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A LITTLE TOO CLEVER

Everything stopped. From the corner of my eye, I saw a blur. The first thing I

heard was the loud, ear-shattering clang of the sheet metal. It sounded like a
trash can struck with a baseball bat. What it turned out to be was my ex-
girlfriend.

She had been thrown against the lockers that lined the hallways at my school,
with the back of her head hitting first. Ashleigh then fell to the ground like a
sack of dirt. I scanned the crowd, refocusing my sight to see what had precipi-
tated this. I already had a good idea, and I was not wrong. It was Josh Farmer.
He had a mean look on his sweaty, flushed face and turned to leave.

“You asshole!” Ashleigh cried from the ground.

That’s all I needed to see. Josh had slammed Ashleigh into the lockers for
some reason, and his football physique had used every ounce of his animal
strength to do it. There was even a dent left in the locker she had been thrown
into. At that moment, I was convinced he had just broken a shoulder or some-
thing worse.

Then, for some stupid reason, I got in Josh’s way. Maybe it was instinct — at
least I hope it was, because I'd hate to think I rationally decided to go up
against the school’s human equivalent of the Incredible Hulk. Standing where
I was, I made it so he was going to have to go through me to get away with
this.

Which is exactly what he did, as he threw me — with one arm — back into the
assembled crowd. Now back then, I wasn’t much of a wimp, as I played bas-
ketball and I was also on the wrestling team. But compared to Josh, I was just
a leaf blowing in the wind.

And as I found my feet again, Josh turned around and had a second go at Ash-
leigh. He had barged back through the crowd and flipped her the bird.
“You're fuckin’ crazy if you think I'm fuckin’ gonna do what you fuckin’ tell me
to do!” He yelled. And with that bit of wisdom imparted, he left the hallway.
That was when I saw the streak of blood coming across Ashleigh’s forehead.
That made me more angry than I've ever been in my life. Maybe anger is the
wrong word. It was anger, fury, sickness and fear all at the same time. Josh
hadn’t just hurt her, he had damaged her. He had made my Ashleigh bleed. I
would have said and done anything to get back at Josh, and that’s how this all
started. It was my anger that did this to me.

The first thing I did was to keep Ashleigh from getting up. She obviously had
been hurt pretty badly, and the bleeding was starting to get ugly. I yelled at
some other guys to go get the school nurse, and they scrambled off. Mean-
while, I stripped off my sweatshirt and bundled it up to apply to her forehead.
Ashleigh and T had gone out for almost two years, from when I was a fresh-
man until the end of my sophomore year. We really were good together, and
we liked each other a lot. And I'm not talking in terms of sex or anything. We
just liked to spend time holding hands, going places and doing things. So after
two years of non-stop togetherness, Ash kinda got burnt out with me. Techni-
cally, I had broken up with her, but that was only because I knew she was
starting to see Josh. I didn’t want to have to wait for someone else figure it out
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and make a big deal about it. I had already known she was drifting away from
me anyway. And yeah, despite all that, I still loved her.

“Lemme up,” Ashleigh said, trying to get a foot under her. I just held her
down and kept her from moving. She was hurt.

“Just wait for the nurse.” I told her. And when she looked into my eyes to see
if I was serious, that bond of trust we had between us flickered to life again for
a brief moment. She stayed put, completely putting herself in my hands. I
missed her so bad.

It wasn’t more than a minute before the nurse showed up, bringing with her a
few teachers and the vice principal. I was pushed aside as the hallway was
cleared, and sent on my way to class. I don’t remember much else about that
day. I don’t know how I made it through classes with all that rage flowing
through me.

N%’N
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I do remember sitting in my Calculus class and watching out the window as
an ambulance pulled up to the side of the school. I wanted to bolt from the
room and run outside, to be there. But I just had to wait, and keep my seat.

Revenge fantasies consumed me. I wanted to tear Josh to shreds. I stewed in
my own feverish dreams of annihilating him. Burning him. Shooting him.
Skewering him. Running him down in a car. Any way to kill him in the most
gruesome, painful, public way I could imagine.

When the bell rang, I went straight home, blowing off my friends. I was really
far too wound up to be social. I wanted to lock myself in my room and just
work things out on my own.

“Hey, freak!” My sister, Bailee, yelled at me when I stepped in the door. She
was nibbling on a mint chocolate chip cookie, her favorite. “Mom wants you to
clean up your room!” I didn’t much like my sister. She was a year younger than
me and always took every chance she could to make sure I was kept miserable.
“And your old loser girlfriend called.” She added.

I was a little shocked. Ashleigh had told me explicitly to stay out of her life.
But maybe something had changed. Maybe she had come to her senses when
I was there for her. I ran right up to my room and grabbed the phone.
“Ashleigh?” I said when she picked up. “Are you okay?”

“Can you come over, Wyatt?” She said.

I don’t remember if it took me more than a few seconds to run halfway across
town to get to her place. What I do remember was that by the time I had got-
ten there, Ashleigh’s parents didn’t want me inside. They didn’t want anyone
to talk to her, and thought I was part of the problem — what with me being a
guy and all. I begged and pleaded, but there was no convincing them. I just
had to leave.

“How’s your old girlfriend? Still fa¢t?” Bailee said, as I returned to my house.
She had no idea just how far her snobbery was pushing me. I just wanted to
throw my fist right through her perfect face.

I just went back up to my room, fighting the impulses running through me,
the ones that were begging me to release that anger on anyone and everyone.

N'@"(\J

After a minute, the phone rang and I grabbed it halfway through the first
ring.

“Ash?” I said.

“Sorry, Wyatt. My parents are on the warpath.” Ashleigh said, apologizing to
me. I felt like an ass for even feeling like she needed to be sorry for me. Not
Now.

“Whatever. I don't care. Are you okay?”

“I'll be okay.” She said. “There wasn’t anything serious to worry about. I had a
few stitches in my scalp. Nothing big.”

“Stitches!?” I screamed into the phone. “That fuckin® prick!” I was gritting my
teeth so hard, my molars could have cracked in half.

“Listen, I need to talk to you. I'll be back at school tomorrow. Can we meet
up?”

I was there a half hour early. The grass was still wet as I waited behind the old
boiler room for her to arrive. When Ashleigh finally got there, she looked bet-
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ter than I expected. She looked perfectly normal, except for the addition of a

baseball cap on her head.
“Stitches.” She said, pointing to the hat. “They had to cut some of the hair
away.”

“You're okay, though, right?” I asked.

She made a good show of putting on a smile, but she really couldn’t fool me. I
knew it had hurt her, down deep inside. “I'm fine,” she claimed.

“Is there anything I can do?” I said. It struck me funny that I was sounding so
mature about the whole thing. I didn’t feel very mature. I just wanted to go hit
someone.

“T was hoping you could help me.”

“Anything, you know that.”

“I... T want to get back at Josh.” She said. “He...”

“What do you want me to do.” I said, not even waiting for the explanation.
“I'll do anything to get him.”

“Well...” Ashleigh had a look of fear on her face. “I have an idea. I thought
that maybe you... If you really want to help... I mean, if you're as angry as I
am...” She was starting to blubber. She was definitely a little unstable, emo-
tionally. “Remember when... I was just hoping that you... Since you live with
her and all... I mean it’s kinda weird...”

“Take a breath.” I said, holding he by the shoulders. “T'll do everything I can.
Just tell me what you want to do.”

She regained her composure and brushed her hair back behind her ears.
“Okay. Sorry.” She then took a moment to think out what she was going to say.
“The reason Josh and I were having a fight. I know he’s been going out behind
my back. He’s been seeing girls. I've known that for a long time.”

“Most of the school does.” I added.

She looked at me with a brief look of shock, but it passed. “I guess it wasn’t a
secret then. But it came down at Todd’s party at the quarry last week. That was
when I caught him in the act.”

“I'm sorry.” I said, thinking it was the right thing to say.

“It was... He was... He was making out with your sister.”

I guess she thought I'd be surprised, but I knew my sister Bailee’s reputation
pretty well. She was always bringing home a new guy every time she went out.
“Yeah, I thought she was seeing him.” I answered. Of course, I thought she
was seeing anyone with a pulse and a wallet. And I was probably right.

“So I told him to stop being so selfish. I told him I could be everything in his
life if he just let me. Whatever he wanted in a girl, I could be that for him.”
She sighed, heavily. “And he told me that if he wanted to screw other girls,
he’d do it anyway, no matter what I wanted.”

I winced at hearing this. It was so cruel. How could anybody have said this to
her? To my Ashleigh?

She was just staring at the ground, now, lost in her own misery. “And that’s
when I told him to stop or I'd leave — and tell everyone why. He laughed, he
dared me to do it, and then he threw me into the lockers.”

A long silence passed as I digested it.

“My sister’s a whore.” I told her to make her feel better. Ash smiled weakly for
a moment.
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“She’s also now Josh’s new girlfriend.” Ashleigh said. “Which makes her the
most popular girl in school.” She said with bitterness.

I always suspected that’s why Ashleigh had left me for Josh. She wanted the
popularity and the attention. She was a very pretty girl, and for Josh to want to
make her his girlfriend wasn’t a surprise. What always bothered me was why
Ash had hooked up with him. She just liked being the focus of the school, I

uess.

%&nd Ashleigh wasn’t wrong by saying my sister would now take her place.

Bailee was easily the most beautiful girl in school. She worked hard at it, too.
She shopped every damn day and was always dieting and working on her hair.
Yeah, I mean she hated me and I hated her, but she was still a hot babe.

I honestly think she was pretty enough to be a model or an actress. I mean,
Bailee being thin and blond, has an angelic face and is filled out in all the right
places. All the boys drool and the girls are envious. She’s a bombshell.

“So, I got a stupid idea.” Ashleigh said. “You want to hurt Josh and I want to
hurt Josh.”

“Yes. More than anything.”

“But, I was thinking...” She started to study the palm of her hand. “If we
y'’know, went after him, he’s just too big to hurt... physically.”

“Yeah. Even if we could break some bones, he’d just heal. Unless you're
thinking... something more... permanent?”

“No!” Ashleigh said, surprised that I'd even suggest it. “No. I mean, sure, I
want him to die, but not, like die for real.”

“Yeah.” I agreed, hesitantly.

“I was just thinking that he’s such a big shot, always walking around campus
like he owns the place. He’s just a big guy who can push people around be-
cause they're afraid of him.”

“He’s the size of a house,” I pointed out. He was already being scouted by big
colleges. At six foot five and over two hundred and eighty pounds, he was al-
ready assured of a scholarship in football.

“Even someone like him can be made into some pip-squeak if we do it right.”
She looked me in the eyes for the first time that morning. “His reputation has
to be ruined so badly no one even wants to talk to him again. I want him ra-
dioactive.”

“Cool. What do you want to do?”

“I think I should set him up. Here’s what I was thinking. I make up with him,
lure him to a motel room or something, then get a camera and some gay

uys...

g‘I\%ake up with him!?” I yelled. “He’s just gonna hit you again!”

“As long as I can take him down a peg, I don'’t care.”

“No!” I objected. “No way are you doing that. I'll go to your parents. I'll go to
the school. I'm not going to let you do that!”

Ashleigh countered. “We need to trap him. I'm the bait.”

“If you try and go out with him again, he won'’t even think twice about beating
you even worse!”

“But you agree we've got to take him down, right?”

“Yeah, absolutely.”

“We have to make him pay!”

“Pay big time.”
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“So, we need to do this!”

“I'm not going to let you put yourself in danger. It’s not going to happen.”
“Then what are we gonna do, Wyatt? We can't let him just walk away from
this.”

“I don’t know.”

Ashleigh then got a funny smirk on her face. “You could do it.”

“Do what?”

“You could make him pay and humiliate him into shame no one could ever
recover from if you pretended to be a girl and then we’d destroy his whole
conceited, jock life!”

“Humiliate, him, yeah!” I said, and then almost comically stopping when I
realized what she had said. “But...”

“If it’s the only way, it’s the only way, Wyatt! You can lure him into our trap!”
She then hugged me close and kissed me on the cheek. “Say you'll help me,
Wyatt!”

Aﬁ she needed to do was touch me. I'loved her so much. I guess I must have
said yes or something. As to what I had agreed to, I wasn’t even thinking about
that. Obviously.

“Okay, here’s what we do.” Ashleigh said, checking her watch. “After school,
we’ll meet at my place. I've got this all planned. My parents will be out. See
you then!” She said, before leaving for her locker. She did turn and wave at me
with that smile on her face that I still saw in my dreams.

I didn’t actually think about what I had just promised to do until the fourth
period. What was I, insane? Or was Ashleigh? By the time I was on the way to
Ashleigh’s house after school, I knew I had to get out of this. I had already
thought of a sly way of getting out of my promise.

That went down the tubes the second I went into her room. “Okay, strip down
to your underwear,” She said to me. Whatever was on my mind evaporated in
an instant.

“What?”

“Strip!” She said again. A pretty girl doesn’t have to tell me twice to strip, so I
took off everything except my underwear. Ashleigh then stood directly in front
of me and gave a good look over. “I want to see what I have to work with.”
“You could tell me that I'm just too big a stud to be ever mistaken for my sis-
ter and we could move on,” I said, half-kidding.

Ashleigh just grinned at the suggestion. “You're about an inch taller than
Bailee, but I don’t think anyone would really notice that.” She then started to
stare at the rest of my body. “Weight loss, okay. What do you weigh?”

“155.” I said. Ash looked at me skeptically. “Maybe 145.” I revised.

“This Hollywood diet thing I found on the internet says it can take 15 pounds
off in a week. If we take three weeks, we can have you down to Bailee’s weight
easy.” She put some jugs of some tangerine-colored liquid and some boxes of
dehydrated food by the door. “You take this stuff home when you leave, and
don’t eat anything else, okay?”

“Okay.” I answered. There was no way I believed that was going to work,
anyway.

“Great. Next thing is your hair.” She said. “We've got to get rid of all the stuff
on your arms, legs and face.”
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I didn’t have much of a beard, but it was looking promising for the future.
Heck, I was only seventeen, anyway. So Ashleigh gave me a couple of razors
and showed me the way to the bathroom.

“Get it all,” she said, “and then use this.” She handed me a tube of cream la-
beled ‘Vaniqa.” “This will keep the re-growth down to a minimum. I can get
you more tomorrow.”

Ashleigh then closed the door behind me and stayed in her room. “Run the
bath with the stuff on the sink after you're done!” She shouted. On the sink
was a container of bath beads. I never had quite understood what those were
for, but I used them.

After about an hour, (forty minutes with the razors, ten in the bath, ten more
to work up the courage to open the door as a hairless pink fool) I was ready for
what Ashleigh had planned next for me.

“Okay.” She said, upon seeing me. “I've got everything ready for the next step.
First, you can wear this.”

And with that, she handed me a corset. It was red, with some sort of boning in
it to make it incredibly restrictive and stiff. I wrapped it halfway around my
waist and asked where the other half was.

“That’s the whole thing,” she said, much to my disbelief. But ten minutes
later, after she had tied the two ends together behind my back, I wasn’t so
much as amazed as I was writhing in agony.

“What...” T had to take a breath. “How...” Another breath. “Am...” Breath.
“I....7
Ashleigh rolled her eyes in impatience. “Look, it will just take a few minutes
to get used to. Okay? Take short breaths and don’t get all panicky. You'll just
need to draw more oxygen that way.”

She then hoisted out something that looked like she dressed dolls in. It was
pink, flimsy and tiny. “What...” Breath. “Is...” Breath. “That?”

“It’s a leotard. Put it on so we can do your exercises.” She answered.
“Exercises? In...” Breath. Cough. Wheeze. “In this stupid thing?”

“If we don’t get you toned and built up, you'll never be able to trick Josh.”
Ashleigh said, making sure I didn’t lose track of the goal.

“Josh.” I said to myself. “Show me what I have to do.” I pulled the leotard on
over my body.

“We've got to develop the legs and buttocks, while leaving everything else to
become atrophied.” She got her chair and started to bend her legs backward.
“T'll show you leg curls, crunches, step exercises and some Pilates.”

“Sounds like fun,” I mumbled.

“Don’t be such a grumpus.” She went through the entire routine and had me
repeat it. It took about an hour. She watched me do it myself once, and the
told me to do it every day for one hour before I went to bed. And most impor-
tant, she said, not to do any other exercises at all. Reluctantly, I agreed. All T
had to do was think of Josh tossing her across the hallway and I could agree to
just about anything.

Whenever I tried to bend over, which was physically impossible because of
the corset, Ashleigh just sighed. She didn’t seem particularly impressed with
the pain I was going through. “You have no idea the sort of discomfort girls go
through just to look nice.” She told me, indignantly.

“So, you wear a boned corset?” I asked her.

9
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“Don’t be silly.” She replied.

Since we were done with this, I flopped down on her bed and took some deep
breaths. Or at least I tried to. “Can we just watch some TV or something? I'm
wiped.”

“Sure, Hercules.” Ashleigh said. She zapped on her set with the remote.

“I suppose I have to watch girly shows and soap operas now. I'll have to join
Oprah’s book club.” I said, mockingly.

“Wyatt, you don’t have to do anything you don’t want to.” She was serious all
of the sudden. “I don’t want you to do this unless you're a hundred percent
into it. It’s just going to get harder from here on out.”

I had to make sure she didn’t think I was wussing out. I really, really wanted
to help her and get that asswipe Josh. And what was the worst that could hap-
pen? I took the remote from her and started flipping channels. “You get the
Lifetime network on here, right? If there’s a disease of the week movie, I'm
wathcin’ it.”

“That’s my guy.” Ashleigh said. “Now sit straight up and don’t slouch. Keep
your knees together and your eyes straight forward.”

I just sighed and did as she said.

There actually was a movie on, and we caught the last half hour. It was some-
thing about a woman being raped and looking for revenge by ruining the guy’s
life. It seemed oddly appropriate for the evening. I got my jeans and T-shirt
back on over the leotard, because, well, because I didn’t want to undress
again. And the leotard over my hairless body was kinda weird feeling. Weird...
but... interesting.

Once the movie was over, she flipped off the set and tossed the remote. “Time
to teach you how to walk.” She said, grabbing a pair of her high heels.

She handed them to me and I remember taking them like they were going to
attack. “You want me to wear these?” I said.

“No, I want you to fry them up with butter and eat them,” she said with a
smirk. “See if they fit.”

I grit my teeth and pulled my socks off. I slid my foot into the pump pushing
with all my might. “You don’t need these anymore, do you? I might just ruin
them.”

“Consider them a gift.” Ashleigh replied. “Just what every boy needs. Do they
fit?”

I got my heel tucked into the back of the shoe, but it felt like I had to fold my
foot in half to do it. “Not really.” I said.

“Then they fit like they do for every woman. They’re perfect.”

She had me stand up and pace back and forth several times, giving me some
aching feet. My calves were working themselves into knots.

“Okay. So. Yeah.” She said, on evaluating my walk. “Let’s forget everything
you know about walking. For heels, you have to walk almost on your tip-toes,
take shorter steps, swivel your hips and let your arms float by your side.”
Ilooked at her like she was insane.

“Um, we'll take it step by step over the next few days. We have three weeks.”
She said.

“Why three weeks?” I asked.

“That’s when the prom is.” She replied, like I should have already figured that
part out by myself. “Let’s do something else before we run out of time.”

10
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“Yeah, I don’t want to waste any more time in making me a girl.” I said, sar-
castically.

Ashleigh shot me an angry stare.

I tried to laugh. “Sorry, no complaining, I remember.”

“I want you to sit down at my makeup table,” she said, pointing to it. “I'm
going to show you how to make yourself all pretty, Wyatt.”

I couldn’t help but groan. But I sat down on the little padded stool, before a
gilded mirror and a thousand little bottles and tubes.

“Oh, before I forget, chew this.” Ashleigh said, handing me a small bottle.
“Bust-Up Gum?” I said, reading the label.

“It’s Japanese. It'll make breasts bigger and fuller.”

“I don’t have breasts.” I pointed out to her.

“That’s why you need the gum — duh!”

I looked at the bottle and couldn'’t find anything that reassured me that it was
in any way safe. “What if I don’t want breasts?”

“You do for the next few weeks, so take it. It's gotta wear off after time, don’t
you think?”

I opened the bottle and chewed on a piece. “It probably doesn’t work, any-
way.” I told her.

“Probably not, but it can’t hurt.” She then picked up a tube. “Pucker up.”

I did, and she applied a clearish gel to my lips. It felt funny. Kind of cold and
tingling at the same time. “What's this?” I asked.

“It’s for your lips. Hydro-something. It makes them puffier by swelling them
up a little. Wait like a minute or two and check it out.” Then she picked up
another container of something and started to dab it over my face with a piece
of sponge. “Foundation first.” She said, explaining it to me.

“Is this gonna be on the test?” I quipped.

“Yes.” She replied. “Concealer.” She showed it to me to remember it. She
dabbed a little of that in the corner of my eyes with a tiny brush. She picked
up a larger brush and started to go into my eyes with it. “Powder.”

“Next, eyeshadow.” She looked amongst her things for something she needed.
I gave myself a quick examination in the mirror. “Hey my lips!”

“See, it’s kinda cool, huh?” Ashleigh smiled.

Looking in the mirror, my thinnish lips had puffed out fuller and thicker, just
like she promised. “Weird.” I said.

“Keep your eyes open and don’t blink.” She told me. “Stare up at the ceiling. I
have to do the eye liner and mascara.”

So I did what she told me and kept my eyes open and looking upwards. From
my point of view, a large spider attached to a stick was being wiped along my
eyelashes. “Ow!” I said, as it went into my eyeball. “Watch it!”

“Sorry.” She apologized. “It’s hard to do this on someone else.”

“Be careful. That hurts.” I looked in the mirror and saw a thick coating on
each eye. “isn’t that enough?”

“No.” She answered. “Your sister likes it stripper thick.” And then she spent
another two minutes on the lashes. “I'm finished.” She patted me on the
shoulder. “Now, I'm going to pluck out some strays on your eyebrows.”
“Pluck?” I asked, not sure what she meant by that.

“With tweezers.” She replied. She then went to my eyebrows, and yanked a
hair out by the root!

11
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“Yagh!!” I screamed. “What was that for!?”

“I'm plucking your eyebrows into shape.” She said, “Like I said.”

“That doesn’t mean you have to pull them out of my head!”

“Yes it does!” She took the next few minutes and proceeded to pluck dozens
more. It got easier as she did more, fortunately. “Okay, a little blush...” She
said, grabbing another large blush and going over my cheeks. “And then the
lips.” I puckered up again and she applied a glossy pink goop to my lips. “And
teenage tramps like a little glitter, don’t they?” She then took another brush
and put some glittery stuff on my temples.

“Are we done?” I asked.
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It took her a moment to decide. “Okay, have a look, Peaches.” Ashleigh said,

ointing me back to the mirror. I had been avoiding it, fearful of the results.

