a chair to sit in in front of the mirror, ready for my makeup. Of the three mainly helping me, each had their strength. Marie was clearly the wardrobe lady, as she supplied the outfit and was offering tips and tricks to sit and stand more effectively in women’s clothes. Jill got started on my makeup while Claire came up from behind and got to work on my hair.

Having never had my makeup done before, I appreciated how Jill talked me through each step. Luckily, our skin tones were similar enough that I could just use her makeup. She explained the necessities of concealer and foundation for creating a base on my face.

“Everything else is about making your features pop,” Jill added, getting started on my eyes.

“What’s that?” I asked, recoiling at a what could only be described as medieval-looking torture clamp.

Jill giggled. “It’s an eyelash curler. You already have nice lashes, but the more length we give you, the better your mascara will look.”

I gulped. “Mascara?”

“I promise it’s no worse than the curler.” Jill delicately clamped my eyelashes in the device and after a few seconds they were noticeably longer. She then whipped out a little black wand, which I soon learned was for mascara.

“A few strokes on each eyelash — top and bottom — and… beautiful!” Jill stepped back and had me look at our incredible progress in the mirror. Only a few products had been applied to my face and I already looked like a different person — well, mostly the same person, just a feminized version of myself.

I was so consumed by the makeup, that I hardly paid any attention to Claire’s work on my hair. She hadn’t done too much beside taking a curling iron to a few sections of my hair. With her magic touch, I’d been given my first even ‘loose waves’, as she put it.

Jill fingered through her makeup bag before turning to me. “What color lip would you like?”

I raised an eyebrow at her. “Lip? As in chapstick?”

All three women giggled. “No, Charlie. Lipstick. Have a favorite color?”

I groaned. “Now why would you assume I have a favorite lipstick color?”

Jill shrugged, conceding the point. “Soft pink it is!”

Before I could protest her decision, Jill had commanded I keep my lips still as she applied the matte pink lipstick to my full-ish lips. I was asked to stand up and take in my new appearance.

“That’s about all we have time for,” Jill noted. “What do you think?”

I was without words. These women had completely turned me into a cute — no, sexy — woman. Pristine makeup featuring pretty, pink lips. Delicate curls that cascaded down my back. A dainty, girly white and blue floral babydoll dress. Lacy, light blue panties that I kept accidentally flashing whenever I spun around in my skirt. And tan wedge heels to show off my smooth, hairless legs.

“I… I look like a woman…” I said, mindlessly, and much to the amusement of the dozen ladies — all of whom were suddenly engrossed in my debut. “I feel like a woman.”

Marie came up behind me, sliding my brunette locks aside to put her hands on my bare shoulders. “You know… if you feel like a woman and we’re going out in public, we’re going to need a new name for you.”

She wasn’t wrong. Not that no girls are named Charlie, but it’d be more fitting to have a new name to match this new appearance. The ladies in the back started shouting out opinions, overwhelming me with female names.

But for some strange reason I was able to block out each name they shouted my way, because from the depths of my own mind, one name rose up. A classy, cute name that just felt like… me.

“How about… Charlotte?” I said quietly to Marie. She smiled and held up her hand to stop the chatter.

“Ladies, she’s picked her own name: Everyone, meet Charlotte!”


Chapter Twenty

Meet Charlotte

I don’t know what came over me. I mean, hell, a mere hour ago I had arrived at the gym for an exercise class. But now? I’m dolled up in a feminine dress, my hair put into a girly style, fully made up, and now giving myself my own girl name.

“This… this is just temporary,” I tried to remind the ladies. But they had returned to their own conversations, clearly itching to get to brunch on time. I turned to Jill, who seemed to be the only one who heard me.

“You know this is just temporary, right? Please tell me you know that.” I must’ve been giving off anxious energy, because she brought me in for a warm, long hug.

“Nothing about today is permanent if you don’t want it to be. We’re just here to have fun, remember?” Jill held me tight and gently rubbed my back — now almost fully exposed thanks to my backless babydoll dress. “Just trust me, the more you lean into it, the more confidence you’ll have.”

“As long as nobody clocks me as a man, that is…” I added.

Jill cackled. “Are you kidding me? Look at you! Nothing about you reads ‘male’.” I know she meant well, but I think she still sensed a little bit of hesitancy in my demeanor. “But if you’re so concerned, lemme do one last thing.”

Jill dug into her makeup bag and pulled out a little spray bottle. She aimed a spritz on my neck and two on my wrists. “My favorite perfume. I wore it on my first date with Victor. It always gives me the confidence I need. Should help you too, Charlotte,” she added with a wink.

I didn’t exactly yearn to smell like a girl, but it was a thoughtful final gesture that could only benefit me in not being recognized as male. I smiled back at Jill. “Alright, I’m ready. Let’s go to brunch.”

◆◆◆

Just as Jill anticipated, I didn’t garner any unwanted attention due to the fact I was male. But that didn’t mean we didn’t get looks from men walking by looking to ogle a dozen pretty ladies. Some of the women had boyfriends or husbands who clearly didn’t pay enough attention to them, because they seemed to enjoy the stolen glances from random onlookers.

I wondered what Troy would think of my look. I knew for a fact that he liked the feminine top I wore to our date, but was the dress, heels, and makeup too far? I tried to keep thoughts of him out of my mind, lest I spoil any details about our kiss or my special, private moment with the vibrator.

Regardless, I was quickly falling in love with this dress. The way it flowed and swayed as the wind blew by, it felt marvelous rushing by hairless legs. Though I did need a few reminders from the ladies to keep my skirt down so nobody could catch a glance of my panties.

The spot they’d selected was called Utopia — a brunch place not too dissimilar from Lily’s Café, with a spacious outdoor patio and a table for 12 awaiting our arrival. Being a Saturday morning, it was a full house at Utopia. Was I nervous? Sure. But again, this was a neighborhood I never hung around in, so I felt the risk of recognition was low — particularly dressed the way I was. Though still, out of precaution, I kept my head down until we were safely seated at the table.

The whole trip there and the first 10 minutes at our table was a crash course in feminine movement and mannerisms. I carefully studied how proper women carried themselves, moved their hands, spoke, and dined. Perhaps my appearance was feminine enough, but beneath the clothes and makeup I was still male. Gentle, delicate movements were key. Slouching was a sign of masculinity, so I did my best to sit up straight. My instinct was to spread my legs while seated, but it was a big no-no while wearing a dress and presenting female.

Jill had made an executive decision on bottomless mimosas for the table. I normally wasn’t one to drink during the day, but the stress of being out in public as a woman warranted something to take the edge off. And so I indulged…

…and indulged… and indulged. What started off as light, appropriate, get-to-know-you kinds of stories, quickly turned into goofy tales of past antics. Claire — who was probably the oldest of the group being close to 40 — regaled stories from her college days in the early 2000s. She gave us oodles of fun hookup stories from her sorority days, always tagging them with “but this was before my husband, of course.”

When our food was finally brought, everyone loudly rejoiced, much to the annoyance of the staff. I felt a little bad for the other tables in the back patio hoping for a quaint, calm Saturday morning meal, only to be seated next to a rambunctious group of dolled up women.

But we were having a blast! It was like I was one of the girls. Not a single woman there forgot to call me Charlotte or refer to me as ‘she’. While the attention to detail was nice, I couldn’t help but be a little embarrassed by how easily I passed as a woman.

Marie, who was maybe the most drunk of the group, kept teasing me because of how I was mindlessly playing with my newly wavy hair.

“Adorable! You’re toying with it just like a girl!” she stumbled over her intended compliment. “And you keep playing with the hem of your dress, Charlotte!”

I shrugged. “I’ve never had it curled before. Or worn a dress. It’s all pretty fun!” Jeez… I must be getting pretty drunk if I’m yelling out about how fun this all was.

But she wasn’t the only one to pick up on how swiftly I was adapting to my Charlotte persona. Others noticed my improved posture and my conversational deference. One of them accused me of making eyes at the male waiter — which I vehemently denied.

“She’s dating Troy,” Jill leaped to my defense. “She has a boyfriend!”

“Uhhh, he’s not my boyfriend,” I clarified. “We’ve just… we’ve been texting a lot.”

That admission garnered ‘ooohs’ from everyone at the table.

“What’ve you been texting about?” Paula shouted from down the table.

“Just… I dunno. Life?”

Another woman jumped in. “Are you gonna go on another date?

“Or hook up?” Marie needled me again.