“Shit!” I yelled. “Holy shit!” I looked a lot like my sister. With the makeup on,
I didn’t just look “kinda” like her or “sorta” like her, I was unmistakably her. I
had the same features. The high cheekbones, the little button nose, the big,
innocent eyes and the smooth, creamy skin. I had always hated that boyish
look about me, but now it became clear to me exactly why I hated it. I looked
like a girl.

“Okay, open your eyes for a sec. I wanna put in contacts.” Ashleigh told me.
She took out a small case and sprayed some liquid in it. “Tilt your head back.”
She then put in some lenses. “T got these for myself a few years ago, but
chickened out.”

As I tried to blink my way back to seeing straight, Ashleigh stopped me from
using my hands to rub my eyes. “You're going to ruin your makeup.” She told
me.

So as I sat there, trying to get the world back into focus, she put something on
my head. “And this wig is the final touch.”

So when my eyes finally started to work right again, I was even more fright-
ened and shocked by what was in the mirror. It was my sister. Bailee was sit-
ting where I was. It was her face, her lips, her eyes. Her blue eyes. And it was
her hair. Her blond, straight hair. The reflection was Bailee, through and
through.

I was afraid to talk, fearful that it was her voice that was going to come from

"""" I whispered.

“I knew this was gonna work!” Ashleigh said, excited. “You know, we could
just have you pretend to be Bailee. It’s that close. What do you think?”

“Huh?” Was what I think I said. I was a little out of it.

“Okay, we have a lot more work to do.” She then looked at the clock. “My
folks are coming back in a few minutes. You better get cleaned up and head
home,” she said, dejectedly.

“I better.” T said.

Ashleigh went to town on my face with some cream and a wet towel and we
got everything off. She whipped the wig off and threw it in her closet, and I
took the contacts out. I slipped out of the leotard and tossed it away. Then I
had to deal with the corset. I reached around back for the straps and couldn’t
reach. “A little help?” I asked.

“No, don’t take that off!” She said. “You need to keep that on for the next few
weeks!”

“What!?” I cried. “Weeks?”

She put her hand on my shoulder and looked at me with those dumb big eyes
of hers. “I can only do this with your help, Wyatt.”

I grumbled under my breath, remembering that this was something I volun-
teered for. “I'll make up an excuse to get out of P.E., I guess.” I answered, put-
ting my T-shirt back on, over the corset.

She kissed me on the cheek. “Be back here tomorrow. I'll just tell my parents
we're working on a project for school. Which is kinda true, I guess.”

And then I gathered up my stuff, put my trainers on and left. At the time, I
didn’t even think of how Ash had assembled all of this stuff so quickly. Look-

ing back, I should have been more suspicious, I guess.
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Walking home in the dark, I was still in a bit of pain, and frikin” sore, but
when I remembered why, I knew it was for the best.

N%’r\.’

When I got up the next morning, I felt like I had
been beaten around the body with a two by four.
But I didn’t mind. When I got down to breakfast,
I had already poured my bowl of cereal out be-
fore I remembered the diet. So instead, I poured
a glass full of that strange diet juice for myself.
Tasted like raw eggs and lemons. It was awful.

“Hollywood Juice Diet?” Bailee said to me as she
passed by on the way out. “You weigh, like, one
hundred and nothing pounds and you're on a
diet? Oh my God, you are such a freak.”

“Leave me alone.” I replied. It was early. T wasn't
up for insults for another hour yet. “Don’t you
have someone to do? I mean, something to do.”
“Yeah, good comeback.” She grabbed a tangerine
from the fruit bowl on the table. “Har har har. It
was so funny I forgot to laugh.” Fortunately, that
was the limit of our exchange as a car horn beck-
oned, causing her to skitter on out of the house. I
wouldn’t have been able to take much more of
her razor sharp wit.

I decided it was probably a good idea to wear a
button-down shirt to try and cover up anything
that showed I had a corset under my t-shirt. And
I fashioned a note for my P.E. teacher that said I
was under a doctor’s care and couldn’t participate
in class. I actually got my mom to sign it. I caught
her as she was heading out the door, talking to
one of her real estate clients on her cell phone.
She was far too distracted to even notice what it was. As usual.

When school started, I just tried to avoid Josh. Well, T always was avoiding
Josh. It was a survival skill. Most everyone who knew what was good for them
did the same. He was huge and had a hair trigger.

I did see in the hallway that he had my sister on his arm, just like Ash had
predicted. It didn’t take my sister long to move in, did it? Of course, this time,
I didn’t mind if she got swatted around. Just a little. Well, maybe ‘swatted’ is a
bit harsh.

Lunch was a thermos of that juice drink, which I choked down. After that, I
tried to meet up with Ashleigh. She brushed me off, and ignored me. At first,
I thought maybe she was angry with me or something. But when I tried to ask
her about it, between fifth and sixth periods, she just whispered “keeping up
appearances. I don’t want anyone getting suspicious.”

I thought that was overkill, but I went along with it. After all, it was my ass in
a sling if we did get found out.
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We met at her house after school, just as we planned to do for about every
day from now until we sprung the trap. “Welcome to Miss Ashleigh’s Ladies
Finishing School for Wyatts.” She said to me when I got to her front door.
We walked right past her mom who gave me the evil eye. I knew her parents
didn’t trust anyone after what had just happened to their daughter. I don’t
know what she told them to convince them I was okay. And not only okay, but
okay enough to be left alone for hours with her every night. But then again,
Ash was pretty convincing when she wanted to be.

She immediately put me through the routine of doing my face, and I was try-
ing to remember what she had done the previous night, step for step. It took
me nearly two hours, but I eventually got it close enough for her to be satis-
fied. She had me do the contacts and the wig as well. It was pretty strange
being my sister from the neck up. I mean, I pretty much looked exactly like
her.

After that, she gave me my heels and I tried to walk in them a little. The first
thing she had me do was adjust the way I was shifting my weight. Ash wanted
me to put the weight on the balls of my feet, and not the heels. Which was a
good idea, as whenever I tried to land on the heel, I twisted my ankle.

“I want you to use these every night.” She said, giving me two large, oversized
boots. “Sleep in them.”

I examined them. “What are they?”

“They keep your feet pointed while you sleep. Over a few days, they’ll stretch
out your Achilles tendon and make it easier to stand in high heels.”

“Great!” I replied. My feet were killing me. Any help I could get was much
needed. “T'll use them tonight!” Finally, some relief, thank God.

“So, I was thinking...” Ashleigh said, a little impishly. “Since we’ve established
that Josh goes for girls who look, act and behave like your sister, I think we
should use her as a template for you.”

“I can’t argue with that.” I answered. No, I didn’t particularly want to act like
my stupid sister, but she was a really hot chick that guys like Josh couldn’t
keep their hands off of. And if T wanted to get this done and over with, the
only chance I had was to make myself as irresistible as possible.

“Today, the new thing is gonna be your voice.” Ashleigh announced. “We
need to get you talking kinda chirpy... Kinda like your sister.”

“Ohmigawd, Ashleigh, like, my sister has a really, really, reeeeally weird way
of taking n’ stuff, y'know?” I said. Hey, I had lived with her all my life. I cer-
tainly had picked up on how she talked.

She burst out laughing. “Okay, so you know what to say, but we’ve got to work
on how you say it.”

“This where I have to make my voice higher, like Bailee’s, right?” I asked.
“Yep.” She confirmed. “You're not going to try and get out of it, are you?”
“No, I was just waiting. I knew it was coming sooner or later.”

“Okay, so, here’s a recording of your sister doing her social studies oral pres-
entation. I downloaded it off the school website.” She then clicked the mouse
on her computer and it started playing.
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Bailee’s voice came from the computer. “Alexander Hamilton and Thomas
Jefferson had totally different visions for America. Hamilton wanted an indus-
trial society while Jefferson dre...” She stopped the recording.

“Okay, now you.” Ashleigh said to me. “Alexander Hamilton and Thomas Jef-
ferson had totally different visions for America.”

I cleared my throat. “Alexander Hamilton and Thomas Jefferson had, like,
totally, totally different visions for America, n’ stuff. Even if they were, like,
freaks.”

Ashleigh giggled. “You already sound a lot like her,” she said, not realizing it
was an insult. “We'll have you talking like her in no time.”

Was this good news?

Soon enough, we were done for the night, but I was assigned some reading
from Cosmopolitan, Vogue and Elle to get up to date on fashions and things. I
had no idea where I was going to hide these magazines from my prying par-
ents.

At home, I had my juice drink, ate my dehydrated dinner, and did my exer-
cises. I read the magazines as I went to sleep, remembering to put my feet
into the tendon-stretching boots. I locked my door to make sure no one would
find me like this. Hopefully the house wouldn't catch fire tonight.

N%“r\.:

Getting up in the morning, I felt a lot bet-
ter than I had yesterday. Still sore, but not
so much. At least, until I got out of bed.
Only then did I remember about the boots
and I fell over head first onto the floor. A
great way to start the day. I took off the
boots and hid them away with the maga-
zines and the rest of the stuff Ashleigh had
given me.

As I got around to taking my shower, I saw
Bailee arrive. She did this more and more
lately. She was hanging around with a fast
crowd, and I wouldn't be surprised if she
were taking drugs or something. It was six
thirty in the morning, and she was just get-
ting in from being out all night. Maybe my
Mom or Dad would “talk” to her about it,
but she always seemed to get away with
anything. Me, if I was ten minutes past ten
getting home, I was answering a hundred
questions and threatened with a grounding.
While all Bailee had to say was that she was
“sorry” and “it would never happen again.”
Twenty minutes later, she had changed and
was out the door, meeting Josh in the
driveway for a ride.

I had the juice thing for breakfast, and I
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was off to school myself. It was sometime that day when I realized that the
corset wasn't really bothering me that much anymore. Which was great, be-
cause that meant that I could stop wearing it.

“Hey, I think I can take this off now.” I told Ashleigh when we met at her
place. “It’s almost loose.”

“Yeah, we should take it off.” She agreed. “But I just want to wash it. It smells
pretty ripe.”

“I need to put it back on?” I growled.

“How thick is your sister’s waist?” She asked.

“I dunno. Yay big.” I said, making an imaginary circle with my hands.

She then pointed to me. “So, how big is yours?”

I used my hands to compare the circle I had made with my midsection. “It’s
close enough,” I decided.

“Close is gonna get us found out. It has to be perfect!” She demanded.

“Yeah, but how do we know when it’s perfect? I say it’s pretty close.”

“I think you have a way to go.”

“That’s my point, how do we know?”

“Why don’t you get a pair of her jeans? Just grab a pair from the laundry and
see if you fit into them. When you can, we’ll know when to stop.”

I blew some air out of my lungs. “Sounds fair.”

“Meanwhile, we can get this thing clean.” She said, pulling up my shirt to get
to the corset. She undid it, letting my midsection breathe for the first time in
days. Surprisingly to me, it didn'’t really seem to want to. It kept it’s shape,
which was strange. My sides pinched inwards, just like a girl’s would. And my
jeans had a few inches of slack. They were 30-inch waist pants. So while Ash-
leigh took the corset out of the room to go clean it, I undid the buckle on my
pants and pulled it tight around my waist. It had three inches of overlap. I
measured twenty-seven inches there.

I stepped onto Ashleigh’s scale in her bathroom and saw I weighed one hun-
dred and thirty one pounds. I had already lost five or six pounds in three days.
Which was pretty good, I thought. My stomach was growling at me every day,
but I could live with that for a while — this would be over before it drove me
nuts.

Without wanting to wait for her, I just went ahead and did my own makeup
for the night. It took me about forty-five minutes, and I had to start over at
one point, but I think I was beginning to catch on.

When Ashleigh came back, she had a mischievous look on her face and was
hiding something behind her back. “Every girl grows up, Wyatt.” She said to
me. “And maturity is something every girl craves at a certain age. The need to
be a woman, a real woman. And there’s one thing above all others that they
want. Most have to wait for mother nature. But today, Wyatt, I give you the
gift that mother nature can’t give you.”

“Are you filming this, or something?” I asked. She was making quite a produc-
tion of this, whatever it was.

“Today, Wyatt, you are a woman. I give you... your breasts.” She said, produc-
ing a white shoe-box. She opened it up, and removed some tissue paper. It
revealed a pair of women’s breasts, as if they had just been plucked off some
poor girl somewhere.
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“What the hell? Where did you...” I then put those questions aside for a more
important one. “Do you mean I have to wear these?”
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“Wyatt, don’t think of them as something you wear, think of them as your two
new best friends.” She smiled wide. “Because you're going to get to know each
other real well over the next few weeks.”

I didn’t object. I was wondering exactly when we’d get to this point, it only
seemed obvious that I was going to have to fake some breasts, so I just
shrugged and did it. Ashleigh said she’d got some glue that I could use when
we finally sprung the trap on Josh, but for now, I'd just wear them in a bra
during our training sessions. Which is what I did.

It changed my center of gravity a bit, and my balance was way off when I
tried the heels again. Just simple things like bending over were a new adven-
ture as my fake chest had it's own agenda on where it was going and when it
would stop moving. I was a long way from getting used to these things.

When I got home that night, and soaked in the bubble bath, I just started to
laugh. How had I gotten myself here? It was pretty silly when you thought
about it. But, all things considered, it was a labor of love. Not only to crush
Josh but to be that close to Ashleigh. I had good thoughts that night as I did
my exercises, read my mags and fit my feet in the special boots. I didn’t even
mind the corset, which was now even tighter around my waist.

{-\;@*(—\;

As I rubbed the sleep from my eyes the next day, I finally remembered to take
the boots off before I got out of bed. What was kinda weird was how my feet
now just seemed to “relax” in a different position. They wanted to point down.
In fact, it was a little uncomfortable to walk around with my feet flat, like
normal. I guess that meant it was be working.

I snuck down to the laundry room and grabbed a pair of my sister’s jeans, just
like Ashleigh suggested. I tried to slip into them, but couldn’t really do it. For-
get the waist, I couldn’t even get my legs into them.

Obviously, I still had a ways to go. My legs were too thick. I was probably go-
ing to need to lose all the weight I could, just like Ashleigh said. Looking at
myself in the mirror, I thought I already looked skinny, but I guess I wasn’t
thin enough.

I had lunch at school with my bud, Derek. I had been kind of avoiding him
the past few days. Kinda because I was mortified to be doing what I was do-
ing, but also because I didn’t want anyone too close to me right now.

“Hey, want my pork chops? I ain’t gonna eat ‘em.” He said to me.

I just scoffed at them. “Do you know how many calories those are?”

“So, what’s the deal?” He said, his eyebrows twisted in confusion.

“Deal?” I replied.

“Yeah, are you on some sort of diet or somethin’?”

“Um...”

“You look like you're getting thinner.”

“I'm just trying to eat healthier.”

“And you've shaved all the hair off your arms.”

I could feel a bead of sweat drip down my forehead. “I... I'm trying to make
weight for wrestling.” I said. I quickly realized that didn’t explain the shaving.
“Or swimming. I'm thinking about going out for the swim team, too.”

“That’s not until next year.”
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“Wanted to start early.”

“And you know you're walking like a fag.”

I'm sure my face went white. “Uh, what do you mean?”

“When you walk, your hips swish back and forth like a girl’s.” He took a bite of
his sandwich. “You have a sexier walk then your sister does.”

“It’s a limp.” I said. I was going to have to watch that.

“And where've you been lately? I haven't seen you in days.”

I really had to think. I hated to lie to my friends, but they were bound to get
suspicious, if they weren't already. “I've been grounded.” I told him. “Dad
caught me drinking.”

“Oh, dude!” Derek said, slapping on my back. “Rough break!”

I went back to my thermos of juice stuff and tried to keep to myself for a
while. “So what are you guys doing, turning yourselves into your sister? Yeah,
I'm doing that, too!” I wasn’t much for conversation right now.

“So, Eddie and maybe Rick are going out to the car show down at the fair-
grounds tonight. I told ‘em you could drive, but your Escort’s in rough
shape...”

“Agtually, I can’t go.” I said, knowing this was going to be a problem. “IT have
to do some work tonight. I have a project. A school project. Gonna have to
work on it late tonight.” I probably should have said that with more conviction
and looked Derek in the eyes, but I didn't.

“You're not going?” Derek said with surprise. “You're telling me you're not
going.” He rolled up his brown paper bag and crushed it into a ball. “Well
that’s just fuckin’ great.” Without looking back, he got up from the table and
left the lunchroom. He dunked his bag in the trash can hard. He was really
ticked off.

I could hear my stomach growl in anger as I finished that measly little juice

drink.
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The days started to blend together after that. I'd show up after school every
day for my special “training.” I went pretty much through a regular routine. I
had to do my face, practice my voice, walk in the heels and work on my hair
and nails. Every day, Ash would have a new “focus” for me to work on. Some-
times it would be vocabulary, sometimes it would be fashion, maybe music and
other stuff. But as time went on, she was getting more and more specific about
things.

“Today,” she announced one day, “we're going to work on your friends.”
“What have my friends got to do with anything?” I asked.

Ashleigh looked cross. “No, I mean your new friends.”

Then I figured out where she was going with this. “Bailee’s friends.” I cor-
rected.

“Your friends. Think of them as your friends.” She got out the yearbook, and
showed me their pictures. “You not only have to know who they are, but you
have to get to know what’s going on in their shallow little lives.”

“Okay...” I said, trying to understand what she was saying, but failing.

“I bought this little device at Sharper Image. It taps a cell phone line, and you
can listen into all their conversations.”
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“Look, Ashleigh, is this really necessary?” I had to know exactly why I was

doing all this. “I'm only going to pretend to...” And then it hit me. I didn’t
really know what the plan was, anyway. “Exactly what do we have planned
anyway?”

“To trap Josh.”

“Yeah, but lay it out for me step by step.”

Ashleigh sighed and dropped down onto her bed. “Whatever.” She said, exas-
perated. “Here’s the plan, if you must know.” She brought out a notebook
from under her bed. “After we get done with the training, we get your sister to
leave town, suddenly. We then have you take her place at school...”

“Wait a second!” I interrupted. “What do you mean, take her place?”
Ashleigh looked at me like I was a moron. “Well, that’s what we agreed, right?
That we'd just have you pretend to be Bailee.”

I wasn’t sure we’d ever “agreed” to this plan. But I had already gotten the
sense that I wasn't really being consulted about this. The whole plan was Ash-
leigh’s revenge, and I was just happy to be a pawn. Josh deserved all he was
going to get.

“What we’ll do is find a way to get Bailee out of town for a few days, without
anyone knowing. Then, we tell the school and everyone else that’s it's Wyatt
who’s actually left town. So then, you go to school in her place. You spend a
day or two hanging on Josh’s arm, being popular and stuff, and then suggest to
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him that after the prom, you have something special planned. We set it up so
you lure him to a motel room, turn out the lights, and a bunch of guys we hire
come in and strip down naked. Then we turn the lights on, snap some photos
and stick them on the internet.”

“Shit.” I said, a little repulsed by the details. “Where do we get the guys?”
Ashleigh just waved that off as if it were nothing. “It just takes some money.
We'll hire them from a male escort service or something. Leave that to me.”

“I don’t think I can actually take the place of Bailee, Ash. I mean, pretending
to be a girl is hard enough, but being someone else is going to be really... I
mean, I think it's impossible to really try and convince someone close. My par-
ents would know, her friends would know, Josh would know...”

“Theyll know only if you give it away. I totally agree with you. It’s going to be
difficult. But I think you'd be surprised what we can get away with. Think
about it, how closely have you ever looked at anyone you know?”

I closely looked at Ashleigh. I knew her atom by atom. “When you're in love,
you notice everything.” I said.

“Oh, I don’t think so. How many times have you heard someone say ‘I
thought I knew them, but I was wrong’® People really don’t pay that close at-
tention to other people. They think they do, but they don’t.”

“I pay attention.”

“Sure you do. But most people, if they cut their hair you never pick up on it
until someone tells you. On the other hand, if you had your teeth bleached,
your hair dyed, and been working out, you would look totally different. Noth-
ing like you used to. But you tell someone who you are and they believe you
without even batting an eyelash. They just take your word for it.”

She had a point there. But that wasn’t what I was thinking about. “I'm not
talking so much physically, but as personality, and behavior. They'd believe me
because I'd act like me, and talked like me, and laughed the same way and all
that stuff.”

She turned to me and touched her finger to my nose. “And that’s what we're
going to fix.”

(\J%’N

A couple of days after that, I must have been as bored as hell, because I
switched on that little device Ashleigh had given me. It worked kind of like a
police scanner, scanning the air for a signal. It went up and down the dial a
couple of times before it picked up our neighbor’s phone.

“Looks like Summer’s finally going to hit,” and “Lawn’s going to need mowin’
this weekend” were some of the insights from that conversation. Then I heard
the unmistakable trill of Bailee’s ring tone coming from her room. She had
gotten a call.

Sure enough, the little device found it, and I was listening in.

“...annot believe she would wear that to school. It was so five years ago.” I
could hear Brittany-Anne say. “Who’s picking out her clothes, her mom?”
Janessa was so eager to talk she practically shouted Brittany-Anne down. “I
know! I know! I know! I know, it’s like, ring ring, it’s the year 2006 calling!”
They all shared a good laugh over that.

22



A Little Too Clever Joe Six-Pack

Bailee finally spoke. “This town is so stupid. If T lived in the city, I'd never
have to worry about this. Maybe I should just get up and leave. Living in LA
would be so much better for me.”

“Ohmigawd, it would be so cool,” Brittany-Anne said, “with all the parties,
going to premieres, sunbathing on the beach...”

Janessa was just as enamored. “I want to get a job, like being a lawyer or a
veterinarian or something, and have a really cute boyfriend with an apartment
forty floors up, looking over the city, and a white BMW, and I'd have a dog, I'd
call him Corky...”

Bailee interrupted. “All T want is just for someone to realize all the potential 1
have in me.” She said, dreamily. “And if T have to leave this dumb little town
I'll do it. You guys understand, right?”

“Yeah, sure.” Janessa said.

“With you all the way.” Brittany-Anne added.

“So why didn’t someone tell Hannah I was going to wear my plaid skirt today?
I thought I told you guys to tell her!” Bailee said, whining.

“You never said that to me!” Janessa said, defending herself.

“I know I told you, Brittany-Anne!”

“T would have told Hannah you were wearing the skirt if you had told me,
Bee!”

Bailee was angry. “I told you guys just last week that Wednesday was my plaid
day, and no one wears plaid but me on Wednesday!” She then quieted down.
“Because she was wearing her plaid skirt, and I was wearing my plaid skirt,
and Josh was all like ‘I like hers better than yours...” She actually started to
sob a little. “This was my plaid day, and it’s my special day...”

I clicked off the scanner thing, and stuffed my face in a pillow. I was trying to
stifle my laugh. I don’t know why I found it so funny, but it seemed hilarious
to me at the time.

By the time I had composed myself, they were on to another topic.

“Do you like gum?” Bailee asked. “Because I really like gum. It’s so... chewy.”
Janessa was in total agreement. “Really chewy.”

I listened for a little while longer, but I was just breaking up and couldn’t
keep from laughing. I had to go out and do something before I completely lost
it.

I called up Derek to see if he wanted to meet up. “Hey.” I said, when he
picked up.

“Hey.” He answered.

“What's up?”

“Nothin’.”

“Yeah.” There was a long pause.

“Was gonna go do stuff. You wanna?”

It sounded like Derek was thinking about it. “Homework.”

“Oh.”

“Went to that car show.” He said.

“Any good?”

“Eh. S’okay.”

“Cool.”

“Yeah.”

So I was tired of this. “Gotta run.”
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“Huh?” Derek said, a little startled. “But we were talkin.”

This was a conversation? I had to cut if off. “Yeah, sorry. Later.”

“Fine.” Derek said, and he hung up.

I don’t know what his problem was. I know that was just kind of how we usu-
ally talked, but it was just so slow and pointless. I turned on the scanner device
and got back into Bailee’s call.

“I'm thinking of wearing my platforms tomorrow.” Janessa said.

Bailee said, “Platforms are going out so fast.”

“I know, that’s why I want to wear them, before they go totally out of style.”
Well, at least it was more interesting than Derek.

r\.’z“r\.:

So, it was Sunday, and I got out of my place as fast as I could. Ashleigh had
promised something special today, so I wanted to be on time. At her vanity, I
had my face done in about fifteen minutes, and got my voice training out of
the way quickly. All the while, I was waiting for Ashleigh to finish up her
household chores. Even though her parents were gone all day, she said we’'d
be taking up the rest of the day and she had to get them done now.

I could still smell the breakfast they had eaten that morning, bacon and pan-
cakes. Oh, my stomach craved food so badly. That diet was making me crazy
for food.

By the time Ashleigh was ready, I was waiting for her, watching a little figure
skating on TV. ‘Michelle Singer’s Ice Ballet” it was called. Yeah, I hated it, but I
was dedicated to my task. Total commitment.

“Okay!” She announced she returned. “Today’s a big day!”

“So I gathered.” I replied, waiting for her to tell me why.

“Today we’re going on a field trip!”

I didn’t quite digest that when I heard it. “You mean... We... Will... Go out?” I
scratched my head. “Outside?”

“That’s what it means.” Ashleigh said. “It’s time to take you out into the
world.”

“Out there? You mean like, in the car?”

“No. I mean, walking around.”

“Somewhere I can’t be seen.”

“No, somewhere where you can be seen.”

“But...”

“Listen, we've been working at this for almost a week now. It’s time to get you
some experience outside these walls. You can walk like a girl, dress like a girl
and talk like a girl. We need to put it all together and see what happens in the
real world.”

“I can tell you what’s going to happen in the real world! I'll be spotted! I don’t
even look the part!”

“You've been practicing for almost a week. You can walk like a dancer in four-
inch heels. You can talk like a vapid airhead blonde. What are you not pre-
pared for?”

“I just don'’t think I can do it.” I said. Two hours later, I was being pushed out
of Ashleigh’s car at the Oak Pines mall, on the other side of town. I guess I
wasn't going to get out of this.
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I had on some of Ashleigh’s things: a short gypsy baby-doll top to hide all the
fake curves on my chest and the real ones on my waist, a pair of looseish jeans,
three-inch stiletto boots, and a pair of huge-eyed smoke-tinted sunglasses

perched in my wig.
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As we walked away from the car, my legs just turned to rubber. I couldn’t stay
on top of my heels. I had taken no more than half a dozen steps before I was
falling over and using the parked cars to hold me up.

“Stop fooling around, Wyatt.” Ashleigh said, angrily. “People are going to pay
more attention to you the weirder you act.”

“I can’t do this. I can’t go in there.” I said. I started heading back to the car,
even knowing I couldn’t get inside without the keys.

Ashleigh grabbed me by the arm and got me back up onto my feet. Her grip
was getting tighter. “Weeks of preparing and all it takes is ten seconds for you
to screw it up.” She tugged my arm, causing me to follow her. “If you act nor-
mal, no one will suspect anything. The only attention you'll et is because you
look good.”

“I'm going to make a mistake, I know it!” I said, “and then everyone is going
to...”

“Of course you'll make mistakes!” Ashleigh said, exasperated. “That’s the
point! You make mistakes, we figure out what to fix, and then we’ll be okay.
That’s why this is a test run!”

Before I knew it, I was about fifty feet from the doors of the mall, in full view
of a dozen people. My legs turned to jelly. I wanted to run away so badly.
“Everyone’s staring!” I yell-whispered to Ashleigh.

“The reason you get stared at is because you look good.”

“I'm going to make a mistake. I know it.” I said. I tried to turn and head back
to the car, even knowing full well that I didn’t have the keys to get inside.
Ashleigh quickly grabbed me by the arm and pulled me back to the mall.
“The more you act crazy the more people are going to get suspicious.” She
said.

That wasn’t munch of a comfort. “Oh God, oh God, oh God...” I said repeat-
edly.

“Shut the fuck up.” Ashleigh said, shaking me off he arm. “Just smile and pre-
tend like you're not falling apart like a five year old child without their
mommy, okay?”

As I passed through the giant sliding doors into the corridors of the mall, I
tried to look as confident and serene as I could. I probably looked anything
but confident or serene, as I was barely able to walk, and my eyes were darting
left and right looking at everyone. I was convinced they could all see the obvi-
ous.

“Kill me, please kill me, please please kill me. Kill me now, kill me now...”
Ashleigh elbowed me sharply in the ribs. “I told you to shut up.”

When we got to the main corridor, Ashleigh turned left and I turned right. I
really wasn’t paying attention, and nearly twisted my ankle trying to turn
around and follow her. I probably looked like Jim Carrey doing a bit, throwing
my arms and legs around to turn back.
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“Smooth.” Was all Ashleigh said.

I tried to match the pacing and calmness in her walk, but I was paying too
much attention to it and collided with a few people. “Where are we going?” I
asked.

“You need to get some new clothes.”

“I guess that was a ridiculous question.”

“Yes. And by the way, even though you think no one can hear us, you probably
should be using your Bailee voice anyway.”

“What-ever,” I said, using the voice. “This is so boring!”

“What?”

“Nothing. That’s just what Bailee would say.” I said. “I was just trying to be
funny.”
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“Well, if Bailee was bored, what would she do?”

“Tell everyone how bored she was.”

Ash sighed. “Yeah, that sounds like her. Definitely.” She tugged my arm and
pulled me into a store of some type. It could have been one of a hundred
stores in the mall selling clothes to trendoid teenage girls. Who knows, who
cares. All T knew was that it was a lot of pink, and everything cost three times
as much as it should.

“What do I need? What do you want to get?”

“What a strange thing to ask.” Ashleigh said. “This isn’t about getting some-
thing you need, it’s about getting something you want.”

“What do I want?”

“Shut up, and look at the clothes.”

“I can see them fine. They're all over the place.”

Ash rolled her eyes at me. “No. I mean, pick them up, feel them, hold them
up against yourself in a mirror. Grab a stack and try them on. You know, the
usual stuff a girl would do.”

“For how long?”

“Just do it.”

“This is going to take forever, isn’t it?”

“It’s going to take longer the more you whine about it.”

I sighed and tried to figure out what to do with myself. Bailee was so big on
fashion, it seemed kinda silly to even try to figure out what she was going to be
looking for. So I used some of my male instincts and just spotted the hottest
girl in the store and went to go see what they were looking at.

The big thing back then was track suits. These kind of velveteen outfits that
looked like pajamas with a hoodie. I went over to go paw my way through a
rack of them, and nearly seized up when I saw the prices. Five hundred dol-
lars. They couldn'’t be serious.

But, this was fashion, and anything goes. And truth be told, once I knew it
was five hundred dollars, I was kind of curious to try it on. I had never worn
anything that expensive before, and I was curious to see what it felt like.

I took a few sets that were in my size — and I was totally guessing what my size
was — and went into the changing rooms. I was in the room when it suddenly
occurred to me that a bunch of smokin girls were probably just inches away
from me, with nothing but a curtain to keep me from seeing what I had spent
most of my teenage years imagining. I had to sit down for a moment to catch
my breath.

“How’s everyone doing in here?” I heard a woman say. “Just a reminder that
there’s a limit of five garments in the booth at any time and a five minute limit
in the booth.” I jumped to my feet, scared stupid that I was going to get
checked on. I wanted to pick up everything I had brought in, and put it back.
Then I got paranoid that that was going to look suspicious. Then I started to
think that trying the clothes on and taking this much time was going to look
suspicious.

Ashleigh stuck her head through the curtain, which scared the crap outta me.
She silently mouthed “get moving” to me.

I quickly changed into the track suit.

Slowly, oh was it slow, I emerged from the room and took some steps outside.
I don’t know why they put the mirrors out on the floor, but that where they
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were. I had to walk all the way out there, take a look at myself and then return.

I estimated the time I could accomplish this was about .042 seconds.

I got out to the mirrors and took a quick glance at myself. I thought I looked
ridiculous. I took on half step back to the changing rooms and then someone
said “hey Bailee” to my sister.

As I continued on, this person was persistent. “Fine, don’t look at me Bailee.”
I turned the corner into the rooms and then realized exactly what was going
on. She thought I was Bailee. The smart move would have been to keep mov-
ing, but I turned to look back at who was speaking. Dumb.

It was some girl from school. I had seen her around, and sometimes she hung
out with my sister. I didn’t remember her name.

“Uh... Hey.” I said, trying to exit quickly. I continued into the changing rooms,
thinking there was no way a girl was going to follow a boy into the rooms.
They were off limits here. And if had been a boy at that time, this would have
been a perfect plan. Instead, she just followed me.

“Pink’s your color,” the girl said to me.

“Pink?” I answered, a little offended. Then it came to me that I was in a
women’s pink track suit, pretending to be a girl. “Oh. Yeah.” I added.
Ashleigh then hurriedly arrived, to my rescue. Or so I thought.

“Hey, Tanya!” Ashleigh said cheerily. “Here for the sale?”

“Uh, Bailee and I were having a private conversation, Ashleigh.” Tanya said,
rudely.

Ashleigh didn’t budge or blink. “Yeah, Bailee and I are hangin’ out today.”
This Tanya girl looked at her incredulously. “You. And Bailee.” She obviously
didn’t believe the story. “What ever.” She just made a face and then continued
on talking to me. “So I was down at the food court, and you'd never guess who
I saw.”

This was the point where I was supposed to guess.

“L... T don’t know.” I replied. How could she not tell T was a guy? She had to
have been able to tell. I mean, I could barely talk. I knew she could tell. She
could tell T was just faking it. Or maybe she just hadn’t looked closely enough
yet. I knew if I spoke again, I was going to blow it. If I shrugged or moved my
eyes, she would be able to tell I was acting differently than Bailee. If it isn’t
obvious, I was scared out of my mind.

“Curt Blundell.” Tanya said, as if it were the discovery of a lifetime.

“The quarterback who transferred out last year? He’s so cute!” Ashleigh said,
trying to force her way into the conversation.

Tanya just shot her a look and then continued to talk to me. “Oh my God, I
think he’s even more choice then he was last year!” She was swooning. “T'd
totally do him.” Tanya added.

“I would so totally do him.” Ashleigh said. “Bailee?” She said to me, wanting
my opinion.

The blood drained from my face. Were they seriously... Was I supposed to
tell... Did they mean....? Yes. Yes they did. And they were waiting for my an-
swer.

“Tg..Ig..g.. guess.” I replied.

Tanya interpreted that response to mean something more than it meant. “You
haven’t!” She said, her mouth agape. “Oh my God, you did! Whats he like?
Does he play rough?”
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Chapter 1:
Is it Too Much To Ask?

It was so hot, you could have fried an egg on it. His fore-
head, that is.

Over in the corner of a dim office, a woman was punching
furiously at her multiplexed office phone, hunting and
picking for the right convenient preset to turn off that
damn hold music. How had she turned it on in the first
place? She was just trying for an outside line.

Her claw-like nails clacked and scraped on the flimsy plas-
tic buttons, as she fruitlessly kept pushing and poking at
random. The woman, who kept poking buttons with the
persistence of a woodpecker, was somewhere in her mid-
thirties. But she looked much older. She was not particu-
larly attractive, being skinny and looking frazzled. Her
stringy brown hair was her most recognizable quality.

The air above Harvey Angler’s head was — it you looked
closely — rippling with heat. That’s how hot his forehead
was. It wasn’t because of the season, or because of the
poor air conditioning in the cramped office, it was some-
thing on his mind. He was stewing over his incredible
situation he now found himself in.

By the way, this is also something that you could have
cooked on his forehead: stew.

The crackling sound of the muzak version of “Summer
Breeze” piping loudly out of the phone’s tinny speaker
finally caused Harvey to momentarily ignore his problems
and drop his guard. He took his fist and slammed it down
on the phone like a hammer, causing the handset and base
to bounce onto the floor. But at least the music stopped.
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So he felt a momentary wisp of relief in this otherwise
hellish day.

“You're trying to get us caught, aren’t you?” The woman
said, under her breath, hissing at him.

With those words, Harvey’s dark mood returned, twice as
intense as before. But you see, it wasn’t really Harvey’s
fault at all. It was his situation.

“Hello, Jean.” A stout man with horrible skin said. He had
appeared out of nowhere. “Not having problems with the
phone, are you?”

The woman gathered up the loose phone parts and clum-
sily dumped them on her desk. “No! No. No.” Jean Angler
said. “My daughter is just a bit clumsy, you know.” She
shot a look of anger at Harvey.

“Oh, so is this your daughter, Jean?” The lump of a man
said.

“You haven’t met yet?” Jean straightened up in her chair
to do the introductions. “Richard, this is my daughter.
Honey, say hello to Mr. Rollins, the office manager.” Rich-
ard stuck out his hand and smiled broadly. Harvey got up
and politely shook it.

“What's your name, sweetie?” Richard said.

Harvey swallowed a truckload of pride, steadied himself
and answered: “Christina.” He delicately cleared his throat
and concentrated on sounding more effeminate. It was
actually pretty eerie. He had the voice dead on. “My
name’s Christina.” Harvey smiled through his anger and
revulsion.

“Well, be careful with that phone, Christina. They’re not
cheap.” Richard then turned to Jean with a smile. “What is
it with girls and phones?” He laughed to himself at his own
keen observation.
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“Ha-ha!” Jean replied, trying to pretend it was funny. “Oh,
yes. Kids. What're you gonna do?” She smiled back in the
empty, hollow way you do with tepid office humor, as she
prayed this conversation would end as soon as possible.

“Who knows!?” Richard turned around halfway, preparing
to leave the scene. “I don’t!” He continued to chuckle as
he proceeded on his way. “Good to meet you Christina.”
He added as he left.

“Yeah.” Harvey muttered. “Nice to meet you.” He
plopped back down onto his butt and started to rebuild the
momentum in his snowballing anger.

“Will you just take it easy, Harvey?” Jean hissed.

Harvey bounced up in his seat to tug the backside of his
dress under him. As he did, stands from his long wig of
mousy brown hair flew along his shoulders, held in place
by a pink hair band. He continued to fool with his little-
house-on-the-prarie dress and it’s stupid doily collars until
he couldn’t bear to touch it anymore. A faint sizzling sound
could be heard coming from his ears as his brain broiled in
it’s own juices.

Jean’s face showed fear. “I need you to get yourself under
control, Harvey. Don’t make me lose my job! We still have
five hours to go.” She gently kicked him in the ankle, leav-
ing a scuff on his white stockings.

Harvey’s mind started to misfire and sputter. He was
barely getting through this as it was, and it was getting
worse and worse by the millisecond. To keep himself from
going mad — if he wasn’t way beyond that already — he re-
viewed the events that led up to this nightmare in the hope
that he could now spot the exact moment where it all went
wrong.



Two Forms of ID

(‘\J%’N

It was three weeks ago when he had first heard of Jean’s
problems at work. She was harping and whining on the
subject incessantly. She was going to lose her job, no one
liked her, no one respected her, the work was too hard, the
air conditioning didn’t work, blah, blah, blah.

Jean was Harvey’s older sister. Much older. She was twelve
years his senior, physically — but years behind in emotional
maturity. It seemed to Harvey that she might never settle
down and learn to take life easy.

His sister was the sort of person who should have never
been entrusted with the responsibilities of a job, or even
the responsibilities of dressing herself. She was a twenty-
four hour a day basket case, a bundle of jittery, spazmatic
nerves. One day, she would surely explode in a tangled
mess of anxiety and paranoia.

But until that day, she was Harvey’s own personal demon.
He lived with Jean, in the house he had grown up in, as his
parents moved away when they retired. For his part, Har-
vey had grown up the neglected one in his nuclear family,
being too well adjusted to warrant the sort of attention his
frazzled parents paid to the trouble-ridden Jean. But his
parents had burnt out long ago. So now the problem had
been dropped into his lap. He could deal with it well
enough, as his resistance had been built up for many years.
And he could tolerate her quirky, draining personality
without too much strain on his life.

That was until Jean started in on her new job. How she
got it, Harvey had no clue. And even though he was happy
for her, he now had a whole new level of Jean’s insecurity
to cope with. Her complaints and worries about work were
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always the same, and became like a mantra as she chanted
and recited them at every opportunity. Harvey tried hard
to console her, but he had run out of answers. He was re-
duced to pleading for sanity and calmness, only to be re-
warded with Jean’s list of problems once again. He begged
her to stop. But it wasn’t long before he found himself
holding her when she started to cry. He promised her eve-
rything would be okay. And he promised her that he would
“Do anything on Earth to help.”

What would it take to calm her down? Harvey resolved to
help her fit in at work. Yes, it was really going far above
and beyond the call than anybody should have had to do
on behalf of another grown adult, but she was his sister.
He had to help her adjust.

He set to work on rebuilding his sister in the mold of a
driven, professional businesswoman. Harvey was by trade
an electrician, but his flexible schedule allowed him a lot
of free time. It was needed. He chose Jean’s outfits, drilled
her on using business jargon and even wound up spending
his nights finishing most of the work she was supposed to
be doing. It paid off slowly — ever so slowly — in good per-
formance reviews, compliments and even a raise. For the
first time in a long time, Jean was settling in and calming
down. And Harvey could relax.

For a minute or two. No sooner had the paranoia about
her abilities left her when new worries burrowed into her
head. She was obsessed with her inability to bond or so-
cialize with coworkers. They were all mothers and fathers,
raising families and talking about the tests and travails of
being parents.

So here it was, April 25. Bring Your Daughter To Work
Day. And here Harvey was, dressed as a young girl, pre-
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tending to be Jean’s daughter. This, despite the fact that he
was twenty-four years old and holding an M.B.A. Why?
When Jean had first mentioned it, he couldn’t even be-
lieve that she’d ever suggest such a thing. Pretend to be a
girl to help Jean’s social standing at work? Was she insane,
or just oblivious to reality?

Neither. She did know one thing about her brother. He
liked to dress.

He didn’t do it often, but he never turned down the op-
portunity. Halloween, costume parties, Mardi Gras. What-
ever excuse he could find, he was in a dress and on the
town. Not that he was a habitual cross dresser. Harvey
never felt any overpowering need to dress, nor was he
sexually aroused by it. He just thought it was a kick.
Harvey may have been twenty-three years old, but he was
in that small percentile of men who were fully gown at
under 5'6”. And he was very young looking. On a good day
he could be mistaken for a college freshman, what with his
beard never really growing in. So by pure accident, he dis-
covered he had a useless talent he never before suspected
a man could have. He could be a girl. A teenager, to be
specific.

David Ibsen, a longtime friend of Harvey’s was the first to
spot it. He'd tease Harvey from time to time about his size
and androgynous appearance, but never think twice about
it. But a drunken bet made by David and his friends re-
sulted in Harvey making himself up to be a teenage girl for
a day. The bet was to see if he could be passed off in dis-
guise for twenty four hours. Harvey collected some easy
cash. He was unnervingly convincing as a girl. No beauty
queen, mind you — more like a portly chess-club-loser type
of girl — but the disguise was credible. Needless to say,
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Harvey’s friends were visibly uncomfortable and disturbed
with his newfound skill. But Harvey liked the power of
making his friends so obviously uneasy. That was the fun
part about dressing up. There was no thrill from wearing
womens’ clothes, he just simply liked freaking people out.
And he was quite good at it.

So it was armed with this knowledge that Jean had made
her suggestion. Harvey would come to work in a dress and
pretend to be Jean’s nonexistent daughter, Christina. Jean
had already bought the dress, the wig and the shoes. All
Harvey had to do was put on his little-girl act and hang out
all day at her office. This wasn’t any big problem, was it?
He did say he would “Do anything on Earth to help,”
didn’t he?

Harvey was aghast. He hadn’t suspected that his sister was
so off the deep end. It was unbelievable. Jean apologized,
and retracted her idea. He was right. It was silly and
dumb. Then she just waited for the inevitable.

Two days later, when Harvey suck into Jean’s room and
opened a drawer of Jean’s dresser, he found a note under
the dress he wanted to try on. It read “Gotchal”

N%’(\)

“Harvey.” Snap snap. “Harvey!” Jean snapped her fingers
in front of his face again. Harvey broke from his shoe gaz-
ing to focus his glare on his sister. “The sandwich cart is
coming by. Do you want a snack?” Jean asked.

Harvey said nothing, intensifying his glare.

“You hate me. You're going to hate me forever, aren’t
you?” Jean whined. Harvey clenched his jaw and sneered.
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The cart wheeled on by, unmolested by the self-involved
siblings.

“Hey!” Harvey yelled to the sandwich guy before he got to
the elevator. “Do you have tuna?” He sprinted to stop the
closing doors. “Tunafish?” He repeated. The man handed
one over, and Harvey thanked him.

When he got back to Jean’s desk, she was pretending to
concentrate on paperwork. “I knew you couldn’t stay angry
all day. See? I told you you'd get used to it.”

Harvey talked with a full mouth. “I'm hungry, okay?”
“Whatever you say, sweetie.” Jean replied. “Who can un-
derstand teenagers, anyway?”

A large, balding gentleman with thick glasses stopped at
Jean’s desk. He smiled and nodded a silent greeting at
Harvey. “Oh! Is this your sister Jean?,” he said with sar-
casm.

Jean’s head snapped up with alarm. It was her boss, Mr.
Pickwick. “My sister!?” Jean said, with the typical sense of
panic she infused into her speech.