Wow. The alcohol had really let everyone loose, huh? The ladies were usually low key about my personal life and though they’d known I went on a date, they also knew I wasn’t interested in answering questions. But in the same way the alcohol loosened them up to ask them, it had loosened me up to answer them.

I shot them a tipsy smirk, “Well… We did kiss...”

The table went absolutely bananas.

“I knew it! I knew it!” someone shouted.

“Charlotte’s got a crush!!” teased another.

I was turning red in the face from embarrassment, but in a strange way, I also felt a new camaraderie. While they were teasing me about having kissed a man, it was all in good fun. I knew that in all seriousness they supported my decision.

And so I kept answering their questions. They asked me more about Troy and insisted on a full play-by-play of the date, which I now happily offered up. I shared how I got nervous each time I picked up the phone to text him, and how a not-small part of me wanted to kiss him again.

“So have you ever been intimate with a guy before?” Claire asked, a little louder than I would have liked. But I laughed off her question.

“The only thing I’ve even considered doing was kissing,” I replied.

But I knew that wasn’t true. I didn’t want to just kiss Troy. I wasn’t entirely sure what else I wanted to do with him… but it’s definitely more than kissing. I’m not sure if it was the alcohol, or just a testament to how comfortable this group made me feel, but I took a leap of faith.

“Actually,” I continued, “Can I share something that can NEVER leave this table? I mean it.”

The girls leaned in, ready for my tea. I leaned in too, quieting my voice to the best of my ability.

“So, last weekend when I was at home… I was on my bed… thinking… about him,” I began, stuttering nervously. “And, uhh… Fuck, I’ll just say it. Remember that vibrator we won at trivia? I…I used it.”

Claire dropped her fork. Marie nearly spit out her water. The rest of the women either audibly gasped or their hands instinctively shot over their mouths.

“No. Way...” Jill managed to eke out, then, breaking the silence. “CHARLOTTE I’M SO PROUD OF YOU, GIRLIE!!!”

The table exploded with energy as I furiously waved my hands, working desperately to calm everyone down.

“Please don’t tell anyone! This has to stay secret!” I shouted all sorts of requests at them, but they were far too busy losing their minds from my reveal. The cheers and the squeals felt endless. If I weren’t so busy feeling embarrassed, I would’ve gone around to each patron in the patio and personally apologize for our racket.

It took a few minutes, but finally everyone calmed down from what turned out to be a mind-blowing reveal. Did I immediately feel foolish and regret my decision? Maybe a little bit. But as the squealing calmed and follow up questions were asked, I realized that nobody was being the least bit rude or judgmental. In fact, the opposite was true. It was an overwhelming amount of sister-like support.

Instead of being shunned or cast out as a freak, I felt closer to the girls than ever before. Revealing a deeply personal — and ultimately sexual — detail about myself felt like another massive step in my relationship with them. I’d worn their clothes, I’d gotten my hair and makeup done like them — now I was even thinking and acting like them, all while openly discussing my attraction to a man.

Gradually, the conversation shifted away from me and towards others’ embarrassing, awkward stories about exploring their bodies for the first time. Granted, they were a lot younger than me during their first explorations, but a lot of the elements were the same: a cute guy, some alone time, and usually help from an item.

Since my experiences were no longer the center of attention, I took the moment to excuse myself to go to the restroom. The head rush of getting out of my seat was intense, and I had to be extra careful walking due to being tipsy and wearing heels.

I weaved through the inside tables, doing my best not to stumble as I searched for the bathroom. Clearly the alcohol was still affecting me, because I nearly went into the men’s restroom. Dressed the way I was, that could have been a disaster.

My first foray into the women’s room was underwhelming. Besides the lack of urinals, it was essentially the same. What a ripoff! I did everything right. I sat down, peed as quietly as I could, and washed my hands swiftly.

I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror. Damn, I really did look beautiful. The dress, the hair, the makeup… Everything was holding up well. As long as I didn’t open my mouth, who would ever guess I was a man?

Since I was alone, I decided to commemorate this moment with a mirror pic selfie — my first ever wearing a non-male outfit. Just a cute smile, and… click! For some reason, having this picture made me really happy.

Not looking to push my luck with any further disruptions, I put my head back down and walked out of the restaurant. But maybe I should’ve been looking up, because turning the corner out of the bathroom, I accidentally slammed right into someone.

“Sorry, sorry!” I said quickly, in the most feminine voice I could muster. I’m sure it didn’t sound convincing, but it was only two words. But when I finally looked up, I wished I’d have said nothing and just ran away.

Standing in front of me, with a stunned look on his face, was Brendan.


Chapter Twenty-One

Caught!

There was nothing I could say at this moment to succinctly and adequately explain myself. I mean, fuck! What was he doing here!? Why was he all the way up in Wrigleyville for brunch? I know where he lives — he shouldn’t be here!

Mentally spiraling over why my coworker was standing in front of me wouldn’t do any good. My only hope was that Brendan, somehow, would look at me and just… poof! Disappear from sight. Oh, if only…

He didn’t say a word for a few moments as I nervously watched him process my appearance. I could see the rapid computing going on in his face – the utter confusion of running into a coworker he’d gotten to know so well… but wearing a dress and makeup?

I couldn’t stand it. I thought that maybe if I said ‘excuse me!’ and simply walked away, he’d somehow forget all about this and think it was a dream, but as I took one step to the side, he reached out and firmly grabbed my shoulder.

“Charlie?” he finally muttered.

I didn’t say anything back.

“Charlie!” he said more forcefully.

“Uh, mmhmm…” I stammered, desperately avoiding eye contact.

“Dude… what the fuck are you doing?”

There was no way out of this other than blasting right through it. The very same friend who’d caught me with a girly hair tie, shaved underarms, and now fully dressed as a woman — was asking a very reasonable question.

“I… I’m out with friends,” I said, quiet as a mouse.


He still wasn’t processing this well. “Out wi— what? What friends? People from work are here?” 

I shook my head. “Friends from the gym.”

“From the…” he began, then seemingly reminding himself that I attended a women’s gym. “Wait, from that fucking girly gym? You’re out those girls?”

“I… Yeah. They wanted to take me out.”

“Jesus Christ, dude… did you lose a bet? I mean holy shit! You’re wearing a fucking dress!”

Brendan’s disbelief was starting to garner attention from others inside the restaurant, so in a rare, forceful act, I grabbed his hand and pulled him further into the hallway for privacy.

“Look, yes. I’m here with girls from the gym. And no, I didn’t lose a bet. I… I came here like this… willingly.”

Brendan appeared as if he were talking to an alien, taking in each part of my body with a mix of awe, confusion, and disgust.

“Was this… was this why you wore that hair tie? And shaved your pits?” he asked, starting to put the pieces together.

Of course, it was all more nuanced than that, but I knew his brain wouldn’t be able to process it right now. I simply nodded.

“Dude… this is not normal,” Brendan said frankly. “You know that, right? This is not fucking normal.”

“I… I know…” I told him. “It isn’t.”

He took a step back and looked at me the way a stern father would look at his son doing the same thing. He wasn’t angry, per se, but judgment, disappointment, and disgust oozed out of him.

“Look, I’m not gonna blab about this at work… but fuck, man… you better stop this shit right now before anyone sees you.”

Without another word or another thought, Brendan shuffled around me and went into the men’s restroom — based on his reaction, probably to throw up.

I wanted to cry with frustration, but I knew it’d only draw more attention to me. I mean, what the fuck have I done? My best friend at Attention literally took one look at me and shunned my entire existence. I had no choice but to hold it together and get out of this hallway before any other familiar faces walked by.

Back at the table, the ladies were settling up the check.. Because the patio was far enough away from my encounter, none of them had a clue as to the trauma I just went through. And honestly, I intended to keep it that way. As difficult as it was, I held back my tears.

I avoided all conversation on our way back to Iron Athena to change, and despite my best attempts to appear okay, a few of them probably noticed something was up. But changing out of my dress in the locker room, putting my hair up into an androgynous ponytail, and washing off my makeup, I kept insisting I was alright.

Marie had paid particular attention to my strange behavior from the last half hour. “You know, you can keep the dress if you’d like, Charlotte.”

I just held up my hand. “I’m in men’s clothes, see? Back to Charlie now,” I spat out, definitely ruder than I intended to be. “And no, you keep the dress. I don’t want it.”

Jill, Marie, Claire, and a few others definitely clocked my change in attitude as I briskly walked by them and out of the locker room.

◆◆◆

I’d never dreaded a work day more in my life, but a job is a job. Putting on my bravest face possible, I sat down at my work station, right next to Brendan. I didn’t even check if he was looking over at me. Honestly, I’ve never been more thankful for the divider between our desks.

However, the nature of my job, unfortunately, is collaboration. So I had to endure several work-related conversations with Brendan throughout the day. I wondered if my coworkers noticed how cold we were to each other. Normally, we’d joke around back and forth, and even though things were a bit more tense since Noelle’s announcement, we still acted like friends. But after seeing me in a dress, those days were long gone.

I wanted to be mad at him — and partly, I was — but throughout the week, I thought long and hard about what he told me back at Utopia: ‘this is not fucking normal.’

Here’s the thing. He’s not wrong. What I was doing at the restaurant that day was not normal. There’s nothing normal about a man shaving his legs, wearing a babydoll dress, panties, and high heels, getting his makeup and hair done up all cute, and going out in public. It’s objectively not normal.

I’ve been trapped in this stupid little bubble that is Iron Athena. It’s a group of wonderful, thoughtful women who welcomed me with open arms, but made one fatal flaw. They didn’t recognize reality. The real world isn’t kind to people who do what I do, and like what I like. The real world doesn’t welcome me with open arms. The real world harshly reminds me that what I’m doing is not normal.

I mean, wasn’t the purpose of this wellness stipend self-improvement? I thought joining a gym would whip me into shape, make me more of a man, and help me get that promotion so I wouldn’t be pushed around anymore. Instead, all it did was introduce me to useless feminine clothing and behaviors.

The remainder of the week was a hellhole of mental spiraling. I didn’t attend a single Iron Athena class. I didn’t reach out to Troy to schedule our next date. I wore drab, boring clothing to work and did the absolute bare minimum. I felt like these last few months were an utter waste of my time and complete embarrassment.

When Saturday rolled around, I got a text from Jill, asking if I wanted to go out with them for drinks and dancing. Marie offered up another one of her dresses for me to borrow, and was hoping to pregame at Jill’s. But I was in no mood for any amount of feminine activities. All I wanted to do was curl up in a ball.

◆◆◆

I allowed another week of dread to go by, bumming around my apartment. The panties remained shoved in the back of my drawer, and the thought of even using the vibrator made me want to bury my head in the sand.

Another frustrating development was that at work, while I continued my low effort, depressed moping, Brendan seemed to be thriving. He was socializing. He was communicating and collaborating with great ease. I even noticed him getting called back to Noelle’s office every once in a while, presumably schmoozing for her job.

Each day of the week felt like the same. He was upbeat, I was downtrodden. He rejoiced whenever his phone rang, whereas I sat alone, refusing to text back my friends who were clearly concerned about my absence.

On Friday, Oliver summoned the entire floor into the cramped conference room for another round of announcements. Most of what he shared was boring, logistical company stuff — updates on new clients, a new software system he wanted to implement, etc. But he did close out the meeting with something notable.

“I also have an important update on Noelle’s soon to be open position. We’ve been talking over next steps, and in the company’s best interest, we’re deciding to go internal. So it will be one of you who’ll be promoted to Manager.”

Unsurprisingly, Oliver’s update had the room buzzing. Everyone except me, of course. Did I want that promotion? Absolutely. But looking at how on fire Brendan’s been lately, it almost seemed like he had it in the bag. And damn, was that starting to annoy me…

The room cleared out quickly, and being a Friday afternoon, the office vibe felt pretty relaxed. Despite the proximity of our desks, I still hadn’t spoken to Brendan about personal matters in over two weeks. No talking, no texting, no well thought-out workout regimens… nothing.

The way he relaxed in his seat, having so callously criticized my lifestyle choices, it was infuriating how confident he remained.  I had to say something.

I waited for the other nearby colleagues to clear out toward the end of the day— which was well over an hour of nervously stewing — but I eventually swiveled back my chair and leaned over.

“Question for you,” I said, a little shaky but attempting confidence. “How are you doing so well?”

He raised his eyebrow at me. “What? I mean, I am… Why do you care?”

“Because, Brendan, you made me feel like shit. And I’ve been feeling like this all week. Do you not feel the least bit bad too?”

He glanced around, quickly checking if anyone was listening, but gave no more than a shrug. “Not really. I figured our personal relationship is over and we can go back to work.”

Ugh… I wasn’t getting the satisfying apology I had hoped for. But I guess knowing him for as long as I have, that would’ve been a pipe dream. I agreed with him that our personal relationship is over. Things will never be the same between us, considering he flat out told me I was ‘not fucking normal’. But I still felt owed some closure.

“Can you tell me one thing though? If you want this job so bad, why not just tell the whole office about what you saw?” I pondered. “Wouldn’t hurting me only help your chances? Why keep it a secret?”

I thought it was a big question — one he’d really need to consider — but Brendan needed no time to think it over. “Because I don’t need to, Charlie. Sure, you work hard and get your assignments in on time. I don’t even think you’re a bad person. But what I saw at Utopia proved something to me… That you’re a freak.”

…What did he just call me? “I’m sorry… excuse me?” I clarified.

“It’s just the facts, man. You're a freak. Nobody normal does what you’re doing.”

I was so stunned by his aggression masked by matter-of-fact language that I couldn’t even fight back.

He checked his watch. It was close enough to quitting time, so Brendan shut down his desktop computer and grabbed his things. “Sorry you gotta hear it like that but hey, you asked. And no, I’m not nervous because freaks never succeed.”

And just like that, Brendan got up and left the office. I whipped my head around hoping someone heard the nasty things he just said to me. ‘Freaks never succeed.’

I walked out of the office in silence, exiting our building lobby into the fresh Chicago air. I stopped for a moment and thought to myself. What Brendan said to me was disgraceful, but another thing was becoming clear to me. Regardless of what I do, this man wasn’t going to change his mind. Brendan was a self-serving person, helping others only as a means to an end. Part of me already knew that and accepted it. While I hoped his discomfort grew from a place of confusion, it was abundantly clear that he didn’t care to learn about my personal choices. He’d see me as a freak anyway.

Suddenly, a wave of realization washed over me. He… he’s just a hater. That’s all. Enjoying hanging out with the girls, having fun in makeup and dresses, going on dates with men… none of those things are wrong. Brendan just thinks it is. Why should I allow my life to be dictated by a man who doesn’t give two fucks about me anyway?

My chronic urge to break down and cry in public was finally starting to fade away. I was viewing this whole thing wrong. I isolated myself and shut out my friends in favor of some hateful bigot? Why? Just because I sit next to him at work? Insane!

I’d spent the last two weeks drowning in sorrow for nothing. I mean, holy shit… I’d been intentionally refusing myself everything that made these last few months so special!

My normal Friday routine was popping in my AirPods, tossing on a podcast, and riding the train home. But not today. I needed to speak to a real friend, so I summoned the courage to call Jill.

“Charlie! Hi!” She sounded so relieved. “Oh my gosh I’ve been so worried about you. Why aren’t you coming to class? We’ve all missed you!”

“I am coming to class,” I said confidently. “And I’m doing a lot more than that. Can you help me out? I have something to prove.”

“Oh! You do?” she said gleefully. “What exactly did you have in mind?”

The truth was I didn’t have anything in mind. At least not right away. I was only operating on a feeling at the moment — a feeling of newfound validation. I can’t really define what I am right now… and I think that’s okay. But I know I’m not a freak, especially when a hateful person like Brendan deems me one.

All I can say is that I like what I like. I really enjoyed going out with the girls, hanging out with them both inside and outside the gym. I felt beautiful in their clothes, and while it made me nervous as hell, I liked getting my makeup and hair done too. All of it was fun, and I felt like me. And fuck it, I wanted to stop procrastinating and go on another damn date with Troy.

“You’ve already done so much for me, so I hate to ask for more help…” I began, but Jill cut me off.

“Girlie, I’ll help you as much as possible — can I call you ‘Girlie’?”

I laughed. “Why not! It’s fun.”

“Awesome, let’s talk tomorrow morning at class. And I promise this time we’ll actually work out. Don’t want you getting soft after two weeks!”

◆◆◆

I couldn’t wait for class the next morning. I fell asleep motivated and ready for whatever Jill was going to throw at me the next morning. And sure enough, I was not disappointed when I arrived at the gym.

As promised, we did have an actual class at the beginning — my first in over two weeks. Jill must have alerted the others about my intention to return, because we had a huge turnout. Around 25 women showed up — each of them warm, welcoming, and motivational as I huffed and puffed through the intense class.