“I was kidding, Jean.” Mr. Pickwick said.

“What?” Jean replied in distress. “What do you mean?”
Harvey stepped in to save her. “He was joking, Mom. Re-
lax. Mom.”

Jean’s worried eyes darted back and forth between the two
people. She was sure that this was going to get her fired.
Right now. This instant. She’d be alone. On the streets.
Lying in some dark alleyway. And then she finally caught
on. “Oh. Sorry. Busy day.” She said. Harvey rolled his eyes.
“And what’s your name, little lady?” Mr. Pickwick asked.

A small bit of tuna caught in Harvey’s throat. He tried to
make his coughing sound as effeminate as possible.

“You all right?” Mr. Pickwick asked out of courtesy.
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“I'm fine.” Harvey said with a smile. He was going to have
to pour on the charm. If he made a good impression here,
it would certainly speak favorably of Jean to have raised
such a delightful young daughter. “Thank you for asking.”
He tilted his head to the side and put on his cheesiest aw-
shucks little girl big-toothed smile. “I'm Christina.”

Mr. Pickwick held out his hand to shake, and Harvey
grasped it lightly and limply. “I'm very pleased to meet
you, Christina. Your mother speaks very highly of you.
Can't stop talking about you.”

“Really?” He replied to Pickwick. Harvey twisted his head
slightly to peer at Jean. She blocked his stare with a
manilla folder. “How nice of her.” He said, bitterly. For a
moment, Harvey almost dropped the act. Then he recov-
ered. “She’s just the greatest Mom in the whole world!” He
said through his clasped teeth.

“How old are you Christina?” Mr. Pickwick asked for no
apparent reason.

Harvey brought himself back to the task at hand. “I'm
almost eigh...”

“Fifteen!” Jean interrupted.

Harvey’s head darted back at Jean. He so wanted to bean
her. But this was no time to crack. He was here for one
reason: to leave a good impression. “I'll be sixteen in three
mon...”

“Seven months!” Jean interrupted again. Harvey was
wondering just how much of this story Jean had worked
out in advance. Much more than she had let on previously,
it seemed.

“Isn’t that like kids? Always trying to be a little older. And
they grow up so fast.” Mr. Pickwick smiled at Jean. She
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missed her cue to say something like “Before you know it,
they're all grown up,” or some other parental cliché.
“Fifteen, hmm?” Mr. Pickwick looked at Harvey with a
critical eye. “You seem awfully mature to be only fifteen,
Christina.”

Harvey coughed again, involuntarily. What did this guy
know?

“Yes sir. Very poised for only fifteen.” Pickwick said, obvi-
ously contemplating something. “Jean...” He asked.

“Yes,” Jean’s overanxious voice responded, “Mr. Pick-
wick?”

Pickwick paused as he thought deeper. And paused. And
paused.

Harvey decided he needed to bail out. Now. If he came
clean, maybe they could just claim that this was a sort of
practical joke. Ha. Ha. Everyone would have a good laugh.
Maybe some stories to tell. Maybe some people would get
fired and dragged out by security. Whatever the cost, it
was now done and over. He reached for the seam of his
wig to pull it off.

Mr. Pickwick finally finished his thought. “Has Christina
ever done any modeling or acting?” He asked Jean, turning
his attention away from Harvey.

Harvey discreetly pulled the wig back onto his head.

Jean looked as nervous as she had all day. And that was
saying something. “Acting? What do you mean some kind
of acting job, or was she an actress or or...” She went into
the first stages of hyperventilation.

‘Boy, she’s good in a crunch,” Harvey thought. He had
little choice, so he stepped into the fray. “No. No. I've
never done anything like that, Mr. Pickwick.”

10



Two Forms of ID

“Would you like to try?” Mr. Pickwick asked. “You're very
tall for a fifteen year old, which is what people look for in a
model. And you're so well poised, I think you’d make a
great actress.”

“She’d love to!” Jean suddenly shouted.
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Chapter 2:
A Step or Two in the Wrong Direction

“What?” Jean said.

“You know what.” Harvey said with the greatest degree of
gravity. He was at home now, so he no longer had to pre-
tend. He no longer had to hold back.

Jean’s worried eyes looked at Harvey in despair. “I knew
it. You hate me.”

“I don’t hate you, Sis. I just sometimes...” Harvey
searched for the right words. “I sometimes don’t know
what you're thinking.”

“You hate me!” Jean wailed.

“I just said I don’t hate you Jean!” Harvey barked. He
quickly got a hold of his emotions. It was a big mistake to
yell at his fragile sister. She would always take it too hard
and emotionally curl up into a ball for days. “Let’s just back
track a little here, okay?”

“You hate me.” Jean repeated.

Harvey rubbed the temples of his head. “You were per-
fectly aware that I was pretending to be your daughter just
for the day, and just to help you out, right?”

Jean nodded.

“And I was really uncomfortable doing this.”

Jean nodded again.

Harvey once more collected his thoughts and tried to
frame his speech in the least threatening way. “So... why
then, would you volunteer me... for a commercial... where
I would have to go though even more... potential embar-
rassment... and discomfort?” Once finished, he awaited the
response from Jean, knowing perfectly well he wasn’t go-
ing to hear anything he wanted to.

13
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He felt the same, dreadful feeling he had spent years
growing up with. Jean was taking over his life.

When he was younger, all he ever wanted to do was get
out of this house. He just wanted to have a real life of his
own. But Jean was so needy. She had to be constantly
watched. The demands were incredible. And now, here he
was, a grown man who’s life was being taken over by hav-
ing to look after his sister.

Jean pleaded. “You don’t understand, Harvey.” Harvey
wholeheartedly agreed with that observation. “Mr. Pick-
wick’s been having a tough time casting that spot for the
commercial.”

“I don't really care about that Jean...” Harvey tried to say.
“No! You... You see...” Jean’s nerves started to kick in. “If I
could get Christina into the auditions, Mr. Pickwick would
love me for it! I might get a raise, a promotion...”

“There is no Christina, Jean.” Harvey wanted to make this
clear. “She doesn’t exist.”

“But...” Jean protested.

“She doesn’t exist.” Harvey said again.

“Glaucoma. He’s got badeyes. Itwillonlybe fora minute-
ortwo!” Jean’s speech was sped up in fear of not getting it
all out. “Youjust haveto goandshowup thenyougettoleave!
See? See!? Youdontunderstand! Youneverlistentomeandy-
ouneverunderstand!!”

Harvey reached inside his shirt pocket and picked a B-12
vitamin from it. He was going to need the strength. He
swallowed it down with an audible ‘gulp” sound. “Slow
down. And try that again.” He said, resuming his temple
massage.

“Mr. Pickwick is nearly blind. He’s got glaucoma. He can’t
see.
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Harvey waited for the relevant part.

Jean concentrated, knowing this was her only chance she
was going to get. “He never even saw you. He thinks you
really are some cute fifteen year old girl.” Jean saw that
she had grabbed a sliver of Harvey’s attention. “You go to
the audition, the director gets one good look at you, and
we go home.”

Unbelievably, now that he had heard the explanation, he
saw it’s twisted, cruel logic.

“I can’t do that again, Jean.” Harvey felt the need to say it
out loud, just to save face.

“Please, Harvey.” Jean asked.

It was going to be just a few minutes. A few minutes out
of the rest of his life. He could manage it. He could get his
sister the promotion, the raise and the respect of her co-
workers. He had to try. Against ninety-nine point nine per-
cent of his better judgment, he had to agree. Which is why
he found himself on his way to the audition the very next
morning.,

N”Q)"“N

“You said it was going to be quick.”

Jean barely even heard him. “Shush! We’ve only got a few
minutes!” She then rammed a tube of lipstick into Harvey’s
lips. “Pucker like a fish.”

Harvey grabbed Jean’s arm and tore it away from his face.
“Just give me a moment, all right?”

Jean almost opened her mouth to speak, but it quickly
dawned on her that it was one of those instances where
she had better do what Harvey said. She walked away
without another word.
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When he was a kid, Harvey would have killed to be in this
spot. He had always been overshadowed by Jean and her
needs. His parents rarely even noticed his difficulties with
life. He had spent many night as a kid dreaming of the
opportunity to go out in the world and make a name for
himself.

He desperately wanted to become famous. Not that he
ever really told anyone that. He was just a small-town kid
with no real hopes of going anywhere. And he knew it. But
still, in the back of his mind, he knew that fame was the
only way he’d ever be able to show his family how special
he was. But now, he was trapped in a lie, as if life were
turning his dreams back on him and laughing. What did
they call it? Irony?

Such a polite word for such a horrible feeling.

Harvey spun around on his stool to look at himself in the
mirror. He had on his wig, the hair band, and a new dress
from the costuming people. He did look like a young girl,
he knew that well enough. But he had always thought he
was kind of a dog — as a girl. His face was kind of chubby,
his legs were thick, he had squinty eyes and thin lips. Sure,
he could pass as an ugly eighteen year old, but as a cute
fifteen year old girl? Mr. Pickwick must have been as blind
as a bat.

Across the sound stage, the director huddled with his pro-
duction assistant. “They’re all drama queens, Shana. Damn
stage mothers.” He sucked on a cigarette. “I can’t use any
of them. Is there anybody left on the list?”

Shana, a heavily made up woman of elusive but advanced
age, checked her list. “Three more.” She stopped on one
name. “And this Christina Angler girl. She’s the one Pick-
wick suggested, Luke.”
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Luke the director peered over the tops of his sunglasses.
“That’s all?”

“That’s the lot,” said Shana.

Luke turned his head and eyes to the sky and waited for
divine inspiration. None came. “Okay. Here’s what we do.
If none of these other girls pan out, we just cast the one
Pickwick wants.”

Shana was suspicious. “Are you serious? Did you see her?”
“I know. Arf. Escapee from the dog pound. But Pickwick
writes the checks for this God-awful commercial shoot.”
Luke pushed his glasses back onto his face. “And you can’t
go wrong casting the bosses’ favorite, now can you? Let’s
just get this done and get the hell out of this town.”
“Amen.” Shana agreed. She turned to the remaining ac-
tresses. “Let’s have the next one!”

Back with Harvey, Jean was licking her thumb and using it
to scrub something invisible off Harvey’s face. “Stop fuss-
ing!” She said.

“Stop rubbing your spit on me then.” Harvey cracked.
Jean disregarded his request. “It’ll just be a few minutes.
You're the last one they’ll look at. They’ve probably already
made their choice by now.”

“Good.” Harvey said. “Just let me get out of this meat
market! They want me just for my body!”

Jean played with Harvey’s bangs.

“That was a joke.” Harvey said.

“What was?” Jean replied. “Look, honey, just memorize
the line, okay?”

“Pickwick picks the perfect peaches?” Harvey asked.

Jean nodded. “That’s the one.”

N%’f\)
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“Pickwick picks the perfect peaches!” The cute girl on the
TV said. She took a big bite. “Mmmmmm! Peachy!” she
further added.

“Dude, I can’t believe that’s you.” The guy sitting next to
Harvey said.

Harvey couldn’t even look. His head was between his legs,
sitting bent over on the sofa. It was the perfect position for
a crash landing in an airplane, but it was only his life that
was out of control.

Jean came into the living room with a bowl full of Bugles.
“Did I miss it? I missed it!” Jean whined. “Did I miss it,
David?”

David Ibsen, a good friend of Harvey’s, was sitting on the
couch next to the distended man. “Yeah. I told you not to
leave.”

“Jean?” Harvey asked from between his knees, “Why is
David here?”

“Don’t mind him David, he’s just a little cranky.” Jean said,
dismissing her brother.

Harvey’s upper half sprang up as if here a resurrected
corpse. “Just a little!”

“Maybe you can reassure him that it’s not the end of the
world if he helped out his sister and filmed a TV commer-
cial.” Jean popped a crisp in her mouth. “And made thirty
thousand dollars I might add.”

“I'm not complaining about the money, Jean.” Harvey said
softly. “It’s the whole face-on-national-television-as-a-girl
thing that’s got me kind of...” Harvey’s tone changed.
“Cranky!”
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“I didn’t know it was going to be a national ad, Harvey.”
Jean said innocently. Harvey’s eyes would have burnt a
hole trough Jean’s head if humans had such powers.

David nudged his friend with his elbow. “I wouldn’t worry
about it, man. That girl looks nothing like you.” Harvey
looked at his friend suspiciously. David was watching the
show. “She’s cute.”

Harvey was sure that was an unintended insult in some
weird way, but he let it go. “They used computers or some-
thing.” Harvey muttered.

“No shit?” David said. “Wow. They can sure do miracles
with computers.”

“They didn’t do that much. Just a good make-up job.” Jean
interjected. “Good lighting.”

Harvey scanned the area for blunt objects he could club
Jean with. None. He went back to an earlier question.
“Why is David here?”

“David is here to take a look at the contract we signed.”

“We?”

“I signed. Minors can’t sign a contract.” Jean corrected.
“David, did you read it?”

“What?” David replied, distracted with the TV show
again. “Oh yeah. The contract.” David was a skinny man,
about twenty-eight or something and had graduated from
drinking buddy to good friends with Harvey some years
ago. His hippie looks, complete with scraggly beard and
sandals belied his true occupation. He was a lawyer.

David plucked the contract in question from between his
butt and the couch cushion, where he had been keeping it.
“It’s all on the up-and-up. It’s got no tricks or anything in
it. It’s pretty fair.”

“It depends on how you look at that.” Harvey grumbled.
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Jean was intent on pursuing her line of questioning. “So,
what if they want to do more commercials?” Harvey’s head
snapped to attention and gave her such a look.

“Well,” David said, pausing to sip his beer. “It’s a standard
commercial contract. The producers of the spot — Pickwick
Packing & Canning — have an option to make what’s known
as a ‘callback” where they can have Harvey come back to
film another spot, but at twice the previous rate.”

“Come back?” Harvey said.

“Twice the rate?” Jean said.

“Twice the rate? Sixty thousand dollars?” Harvey com-
puted.

Jean’s face lit up. “Sixty thousand!”

Harvey’s brief moment of happiness vanished when he
saw the look on Jean’s face. It was a look of delight mixed
with fear. “You know something, Jean.”

Jean’s face turned a deep red. “I got a call this morning
when you were in the shower.”

Harvey didn’t need to hear any more. For the first time in
his life, he ground his teeth. “David.” He turned to face his
friend. “What happens if I don’t want to do another com-
mercial?”

“Then you have a buy-out clause. You refund a certain
amount of money and you break the terms of the con-
tract.” David continued. “In this case, it’s five thousand
dollars.”

“Shit.” Harvey cursed. “They’re vultures!”

“Hey, don’t sweat it, man.” David said. “I wouldn't let any-
thing happen to my pal.” He smiled wickedly and whis-
pered. “Don't let this get around, but I think of you as the
kid sister I never had.”
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“Shove it, fuckface,” Harvey growled. He looked at his
hands as if they had an answer. “Five thousand.” He came
to a decision. “Fine. I'll do that.”

“Harvey!” Jean snapped. “Sixty thousand!”

“Forget it.” Harvey stated. “This ends now.”

“Nope.” David said, his face still pointed at the television.
“Fraid not.”

Harvey grabbed a handful of his vitamins, slapped them
into his mouth and chased it with some beer. “What?” He
asked.

“To enact the buy-out clause, the parent and/or guardian
of Christina Angler must make an affidavit as to Christina’s
status.” David finally broke his attention from the set. “You
know, like why “Christina’ is unable to fulfill the terms of
the contract. But if Jean makes this statement — and pre-
sumably makes up a story — she could be sued for fraud.
And you for identity fraud. And even if she tells the truth,
it’s still fraud, and everyone goes to jail. Even me, now that
I know.”

Harvey’s world suddenly became way more claustropho-
bic. “You're telling me there’s no way out?”

“Nope.” David said simply. “If they want you, they can
have you.”

Harvey turned to look at Jean again, and she already knew
the question.

“They want you.”
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Chapter 3:
The Van

It was a long year for Harvey. That first callback wasn’t so
bad, but the second callback was too much. The third was
impossible and the fourth and fifth had sort of been a blur
to him. It was a very, very long year. But there were good
things in his life, though. Jean had been promoted three
times. She was still a basket case, but the higher up you
move in a company, the more eccentric you can be. The
higher she moved up, the better Jean fit in at work. At
times, she almost seemed happy.

That didn’t last very long, however. When tax time came,
the IRS became suspicious of the money that had flowed
into Jean Angler’s accounts on behalf of the minor “Chris-
tina Angler.” After all, you can’t hide $380,000 very easily.
With that kind of money, Harvey had thought he was set
for at least a few years, and he quit his electrician job.

But then the walls came crashing in. When they filed
taxes, they had too much money to hide. The IRS de-
manded that the money go into a trust fund that only
“Christina” would be able to access at age eighteen.

By that point, though, Harvey had already blown $32,000
on a new car, and another $20,000 down payment on a
new condo. Which left him in the position of owing him-
self $52,000

The money he had earned was essentially in an account
that could never be touched. Not as long as reality contin-
ued to insist that there was no such person as Christina
Angler to withdraw the money.

This left Harvey in deep debt, so much so that he had to
find a way to pay it off, desperately. No job for an electri-
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cian could pay enough to do it. Three years of jobs as an
electrician couldn’t do it. There was only one way to earn
big money fast. It was back to work for Christina. This
time, with David’s help, they could craft a way for the
money to go to Harvey’s account, and keep him from going
bankrupt.

Thus, the presence of Harvey Angler started to become
more and more rare. More often then not, you could find
him trying to squeeze himself into young ladies” jeans and
practicing around the house in high-heeled shoes.

Often times, he’d even remain in his outfit long after he’d
gone to an audition. Not because he was particularly fond
of dressing this way, but because he was a little lazy.

Still, that was the easy part. The hard part was getting
ready. On this particular morning, Harvey gripped the
towel rack with his free hand as Jean grasped the wax on
Harvey’s forearm. And she pulled. Harvey cursed and
swore as the ripping tore the hair from his body. His
swearing reverberated on the tiles in his small bathroom.
“Not fun.” He growled, as he rubbed the arm with a towel.

“Crybaby.” Jean joked. A patented Harvey dead-eye stare
told her it was not the time for humor. “Is that everything?
Arms, legs, chest...”

Harvey was very sure that was everything.

“Eyebrows!” Jean remembered.

“Fuck.” Harvey said. He dropped his shoulders and
walked over to the chair in front of the sink. He sat, and
awaited the next round of humiliation. His objections were
minor, however, compared to the stink he had put up a
year ago.

Because there had been a change. He was no longer pre-
tending to be Christina to help his sister. He was doing it
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now to keep himself from spending the next ten years in
prison. If he couldn’t come up with the missing money, he
was done for.

“How much do you think?” Harvey said, pulling his brow
around to visualize it.

“Not too much. Younger girls have thicker eyebrows,
normally.” Jean said.

Harvey wasn't sure. “Really?”

“I'm sure. They get thinner when they get tweezed over a
lifetime.”

“Let’s get going, then.” Harvey gripped the counter to
prepare for the oncoming rush of pain.

After that, the hair would get colored, the skin exfoliated,
and the nails lengthened. Jean would cut his now chin-
length hair and mix up a tooth whitening treatment. And
Harvey sat still for all of it.

This wasn’t the first time he had done this. It was now a
part of his weekly routine. Every Sunday was his “day of
beauty.” He had been through the routine half a dozen
times now. He had to keep himself looking a good as pos-
sible, because this was now his full-time job. He was an
actress slash model.

Running a circuit of talent agents, production houses and
theater auditions, Harvey had become a local showbiz
mainstay. Well, Christina Angler was how he was known
around town, not as Harvey. He’d visit the crowded, cheap
offices of theater professionals and sit in his seat while
Jean filled out forms, and waited patiently to do his bit for
a scout, casting director or just the chance to drop off his
demo DVD.

Jean would drive him from audition to audition, trying get
work with a growing sense of desperation. But since he
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was well-recognized from his commercials, few wanted to
cast the “peach girl” in another commercial. The same
went for TV shows. Especially after meeting Harvey in
person, and seeing how much help make-up and computer
wizardry had done for Harvey’s career.

What remained for him were the leftovers.
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As Jean parked the car in the lot, he turned to her brother.
“You ready?”

Harvey checked himself in the rear view mirror. He took a
deep breath. And let it go. “Yeah.” He whispered.

Mostly — though not entirely — for show, Jean held Har-
vey’s hand as she led him into the building. It was an old
creaky why-isn’t-it-demolished-yet palace located in the
forgotten part of the theater district. Inside, they were
assembling the finalists for a children’s anti-drug perform-
ing troupe called “The Yes! to Life Gang.” They traveled
the country, going from school to school giving “uplifting
and inspiring’ motivation to a bunch of disinterested kids.
It was hideous and sickening, but it was work. And it paid
very well. It would singularly erase his $52,000 debt.
Harvey reflected on the moment, realizing that his child-
hood dreams of fame were now so staggeringly perverse
that it would take years of intense therapy to undo the
damage. He’d have to just get used to the idea that this
was his course in life for the immediate future. God help
him if he should think too much about it, because he’d go
insane in an instant.

Jean and Harvey shuffled into the theater, and found seats
alongside the kids and mothers packing the first few rows.
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One by one, the kids got up on stage and did a little song
and dance number and then thanked “everybody” for
“such a wonderful, fabulous time!” Gosh!

Harvey got up and did his bit. He did a little singing, a
quick tap routine, a scene from Shakespeare and then
thanked everybody and returned to his seat directly. Over-
all, his nervous voice was kind of deeper than he normally
was able to keep it, and he wasn’t so good on his feet. And
he was certainly the least enthusiastic kid” on stage. Hon-
estly, he was ready to get out of here and go to the next
audition halfway into his act.

So when he piled into the “Yes! to Life” van nine days
later, along with the rest of the troupe for the four-month
national tour, he was still a little confused. How had he
gotten the job? Maybe he’d never know.

Jean had been there, and was actually crying for him as he
was set to leave. She had hugged him like a mother would
have, seeing her baby off on a long trip. It made Harvey
feel extremely uncomfortable, but every real mother and
father was doing the same with their kids as they bid fare-
well. So he kept up appearances.

He had to do some things he wasn’t proud of to get ready
for the long trip. He couldn’t get away with growing a
beard, so he had undergone some intense, day-long ses-
sions of electrolysis to take care of what chin whiskers he
had and his sideburns. He had been watching MTV for the
whole week before the trip, so he’d at least have a clue as
to what all the kids would be talking about.

For the last eight days, he had been talking at the highest
possible pitch for all of his speech. He needed to make it a
habit. And most embarrassing to him, he had to work on a
new, imperceptible method to “‘conceal’ the family jewels.
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It took a lot of attempts, a lot of duct tape, and a lot of pu-
bic hair pulled out by the root. But eventually he had
something close to undetectable.