Once everything wrapped, the ladies who I was closest with stuck around while the others showered and changed. We circled up in the middle of Studio A.

I started off my recapping my absence, the horrid things Brendan said to me, and my newfound ‘fuck it’ attitude to live my life the way I want to live it.

Marie raised her hand. “Are you going by Charlie or Charlotte? We want to get it right.”

I hadn’t really considered a permanent name change, but the idea of being called Charlotte around the ladies sounded appealing. So I settled on Charlotte when I’m with them, and Charlie when not.

“‘Boy’... ‘Girl’…” I pondered, “I just like a little feminine escape sometimes. But I need you guys for it. So I was thinking, uh, maybe… we'll do another brunch like last time. It can be in a few weeks, or if you’re all busy, we can wait a few months, but…”

“Oh no no no,” Jill cracked a smile, stepping towards me. “This probably won’t surprise you, but immediately after you called me I started setting things up. Everyone’s down to volunteer.”

“Oh, that’s lovely!” I exclaimed. “Where for brunch this time?”

Jill shook her head. “You’re so sweet… But your friends will do a lot more for you than just one brunch.”

I was confused. “What do you mean? Like… a dinner?”

Marie jumped in to explain. “All seven of us want to treat you to a one-on-one girls’ day — once a day, for the next seven days. It’ll be a crash course in all things fun, flirty, and feminine.”

This was all so much, and a little bit overwhelming. But the sheer kindness and acceptance had me breaking into tears.

“All of this, that is…” Jill added, “If you’re down to throw yourself into it.”

Here I was, essentially presented on a silver platter the Girl Week of my dreams – a week that will teach me for sure if a feminine life was for me. It was marvelously exciting.

I wiped a tear from my eye and addressed the group. “Let’s do it. Let’s have a Charlotte week.”


Chapter Twenty-Two

Charlotte Week

Thus began my seven days of femininity – one day with each of the seven women doing a different girly activity. For my own enjoyment, I was told both the girls and the activities would be a surprise. I’d show up at the designated time and place each day and just roll with the punches.

And as it turns out, my first event was this evening, and knowing I’d be presenting fully as Charlotte, I immediately had hesitations. I had nothing to wear! The good news, however, was that someone would be coming over to my apartment tonight.

At 7 o’clock, I heard a knock on the door. I opened it up and of course, it was Jill.

“Surprised to see me first?” she asked, holding a huge duffel bag.

“Not really,” I said as I welcomed her inside. “Sorry if my place is a little bit of a mess.”

She strutted into the living room of my tiny one bedroom apartment. “It’s about to get a little bit messier.” Jill stood over the carpet, unzipped the duffel bag, and shook out its contents. It was clothes upon clothes upon clothes!

“You can thank Hannah for this,” she said. “It’s all stuff she didn’t want and was planning to give away anyway.”

“Lucky I’m just her size!” I exclaimed, sprinting over to sort through my new gifts. If I’m being honest, a majority of these clothes I didn’t particularly want either. Not that I was a fashionista by any means, but I could tell a lot of it was styles from several years back.

But beggars can’t be choosers. Jill explained that our goal for tonight was to establish my new wardrobe. While the last time we did this together I was insistent on pants, plain tops, and mostly androgynous clothing, my tastes had grown way more feminine. This time around, it was the skirts, the dresses, and anything with lace or ribbons on it.

Changing into my lace pink panties underneath, I slipped on a pink dress with poofy, ruffled sleeves and a short skirt.

“Your tastes have gotten so girly, Charlotte!” Jill exclaimed. “I love it!”

I instinctively blushed. “What can I say? I look cute in this stuff.”

Over the next hour or so I tried on so many different outfits, eventually settling on a selection that’d serve as my wardrobe for the remainder of Charlotte Week – plus some backups.

We didn’t do much beyond chatting, gossiping, sipping wine, and trying on clothes for the rest of the night, but Jill did leave me with a piece of advice.

“I know this isn’t about your friend Brendan, but it wouldn’t hurt to show him up a little at work with how confident you’re becoming. Even just as Charlie.”

She kissed me goodnight on the cheek – an act that would have driven me insane with lust a month back – but I now knew was a sign of kindness and friendship. Oh, how I’ve changed…

◆◆◆

My Sunday activity was far different, considering I was told to meet at an unspecified business on the North Side. But equipped with a new wardrobe, I had enough confidence to go out in the real world and present as Charlotte.

The only thing that made me a little self conscious was the fact I hadn’t shaved my underarms or Naired my legs for two weeks. Still, it didn’t prevent me from wearing a cute plaid, pleated skirt and a plain white blouse.

But when I arrived late-morning at the assigned address, the building’s name made me feel a whole lot better, albeit a little scared: “Leslie’s Wax Boutique”.

“Surprise!” My friend Paula came out through the front doors to give me a big hug. “We figured you might want this after a few weeks off.”

“I do!” I started, but cringed again at the site of the word ‘Wax’. “As long as it’s not painful.”

She gritted her teeth. “Well… let’s just say it’s worth it.”

Paula ended up being the best person to accompany me today, considering how level-headed and rational of a person she was. As long as I trusted the specialists and stayed still, the waxing process wouldn’t be horrendous… though it kinda was!

Warm, gooey wax was spread everywhere on my body, swiftly ripping off one patch at a time. Paula sweetly held my hand the entire process and stuck around giving additional words of encouragement.

“Bikini area too?” the specialist asked.

I whipped my head over to Paula, who shrugged at me. “Whatever you’d like, Charlotte. It’s on me.”

Man, I hadn’t considered ever being completely hairless… but I kind of liked the idea. My body already looked cuter in panties with hairless legs, but now with a smooth crotch area? It’d look even better. But I had one more question.

“Does that mean… butt, too?” I asked the specialist sheepishly. She giggled, but nodded yes.

Of course, something like that would be unnecessary for the aesthetic of wearing panties. But I thought back to my time pleasuring myself with the vibrator. It probably would’ve felt even better if I was completely smoothed. And with proper lube?

Shit. I had to stop thinking about that, or else things were going to get extremely awkward on this table. “Let’s wax me everywhere,” I said excitedly.

And so she did, and soon enough I was walking out of Leslie’s Wax Boutique a 100% hairless person — except my head of course. I couldn’t wait to get home, throw on a bra and panties, and take pictures of myself with my pretty little hairless body.

◆◆◆

Monday, of course, was a big day. Not because I knew what my activity was, but that I had to go to work first. My mood had drastically improved post-realization that Brendan was not worth my time, and that I needed to reevaluate my priorities.

I didn’t want to present as Charlotte at work — it was far too ambitious to do that — but with my newfound ‘fuck it’ attitude, I wore a significantly more androgynous look to work. Instead of a polo and khakis, I chose a gray linen wide-leg trouser that went well with my white, formal blouse. I wore my new black, open-toed shoes with a very low heel, and topped the whole thing off with a matching gray women’s blazer. Did I look girly per se? No. But I wanted everyone in the office — especially Brendan — to sense that they were looking at a new Charlie.

And boy, did they ever! While there were a few confused or judgmental looks from some male coworkers, I received compliment after compliment from the women of my office, who were begging to know where I found my new look. I’d never gotten more attention from women at work in my life. While none of it felt romantic, it all felt genuine. And the praise I received only made me feel and act more confident.

Noelle even stopped by my desk to give me a special compliment. “Charlie, you’ve certainly perked up. Good to see you’re trying new things,” she added with a wink.

Brendan wasn’t nearly as supportive, though he wasn’t outwardly mean either. He clearly had no regrets over calling me a freak and, I assume, thought everyone was treating me this way out of pity. When he gets that promotion, he’s gonna have a much harder time firing me than before if I have the full support of my coworkers.

Things only got better when after work, I showed up to the unlisted address for today’s Charlotte Week activity. Jenna — one of the girls who was probably younger than me and I didn’t know that well — was waiting beneath a sign reading “Destiny Salon”.

“Jenna!” I yelled. “So sweet of you to come!” Jenna was a cute, bubbly girl with dark skin and gorgeous brown eyes.

We hugged, as she complimented my outfit. “Dang, okay girlboss. Down for a fun little facial?”

Jenna and I had a lovely time as the specialists took us both through relaxing facials, including full pore cleansing, various scrubs, and even some clean up on my eyebrows — and just when I thought any more hair couldn’t be removed from my body! She plucked, tweezed, and trimmed my eyebrows into a thinner, more feminine arch than before.

While my face was a little red from the treatments at the end, I really liked the naturally girlish look of my brows. Beauty takes work!

◆◆◆

The euphoria from my Charlotte week only grew throughout the rest of the week. My Tuesday work day was even better, having worn a similarly ‘girlboss’ outfit (as Jenna put it), only to be complimented just as much, and receiving praise on my slightly tweaked eyebrows. The coworkers loved it, I felt better, and Brendan grew slightly more frustrated.

In the evening, my surprise was meeting up with Claire at a hair salon to get a completely fresh cut.

“This…” I said to Claire, taking my seat in a chair next to hers, “This feels like so much. I never got a haircut at a women’s salon in my life.”

“Well, you’ve never done a lot of these things,” she replied, pointing out a picture to my stylist from a magazine selection. “But you seem to be enjoying every bit, don’t you?”

I was. I really was. And after two whole hours of shampooing, rinsing, snipping, and to my genuine surprise, coloring, I was leaving the salon with a fresh, light brunette cut with blonde highlights.

“Just in time for summer!” Claire narrated. “I figured you’d look best with a tapered, layered look. And since you enjoyed curling your hair that one time, it’ll look so much cuter with this base cut.”

I couldn’t stop playing with it while staring at myself in the mirror. I felt like a gorgeous, feminine  person. It was different enough with the new highlight color and new style, but by keeping the length long, I still felt like myself.

And wow did I get a really great reaction at work the next day. Of course, there were people somewhat in the camp of Brendan who were confused or maybe even concerned by sudden change in expression, but the support of the majority of female coworkers was enough to power me through my daily tasks and meetings.

Wednesday evening I was taken to a nail salon — my third type of salon in just one week — to get a manicure and pedicure. My ‘date’ this time was this girl Sonya, who I got to know even better as we relaxed and had our hands and feet pampered. By the end of the appointment, I had smooth hands and feet with glossy red nail polish painted on my fingers and toes — matching Sonya, of course. She even took a picture to commemorate.

After another positive day of work on Thursday that included even more compliments on my newly painted nails, I was instructed by Jill to put everything together that I’d learned for a night out at The Palmer House, a fancy hotel in downtown Chicago.

Of course, I knew there was no real pressure, but I still felt nervous to be making all of these decisions on my own for the first time. Each step of the way I’d had a friend to help me, but tonight… well, however I looked tonight would be completely my own doing.

I started by applying the little bit of makeup I’d picked on over the past week — nothing more than what Jill did for me before the brunch. Mascara, some concealer, and a pretty red lipstick to match my nails. Maybe my theme for tonight can be ‘Red All Over’?

Hair-wise, I attempted some loose waves using a curler that Jill had dropped off at my apartment the other day. What I most adored from wearing the babydoll dress to brunch was the feeling of my long, wavy hair cascading down my back. So naturally, that led me to choosing a backless dress. Having only Hannah’s old clothes to choose from, my options were limited. But I kept so much of her stuff that I impressively found just the look. It was a backless red midi dress that went down to just above my knees and hugged my body. It fit my newly feminine physique like a glove, and combined with each other girly change I’d made to my body, I looked almost 100% woman.

I never felt more like ‘Charlotte’ than I did right now. And holy shit did I like that feeling. After slipping on some open-toed 4-inch black stiletto heels, my jaw dropped at my own appearance. After a spritz from my newest bottle of perfume, I was ready to call an Uber and meet up with the ladies for what hopefully wasn’t our last unforgettable night.

◆◆◆

My wonderful evening of beautiful music, delicious cocktails, and gorgeous dresses had to come to an end at some point, only to set back into some version of working life reality the next day. This had been a shockingly positive work week, even in light of my feuding with Brendan. But today felt different. Something… big… was about to happen.

My instincts were proven correct when my focused work on a spreadsheet was interrupted by a tap on my shoulder. It was Oliver.

“Charlie,” Oliver said with a quaint smile. “Can I speak with you?”

I swiveled around in my chair and stood up promptly. I was a little bit nervous that he would comment about something I was wearing — especially since he hadn’t said anything regarding my rapidly changing appearance so far. Nevertheless, I followed him down the hall to his office.

“This… this isn’t about my outfit, is it?” I told him, taking a seat in his beautiful corner office. I had to remind myself that Oliver was two steps on the ladder ahead of me, not one. This man had been grinding for years to get to Department Head, and his office definitely reflected that.

“Uh, no… we just want a little chat,” he said while gesturing to the door. Perfectly on cue, Noelle was walking in… followed by Brendan.

I nervously shifted in my seat, feeling defensive for the first time all week. I’d avoided any conversation with Brendan since he chewed me out, and I had no idea what this meeting was about. By the look on his face, neither did he.

“Sit, sit!” Oliver directed Brendan, who reluctantly planted his butt in the chair next to mine. Noelle sat in a chair off the side of Oliver’s massive desk.

“Can I ask what’s going on?” Brendan said, breaking the brief silence and trying to gain control of the situation. “Is this about the promotion?”

Oliver looked over at Noelle, who nodded with him. “Yes,” he said. “I apologize for everything being up in the air for so long. We didn’t want to make a final decision about interviews, and candidates, and everything else until Noelle was secure in her landing spot. That was the promise I made her and the promise I’m keeping.”

“Where’d you end up?” I chimed in.

“I’m starting my own firm,” Noelle began, but placed her hand next to Oliver’s. “But not to compete with Attention or any of its clients. Not everything is finished, but… I just needed something smaller.”

“And we respect her for that,” Oliver said. “But that brings us to her replacement. Who’s iit gonna be??” he waved his arms goofily like a magician, capping it off with a little laugh. “Well, we’ve had a lot of discussions over this, since nobody knows the job better than Noelle and her opinion is invaluable.”

Oliver shifted in his seat, addressing Brendan. “Brendan, you’re the rock star of this department — the freakin’ lead singer! You’re charismatic, know the department, and always make the right moves.”

Brendan smiled as Noelle chimed in. “You’ve been killing it, Brendan. but in the last few weeks, we came up with a better idea.”

What? For the first time since we sat down, Brendan and I looked directly at each other.

Oliver clasped his hands politely. “Noelle and I believe that there are traits of masculinity and traits of femininity that complement each other in the workplace. And simply put, you’re missing the latter, Brendan.”

That’s when Noelle turned to me and cracked a smile. “But Charlie has those traits,” she said. “So we want you to work as a Management team!”


Chapter Twenty-Three

The Promotion

Oliver had a huge grin on his face as Noelle elaborated. “Charlie, you’ve always been one of our best workers too, so our thought was, ‘Hey, let’s put these two together!’

Was Noelle… Messing with me? I sure didn’t seem like it, considering how earnest her face was. And Oliver definitely wasn’t either. He’s a jokester, but not like this.

For once, I felt like I wasn’t the only one frozen and speechless. Brendan and I didn’t have a lot in common, but the surprise on our faces was identical.

My mind didn’t seem to be working right. “I… uh…”

Oliver grimaced and leaned over to Noelle. “Not the, uh… warm reception we were looking for, huh?”

“I’m sure we can figure some—” I finally attempted to break our silence but was cut off by Brendan's verbal eruption.

Brendan shot out of his seat, furious. “Are you guys serious right now? Co-managers aren’t a thing.”

“Umm… well, that’s up to us, Brendan,” Oliver said, uncomfortably reacting to his sudden outburst. “And that’s what we feel is best.”

Noelle hopped in to support her colleague. “It’s all about a masculine-feminine balance in the office. Do you need us to explain further?”

But Brendan had no interest in that. His mind was again in does-not-compute mode. “Explain? Explain what? That because Charlie started wearing girly shit, that means he gets a free fucking promotion?”

All three of us were astonished by his tone. Noelle stood up to match him. “Brendan, no. It goes well beyond that. Charlie’s always had that type of energy. Plus, I’ve been saying for a while that this office requires at least some feminine energy at the helm. There are plenty of qualified women too… but the two of you always had such a stellar dynamic.”

Brendan was huffing and puffing, his head spinning a million miles a second. But then, something clicked for him. Deviously, he looked down at me.

“That’s what this has all been about… You’ve been manipulating Noelle, haven’t you? You knew she wanted a woman to take her spot so you thought ‘hey, let me dress up like a sissy and schmooze her — she’ll have to promote me!’”

None of us could believe how uncivil Brendan was being. I felt scared. He’s been mean before, but never this scary.

“That’s… that’s not true, Brendan…” I whimpered. “This is the real me.”

He practically spat at me. “Bull-fucking-shit, Charlie. You’re an opportunist and a fucking cheater.”