Harvey had packed all of his three or four “girl” outfits he
had, along with a hastily assembled array of grooming
items & cosmetics. Jean had given him a few things as
well, like a bag full of his vitamins and a portable video
game. It was going to be a long four months, and he would
be spending it with a van full of kids who were just about
half his age. Harvey kept reminding himself that this
would take care of his money problems. It would be all
right soon.

The money would be sent to Jean, and she’d take care of
the debts. All he had to do was survive. No matter how
insipid the “Yes! to Life” message was, no matter how lame
the show was going to be, no matter how vacuous the kids
were, no matter how many times he’d have to sleep in this
cramped van — he just had to survive. 120 days. That was
all it was going to take. He was a grown man, after all. He
could tough it out.

“Here we go, kids!” The troupe director said, grasping the
handle to the van door. “We're going to have a fun-tactular
time!”

A slight sense of panic and a definite sense of dread took
hold of Harvey as the door of the van slid shut. It clacked
and locked, leaving him in total darkness with five little
kids he had never met and thousands of lonely miles on
the road were ahead of him.
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When the door finally slid open for the last time four
months later, Harvey had grown used to the metal door’s
rumbling, rolling noise, and used to the feeling he was
being freed from a cave. He stumbled out and stretched
out into the cool air of spring, blinking his eyes to get used
to the sunlight.

“Christinal” a blonde girl with a bright smile called.
“Amber!” Harvey spun around and hugged her tight.
“You've got my phone number, right?”

“Christinal” a black girl joined in the hug. And an Asian
girl joined in as well.

They broke after a long minute and then Harvey ap-
proached the two boys in the troupe and grave them each
a peck on the cheek. “I had a super time!” He said.

A chorus of goodbyes and sad farewells lingered forever
before the group finally broke up and went their separate
ways. Harvey scanned the parking lot and found Jean. He
sprinted across the lot with his bags in tow and embraced
Jean as if she were a lost teddy bear. “I missed you so
much!” Harvey said.

Jean was a little startled to greet this chipper, upbeat ver-
sion of her brother. This wasn’t the person she had
dropped off here months ago. This person had changed.
But Jean wasn’t totally surprised. She had clues. Harvey
would write every so often, and make the occasional phone
calls. Jean realized over the course of several letters that a
slow change had come over Harvey. After all, you can’t
spend four months on the road with five teenage kids and
not try to build up a resistance to the energy and vitality of
youth — because if you didn’t, you might just find yourself
giving in to it. And it was clear he had failed miserably to
build any resistance.
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Harvey leapt into the back seat of Jean’s car, and started
rifling through his bags. “I got you something!” he said.
“Look!”

Harvey produced a snow globe with the script ‘From
beautiful snowy Utah!” written on the base. “I thought that
might keep you thinking cool at work. Even though it’s
only March. Well, summer’s only three months away! You
can use it then. Do you like it? Isn’t it cool?”

Jean wasn’t used to not being able to get in a word edge-
wise. “Yeah. Great, good. Thank you. It’s real nice.”

The months of closeness with a group of teenagers had
definitely rubbed off on Harvey. His usual slow, sarcastic
way of talking had now become a hyperactive talk-before-
you-think speech pattern. As the car pulled out, Harvey
twisted around in the rear seat and waved frantically at the
people he was leaving behind. “Bye guys! Bye!” He called
back, knowing full well they couldn’t hear him.

The “Yes! To Life Gang” had a simple message, accurately
encapsulated in their name. The performance was a musi-
cal play that lasted about twenty minutes. The story was
very basic: A young girl was worried about her popularity.
All her “so-called” friends were taking drugs, and she had
been offered it many times. Then one day, a “girl from the
bad side of the tracks’ pressures the good girl into taking a
hit of ecstasy. Sure enough, her life instantly becomes a
living hell and she nearly dies from overdosing. Then her
real friends — the “Yes! To Life Gang” come in and help
her get back on the road to recovery, turning her on to the
vast pleasures of a drug-free lifestyle.

And slowly, it became clear to Harvey why he had been
chosen for the part. He was the gloomy, sullen bad girl
from the other side of the tracks. He was perfect to play
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the villain, set against the sugary happiness of the rest of
the cast.

“So did all the checks clear? I really hope they cleared
because I worked really really hard and for a long long
time and it was okay, but I wouldn’t want to do it again,
although I liked seeing the country n’ stuff.” Harvey asked
Jean.

“Yes. Everything’s taken care of.” Jean reassured. “The tax
problems are behind us.”

“Oh my God, I was so worried.” Harvey tucked his
shoulder-length hair back behind an ear. “It would have
totally sucked to go through all this and not get the money,
you know? You have no idea how worried I was. I mean, I
was really really worried.”

“No, everything’s just fine.” Jean paused. “But there is
something I have to tell you about.”

“Yeah, you mentioned it last month! On the phone? Re-
member? Vice President of Customer Experience! That is
such a cool title!” Harvey bubbled.

Jean looked a little closer in the mirror. Did he have his
ears pierced? “No, honey. That’s not what I meant.” Har-
vey didn’t act like the man she remembered.

After Harvey had figured out that he was to play the
downbeat character in the “Yes! To Life Gang” show, it had
started to bother him. He had never really pictured him-
self as a villain. He wanted to be the good guy. So, as the
weeks went on, he started to work a little harder, and
wanted to make a better impression. Soon, he was suggest-
ing to the producers that he could play one of the regular
parts if it was okay.

Eventually, the time came, and Harvey sung and danced
his heart out. He did very well in his new role. So much so,
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they developed a rotation. Every few days or so, he’d play
the bad girl. But more and more often, he’d play “Angie,”
the girl who loved to do extreme sports in her drug-free
lifestyle. Sometimes he’d play “Maya,” the girl who loved
to use her brain and be a top student. And sometimes,
he’d play “Brittany,” the cheerleader who wanted a career
in fashion design.

Harvey was convinced he was showing his superior acting
abilities in his girlish roles. Why, the very fact that he could
now recite all his lines with a bright, earnest smile on his
face and sing his songs with the inner glow of a born-again
Christian was proof enough. It wasn't as if he had started
to think a little like the super-happy characters he played
in the show. It was acting, of course. All acting.

Harvey stuck his head into the front. “Can we stop some-
where to eat? I'm heck-a starved. You know what I haven’t
had for a long time? Pizza. They never wanted to get us
Pizza. It was hamburgers, chicken and Taco Bell. Why
didn’t they want us to have Pizza? I mean, what’s up with
that!?”

“I have dinner at home.” Jean said. “I wanted to make it a
bit of an occasion.”

“Okay. I guess I've had enough fast food to make me ex-
plode.” Harvey flipped the long hair out of his face and
began to play with the zipper on his jacket. Jean had to
keep driving, but the more she looked at Harvey, the more
things she spotted.

Harvey was wearing a purple cord jacket with a hood that
had fake fur trim. It was popular with girls these days —
trendy, almost. He was also wearing what were obviously
girl’s jeans, a shiny dark blue denim that had flowers
stitched along the cuffs.
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But what made the biggest impression on Jean was the
definition in Harvey’s face. Or lack of it. Gone was the
pufty fifteen year old girl look” he had when he started.
Months of dancing had slimmed him down and taken the
fat out of his body. If Jean didn’t know better, she’d have
said he had lost his baby fat. He looked like a healthy,
young and vibrant fifteen year old girl. And he was smiling.
Smiling — it wasn’t exactly what Harvey was known for.

It was so unusual a sight that she had forgotten to mention
the very important thing she needed to talk to him about.
Until it was too late.

“You must be Christina.” The man in Jean’s house said to
Harvey when they got to the door. He was about six feet
tall, dwarfing Harvey by seven inches. He had a satisfied
smile on his face. “You're even more beautiful than your
Mother said you were.”

Harvey smiled politely, nodded, and then slowly turned on
his heel to face Jean. Through his smile he asked in a very
quiet voice: “Who is he, Jean?” The cold, dead stare Jean
remembered from long ago returned.

“Say hello to Patrick, dear,” Jean asked, “Don’t be rude.”
Harvey whisked back around and slipped back into
sweetie-pie mode. “Hi, Patrick.” He stepped forward,
shook his hand and then stepped back again.

Patrick turned his attention to Jean. “Didn’t you tell her,
Jean?”

“Tell me?” A pit formed in Harvey’s stomach.

“Well, Patrick and I...” Jean’s famous nerves started to
flare up. “You see, that is, I...”

“Show him the ring.” Patrick said.

Jean haltingly offered her hand to Harvey for viewing.
“Patrick and I are...”

33



Two Forms of ID

“Your Mom and I are engaged!” Patrick proclaimed with

pride.
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Chapter 4:
Crossed Purposes

“Sometimes, Jean, I don’t know what you're thinking.”
Harvey said.

“How many men have ever proposed to me, Harvey?”
Jean had obviously practiced the answer to this question.
“I'll tell you how many. One. Patrick. It's my one chance at
happiness. You know that.”

Harvey’s pretty head was spinning, shocked into near stu-
por. Everything he had planned on was falling apart again.
He just wanted to get things back to normal. “Couldn’t you
have just told him?”

“That I had a daughter who is really my brother and he’s
touring the country in a children’s acting troupe to avoid
fraud charges?” Jean reminded him. “He’d have had me
locked up!”

Harvey was seated on “Christina’s” bed, in “Christina’s”
room, looking at “Christina’s” things, scattered about the
room. Apparently, Jean had redecorated Harvey’s old room
as a cover for her story with Patrick. She had thought of
every detail. There were posters, a closet full of trendy
teen fashions, and a vanity in the corner. And everything
was pink, hot pink or violet. Harvey surveyed the room
and buried his head in his hands.

“Why did you have to say anything about having a daugh-
ter at all?” Harvey wanted to know.

“How could I have hidden that?” Jean replied.

“Can we at least tell him now?” Harvey said, in a whine.
Jean stared into space. She didn’t have a good answer for
that one. “I don’t know. I think he really does love me, but
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I have to be sure, Harvey. Otherwise, he might leave me.”
Jean’s hands started to tremble. “You hate me, don’t you?”
If there was one thing that Harvey had noticed about his
sister was her newfound sense of calm. He heard it on the
phone when he called on the road. It grew stronger every
time he had talked to her. Now, she seemed at peace,
which was something he had always prayed she would
find.

Maybe that’s what a relationship could do for her. It would
help her find that stability she had been looking for for so
long. And now here she was, her hands shaking and body
shivering, about to lose all that she had gained.
Grudgingly, Harvey took her hand and tried to comfort
her. “It’s all right, Jean. It'll be okay.”

Jean hugged her brother, and Harvey hugged back. “I'll
tell him if you really want me too, Harvey. I can’t keep
hurting you like this.”

Harvey held her tighter. “It’s all right Jean. I'll be Chris-
tina for a little while longer. You tell him when you're
ready. Just remember, I'd rather it be sooner than later,
okay?”

Yes, he knew it was a mistake. But he had no real idea
how he could stop this freight train of lies now.

(\J@‘(‘\)

“How's it feel to be sleeping in your own bed again, short
stuff?” Patrick asked Harvey the next morning. Harvey
reflexively twitched at the nickname.

“Great!” Harvey said brightly. Four months of being a
“Yes! to Life” troupe member had left him with the innate
ability to fake happiness without even thinking about it.
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“It’s so great to be back home!” Harvey sat down at the

table in a shapeless nightgown he had found last night in
his closet. It had a pattern of tiny strawberries on it.

The sound of cereal spilling into Harvey’s bowl temporar-
ily halted conversation. Harvey had correctly figured the
“Boo Berry” cereal in the cupboard was for the child in the
house. It was then that Jean appeared in the hallway in her
robe, yawning and stretching. “You'd better get off to
work, hun.”

“I don’t have a job anymore...” Harvey started to say be-
fore he realized who Jean was talking to.

“Ha, ha, hal” Patrick chuckled. “You don’t have to go to
work for a few more years, Christina, do you?” Patrick con-
tinued to chuckle as he rose and put on his coat. He
walked over to Jean and gave her a quick peck on the
cheek. “T'll be back by five thirty. What say I pick up some
pizza on the way home? We’ll have a party! Just the three
of us!”

Harvey sat up straight in his seat. “That’d be great! I'd
love that!” He was obviously too used to going along with
the group.

“I’ll see you then, my lovely ladies!” Patrick said, as he left
the house.

“Oh God,” Harvey said, the instant the door closed. “I
don’t know if I can keep this up.” He got up to go to the
fridge to get some milk. “Look at me. I'm eating kid’s ce-
real even. God help me.”

“What do you think of Patrick?” Jean asked.

Harvey spooned a couple of mouthfuls before responding.
“I guess he’s okay. He seems nice.”

“Yeah.” Jean replied dreamily.
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“Hey, why aren’t you going to work?” Harvey asked.
“Aren’t you going to be late?”

“I quit,” she responded.

Harvey coughed up a mouth-full of cereal. “You quit!?”
He cried. “What... What... But... I... But... the dressing
up... the commercials... I did it all for... Why!?”

“Patrick’s got a good job. He makes a lot of money. More
than I ever will.” Jean smiled.

“You were a vice president!” Harvey couldn’t believe that
the reason he had to start dressing like this in the first
place was now irrelevant. “You... You had everything!” He
spooned up his last few bits of cereal. “You just gave it
up?”

“Well... yes.” Jean said. “I want to be his full-time wife.
And if I never see that grey, life-sucking office again, it will
be too soon.” She smiled with satisfaction.

“Yeah. Okay.” Despite his shock at learning this, Harvey
stifled a yawn and picked up the bowl. He loudly slurped
down the remaining milk. “What’s he do?”

Jean looked nervous for a moment. “Sales.”

“Sales?” Harvey said, only slightly curious.

“So, Harvey...” Jean said, obviously leading into a subject
she wasn’t eager to broach. “I think we need to keep work-
ing on our cover story until we tell Patrick the truth, don’t
your”

Harvey sighed, slumped in his chair and then nodded.
“Yeah. I guess.”

“So let’s just get in the habit of using the right names
around the house. Right?”

Harvey nodded again, a frown worked its way around his
clenched jaw.

“Why don’t we try it,” Jean asked. “What’s your name?”
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“Dead Meat,” he said.

“That’s right, honey. You're my daughter, Christina.” Jean
looked at Harvey cautiously, ready to spot the twitch or the
flinch that would signal when he had taken enough of this
and was going to fight back. “And who am I?”

“Jean.” Harvey said.

“Mother. I'm your Mother.” Jean decided to push it. “Or
maybe you should call me ‘Mom.™

Harvey slid his jaw from side to side, his eyes trying to not
look at Jean. “Mom.” He snorted a blast of air from his
nostrils. Quickly he got up and left the kitchen, leaving the
mess of his bowl and spoon behind. “Moms do the dishes.”
“I don’t want this to ruin our relationship, Harvey.” Jean
said, seriously. “I really treasure you as a brother.”
“What-ever.” Harvey replied. He went to Christina’s room,
and slammed the door behind him. He flopped on the
bed. He turned to dress himself for the day. He chose a
pair of his favorite panties, some half-clean jeans, a simple
pink cotton cami top and did his makeup and hair.

Still feeling frustrated, he flopped onto the bead again and
dialed a phone number. “Hey, Amber! It's me, Christinal”
He said merrily. “I said I'd give you a call, right?”

Harvey’s mood brightened considerably now that he was
talking to a friend.

“No, I just wanted to call. My, uh... Mom is being a jerk.”
Harvey sighed. “So how? it going with you?”

(\»’%’N
“Patrick’s home!” Jean called from the living room. “He’s

got dinner!”
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It had become a habit, Patrick arriving home with dinner.
Jean just wasn’t up to cooking, so it was left to “the man of
the house’ to bring home something to eat, and it had
been this way for the past two weeks — ever since Harvey
came home.

Bursting out of his room, Harvey appeared at the front
door to relieve Patrick of his bounty. In a flash, all the doz-
ens of Chinese take-out cartons had been opened, and
Harvey was busy dumping a bunch of rice onto his plate.
“Must be hungry!” Patrick observed. Harvey only nodded
in response, because his mouth was too full to answer. “I
brought you more videos!” Patrick said, proudly.

Harvey smiled and took the DVD discs politely. Every day
after work it seemed, Patrick had a handful of DVD discs
to give to Harvey. They were usually inane teen flicks that
were devoid of any real entertainment. Harvey knew that
Patrick was just trying to be nice, so he always accepted
them gracefully.

He had stored up about twenty of them before Jean had
insisted that Harvey actually watch one or two of them in
Patrick’s presence, so he didn’t feel insulted. But after a
few weeks, it was now routine for Harvey to spend the last
hour and a half of the night watching one of the DVDs —
just to please Patrick, and by extension, Jean. He looked at
what he had been brought tonight, and decided that
watching “13 Going On 30” was going to be the best of the
bunch.

“Have a nice day, honey?” Patrick asked Jean.

“Just us girls.” Jean replied. Harvey grumbled something
to himself.
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Patrick smiled back. “Good. Good. Christina...” Harvey
looked up, ready to respond. “Just curious. When do you
go back to school?”

“Mom wants to home-school.” Harvey grabbed a spring
roll and nibbled. That was the response Jean and Harvey
had worked out to that question. They had a whole bunch
of cover stories by now.

“What about while you were on tour?” Patrick asked. “I'm
curious. Didn’t you need to be in school then?” He further
queried.

“They had a tutor for us.” Harvey spat out a little cabbage
as he talked. It was true. He had earned a B in math and a
C in English without even studying. It helped that he al-
ready had taken Advanced Calculus 325 and Creative
Writing 402 in college. He wiped the half-chewed cabbage
on his pants.

“Christinal Watch your manners!” Jean scolded.
“Muth-errr!” Harvey complained, spitting out some bits of
food.

“Chew. Then talk.” Jean said forcetully. Harvey mockingly
exaggerated his chewing motion in response.

Patrick chuckled at the mother-daughter interplay. “Well,
it must have been a very interesting four months on the
road.”

Harvey shrugged. An awkward silence followed.
“Umm....” Patrick was at a loss for conversation. “So noth-
ing happened today?”

“Nope.” Harvey answered. He took his plate from the
kitchen to watch TV.

Jean picked up her plate and followed, making a silent
“follow me” motion to Patrick. She had something to say to
Harvey, and she was going to need backup.
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Although transfixed by the television, eventually, Harvey
glanced to his side. “Yes?” Harvey said to Jean, noticing
her presence in the room.

“Christina, I got a call from an agent.” Jean said. “They
left a message on the phone.”

Harvey spun around wildly. He had been in this conversa-
tion before and it had gotten him into this mess. He wasn't
about to repeat it. “No you didn’t.” He said, forgetting to
be the chirpy teen he was pretending to be.

“Somebody who saw you on tour. He said he was very
impressed with your singing and thought you were a great
dancer. Said he thought you could be the next big star. The
next Emily Grant. He asked if you wanted to do some
demos and send them to the record companies.” Jean non-
chalantly picked out some glazed pork from a carton. “I
called back and told him you weren't interested.”

“Good.” Harvey said, sharply nodding his approval.

“Uh.” Patrick said, in a way that suggested he had some-
thing to add.

Harvey looked at him, stopping all chewing. Jean did the
same.

“Yeah, well, I got that call too.” Patrick explained. “I
thought you'd be interested.”

“Did you.” Harvey said, accusingly.

“I sent him your demo disc.” Patrick looked very embar-
rassed.

Harvey shivered. He remembered that he still did have a
demo DVD, one that he had made just before he had left
on the tour. And it was just probably lying around the
house, ready for anybody to find it.
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Patrick continued, looking nervous. “I mean, your mom
said that you had been looking for work for so long, and I
figured...”

“You didn’t sign anything, right?” He asked.

“No, of course not.” Patrick replied. Harvey returned his
attention to the TV set. Then he turned his death stare at
Jean.

“And you?” He said to Jean.

“No.” She answered quickly.

“Fine then. There’s nothing to worry about.” Harvey said,
before turning his eyes to the TV again. Without any legal
entanglements, there was nothing to worry about. He was
sure that any moment, either Jean or Patrick was going to
say “But...”

Fortunately, “but” never came.
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Chapter 5:

Contraindications

“Harvey!?” David called from across the lawn. “Harvey!”
Harvey, who was fidgeting with the lock to Jean’s front
door, turned to see a man locking up his car. “David!” Har-
vey called, recognizing his friend. He ran along the walk-
way and tackled David in a bear hug. “Where have you
been!?”

David had to find his feet again, knocked off balance by
the embrace. “I've been around.” Harvey let go and
started to guide David to the house. “I've been calling you
and there’s no answer. I thought maybe your tour got ex-
tended.”

“Hey, well, I guess I should have called you n” stuff.” Har-
vey said apologetically. “I've just been... occupied since I
got back.”

David, now close up and personal with Harvey, noted that
the man before him had undergone some drastic changes
in almost every way. He barely even recognized his friend.
His personality was definitely different, a lot more “up”
than he thought Harvey was capable of.

Harvey must have just returned from some exercise or
jogging, as he was wearing a ball cap, baggy sweatpants
and a large loose t-shirt that almost fell to his knees. The
shirt had the logo for the Powerputf Girls on it. If he
hadn’t seen this person at the front door of Jean’s house,
he might have never made the connection to Harvey.

“Do you have another gig or something? Didn’t the
money thing work out?” David asked. He wasn’t sure why
Harvey was still pretending to be a girl.
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“What?” Harvey responded. “No. I'm not working any-
more.” He finally unlocked all the locks and opened the
front door. “Mooo-ooom! I'm home!” He called out.

David was a little startled to hear Harvey call out for his
mother. She was living in Florida. Was she visiting?

“She’s not home. Cool.” Harvey went into the kitchen.
“You want a Pepsi?” He asked on his way.
“Beer?” David replied.

“Sorry! The beer’s not mine! It’s Patrick’s!”

“Who?” David thought for a minute. “Oh yeah, Jean told
me about him! Is he living here?”

Harvey returned from the kitchen with two cans of Diet
Pepsi and tossed one to David. “That’s why I'm still doin’
this.” Harvey said, referring to his appearance. He jumped
onto the sofa and curled his legs under him as he grabbed
the TV remote. “They're engaged.”

“Really!” David said with surprise. He was one of the
many that figured Jean would spend her life as on old
maid, clinging to Harvey’s side. “Dude! That’s good news.
But why...”

Harvey was flipping through ten channels a second. “All
he knows is that Jean’s got a daughter. He doesn’t know the
rest.”

“Ohhhh.” David said, finally getting the picture. “I mean,
you're gonna tell him, right?”

“Jean’s going to. When she’s ready.” Harvey sipped his
drink. “Which better be soon. Believe me.”