Brendan’s face was a deep red with veins popping out of his neck like a roid-raging gym bro. He stared aggressively at Oliver. “Promote me or don’t… but I’m not sharing a title I EARNED with this… freak!”

Brendan stormed out of the office, slamming the door behind him and leaving the three of us in a most uncomfortable silence. For about 20 seconds, nobody said a thing.

Oliver was still staring at the door with stern, furrowed brows. “I’m sorry you had to hear that, Charlie,” he didn’t even look over at me. “Noelle, please make sure Charlie can safely leave the building. Have someone gather his things and bring them down to the lobby. Charlie, you’re excused for the day.”

I stood up and swiftly followed Noelle out of Oliver’s office and down the hallway to a back staircase.

What. Just. Happened?

I like to think that I’d thickened my skin considerably over the last few months, and particularly the last few weeks. But something like that — an aggressive, one-way screaming match — would dig into anyone’s skin.

As promised, I was escorted out of the building once a colleague was able to retrieve my things. While I wasn’t given updates, I can assume Brendan was escorted out as well.

Noelle gave me a warm, gentle hug. “I’m so sorry you had to go through that — and just for being you.”

I nodded, still a little shaken. “It’s all kind of new to me. But yes, thank you for saying something.”

Noelle scratched her head. “It’s probably the last thing on your mind… but we’re tabling the promotion discussion for now. I think we all need a moment to let things settle down.”

No arguments there. It was 12 o’clock on a Friday, and I was getting sent home. Nothing about this was typical. The train ride home felt like an uncomfortable limbo.

◆◆◆

By the time I returned to my apartment, I’d received a text with what I assumed would be my final assignment of Charlotte Week.

But it wasn’t from Jill. It was from Troy.

‘Hey! I heard a little something from Jill about ‘Charlotte Week’? First off, that’s a really pretty name and I love it for you. Second, I want to celebrate the last day of your week at a BBQ at my parent’s home in Evanston. Jill, Victor, Me, and You. You down?’

I couldn’t help but crack a little smile reading that text, despite all the crazy shit I just went through. But the warmth I’d felt this entire week from kind gestures like that wasn’t hitting the same right now. I’d literally just gone through so much — a near-promotion, followed by getting chewed publicly for being a freak, then suddenly being sent home for my own wellbeing? I felt crushed from the pressure.

Here’s the thing — unlike last time with Brendan’s cruel words that sent me spiraling for two weeks, I knew I was in the right. This was just another attempt to knock me down.

I wanted to revert to my mental state of a week ago, curling up in a ball to cry. And sure, it’d be easier to keep replaying that office scene in my head, getting screamed at for acting effeminately, and accused of being promoted because of it. But I already did that. How can I ever grow into my new self if I rinse and repeat my wallowing in sorrow? I simply can’t.

It took a full 30 minutes to muster up the courage to respond to his text, but I finally did.

‘Hey you :)’ I typed out. ‘Sounds like a lovely end to Charlotte Week. It’s been too long since I’ve seen you.’

◆◆◆

Much of the afternoon was spent reassuring myself that everything was going to be okay. Last time, I kept things bottled up, but this time around I forced myself to call Jill to talk things through. She understood my anxiety, but respected my bravery. And even though a conversation didn’t cure my issues, it felt healthy and important to discuss them.

Each step along the way I changed up what I did. Instead of reverting back to boy clothes, I leaned into my girl ones. I put on makeup, I did my hair, and I picked out a cute yellow sundress to wear to the BBQ tonight. It was more important to confidently be Charlotte now than ever.

Jill and Victor offered me a ride up to Troy’s family home around 6 o’clock. It was nice to see the two of them were going strong. In fact, they couldn’t get enough of each other! Victor and Jill were both very touchy people, and even if it was a little too much PDA, I felt happy they were comfortable being affectionate.

Troy’s family home was in the suburb of Evanston, which is the first suburb north of Chicago. The entire block had towering mansions with old-style architecture and pristine landscaping. Part of me wondered why Troy would ever want to leave the glitzy life for a gig in the affordable housing sector, especially having to travel as much as he did.

Based on the multitude of cars parked on the street, I could tell this party was a big deal. I texted Troy when we arrived and he met us out front.

He scampered out, White Claw in hand, a tight, bright t-shirt on that showed off his muscles, and preppy shorts. But when he looked at me, he nearly lost his mind.

“Oh my GOD,” he bellowed, inadvertently ignoring Victor and Jill in favor of me. “Charlotte… you look beautiful.”

He made me blush so much that I’m certain it showed through my makeup. “Well, it’s Day Seven –I had to go all out!”

We stood outside chatting for a little bit before heading to the backyard, but I think Troy had serious difficulty focusing because he kept stealing glances at my dress, my hair, and repeatedly interrupted himself to compliment the slew of feminine changes I made.

The backyard was a total zoo. It was the biggest suburban backyard I’d ever seen. Caterers were set up under tents, serving every type of BBQ dish. Children zigzagged around the front part of the yard, screaming and playing games, while the further back area was reserved for adults. Two hired bartenders were busily fixing up drinks and tossing drink cans to a never-ending line of adults. It was chaos – but controlled, wholesome chaos.

“This is really impressive,” I told Troy, gazing out at the joyful Evanstonians of all ages.

He humbly shrugged, “It’s 100% my parents. They do it every year. The whole town really digs it.” Troy then leaned in and whispered. “But I think they really just like the attention.”

The four of us sat down to eat, while we shared stories from our week. Though I’d texted Troy on and off, we hadn’t seen each other in person since the date — part due to his travel, part due to my breakdown.

I honestly can’t describe the comfort I felt talking to Troy. Did my, uh, urges bubble up around him? Maybe a bit… Okay definitely. But more so, I was living for our kind, in depth conversations. Something about us just… well, clicked! And that fact became clearer and clearer throughout the night.

The more I felt comfortable and connected, the deeper, and more personal our topics. On our last date, I desperately avoided any conversation about my gender identity or sexuality. But tonight, I was openly discussing the wonderful experiences I’ve been having as Charlotte. Not that every day would be a new, girly night out with friends, but never as a boy would I have had salon treatments or worn frilly things.

But beyond our personal identities, we talked about life philosophies, friendships, and our careers.

Careers… hmm. It’s so crazy. Of all topics, that was the one I had the hardest time discussing. I’d essentially given up on the promotion at Attention — partly because I thought Brendan had it in the bag, but also because I was still unsure if it’s even where I wanted to spend my career.

After some time beating around the bush, I finally brought it up to Troy — giving him the full story of Brendan’s verbal abuse, of course.

Upon mentioning the trauma, he immediately lunged over for a warm, consoling hug. “Charlotte… I’m so sorry you went through that.”

“Heh, well it was Charlie at the time… Shit, can you imagine if I demanded to be called Charlotte at the office?”

I chuckled at the premise, but Troy did not. “I don’t think that’d be bad. In fact, I think it’d be a beautiful thing.”

“Well, I mean… sure. Once things settle down.”

My tone was quickly morphing from jubilant to mellow, and Troy sensed this. He’d already scooted over to my side of the bench, but put his arm around me.

I started to tear up. “I’m sorry, I dunno why I’m crying…” I was struggling to get the words out through my sniffles. “I thought being Charlotte would fix everything. Why do I still feel like shit?”

Troy tenderly rubbed my back. He glanced around at the party. It’d gotten darker, and they were planning on fireworks soon. “Come inside with me, okay? I wanna show you something.”


Chapter Twenty-Four

Little by Little

The sky was nearly dark as Troy grabbed my hand and led me past the frolicking children and scattered adults toward his parents’ mansion. I made eye contact with Jill, who was in another conversation circle with Victor and a few others. She gave me the ‘are you okay?’ look, and I nodded. Not that I had any idea where we were going.

The kitchen and rooms with access to the backyard were filled with caterers and other staff, busily preparing the dessert that was about to be served. Troy led me straight past them and up the stairs. Three flights and two hallways later, we’d arrived at a bedroom. I held back for a second.

Still sniffling, I shot him a coy smirk. “I hope you’re not trying anything, Troy. I’m not in the mood.”

He shook his head sweetly. “Nothing at all,” he clarified.

The place he’d led us looked like a child’s bedroom — a boy’s specifically. The walls were painted blue, posters of athletes and bands hung on the wall. It was typical.

“Where it all began!” Troy announced, taking a seat on the full bed, neatly made with a tan comforter, which he felt. “It used to have Buzz Lightyear, but my Mom tossed it out. It was pretty dope.”

I giggled. I was never an overly boyish boy, so my childhood room looked nothing like his, but the sense of memory lane felt the same. “So why are we here?”

Troy got up from the bed and reached under his bed. He pulled out a locked wooden chest. Flipping over the chest, there was a key taped to the bottom.

“That’s some real security,” I joked. He smiled.

Troy unlocked the box and pulled out some magazines, laying them out on the bed. “I know this is weird. But these… These were what helped me discover I was Pansexual.”

Strewn out on the bed were copies of Playboy, Penthouse, and a few others with naked ladies on top. But he also had copies of Freshmen and Blueboy, among many others I’d never heard of with shirtless men on the cover.

I sat down on his bed, smoothing out my yellow dress beneath me. “Jeez… they don’t even print a lot of these any more.”

Troy shook his head. “Nope. But I don’t need ‘em anymore. They’ve done their due.”

Objectively, it was a little odd that he was showing me porny magazines from his teenage years, and I think he sensed that. I still found the gesture – and his embarrassment – cute, though.

“Obviously what I mean is they helped me figure out something crucial about me. It took years of me looking at these things — often not even sexually — to figure out who the fuck I even was. Years!”

Troy grabbed my hand and gave it a gentle, compassionate squeeze. “My point being, these things take time. Hell, the fact that you figured out so much about yourself in a week is incredible! And you’re out here living your life! I mean, holy shit!”

I couldn’t help but chuckle at his enthusiasm. He really was impressed by me, even if what I did didn’t feel impressive.

“I like to look at things a particular way. There’s two parts to every person: Who you are, and what you do. We’re both pretty solid on the former.”

“And you’re solid on the latter, too. Aren’t you set on what you want to do?”

He shrugged. “Maybe. I’m certainly headed in the right direction…” He held up a copy of Blue Boy — the cover of which had an aggressively early-2000s twenty-something on it. “The point is, it took years for these magazines to help me figure myself out. It might take years to know what I want to do in life too.”

He touched my cheek, sweetly. “So don’t stress, ‘kay? It’s all just… little by little.”

I let his warm, manly hand brush my soft cheek for a few moments.

This… this is how a man should act. Wise and forward thinking, kind and sensitive… Brendan was merely a child compared to Troy. Troy doesn’t lash out irrationally because he doesn’t understand something about himself or another person. He thinks it through and recognizes that these things take time.

I scooted onto the bed and laid my head down on his lap. “I want to be Charlotte for more than seven days.”

He ran his hands through my soft, curled hair. “Be whoever you want to be.”

Both of us sat silently in his childhood bedroom, the only noise was the muffled sound of chatter from the backyard.

Troy kept running his hands through my hair as I moved my long feminine fingers toward his exposed knee. A quiet moment with Troy was what I’d wanted desperately ever since I touched myself while thinking of him. But that intense libido wasn’t coming through tonight. What I really wanted was to be held.

“I’d… I’d like to stay over with you tonight,” I said to him earnestly, staring up into his eyes. “I just… I feel really safe in your arms. Is that weird to say?”

He chuckled. “Not at all. It’ll be like growing up all over again, sneaking a girl into the house.”

‘A girl’… hmm. I kind of loved the sound of that. I sat up from his lap, put my hand on his chest and kissed him. Deeply. He happily obliged, placing one hand on my waist and the other behind my head, caressing my soft hair.

“I like when you do that,” I whispered to him softly between kisses, cracking a smile.

Troy kissed my forehead. “Then I’ll do more of it tonight.”

The rest of the evening felt like a dream. After kissing for a while, we went back outside to join the rest for fireworks. It was a different kind of romantic, sitting on the grass next to a caring and very handsome man. A man who wasn’t ashamed to be seen with me, and would unapologetically plant a kiss on my forehead or give me a gentle arm squeeze.

Jill, of course, was over the moon when I told her I’d be staying over and finding my own way home. She offered to pick me up in the morning, but I felt so comfortable with Troy, that I figured I may be sticking around for the day.

Many friends from out of town were already using Troy’s family home as a place to crash, so it wasn’t that strange for me to do the same. Not that Troy treated it as such. While he didn’t indicate that we were sharing a bed, he confidently introduced me to his parents as ‘my friend Charlotte who’s staying over’. And then, the night…

I didn’t pack pajamas, obviously, but I couldn’t sleep in my dress either. I borrowed an old t-shirt of Troy’s. None of his shorts really fit me, but the shirt was long enough to cover up the panties I wore to bed. He kept offering to sleep on the floor, but I wanted him in the bed with me. I yearned for his warmth while I drifted off to sleep.

And that’s exactly what I got, though it was actually adorable how respectful he was. Each time he inched closer to me he asked for permission, all the way until he was spooning me from behind — which is how we both laid until we drifted off to sleep.

◆◆◆

I woke up around 9 in the morning — at ease but also in a slight bit of disbelief. I mean, holy shit, I really leaned into it last night. I presented as Charlotte the entire evening, up to and including falling asleep with Troy. I let a man cuddle and spoon me all night… and I was in heaven.

I could still smell Troy’s cologne, so I turned over and pulled him closer. My petite body holding him felt like a koala gripping a tree. He was just starting to wake up, so I planted a delicate kiss on his neck. Without opening his eyes, he smiled.

“Mmm… good morning, Charlotte,” he said, then quickly opened his eyes. “Wait… it’s the eighth day. Can I still…”

“Yes,” I sweetly answered, kissing him on the nose. “I’d still like to be Charlotte today.”

“I love that,” he said, returning a nose kiss. God, could he be any more validating? I simply can’t express the sheer feminine euphoria I’m experiencing being in bed with a deeply considerate, extremely attractive man.

I wanted to keep kissing him. I wanted him to grab me and hold me and make me feel even more like a woman.But the second I leaned in for more, I heard my phone going off. Who the hell was calling me on a Saturday morning?

It wasn’t spam, it wasn’t Jill, and it wasn’t anyone else I could ignore. It was a call from Oliver.


Chapter Twenty-Five

Charlotte's Big Decision

“Shit!” I yelled out. “It’s my boss. Well, my boss’s boss.”

Troy looked confused, still waking up to some degree. “What? The one who let you leave?”

“Yeah, uh…” I panicked. This was the last person I wanted to talk to right now. Well, maybe that’s not true. But nobody wants a work call interrupting a nearly intimate moment.

“Oliver, hi!” I answered, audibly a little nervous.

“Hey, Charlie, so sorry to be bothering you on a weekend. And especially this early. I hope you don’t mind.“

Of course I did mind, but this wasn’t a regular occurence. “Not at all. What’s up?”

Oliver took a deep breath over the phone. “So listen, the last 24 hours have been pretty crazy around here. And I’m sorry I didn’t reach out sooner. I can’t imagine you had a good day.”

He’s not wrong about the Brendan part, but I turned around and looked at the sexy man in the bed beside me. “Ups and downs, I suppose.”

“Phew! Thank you for having a positive spin on things. I wanted to let you know that after another private conversation with Brendan later that afternoon, I’ve decided to terminate him. Effective… Well, yesterday.”

No. WAY. “Wow! That’s uh…”

“It’s the right thing to do,” Oliver finished my thought. “You know, it was an easy decision at the moment, but Noelle and I have been kicking ourselves wondering how we didn’t see this side of him for so long.”

That was something I’d wondered about myself too. Brendan was never a warm, bubbly guy, but he had good moments. It’s a shame that simply being myself had to simultaneously release this bigoted, rage-aholic from inside him.

“You know, I’m sure he’ll bounce back. He’s… he’s not all bad,” I said.

“Ah, you see? This is why we offered you the promotion. Your ability to forgive and forget and always see the good in people? You take chances in life and they freaking pay off for you, Charlie. I respect that so much.”

A smile grew on my face listening to him go on about my good qualities.

“Which is why, of course, I’m calling you today. I want to offer you the Manager position. Solo. Just you.”

“You… you what?” This couldn’t be happening.

“Mmhmm,” Oliver replied confidently. “I’ve just been thinking it over, and I see you as the next leader on the floor. Noelle had a spectacular 15 year run, and I see you doing the same.”

A fifteen year run, huh… I looked over at Troy, who couldn’t hear what was being said on the other end, but looked very intrigued.

If you told me a few months ago that I’d be getting this exact offer, it would have been the easiest yes in the world. I mean, this was my way out! No more menial tasks falling down the ladder to me. No more crappy pay. No more shared office space.