David popped the top on the can, and started to drink
down the strange non-alcoholic substance. “Urf.” He said
to the can. He wasn’t used to it. “Um. So... You gonna be

okay?”
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“I'll be fine. After six months pretending to be a girl, I can
do it for a little while longer.” Harvey said, finally stopping
the channel flipping. He opened up the DVD tray and
popped in a disc. “Have you seen this movie? I love it.” As
Harvey pressed play, “13 Going On 307 started on the TV.
“T've seen this one at least... ten times now.”

“No. I missed it.” David said, dryly. “The money worked
out okay?”

“The what?” Harvey replied.

David was a little worried. “The money for the trust
fund?”

It took a moment for Harvey to catch on. “Oh...” It was
coming back to him. “Yeah. The trust fund. That’s all
worked out. Sucks that I won’t be able to touch it ‘till I'm
18, though.”

“You're 23, Harvey.” David had to clarity.

“You know what I mean.” He said, dismissing his error
with the wave of his hand. He then decided to remove the
cap he was wearing, which released his shoulder-length
hair.

David nearly jumped out of his skin when he saw the lush,
well-kept, feminine hair on Harvey’s head fall to his shoul-
ders. “Are you okay, man?” David had to ask.

“Yeah. Fine. Why?” An alarm went off on Harvey’s watch.
He stopped it quickly.

“You just seem... different.” David was trying to say some-
thing very strange without sounding strange.

Harvey reached onto the table and stuck his fingers into a
tiny bowl on the table. He found a few of his vitamins and
popped them into his mouth and took a swig of the soda to
wash them down.
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David took a long look at that bowl. “Those aren’t your
normal B-12 are they?”

“Hmm?” Harvey said, not really listening. “I dunno.” He
turned to show the incredulous expression on his face.
“I'm not old enough to drive, you know.” He laughed. “So
I don’t do a lot of shopping.”

David reached over and grabbed a few pills and took a
look at them. “They're awtfully big for just vitamins.”
Harvey shrugged. “Started getting those while I was on
the tour. Higher potency.”

David carefully examined the bowl full of various shaped
and sized pills. “Mind if I try ‘em?”

“Okay. But don’t chew them — they’re gross tasting. Just
swallow.”

“Thanks.” David said. Harvey’s attention was into the
movie, and David pocketed the pills when he was sure he
couldn’t be seen. “So, what'cha been up to?”

“Just stuff.” Harvey responded. Suddenly he remembered
something. “Oh, man. There’s this guy.” Harvey said, be-
fore pausing to take a swig of cola. “This guy who keeps
calling. He wants to sign me to a contract.”

“A contract? For what?” David was curious.

“Singing, jerk!”

“Singing?” David had to say, to make sure he heard that
right. “As a girl?”

“This guy thinks I've got a great voice.” Harvey said, hu-
morously. “No accounting for taste.” He seemed to ignore
the more important part of David’s question. “He saw me
on tour, and now he can'’t stop trying to sign me.”

“Uh. Okay.” David needed to pause. “I was going to ask
you about that. You've always had a high voice, Harv, but
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right now you kinda sorta sound like a perky... cheer-
leader... or something.”

“I've been working on it!” Harvey said with pride. “I think
I can still get it higher!”

“Good?” David replied, unsure that was the correct an-
Swer.

“Yeah, it’s good! The more range I have, the better I can
sing.” Harvey took another sip from his can. “And it helps
me pass, of course.”

“Okay.” David was more and more suspicious. “Pass?”

“As a girl — duh!” Harvey sprang up off the sofa. “I must
stink. I'm gonna shower and change.” He tossed the re-
mote to David. “You wanna do anything? Go anywhere?”

“You wanna see a game?” David asked.

“Yeah! Just give me a few minutes.” Harvey said, disap-
pearing into the hallway.

David heard a few doors open and close before the
shower noise began. He flipped through the channels until
he just let it stop on some news program. He turned up
the volume and checked down the hallway.

Quickly, he went to the front door to check and make sure
Jean or Patrick weren’t pulling up in the driveway, and
then he went into the kitchen. He didn’t know exactly what
he was looking for.

David looked through all the cabinets and found nothing
strange. Except for the Boo Berry. He moved on to the
living room and opened the drawers and checked the
shelves. He read through the book titles. He couldn’t find
anything. He checked down the hallway and saw the bath-
room door was still closed.

Carefully, quietly, he snuck his way down the hall, and
abruptly stopped at the first door. Inside, the pink walls

49



Two Forms of ID

and canopy bed made it clear there was a teenage girl liv-
ing here. “Wow.” David muttered to himself. It was really
authentic looking. The details were incredible. It really
looked like Harvey was selling this “Christina” identity
hard.

He opened up a drawer on the vanity, only to find a hay-
stack of cosmetics. He moved over to the closet, and saw
the small amount of clothing hanging there. Most of the
clothes that should have been there were strewn about the
room in chaos. He walked over to the bed, again checking
for anything out of the ordinary.

David heard a loud gasp from behind him. He quickly
turned to find Harvey standing before him in the doorway,
naked to the world. David would have apologized, he
would have come up with some excuse for violating Har-
vey’s privacy. But instead, he couldn’t tear his eyes away
from Harvey’s body.

It curved. And not in the way a man’s body should.

The hips kind of flared. The shoulders were narrow. The
neck was thin. His legs gently undulated in a very feminine
shape. And where Harvey was trying to cover himself, he
had very small lumps. On a girl, they would be called
breasts.

“What!?...” Harvey started to say.

David slowly approached Harvey and pulled Harvey’s
arms away from his chest. He studied it and felt his throat
go dry. “What's happened to you, Harvey?” He croaked.

Harvey dove to avoid him, and grabbed a bed sheet to
cover himself. “What do you mean?” He said.

“Harvey. What’s happened to your body?” David asked.
“You've got...” He made the international sign for breasts

by cupping his two hands.
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“It’s just an infection.” Harvey said, trying to regain his
composure. “Or something.” Harvey pulled the sheets off
his bed to cover him more. “It’ll go away.”

“Harvey.” David said.

“It’s not your problem anyway. Why don’t you leave?”
Harvey protested.

“Harvey.”

Harvey got loud. “Just get out! You're invading my pri-
vacy!”

“Harvey!” David was louder.

Harvey slumped onto his bed. “I don’t know. I don’t know
what’s happening. I... I... It started happening in Arizona.
On the tour. It was just one day, I looked down and some-
thing had changed.”

“Has it gotten any worse?” David asked.

“Yeah.” Harvey turned away from David, so as not to look
him in the eyes. “I thought it would stop. I thought it was
the flu or a weird bug. But it seems to be happening faster,
now.” Harvey seemed to be on the verge of crying.

“You need to see a Doctor.” David stated the obvious.
“Right now.”

“I can’t see a doctor. Not like this.” Harvey said. “And I
couldn't tell Jean.”

David felt the vitamin pills inside his shirt pocket he had
taken. “I think she knows.”

“What?” Harvey asked.

“I just don’t want you talking to Patrick or Jean about this,
okay?”

“Why?”

“Just promise me, you'll keep this to yourself, until I can
check on something. Okay?” David grasped the small man
by the shoulders. “Okay?”
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Harvey looked up into David’s eyes. “Okay.”

“Good. I'll call you tomorrow morning. Just go on like
normal, and wait for my call.”

“Okay.” Harvey sniffed. “Thanks, David.”

N%(\J

David drove off that afternoon worried. He knew per-
fectly well what was going on, but he couldn’t figure out
the ‘why” question. His best friend was being feminized,
slowly and carefully.

“Feminized” — was that even a proper English word?

He had no idea of the details, but Harvey’s world had
somehow been cunningly manipulated, forcing him to
make all the wrong choices, and forcing him to adjust to
the impossible situation he was now in. And he was being
made to adjust in a more permanent fashion than Harvey
seemed to suspect.

When he had first heard of the ‘Christina’ plan, he had
laughed hard and long. It was one of the funniest things he
had ever heard. Now that humor had turned into horror.
Harvey seemed more Christina then he did Harvey — just
in body — and his mind didn’t seem to be far behind.

It was Jean who was behind it. It had to be. She was the
one with all these weak excuses to keep Harvey in skirts.
How in the hell would she have ever gotten away with all
the lies she’s been telling Harvey? And this Patrick guy was
in on it as well. He surely had something to do with it.

Did Jean want a family — and for some twisted reason de-
cide to turn Harvey into her daughter? Did Patrick have
some sort of control over Jean and Harvey? And why
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didn’t Harvey suspect anything? It was plainly obvious
what was happening to his body. And he ignored it?

David pulled up to a forensics lab he used in some of his
legal cases. Inside, he handed over the pills to one of his
most trusted experts for analysis, and told him to “put a
rush on it.” David hung around for the results, knowing
one thing for sure. They had estrogen in them. This was
how Harvey was being changed physically. But mentally?
Maybe it was drugs. Maybe it was hypnosis. Maybe it was
something else.

When the tech came back with the results four hours
later, David went over it in every detail. Sure enough, the
pills were cocktails of estrogen and anti-androgens. There
was a small percentage of human growth hormone, to ac-
celerate the changes, and a smaller amount of progester-
one for breast development.

David didn’t find what he’d hoped he’d find. There were
no trace of muscle relaxants, mind-altering drugs, or even
sleeping pills. All these things did was alter the body’s
hormonal balance. The mental aspect of Harvey’s change
was still unsolved.

The next morning, he tried to call Jean’s old number, but
couldn’t get through. It hadn’t been disconnected, but the
phone would ring once and then hang up making a funny
clicking and humming noise. He knew well the sound. A
caller ID block had been placed on his number. Someone
there at the house didn’t want him to talk to Harvey.

David parked his car down the street from Jean’s house
and waited patiently. A tall man in a business suit left
around 7:45. That was probably Patrick, leaving Jean and
Harvey inside. Soon after, David accidentally dozed off.
He awoke sometime around two, cursing at himself for
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sleeping. Looking at the driveway of the house, he saw that
Jean’s car was now gone. That meant that either Jean had
left alone, or possibly both Jean and Harvey were gone. He
waited a little while longer to pick up any more clues, but
there were none forthcoming.

When David found himself at the front door of the house,
he wasn’t sure what to do. He’d have to tell Harvey about
the pills, but after that, then what? If he was sensible,
Harvey would leave with him right then and there. But If
Harvey had been coerced in to staying, or if he didn’t be-
lieve him, what was he going to do?

He rang the bell.

The curtain at the side of the door opened briefly, and the
door started to unlock. “David! Why didn’t you call?” Har-
vey ushered David inside. David stood there, contemplat-
ing exactly how he was going to say this. But before he
could form a thought, he was attacked.

Harvey leapt up and wrapped his arms around him,
screaming. “I'm rich! Two million dollars!” Harvey
shrieked. David swam his way out of Harvey’s hold and put
him back down on the ground. He looked around to see
the other people in the room. There weren't any.

Harvey, however, was hopping up and down with the
goofiest look of glee on his face. “I'm rich!” He repeated.
And he hugged David again. He had been into hugging
lately.

“What!?” David needed to know what was going on.

“The contract!” Harvey said, still bouncing.

David’s reply was to twist his face to indicate a lack of in-
formation.

“The record contract! The one I told you about? They
want me to be a star!” Harvey caught his breath and pulled
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the hair from his face. “They phoned me this morning.
They like the demos I made so much, they're going to re-

mix them and release them on CD!”

David was still unable to form a reply.

“Two million dollars!” Harvey said, emphasizing the rea-
son David should be happy for him. “They're going to pay
me two million! In advance!” Harvey started to bounce
again, and David tried to hold him still.

“Harvey! I have to tell you something!” David tried to say.
“The contract is getting Fed Ex'd here by four! That’s why
I'm so glad you're here! I need you to be my lawyer!” Har-
vey was an uncontrollable ball of energy. “Can you check
the contract!? I can pay you any fee! A huge retainer! We'll
both be rich!”

“Harvey! They're turning you into a girl!” David said.

“I don’t have to do anything! I just sign it and they release
the CD!” Harvey went on.

David grabbed Harvey by the shoulders and shook hard.
“Stop it!”

Harvey’s face turned to shock.

“The vitamins are hormones! Jean is turning you into a
girl!” David said firmly.

Harvey had no reply. He wasn’t ready for that. His mind
was away on vacation.

David lowered his voice. “Those B-12 vitamins. I had
them analyzed.”

“W-W-W” Harvey sputtered. “What...?”

“They’re hormones. Estrogen.” David wanted to be as
clear as possible. “They're the pills they give transsexuals
before surgery. Girl pills”

Harvey’s eyes widened out as his mind was about to com-
plete it’s 180-degree turn. “What?”
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OFFICE CHEMISTRY

“Did someone leave their coffee here?” James called out into the office.

He looked around the drab grid of cubicles and got no response. One person
gave him a whole half-seconds” worth of attention before going back to playing
solitaire on her PC.

“Coffee? Anyone?” James said again. He held up the steaming mug to see if
anyone recognized their ownage of this particular steam. “Left on the desk up
here.” Still no response. “Anyone.”

James shrugged and sat down at the huge reception desk. First sniffing the
coffee, and then sipping it, he decided it was okay to drink. According to a
well-known but unavoidable rule of fate, no sooner had he taken a drink of the
coffee than someone came around the corner to claim it.

“Wait! That’s...” The look on the man’s face was strangely earnest for such a
minor problem. “Don’t drink...!”

James swallowed and then looked at the man. “T did ask if this was anybody’s
coffee, Barry.”

Barry, a thin man of forgettable features, was blanched. He looked like he
wanted to object in the strongest way possible, but he was holding his tongue.
James figured it was because he knew he hadn'’t a leg to stand on for claiming
the coffee.

“Where’s Sheila? This was for her.” Barry said, looking around. “The coffee
was for Sheila.”

“Sick leave.” James explained. “She called in today. Her mother’s not feeling
well, so she’s flying out to spend a day or two with her.”

“Not here!?” Barry said sharply, as if James were responsible for it. “What do
you mean?”

“She’ll phone in today for messages.” James said, trying to belay Barry’s obvi-
ous fears. “Meanwhile, I'll be picking up anything that needs attention to.”
“That’s why you’re sitting at her desk!?” Barry objected.

James looked a little nonplussed. “That’s why I'm getting some stuff from her
email.”

“This isn’t good,” Barry said to himself before leaving abruptly. “Not good.”
“Do you want me to give her a message when she calls?” James asked as he
walked away. He got no response. “Okay then.”

He sat back down in Sheila’s chair and began to sift through her email. Not
her personal email, but all the business stuff. She was responsible for creating
those spreadsheets everyone in the southwest region depended on, and he was
going to have to do his best and make them on his own. He didn't like his
chances, but he was given little choice.

Sheila was the lynchpin of the office, the most dependable person James
knew. She was always at work, always pleasant, and even when swimming up-
stream against a torrent of requests, paperwork and deadlines, she still came
through. All in all, she seemed to know more about running the business than
the people who were running the business.

Too bad she was all business. Sheila was only able to talk about office stuff,
and didn’t seem to even have a thought about life outside it. She was such a
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private person. She was someone James could easily see being a decent wife
or mother, but Sheila never seemed to have any other life besides the office.
He still liked her and admired her, so he started to get to work on gathering
the data for those daily spreadsheets. They’d be due in two hours, and he
wanted to come through for Sheila’s sake. He didn’t want to leave a smudge on
her record of dependability. For now, though, he had to man the big reception
desk and pretend like he cared about the people arriving in the lobby. But
when Sheila got back, and he could tell her everything was okay, he’d enjoy
seeing that fleeting smile on her plain, spectacled face. And he’d be satisfied
to make her happy for a moment.

r\.’z“r\.:

Maureen Newell had just popped her head out of her office for a split-
second, and just that quickly, her whole day was ruined. “Hello, Barry,” she
said to the man waiting outside.

“Oh. Hello, Maureen.” Barry replied, looking worried. “Did you know James
is at Sheila’s desk?”

“He’s filling in for her today, Barry.” Maureen said, loathing the conversation
already. Barry was a toad, who seemed to enjoy getting people in trouble. A
tattle-tale. “He has my permission to be at her desk.”

“Someone should have sent out a memo.” Barry said. “At least seven days in
advance.”

That's what Maureen loved about Barry - there was no problem a pointless,
paralyzing rule couldn't fix. “Is there something you wanted to talk to me
about, Barry?”

“Oh.” Barry said, coming back to his point. “T just got your tea for you, Mau-
reen.” He handed over the mug in his hands. “And I wanted to tell you that I
respect you.”

Maureen looked at him cockeyed. This was so far out of character for him,
she could only be suspicious. Ever since he had gotten attached to the Huber-
son steamroller, he did little else but brown-nose his new boss. Max Huberson
was skyrocketing through the company, getting promoted almost every other
month or two. He was just a supervisor last year. Now he was vice president in
charge of research and development, which made him the head of the division
they all worked in. And Barry was going right along with him as his assistant.
Maureen hated them both. Not because they were successful, but because
they were successful and jerks to everyone.

But that was business for you.

“Thank you, Barry.” Maureen said, accepting the mug. She checked to see if
the tag hanging over the rim was her usual brand. Surprisingly, it was. “Was
there anything else?”

Barry still stood there, waiting for something. “I think relationships are built
on respect. Whether personal or business.”

“I see,” Maureen said, trying her best to end this. But he still stood there. “T’ll
see you later on,” she added. Usually her broader, middle-aged physique and
scowling wrinkles were enough to tell someone when the conversation was
over. As office manager, she carried that kind of weight.
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Barry remained in place. Maureen sighed and turned her back to him, sipping
the tea. It was still a little hot. By the time she sat at her desk, though, Barry
was gone.

“Shame he couldn’t stay for lunch.” She mumbled to herself.

N'@"(\J

At the sink in his bathroom the next morning, James tugged at the long
strands of hair that were growing at the back of his neck. “Need to get that
cut,” he said to himself in the mirror. “Again,” he added, remembering his last
haircut was just eight days ago. He spied the time and rushed through the rest
of his morning routine. Combing through his hair, he found it unusually thick,
in addition to long. “Must have not washed it very well,” he thought.

He wildly grabbed what he needed, stuffed it all in a briefcase, grabbed a coat
and sprinted out the door.

{-\;@*(—\;

As James hurried into the office to avoid being late, he stopped by the coffee
machine for his usual cup a’ joe. But the machine was out of order. “Hey the
machine’s not working,” he said to his friend Alex as he passed by his desk.
“Nice tie.” Alex replied.

James looked down. In his rush he had grabbed the exact wrong thing. A silk
pink tie. A gift from his mother. “Whoops.” He said.

“They're takin’ the machine out of here today,” Alex said, addressing the
original issue. “They're gonna replace it. There’s a thing about it in your
email.”

Sure enough, when James got back to his desk, there was an email from
Barry, saying they were going to have an outside company provide coffee serv-
ices every morning. James needed to fill out a form to put in his vote for what
types of coffee to be made every day. The top three would be the only types
brewed. Yet another victory for executive foolishness.

James wasn’t too put off. Anything had to taste better than the greasy weak
broth they previously made here. Especially yesterday’s stuff. As bitter as any-
thing he’d ever tasted.

“Hello, James. Good Morning,” Maureen said, seeing him seated at Sheila’s
desk. “Don’t let Barry catch you sitting here. He’ll have a fit.”

“God forbid.” James replied.

“Nice tie.” Maureen said.

“Is everyone going to give me grief about the tie?”

“No, I mean it. I like the tie.” Maureen clarified. “Pink’s your color. Not a lot
of guys can wear it, but you can.”

“Thanks. I guess.”

“Good morning,” Max Huberson said, entering the office. James straightened
up a little in the presence of the executive. Maureen, unimpressed, took a sip
of her tea.

“Morning.” James and Maureen said almost at the same time.

“Morning. How’s everybody feeling today?” Huberson seemed a little overly
transfixed over Maureen sipping her tea. Then his attention shifted to James.
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“Where’s Sheila?” He said sharply, seeing James seated there.

“She’s with her sick mother.” James replied.

“Said she may be back tomorrow,” Maureen added, “but she wasn’t one hun-
dred percent sure.”

“So, James is taking her place?” Huberson said, angrier than he should have
been. “And no one sent out a memo?”

Great minds think alike, Maureen thought to herself. Barry and Huberson
were really two of a kind and deserved each other. “I told your assistant.”
“Barry!” Huberson yelled across the office. “Barry!”

In no time, Barry scuttled his way to his bosses’ side. “Yes, Mr. Huberson?”
James and Maureen looked at each other, ready to see a rare, unexpected
delight. The boss was going to chew out his assistant. In public.

“Did you know about this!?” Huberson said, pointing at James.

Barry fidgeted for a brief moment. “The information had been recently
passed on to me...”

Huberson’s face went beet red. “You know how this affects everything, don't
you!?” He barked. “Of course you don’t. You're too stupid.”

No one said anything, but Huberson gathered his things and marched off to
his office. “I need to have a discussion with you.” He was halfway there before
adding, “right now, Barry!”

James watched the two men close the doors behind them, fighting the urge to
go and put his ear to the wall so he could hear it. “Wouldn’t want to be him.”
He said to Maureen. “Mr. Huberson can be a real animal at times.”

“I suppose.” Maureen said, sipping her tea. “I just feel sorry for Barry. I re-
spect him.” She turned to head back to her office. “Did I just say I respect
Barry?”

N@'(‘\)

James’ attention quickly returned to other matters. He could just see a wisp of
hair coming into his field of vision from above his eyes. His hair was just grow-
ing out of control, and he needed to get it cut today. At lunch, if he could
manage it. But his usual clips place was at the mall, across town, near his
apartment. Quickly, he flipped through Sheila’s contacts and found the name
of her stylist.

“What to do think?” The stylist asked him when she was done. “It makes you
look younger, if you ask me.”

James agreed. It was cut much like he usually had it, a part on the side and
combed over his forehead, but the mass and thickness of this cut did make
him look younger. “I like it.” He said. He took another two looks in the mirror.
This stylist was very good. “Hey, can I set up a regular monthly appointment?”
“How about weekly?” She replied.

“Sounds great.” James answered, although he had no real idea why anyone
would need to get their hair cut once a week.

(\J%’(\J
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It was the first day of the weekend, and James and Alex had gotten together
to finish work on the motorcycle James had been working on for the better
part of a year. A few more weekends, and it would finally be done.

“This is gonna be one nasty hog, dude.” Alex said, wiping the grease off his
hands with a rag. “I can’t wait to see this screamin’ down the interstate.”

It had been a lot of hard work. James stood back to take a look at it for him-
self. It was a huge bike, an 88 Harley Touring with leather saddlebags. It was
decked out all in chrome, with a black gas tank that was detailed with flames
painted on the side. “It’s sure going to be impressive.” He said.

“Got that right.” Alex agreed. “You gotta let me ride it once and a while.”
James sighed and turned to his friend. He wasn’t absolutely sure why he was
going to say what he was about to say, but it just felt right. “You want it? Take
it.”

“What?” Alex said, shocked. “Don't fool with your pal, now.”

“No, I mean it.” James said, scratching his head. “I'm just not into it anymore.
I mean, it was a great idea for a project... but now...”

“Now that it’s over, you want to start another project, right?”

No, not really, James thought to himself. He had just gotten tired of the idea
of driving a bike. It sounded good at one time, but he just didn't see the ap-
peal in it anymore. It just looked so large and dangerous. He would never be
able to handle that monster. Best to leave it up to a real man like Alex. “You
got me,” James lied.

“You're serious, now?” Alex said again.

“Yeah, I've just kinda had my fun with it. Time to move on.” He scratched his
chest. “Can you take it today?”

“Sure!” Alex said, already seeing himself riding it down the road. “I got my
truck. I can take it.”

“Good.”

“And as soon as it’s done, I'll let you have the first go at it.”

For some reason, James was also picturing how good Alex was going to look
on it, driving down the road. “Don’t worry about it. Maybe you can just give
me a ride on it sometime.”

(\J%’N

James sat at his new desk. The reception desk. Well, it wasn’t formally his, but
he had pretty much claimed it now. Sheila would be back at some point to take
back control like only she could. Until then, though, it was his to use. James
was sipping some of that delicious new coffee that they were now serving
while flipping to the comics page of the newspaper when Maureen arrived.
“Hey! G'morning!” James said, cheerily.

“Morning!” Maureen replied, almost as enthusiastically.

“Wow! Did you get a tan?” James asked.

Maureen’s skin was a few noticeable shades darker than it usually was. “You
know, it’s the strangest thing,” she said. “My skin is just darker all over. All T
did was a little gardening yesterday, and I got the best tan of my life!”

“Well, good for you, Maureen.” James said with a smile. Behind that grin, he
was wondering exactly what was causing him to be so energetic all of the sud-
den. Maybe that coffee had a few extra shots of caffeine in it.

8
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“T like your hair like that.” Maureen said, returning the good feelings. She,
too, was wondering exactly where all this koom-by-yah attitude had come
from. She hated Mondays. Normally she felt like biting the head off a small
dog this early in the week.

James rolled his eyes. “I just cut it!” He said, exasperated. It was already com-
ing down over his eyes.

“What, like last month?” Maureen asked.

More like this morning. “It just keeps growing.”

Maureen was just in too good a mood to do much but complement. “Well,
long hair suits you.” She looked James over briefly. “In fact, I love your whole
look.”

James wasn’t aware he had a look. The only thing he had done today was get
rid of the tie and roll up the sleeves of his dress shirt. The sleeves were too
long on this shirt and they kept covering his hands.

“Morning.” Barry said, speeding by the two.

“Good morning, Barry!” Maureen said as bright as day. “It’s going to be a
great day!” Good God, what has come over me, Maureen thought.

James was massaging his chest through his shirt. “Maureen, do you think
swelling in my chest is a bad sign? Do you think I should see a doctor?”

“You know, I was talking to Barry just the other day, and he was talking about
his breathing exercises. Did you know he does Yoga? I found that fascinating.”

“I mean, they're getting puffier every day. I even think they're starting to look
like breasts.”

“He does these types of exercises where he breathes in and out deeply to
clear his mind. He said it helped him mellow out after a tense day.”

“And they’re really sensitive. I've put tape over the nipples so they can’t keep
rubbing against the insides of my shirt. That was driving me nuts.”

“Mellow out. What a wonderful phrase. I think that’s good advice. I think we
could all try and mellow out a bit.”

“So what do you think?” James asked Maureen.

“Oh, it’s something to think about, that’s for sure.” She replied. “Anyway, I'll
be in my office if anyone needs me.”

“Yeah.” James said, still poking at his chest. “I should probably see a doctor.”

N%“N

Barry was cringing. He was recoiling. He had just dropped the report on
Maureen’s desk. The report, which had left Maureen’s office crisp and white
was now soaked with red ink and had post-it notes exploding from its” pages.
What had been all clean and pristine was being retuned as the Frankenstein’s
monster of in-house reports. And now, Barry was feeling like a weather man,
reporting live from the heart of Hurricane Maureen.

“You do not honestly expect me and my department to be able to get this
done by Thursday, do you!?” Maureen bellowed. “That is total bullshit!”

“We've already committed to Thursday, we can’t push it back.” Barry said. He
tried his hardest to look determined, but his chinless face, balding head and
english rim glasses didn’t intimidate anyone. “There’s no way to extend the
deadline any further. Mr. Huberson is already putting himself out on a limb by
giving you this much time.”
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“Mr. Huberson can take his report and stick it up his ass.” Maureen said.
“That brown-nosing sycophant will give us a reasonable amount of time to get
this down, or I'll go in there right now and ram these revisions down his cock-
sucking throat!”

“Maureen! Please! We have to get this done!” Barry begged — more for mercy
than anything else.

“If T had every person on my staff working twenty-four seven until Thursday,
we’d only get half way there! There’s more chance of Mr. Huberson getting
laid by the Virgin Mary than getting this report done by Thursday!”

Barry was going to give it one more try. “We have to do this, Maureen. There’s
no way out! This has to get completed! I'd like to give you alternatives, but
there aren’t any!”

“Bullshit! Huberson called the meeting, he can cancel!”

“That’s just going to make him look bad!” Barry objected.

“Look bad!?” Maureen bellowed. “Look bad!?” Then she took a breath. And
another. And another. She was trying to do those relaxing breathing exercises.
“I just need to mellow out,” she said to herself, “and treat people with re-
spect.”

garry watched on as Maureen slowly, breath by breath, got her emotions
down under control. She opened her eyes again and took another look at the
pile. She started to flip though the pages. “The least we can do is try.” She
said.

“Huh what?” Barry said. Had he heard that correctly? “Uh... Yes. That's all
we're asking.”

Maureen scratched her chin. “I think if we use all our resources, we can...
We'll have it done.”

Barry wasn’t certain he had just won the argument. He never won arguments.
“Great.” He pushed his glasses back up on the bridge of his nose. “Good.”

“We just have to mellow out and deal with what fate gives us.” Maureen said,
a slight smile coming to her lips.

“Work smarter, not harder.” Barry suggested.

Maureen’s lower left eyelid twitched. But she smiled. “I believe you're right,
Barry. That’s very good advice.”

N%’(\J

“This time, just buzz it.” James said, resigned to get control of this hair prob-
lem once and for all. “Fire up your electric shears and mow that mess away.”
The old man who was to cut his hair shook his head like a disapproving grand-
father. “You really need to see your barber more often. You can't let it grow
out of control like this.”

“Yeah.” James grumbled, knowing his last haircut was just a day ago. How was
he going to budget this? He was paying more for people to cut his hair than he
was for utilities.

“It’s a nice head of hair, though.” The barber commented. “Might as well en-
joy it while you can, before it all falls out.” He pointed to his own receded
hairline as proof.

He would welcome that right now, James thought to himself. He might just
like that option.

10
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“So you going to college?” The barber asked.

“I'm thirty two.” James replied.

“Oh. You've got a young face, there. Makes you look like a kid.”

James looked up into the mirror to take a look. He did look younger. He had
assumed it was the hair that was making him look this way. But maybe it was
something else. His cheeks were higher than he remembered them, his lips
redder and fuller. And his eyes were missing that world-weary appearance he
had grown used to seeing in the mirror.

“You sure you're thirty-two.” The barber said, skeptically.

“Yes.” James said, a bit put off by the question. “I was thirty-one last year, and
next year I'll be thirty three.”

“Just never grew a beard, I guess.” The barber said.

James looked at himself in the mirror again. That was what had been bother-
ing him. He hadn’t shaved in days. Why hadn’t he noticed? In fact, there
didn’t seem to be any trace of hair on his face at all. This was insane. And it
was the last straw.

NQ’:N

“Maureen, I need to take a a few hours off tomorrow for a doctor’s appoint-
ment.” James said, coming into Maureen’s office.

Maureen was thumbing through a copy if Vibe magazine on her desk. She
looked up briefly to register with James. “Nothing serious I hope.”

“Uh, just... Just going to have something checked out. I'm probably overreact-
ing.

“I\g/lmm—hmm.” Maureen was too busy reading her magazine to pay full atten-
tion. “Well, good.”

“Thanks. I'll make it up with overtime this week, I'm sure. Any word on
Sheila?”

Maureen decided to break the hold the magazine had on her. “She’s saying it
may be a while. Her mom is doing better, but she’s going to need to...” Mau-
reen was taking a look at James for the first time that morning. “You're trying
something new today?”

James was tired of people commenting on his appearance. His hair was grow-
ing out of control, so he had tied it back in a pony tail, with a few loose hairs
sweeping across his face he had to brush away every few minutes. And with
the problem he was having with his chest, he had decided that wearing his
shirt untucked and loose would be the best way to hide the severity of the
swelling there. “Can’t someone try something new without everyone making a
smart remark?” He said.

“I was just going to compliment you on it. I think we should be allowed to
dress how we feel. There’s no need for a dress code around here. I'm probably
going to ask Barry to see if he won't get rid of it.”

“That’s all I need, to get Barry on my case.” James said. “Is it me or is that tan
of yours getting darker?”

Maureen checked her arm. “T guess,” she said. It didn’t seem to be much of a
concern for her. “I was going to ask, do you know where I can rent some old
movies around here? Some old seventies stuff?”
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WRONGS MAKE WRIGHT

A hotbed of intrigue, boiling emotions and powerful men, it was a dangerous
place to be. Ambition ruled here, where the slightest mistake or capitulation
to human weakness would destroy you. In this den of base instinct and cruel
reality, there were two men who stood above the rest, puppet masters that
manipulated the masses to unwittingly do their bidding.

That was the way fourth—period English class was at Middleton High.

And what made it worse was no one in the room was aware of it. Everybody

thought this was just another dull class, three periods away from the beginning
of the day, and the last period before lunch. They suspected nothing.

Matthew Wilke was a Sophomore, a 15 year old who was the top student in
this class, and the top student in the school. Hell, the whole district. He was a
young genius. His life was all about school. As such, there was no such thing in
his life as ‘free time.” He was either in class, hanging around teachers or study-
ing at home in the darkness. He worked from dawn until late into the night
seeking perfection in his knowledge.

Every night at two in the morning he would curse the onset of sleep, an inex-
cusable intrusion on his studies and a painful reminder of how susceptible he
was to being just as ordinary as everyone else. Slumbering, like the common
people. Sleep was the most egregious flaw of human design. It made his skin
crawl.

His rival sat across from him in class, a 16-year old Junior by the name of
Christian “Chris” DeVray. He was the cool, calm and collected kid who sat in
the rear corner of the room, seemingly disinterested with being taught — but
consistently producing top marks. He seemed a natural learner, never having
to even spend a moment on homework or studying.

He was the sort of person who never really sat in a chair, he just slouched his
way into it. His eyes never opened beyond sleepy slits. And he didn't talk a lot,
he kept to himself and traveled his own path. In other words, every girl in
school had a crush on the handsome enigmatic loner. But few were brave
enough to ask for a date. And if they had, they would have been turned down.
Chris’ sublime tastes ran a little older than teenage girls.

Both Chris and Matthew were passing this class — as every other class they
attended — with A plus pluses. And although Chris barely could be bothered to
keep awake for the entire day, Matthew was using every ounce of his will-
power at his disposal. Because he had one goal. Not only to beat Chris in any
given contest, but for once and all demonstrate that he should be taking
classes at the local college.

That was his big ambition. To dump these simpletons and go to college just
like those young brainiacs he was always reading about. The ones who gradu-
ated college at sixteen, and got Ph.D’s at eighteen. That was his place in life,
and he knew it. If he could only convince the imbeciles who ran this daycare
center they called a school.
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“How is everybody doing today?” said a man in a beaten old suit. He had en-
tered the room slightly nervous and flustered, obviously out of his element.
“Can everyone take their seats please?”

He was instantly recognizable to the students as the Assistant Vice Principal,
an older balding man who usually spent his time behind a desk. That he was
here was an intriguing turn in an otherwise standard—issue day. It meant that
something was up.

“I'm sure you notice that your teacher, Mr. Lumbregadious isn’t here today.”
The man said. The class suddenly looked around, just now noticing that the
teacher was indeed missing. They hadn’t really cared enough to check. “Mr.
Lumbregadious has been put in the hospital for some emergency surgery on
his heart.” He paused to let the expected shock and gasp for his teacher’s well-
being to pass.

The room was silent.

“Anyway, I'm sure you all wish him the best. So today, we’ll be watching a
video.” He walked over to a waiting A/V cart and wheeled it in front of the
class. “You'll have a substitute for tomorrow.”

And with that, the class collectively checked out for the rest of the period.
Cell phones were opened discreetly, notebooks were prepared for doodling
and desk space was cleared for resting heads.

(-\,-%“N

“Let’s just face facts, Matt. You wouldn’t want to.” Chris said after class. He
clearly wasn’t delighted with the fact that he was having a conversation with

this kid.

“Who says!?” Matt objected. “Besides, I'm not arguing if I would like it or not.
What I'm saying is I could. The school counselor even thinks so.”

“I'm not taking Mr. Ragweed’s opinion for anything.” Chris said, leery of
bringing the sandal-footed hippie—child counselor into the discussion. “That’s
yer problem, Matt. You're always dealing in the hypothetical. You're never in
the real world with the rest of us.”

“Whatever.” Was all Matthew could say. “All T know is I could teach that class
just as easy as anyone else.”

Chris wanted to drop the subject. “So you said a thousand times, Matt. I'm
not arguin’ that point, dude.”

“You don't think I can, do you?” Matt cried.

“Look, I gotta get to my next class, Matt.”

“I could! Why do they need to hire a substitute and waste taxpayer money! I
could teach English better than anyone they’re ever going to find.”

“Great.” Chris said, accelerating his pace to try and break from his preoccu-
pied classmate. He was getting a little angry, and that bothered him. He didn’t
like getting wrapped up in bad vibes. They weren’t even really friends anyway,
so why did Matt keep hanging around?
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“I know that lesson plan back and forth!” Matt said, sitting himself down at
Chris” table. He was interrupting a perfectly good tuna sandwich. It even had
little bits of celery to give it some crunch. Now, his concentration broken, he
could no longer appreciate it. Chris” arms dropped in exasperation. He aban-
doned his food and excused himself.

(\J%’(\J

“I'm going to go to the prinicpal and ask! I really willl” Matt said, catching up
with Chris between bells, two periods later. Chris ducked into his next class to
avoid him.

He had a bad feeling that this wasn’t going to be the last he heard of this.
That was confirmed when he looked at the small window inside the class-
room’s door to see Matt’s beady little eyes staring through it, while pointing at
him.

“You think you’re better than me?” Chris would have heard him say if any
sound could have gotten through the door.

N%“N

Matt’s voice came from behind. “You still don’t think I can do it, do you!?”

It was after school, and all Chris wanted to do was get away. He tried to jump
on a bus that he wasn’t even supposed to be on, but decided against it. Who
knows where he was going to end up. On second thought, anywhere was bet-
ter.

“Fine!” Chris barked uncharacteristically. “I bet you can’t tech English class!
Is that what you wanted to hear!?”

“I knew it!” Matthew growled. “T knew it all along!”

“Oh, man, just leave me alone.” Chris begged. He broke into a rare gallop to
get to his bus home and leapt for the door like it was a sanctuary.

Still, even as the bus pulled away, He could see Matt running pathetically
alongside. His thin frame was not built for any physical activity beyond tying
his shoes. He was a discombobulated mess of flailing limbs, dropping books
behind him as he ran. “T'll show you!! T'll show you!!” He yelled in his nasal
whine. “Just you wait! You'll see!”

(\J%’N

As Chris stepped off the bus the next morning, his 1/8—awake self proceeded
on his usual trudge to his locker before classes begun, but was then inter-
rupted. By screaming.
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In the direction of the noise, he saw a crowd had gathered. It seemed to be
watching something happening. Just another school fight? They usually didn’t
merit such notice. Despite that, Chris grumbled and headed over to investi-
gate.

“Let me go! Take your hands off of me!!” Came a screeching voice at the cen-
ter. Chris weaved and wove through the crowd until he could get a decent
look. “T'll have you brought up on charges!”

Chris finally did get so see what was going on. The security officer who
guarded this end of the East hall was holding a young woman by the wrists as
she struggled to free herself. She was dressed in a somewhat dated and ragged
pantsuit that was too big for her, and was in great danger of ripping it — or hav-
ing it ripped for her.

“I'm the substitute teacher for Mr. Lumbregadious!” The woman cried. “This
is no way to treat an adult!!”

Chris immediately realized who it was — then tossed the idea right out of his
head for being truly ridiculous. A scant moment later, he retrieved the idea
from the round file and examined it more thoroughly.

“You don't have the proper I.D., ma’am, and you cannot enter onto the school
grounds,” the security guard said, with little effort or emotion. Restraining the
woman was not so hard as to cause him to even blink. He headed her out to
the parking lot by practically picking her up and turning her in that direction.
“Now, if you need to make arrangements, you'll have to call the district office.
That’s all T can help you with.”

And with a hearty shove, the woman tumbled down the sidewalk on her heels,
furiously trying to maintain balance. Almost immediately, the crowd of stu-
dents swarmed around, threatening to instigate a truly uncomfortable situa-
tion.

“Back off!” Chris said to the mob, holding them off just by the conviction in
his voice. “Let’s get on to class.” He said. And puzzlingly enough, the students
immediately turned around and left as if nothing had happened.

“As for you,” Chris said to the woman who was trying to get away unnoticed,
“I think we have to get you home...” he intensified his tone, “...Matt.”

The boy who was Matthew spun around in horror, nearly knocking himself
out from under his wig.
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Chris needed answers. “You honestly thought you could...” He paused.
“Check that. What exactly were you thinking?”

“Nothin.” Matt mumbled to himself. He really wasn’t in a mood to talk. His
plan never even considered that he would actually get caught. It was a perfect
plan. And now that he was taking this cab ride home, he wasn’t eager to say
anything loud enough for the driver to hear.

“You didn’t think you could actually teach our class, did you!?” Chris asked,
knowing the answer.

Matt suddenly came to life. “See! You don’t think I could!”

7
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“Fuck.” Chris muttered. “T don’t fuckin’ believe you.”

“Well, I can teach that class!”

“You dressed up as a substitute teacher, were going to sneak into school...”

“It would have worked if that stupid rent—a—cop hadn't...”

Chris held his hand to Matthew’s face to indicate and end to the debate.
“Dude, you're wearing women’s clothes.”

“Well I couldn’t pretend to be a twenty—something man, so... the logical thing
to do was...”

“Logical.” Chris said to emphasize the word.

“Hey, if I had pulled it off, you would have said I was a genius.” Matt replied.

“You’re smart, Matt. I'll give you that.” Chris said, shaking his head. “But you
sure don’t think things through, do you?”

“I wouldn’t have had to do this if you hadn’t forced me to prove my point!!”
Matt kicked Chris in the leg, like an petulant child. “Asshole!”

Chris used every bit of his energy to keep from doing something truly nasty to
Matt. Because if he wanted to, he really could.

The taxi stopped in front of Matthew’s house, and Chris was able to scrape
together enough of his spare change and lunch money to take care of the cab-
bie.

“So, get out.” Chris told Matt.

“Lemme check.” Matt said, surveying the street for people. “Hokay.” He said,
consenting to idea. He tucked the heels under his arm and sprinted for the
front door of his house, leaving Chris behind.

“You're welcome.” Chris said to himself.

Matt fumbled with the keys and before he could stick them in the lock, the
door opened for him. “And what exactly are you supposed to be!?” Matthew’s
mother said sharply, waiting for him.

“Mom!” Matt yelped. “But your car is gone! I didn’t think you were home!”
“T took the car in to get fixed...” She replied, her voice dying off in a sea of
unanswered questions. Like a lot of mothers, she decided to just skip over
confusion and go directly to anger. “Matthew Thomas Wilke!! Have you lost
your mind!?” She planted her hands on he hips as her eyes lit up with fury.
“Your father is turning over in his grave!”

“But M...”

“I don’t want to hear one word out of you! Not one word!” She barked. “You
go right on up to your room and change!! An then, you better have one good
explanation for...” She stopped for a moment. “Is that my good pantsuit!?”

Matt didn’t answer as he schlepped on up to his room, humiliated.

Outside, Chris was waiting for Matt to come back out and help him with the
fare, apologize, or at least wave him off or something. But it slowly became
apparent that nothing like that was going to happen. Showing uncharacteristic
impatience, Chris flipped open his cell phone and dialed Matt.

“What!?” A sulky, angry Matt said when he answered.

“Dude.” Chris said. “Did...”
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“Just fuck off Chris!” Matt yelled so loud Chris could hear it both on the

phone and out the windows of the house. “You've really screwed up my life
this time!!” And the line clicked dead.

This time? “This time!?” Chris yelled into the air. When had he ever done
anything to Matt? He kept to himself, didn’t talk much to anybody, and barely
ever even exchanged so much as a glance with Matt. If Chris hadn’t been
checking his emotions, he would have crushed his little cellular phone with his
one hand.

This wasn't the first time that little prick had made trouble for him. Matt had
accused Chris of cheating on the first big test of the year, simply because Matt
was too conceited to believe someone was as good as he was in English. The in
order to secure a position at the top of the grade curve, Matt had even asked
to see Chris’s school records in an attempt to have him transferred to a less
advanced class.

And now, this was all he could stand of Matt. This was the limit. He had put
up with his shit long enough.

“Yes?” Matt’s Mom said, as she answered the door.

“Mrs. Wilke?” Chris said. “Do you have a minute?”

Mrs. Wilke wiped her fevered brow. “This really isn’t a good time... Aren’t
you... Aren’t you one of Matthew’s classmates? Do you know anything about...”

“This will only take a minute, Mrs. Wilke. I need to talk to you about Matt.
Please pay attention.”

N%‘N

It wasn’t long before Matthew heard the heavy, measured steps of his mother
coming up the stairs. He could only wildly speculate about the size of the ass—
whooping he was about to endure.

When the knob turned on his door, his heart just stopped beating, and a deep
chill went from his chest right through the pit of his stomach and down to his
toes.

“Matthew.” His Mom said, coming in.

“Wh... Who was that at the door?” Matt said, trying to delay the inevitable for
at least another second.

“There was no one at the door. Don’t try and change the subject.” She walked
over to Matt’s desk chair and sat down. In real life it took no more than a sec-
ond, but to Matthew it lasted hours. Hours to build up even more fright and
fear inside.

She raised an eyebrow and smirked when she finally spoke. “Why have you
taken off your lovely clothes, Matthew. Don't you like wearing them?”

“I can explain, Mom...”