But so much of that feeling was because I felt suffocated — no, not from the office, but from a deep-seated inability to branch out and try new things. That formerly immature Charlie would’ve looked at a promotion and seen it as the one and only solution. But things are different now.

“Can I tell you something, Oliver? A few months ago the company made a mistake. They spent my entire wellness check on company credit at a tiny, irrelevant women’s gym.”

“I… I remember. That was a huge mistake, but our policies just didn’t—“

“No,” I cut him off. “It ended up being the best mistake of my life. Because through that, I learned a hell of a lot about myself.”

It was evident that Oliver had no idea where I was going with this. “Oh, uh, well, good! I guess I’m glad!”

“So am I.” I looked over at Troy, who was shirtless in bed and still trying to deduce what was going on. “There’s this, uh… really special friend of mine who put it well. There’s two parts to every person: Who you are, and What you do.”

Troy looked flattered as I quoted him, but deeply confused by the context.

“And I’m gonna be honest, Oliver. I think joining that women’s gym helped me discover both.”

Oliver stayed silent on the phone for a while— not upset at all, but still processing my monologue. “So you’re not going to accept the job?”

“No. I don’t think I can.”

“Hmm…” Oliver muttered. Again, he didn’t say anything for a beat, probably deciding which hat he should be wearing right now: his administrator hat or his mentor hat. “It’s hard to argue with self-realization. Good for you, Charlie! Uh, if I may ask… what do you have in mind?”

“I think I’d like to work with smaller businesses. Those big clients we have… Eh! They have enough people helping ‘em.”

Out of nowhere, Oliver started chuckling. And chuckling, and chuckling…

“Uh, what’s funny?”

“You know, that’s almost exactly what Noelle told me when she wanted to go! You two would make quite the pair at a new firm. Ever thought about sticking around with her?”

I honestly hadn’t. I mean, I always enjoyed my work with Noelle when she wasn’t actively drained from her duties. And she was one of the most supportive when I started dressing differently.

“I’m speaking to her later today. I’ll float this all by her. I can’t guarantee anything, of course… but I bet she’ll be thrilled.”

I was brimming with excitement. “That’s great to hear! But… let me pitch this idea to her myself. I feel like I already have a few things in mind.”

Oliver accepted. “As you wish! Talk soon.”

“Oh, and one more thing,” I said, before hanging up. “You can tell her she’ll be getting a call from Charlotte.”


Chapter Twenty-Six

Five Months Later

“Charlotte, come here!” Noelle yelled for me from down the hall.

I hit the mute button on my cell phone and yelled back to her. “Yes, yes! Wrapping one thing up!” I unmuted. “It’s as noisy as it is busy around here. But sorry, Jill, are you still coming by?”

“After I’m done with my article, okay?” she sounded just as frantic on the phone too. “Look at us… a couple of busy bees.”

I rolled my eyes at how unfortunately true it was. “See you soon.”

To put it simply, things have been… Well, great! So busy… but great.

It feels like so long ago – nearly five months, in fact – but about a week after rejecting Oliver’s offer, I left Attention for good. The reason, of course, was that Noelle immediately and ecstatically offered to bring me along for her newest venture: Jumpstart Marketing, a firm dedicated to the growth of up-and-coming small businesses. Both of us were on our own — thankfully with no bridges burned at Attention.

Over the last five months, we’ve been working our butts off to build a company and establish a culture. Granted, there are only three people in the whole company (the two of us plus an administrative assistant), and we’re not swimming in clients yet, but after working remotely for months, today we finally moved into a tiny office in the Rogers Park neighborhood of Chicago.

We’ve had ups and boy have we had downs, but the freedom to essentially be my own boss and forge my own path is worth every bit of trouble. In fact, I even brought in our first client: Iron Athena.

That’s right! Who would’ve guessed that I’d be on the phone with Monica during the day discussing business, then showing up in person to that very same gym in the evenings and on weekends for class. She can be a little exhausting at times… but I’ve learned to love her even more.

I hurriedly sent off an email from my barren desk and then jogged down the hall to Noelle. I had to step around unpacked boxes just to get to her desk. She hadn’t made much more progress than me.

Noelle waved me closer. “Here. On my computer.” She had an article pulled up.

“The Chicago Tribune… What’s this?”

She smacked her forehead. “Read the headline.”

I leaned in and read the words aloud. “‘Community Spotlight: Meet Monica, the Genius Behind Women’s Gym Iron Athena’… hey look at that!”

“Little by little! I told you my contact at the Trib was gonna pay off. So nice to not be badgering him about some giant company’s new ‘groundbreaking initiative’ that nobody gives a shit about.”

“Hey!” I jokingly snapped. “We stay positive about our past employers around here!”

Noelle rolled her eyes. “Charlotte, Charlotte… always the goody two-shoes. Cute dress by the way.”

I swung the skirt of my little purple A-Line dress. “Thanks, I think so too.” I did a little curtsy for her before weaving around her unpacked boxes back to my office.

I should probably mention that I’m going by Charlotte full time by now… to the surprise of nobody. I remember right after that seven day experiment ended, I showed up to Iron Athena  in a brand new pink sports bra and leggings, declaring that I was indefinitely Charlotte — much to the celebration of the ladies. I haven’t looked back since.

Granted, the months haven’t been as carefree and euphoric as that wonderful week was — not even close. Turns out, there are a lot of ‘Brendans’ in the world, who just want to hate me for being me. And honestly, I’m fortunate enough to dodge a lot of that hate, passing fairly well as a young, feminine woman. But still, I work out a lot of my struggles with my new therapist. She’s a transgender woman herself, and our weekly sessions do wonders for my mental wellbeing.

I was an unorganized but productive mess for the next hour while waiting for Jill. Unpacking boxes, setting up my office trinkets, and playing whack-a-mole with my inbox as emails rolled in from current and prospective clients. As stressful as it was, I looked at each opportunity as a chance to help someone market their dream.

“Wow… look at this place!” I heard the swing open and Jill’s heavy footsteps from down the hall.

“In here!” I shouted out. Jill stepped inside, somewhat grimacing at my mess. “It’s not finished yet.”

“No… it’s cute…” she said through gritted teeth.

I pulled out my phone and checked the time. “Shit… and it’s already dark out. I hate the winter.”

“Then leave Chicago,” Jill shrugged. “Move to Mississippi with my parents.”

I rolled my eyes. As all Chicagoans do, we complain but we love it here.

I grabbed my gym bag from the corner, my coat from the hanger, and shouted out to Noelle. “Heading out! See you tomorrow, ‘kay?”

“Bye!” Then a crash, followed by a silent beat. “I’m okay!”

◆◆◆

“I promise I won’t be mooching off you for rides much longer,” I turned to Jill in the car. “And sorry we’re a little late.”

“I’m always happy to help. I just don’t want to steal away any Charlotte time from your precious booooyfriend.”

Oh yeah… I’ve been dating Troy ever since too. He travels a lot, but when he’s in town we make every moment count. He’s still the sweetest, most supportive, and objectively sexiest man in the world… Okay, maybe that last part is subjective. But I pinch myself every day that I get to be with him.

…And those, uh, urges I’ve had for him? Turns out he had them for me too. And I’ve had a lot of fun with him in that department as well. Trust me.

Jill parked the car on the street, just a few spots down from the gleaming metallic pink Iron Athena sign.

“I gotta rush in. Go get changed fast so you get a spot up front!” Jill said, sprinting ahead of me.

She wasn’t kidding. Ever since we took Iron Athena on as a client, business has boomed. Monica’s even started floating the idea of turning half of the Equipment Zone into a ‘Studio B’ to combat the rise in popularity of classes. None of it fazed Jill though, who thrives on the energy of a packed gym.

The night air was cold as I stood beneath the Iron Athena sign. I know it’s frigid, and I know I need to change fast to a good spot in class… but sometimes I just love looking at this sign.  For a while, I wasn’t sure why that was the case, but I recently figured it out.

The pink metallic logo sums me perfectly: I love being bright and girly on the outside — it’s become my aesthetic. But my tough, iron interior keeps me sturdy, tough, and ready to face any challenge that comes my way.

It really is the best of both worlds, and the ladies here genuinely live and breathe that concept. I gave one last look at the logo and walked into the gym to join all of my friends, new and old, for the workout and community that keeps me going.


THE END
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A Girl for Halloween: A Slow and Sweet Gender Realization Story

After finding part-time work at the local Halloween Costume store,  Jason quickly learns the rule that employees must wear costumes while on the job,  allowing him to explore his feminine side for the first time in his life.  How far will he go?
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