“I don’t want explanations.” She cut him off. “Frankly, I have no idea how to
handle this sort of thing.” She let out a heavy sigh. “What would you do in my
place? A son that has suddenly shown an affinity for wearing my clothes?”

“Mom, I don't... I'm not...”

10
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“I'm not going to be interrupted again, Matthew. Is that clear?”
Matt nodded yes.

“Good.” She crossed her legs and leaned back in the chair. “I've decided that
the only way to deal with this problem is to see it through to it’s conclusion.”

“Wh..” Matt started to say, before the angry glare from his mother’s two fiery
eyes stopped him.

“Put the clothes back on, Matthew. If you're curious about this side of the
fence, the only way for you to settle the matter is to experience your fantasy.”

“My fantasy!?” Matt yelped in surprise. “I...”
“Zip it, mister!” Mrs. Wilke barked.

“Zip!
“It!”

“D...” And Matt gave up.

His mother sported a triumphant grin. “Now get dressed. I want you to help
me make dinner.”

Matt groaned. It was going to take all night to get his mother to back off this
crazy idea of hers.

'»
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And so it was early the next morning, that Matthew was deeply regretting that
all of his arguments had been rejected by his Mother. She was strangely intent
on seeing this idea through. Usually it wasn'’t that difficult to distract her, but
despite several attempts, she remained quite focused on this task — the task of
dressing up her son as a woman.

She wasn’t going to let him out of this so easily. That much was clear to him
now. Especially so, since his mother had woken him and dressed him this
morning.

Matt’s method of dressing yesterday was last-minute and haphazard, in stark
contrast with the careful, patient, delicate and exhausting routine he was en-
gaged in now. Fortunately, his smooth, young face required little in the way of
shaving, but it did seem to warrant plucking. Lots of plucking. Painful pluck-
ing.

After his eyebrows had been ravaged into spindly little wisps, his mother
started in with a home chemical peel that felt like a million tiny bugs crawling
on his face. And after it got washed off, his face merely felt like it was burning
like a pig roasting on a spit.

Seemingly content with the pain she had inflicted on Matt’s face his Mom
them moved on to his body. His legs were lightly hairy and would have re-
quired only a quick whisk with a razor, but Mrs. Wilke opted for a wax instead.
Pain like that was never meant for a man to feel. Only the half of the species
designed to withstand childbirth could do that on any sort of a regular basis.

11
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That was nothing, however,
compared to the embarrass-
ment of having his mother
dress him in her underwear,
and shaping his stuffed cups
to look more breast-like. It
was a crushing blow to what-
ever budding sense of mascu-
linity he was developing. And
then, just to make sure that
he felt just as bad on the out-
side as he did on the inside,
his mother produced some
sort of corset from the bow-
els of her closet.

Waxed, burnt and plucked,
he then was stuffed like a
sausage into the peculi-
ar—looking garment and left
to find his own way to
breathe. Gasping for survival,
his mother patiently waited
before giving Matt a pile of
pink to wear. Pink-tinted
pantyhose went over his
burning legs, providing a
temporary coolness that felt
good for now. A long, flowery
calf-length dress which was
suitable for costuming in a
revival of “Oklahoma!” was
draped over him. Mrs. Wilke
then had Matt put on his wig
of super—long, curly long
brown hair — actually an old
wig Mrs. Wilke used to use
back in the seventies — and fit
it in place.

Now feeling as low as he had
in his life, his mother then
handed him a nice pink pair
of of pumps for him to break
his ankles in. Matt clumsily
stuck his pink feet into them.
After his mother had seated
him at her vanity and given
him a light brush of makeup
and lipstick, “a weekend
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look” she called it, an old set of silvery clip—on earrings, necklace, watch and
bracelet seemed to herald the end of the procedure.

Matthew knew he had just these two days to either force his mother’s hand or
negotiate his way out of this mess. He was lucky to have the weekend to come
up with the brilliant and indisputable argument that he would need to get out
of this mess. Just exactly how had this insane idea gotten into her head?
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“What are these?” Matt asked after finishing the vacuuming and dusting.
“What do they look like?” His mother answered while watching television.
“They look like all those stupid women’s magazines you get at the supermar-
ket.”

“Well, that’s probably what they are, then.”

“Well, why are they in my room?” Matt asked, afraid he knew the reply.

Mrs. Wilke chuckled. “For you to read.” She diverted her attention from the
ice skating program to briefly look her son in the eye. “I want you to get famil-
iar with all the things women have to go through. Those magazines are a good
start.”

Matt sighed. “That’s all very nice and vengeful of you Mom, and I'm awfully
happy that you're getting a good laugh out of this, but exactly how long is this
gonna last?”

His mother laughed at that. “Oh I don’t know... It depends.”

“Depends?” Matt said.

“Depends.” His Mom said again. And she returned to her TV. Matt knew that
tone of voice. Once and a while, she’d get in this frame of mind where she was
bound and determined to teach him a lesson. But she’d always back off before
it was too late.

“All right.” Matt said, taking the magazines under his arm. “I'll do what you
want.” As long as he knew that his Mom hadn’t truly gone off the deep end,
he’d make it through.

N%“N

“So what about a name?” Matt’s mother asked over dinner. She was trying to
make conversation rather than talk about how horrible the dinner Matt had
prepared was. It had started out as a stew, then became a soup, then a soufflé,
and finally declared a casserole.

“What about what?” Matt replied. he wasn’t aware of how bad his food tasted.
All he could taste was lipstick.

“I'm not calling you Matthew. In that outfit, it’s ridiculous.”
“We wouldn’t want to be ridiculous now, would we?” Matt snapped back
“You just bought yourself another hour in that outfit.”

Matt tried to look angry, but instead he was a little relieved. That meant that
the end was coming, at the very least.

13
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“Now what to call you...” Mrs. Wilke pondered. “When your father and I were
coming up with names...”

Matt tried to think. What was a kind of female version of his name? “Matilda.”

“No...” His Mom went on, wincing at the thought. “Is was something...” She
pointed her finger at him, as she remembered. “Erin.”

Ugh, he thought. “That’s stupid.”

“What we can do is get you a little name tag, and put it on your dress. ‘Hello,
my name is Erin.” And you can wear that to school on Monday.”

“Monday!?” Matt whined. “A dress!/P”

“Eat your food.” His Mom said with a hint of a smile on her face. “You take
things too seriously.”

(\J%’r\.’

Matt found himself going to bed that night in an old nightgown, and dressing
back up in another goofy dress the next morning. His tasks that day were the
laundry and organizing the kitchen. It was innocuous enough, and wasn’t any
big threat to ruin his weekend. Not any further than it was already ruined, at
least.

He supposed that a lot of mothers with only male children probably have a
little fantasy about having a daughter. Some might even have a complex about
disciplining young boys by treating them like girls. Whatever the reason, Matt
knew his Mom had too good a head on her shoulders to suspect any mental
peculiarity. She was just having a little fun at his expense.

It still pissed him off, though.

He made quick work of his chores in the morning and veged in front of the
computer surfing the internet for the remainder of the day. His Mom initially
pressed him on reading the women’s magazines, but eventually gave up on the
topic. And by the time dinner rolled around, he was back in his old dirty robe,
his face scrubbed free of cosmetics.

His mother made the food tonight, not risking another mistake by her son,
and they were right in the middle of eating it in front of the TV when the
doorbell rang.

“Hey, Matt.” Chris said, standing in the doorway in that casual manner that
Matt envied and hated.

“What do you want!?” Matt sneered. “We're eating.”

“Yeah. Good to see you too, Matt.” Chris knew coming here was a mistake.
“Nice robe. I just wanted to return this. You left it in the cab.” He held out the
English textbook with Matt’s name scribbled on the front.

“Thanks a lot. I could have just gotten another one.”
“Is this one of your friends, Matt?” Mrs. Wilke said, coming to the door.

“Hardly.” Matt said, taking the opportunity to leave. He was quickly out of
sight.
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His mother wasn’t expecting to be left alone with nothing to say, and tried to
make conversation. “Do you go to school with Er...” She corrected herself.
“...Matthew?”

“Just dropping by to return something. Have a nice night, ma’am.” Chris said,
turning to the street.

“I'm going to bed, Mom!” Chris could hear Matt’s yell through the still-open
door. “Shut the door! Chris has to go home now!!”

And Chris turned right back around to face an embarrassed Mrs. Wilke.

“I don't...” Mrs. Wilke said, stumbling for words to explain her son’s behavior.
“He didn't...”

“That’s okay, ma’am. I've known Matt for a while now. I know how he is.” His
eyes suddenly latched on to the woman, causing her to stand, frozen in the
doorway. “I need to talk to you about Matt.”

r\.:@'(\_:

“Are you up yet?” Matt’s mother said, whisking the blinds open in his room.
“You need to get up and start your beauty routine before you go to school. It
takes time when you're a woman.”

Matt’s reality quickly flooded his brain. Here he was, Monday morning and
his mother was still on the same kick she had been all weekend. And now, she
was going to make him sweat by playing chicken with him.

He knew his mother and she’d push it to the absolute limit, and then back
down at the last instant. It was just a question of waiting to see how far she
wanted to push him.

“I hope you don’t mind if I take the car today, I need to do some shopping
downtown. I'll drive you in and pick you up after school. Is that all right?”

“Yeah.” Matt replied. His mother was just full of herself these past few days,
thinking she was pretty funny. Next year, when he turned sixteen, he’d finally
get his license and a car — and he’d be able to rely on himself rather than his
erratic mother to get around. She was just pretending he could drive. At least
he’d get a ride today instead of the bus.

Matt stretched and rose from his bed, scratching himself and surveying the
room. Sure enough, that pants suit was laid on a chair for him to wear. Matt
snorted a laugh to himself. His Mom was going to try and scare him this morn-
ing.

“Better take your shower Erin, before its too late.” his mother said in passing
by the door. Yeah, Matt thought, she’s really taking this to the limit. Matt
shrugged and took his shower and dressed himself int provided outfit. He also
picked out the clothes he was really going to wear today, so as to save time. He
twisted the wig of long brown hair on and headed out.

“Ready?” Mrs. Wilke said as Matt came down the stairs. “I thought since you
looked so mature as Erin, I'd just call you my sister.”

“Whatever.” Matt said, waiting.

“And you should just call me Susan.”

Matt was impatient. “Yeah. Okay.”
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“You know, I have the perfect necklace to go with those earrings. Wait here
and I'll get it.” His mother dashed past him upstairs. Matt looked at the clock,
and they were actually running pretty late. If he was going to get to school on
time, they'd need to travel at light speed. As it was, he was already going to be
late for first period.

“Mom!” He yelled. “We’re gonna be late!”

His mother was already down at the bottom of the stars, holing out a neck-
lace. “T said call me Susan, sis. Here. Lift your hair.”

Matt pulled the long hair from his neck to make way for the necklace, which
Mrs. Wilke tied around him. “There. That looks good. Take a look in the mir-
ror. Tell me what you think.”

“We gotta get on with this, Mom!” Matt whined. “I can’t miss all of physics
class.”

“But you don’t teach physics, Erin.”

“Uh, I don’t teach anything. Mom. I'm...” Matt then realized that she had
picked up on what he was doing on Friday. He hadn't told her anything about
trying to be a teacher. “What are you saying?” Had someone told her about
what really happened on Friday?

“Well, as a substitute, you only need to...”

Matt cut her off. “Stop messing with me, Mom. What's the deal here?”

“I'm Susan, sis,” his mother cut him off. “Get in the car.”

(\J%’N

Matt was begging and pleading. He was tearing at his mother’s clothes, cling-
ing like a monkey to her side. “Please, Mom!”
“Hush.” She said.

“I can’t go like this!” Matt cried, tear welling up in his eyes. “Please, Mom!!
Please!”

“I told you — Erin — to call me Susan,” was all his mother said.

It was just getting more and more real to Matt. His Mom was dead serious
about dropping him off at school like this. He had asked her to turn back in
good humor. Then he politely asked again. Then he impolitely asked, and then
he demanded. Then he tried begging.

Now he was truly desperate. Did she not realize how this was going to ruin his
life? Not in a ‘teenage angst’ my-life—is—over sort of way, but in a real, tangible
‘ruin—my-reputation—for—all-time’ or a ‘tearing—the—fabric—of-the—mind’ way.
“I don’t know what you want to hear! Just please don’t make me go to school
like this!! Please!”

But it was too late. The car had already pulled up in front of Middleton High.
Mrs. Wilke reached across the passenger seat and unlatched the door for her
son. “Go on.” She said. “T'll see you at four to pick you up.”

Matt didn’t budge. “Please,” he said, in a sober, beaten tone of voice.

Mrs. Wilke unbuckled the seatbelt for him. “T'll wait here until you get inside.
I don’t want you to meet with any trouble before you get in.” Still not moving,
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Matt’s Mom got a little more serious. “You can’t be late for your first day, Erin.
Get a move on.”

With his body trembling, Matt stepped out of the car onto the sidewalk. His
mother shut the door for him, and waved politely at her son. And then she
waited for him to go into the school.

With the slowest, tiniest steps, Matt made his way down the walk way, hearing
every scrape of his pumps against the cement as if they were being broadcast
on loudspeakers. Where was that asshat rent—a—cop when he needed him?

He opened the door to the front office, where all late students reported, and
went inside. Before he had to turn around the corner and formally enter the
grounds, he took one desperate look outside again to see if that had persuaded
his mother to pull away. It hadn't.

“You must be the substitute.” Came a voice at the front desk.

Matt’s spine locked up. He turned around anyway, resigned to the fact that his
life was going to end very, very soon.

“Erin? Hi, I'm Carol, I work the front desk here. Welcome to Middleton.”
She held out her hand to welcome Matt. He handled it like a live grenade.
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CITY BOY, COUNTRY GIRL

My husband Richard Weinstein and I lived on the upper west side, where we
had a nice brownstone we had been sub-leasing for a couple of years now. He
was an investment banker, and I had my work at the radio station to keep me
busy. Public radio, of course. I was twenty-four, and T had promised myself
that it wouldn’t be more than a year until I was ready to start a family. At least,
by that time I would have accrued enough time for a few weeks of pregnancy
leave, and we’d be well-off enough that I could hire a quality nanny. But even
then, I had my doubts about that timetable. There was a very real possibility I
was going to have to re-prioritize my whole lifestyle agenda.

Richard was also twenty-four. We both graduated college early, mostly be-
cause of our heavy prep-school credits, and partially because neither of us
were comfortable in that adolescent setting of a university. I had grown up in
Brookline, Mass. And he in Waterbury. So, although we lived in totally differ-
ent worlds, we still had fallen in love.

We met at the Hartsfield, Atlanta airport while our flights were being de-
layed. We talked for what seemed like hours. In fact, it was hours, if I remem-
ber correctly. Those incompetent idiots at the gate counter couldn’t get a
plane out of there to save their lives.

As it turned out, Richard and I saw the world in much the same terms. We
both saw life as the domain of predators. A shark tank, for lack of a better
metaphor. If you weren't in on the kill, you were the one being killed. We
were very practical people.

So we exchanged numbers, and we’d text each other from time to time. One
night, I found myself screwed over into attending a formal function, and I
needed a date. Richard seemed like just the sort of man I could use — not
threatening, only slightly intimidating, and a fine prospect with a good future
and wonderful table manners.

And it sort of grew from there. After we had been exchanging favors by being
each other’s date at company gatherings and other formalities, it seemed like
we were more than compatible. Plus, after we were married, getting the
brownstone was much easier. Our combined contacts and referrals almost
made it too easy. We had the lease signed just hours after we returned from
our working honeymoon. And we got a prime location for parking as well.

No, it wasn't in a very upscale neighborhood, but I have no doubt that we
were well on our way.

It was just after the holidays when we got a letter from one of Richard’s rela-
tives. I was busy writing the thank-you notes for the Hanukah gifts, and cross-
ing off names from the gift list, when I found it in the mail. It was from Bore-
gard, Oklahoma. My goodness. Really. Richard had relatives in Oklahoma.
How colorful.
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I gave the letter
to Richard, who
read it with a
great deal of con-
cern. “I have bad
news, Janice. My
Aunt isn’t doing
very well.” He
said, after reading
the message.

“Oh, that’s... how
sad for her.” I
said to him.

“She lives by
herself. After my
parents passed
away, I'm the
only family she
has left.” He said.
“And I think she’s
the only family I~ B
have left as
well..”

I didn’t immedi-
ately see the rea-
son for concern. “And this affects me how?”

Richard’s face was dead serious. “I made some promises...” He ran his fingers

through his slicked-back hair. “I said I'd come if she ever needed help.”

“You can not be serious.” I said. “Just because she can’t get out of bed, she
expects you to completely put your life on hold for her? That’s just selfish.”

“When my mother was on her death bed, I made this promise to her. That if
her sister ever needed my help, I'd be there.”

“She can’t hold you to that!” I told him. “That would never stand up in a court
of law!”

Richard sat back in his chair, thinking. “I suppose you're right.” He said. He
got up out of his chair and removed his blazer. He loosened his red tie and
walked over to the mantle, examining a picture of his mother. “But there are
some things which go beyond legalities.”

“They’ll never give you that promotion if you just up and leave the firm.” I
reminded him.

“I don’t think it would be more than a week or two. I've been working there
without complaint for almost two years. I should be able to spend a little bit of
that credibility.”

“So you're actually going to go.” I asked.
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“T'll book a flight and leave tomorrow.” Richard replied.

“Well, I think it’s ridiculous. But I won't stop you.” And besides, having Rich-
ard out of the area meant I could play the field. “Bring me back a souvenir.
Maybe a butter churn or a banjo.”

“Thanks for understanding, darling.” Richard said, pecking me on the cheek.
“Now I've got to get on the phone with my assistant to book the trip.”

N@'(\J

Richard and I traded messages for the next few days. I was worried that the
house would feel empty without him, but I found ways to pass the time. I
hadn’t had a chance to go to the clubs for what seemed like years. The things
they can do now with drugs are amazing. Even the smallest little hit will send
you into ecstasy for
hours. It was delightful.

But even after a week,
I had yet to get a call
from Richard. I had
previously assumed he
was busy doing what-
ever it was that he was
doing, but now he was
just being impolite.
Finally, eight days after
he had taken his flight
out, he bothered to call.
Eight days. Honestly.

“She’s not quite an
invalid, but she needs a
lot of attention.” Rich-
ard reported.

“I have your emails
and your phone mes-
sages for you. Would
you like me to forward
them to you?” I said.

“T've had the town doc-
tor out to look at her
every day, and he tells
me that he doesn’t
really know when she’ll
be ready to get back on
her feet.”

I was impatient with
him. I didn’t call for
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updates on Aunt Daisy or whatever her name was. “Do you want your mes-
sages or not?” I asked.

“Janice, I can’t deal with that now. I have to look after her.”

“How much time could that possibly take? Surely you can just use a cell and
your laptop...”

“Honey, thank you very much, but seriously, I have all I can handle, keeping
the house and attending to my Aunt.”

I just knew that his messages were much more important than he thought
they were. His clients were not going to be ignored for long. “You're going to
have to make some call backs soon, Richard. There are a lot of very important

people...”

“And I promise I'll get back to them.” He said, interrupting me rudely. “But
for right now, my Aunt needs my help.”

“So when do I tell people youll be back home, honey?” I asked, making sure
he knew I was not pleased with his attitude.

“Tell them I'll be home when my Aunt is out of danger.” He replied, his tone
less than cheerful.

(\J%’N

It was two weeks later that Richard finally called again. Yes, I know I could
have called him, but what would that have proven?

“It’s two steps forward, one step back. She’s really trying, but there’s only so
much progress one can expect.”

“What does the old bag have, anyway?” I asked.

“Her name is Evelyn. My Aunt Evelyn. And she’s only about fifty.” He paused
for a moment, probably trying to make me feel bad. “She has emphysema,
complicated with pneumonia. It’s very serious.”

“Whatever.” I said. “Your boss called yesterday, and wanted to know why they
haven’t heard from you in three weeks. What exactly do I tell him?”

“You can tell Pete that I have to take care of this house by myself, which
means I do the cleaning, the cooking and washing. I have to pick up groceries,
I have to pick up the doctor in town and I have to do everything else to keep
this place from falling into disrepair. You can tell him that.”

“You're honestly doing the cooking?” I asked. “T can’t believe you just don't
hire someone for that.”

“There’s no servants or maids around here, Janice. You have to do things here
yourself. That’s the way it is outside the city.”

“It sounds wonderful.” T had had quite enough of this. “Why don’t you just
tell your aunt you have a life you need to attend to, and you need to come back
to New York. Promise her you'll return in a week or something. Tell her any-
thing. I don’t care. Just get back to work before something serious happens!”

6
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“I know you mean well, Janice, but I can’t do that. First of all, Aunt Evelyn is
on medication, and isn’t very lucid most of the time. Second, I have no inten-
tion of leaving this poor woman to fend for herself — and possibly die — just so
I can return some insignificant phone messages.”

“Insignificant!? That'’s not the Richard Weinstein I married! You know as well
as I that if you show any weakness or lapse in focus, there won't be a job to
return to!”

“That’s still not as important as my Aunts life.” He said.
“Don’t be so dramatic, Richard.”

“I am n... Aaa... not being...” He coughed, after his voice had cracked in the
middle of the word not.” “T am not being dramatic.” His voice cracked again in
the word ‘dramatic.”

“Well, I certainly hope that emphysema isn’t catching.” I said. “Your voice
sounds horrible.”

“I'm fine. And emphysema isn’t something you can catch.” Richard was still

trying to clear his throat. “T think it’s just a minor infection. Just a cold. The
doctor is giving me some stuff for it.”

“Tell him to double it, because it obviously isn’t getting the job done. Is he an
accredited physician? What's his specialty? Did you get a referral?”

“I'll call you later, Janice.” He said. I didn’t know what had gotten into him.
He was usually so much more practical than this.

N'é"r\.’
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It was late February before I heard from him again. I had already contacted a
lawyer about divorce proceedings. I wasn’t going to give Richard many more
chances.

“She’s showing some real improvement.” He said to me. Obviously, he knew
that I wanted him back home. He needed to give me good news. But I was
suspicious he was just telling me what I wanted to hear. “She’s able to walk
around and her breathing is becoming less labored.”

“Well, she seems to be doing better. I can’t say the same for you. The firm has
put you on indefinite leave.” I told him. I expected anger from Richard.

“They did what they had to do.” Was what I got.
“Maybe you don’t understand me, Richard. You don’t have a job anymore.”

“If looking after family is going to get me fired, then as far as I'm concerned,
those guys at work can go... They can go... Soak their head.”

“Soak their head!?” I yelled into the phone. “Soak their head!? You just lost a
job that paid you over a quarter of a million dollars a year, and all you can say
is “soak their head!?”

“What do you want me to say, Janice? There’s nothing I can do about it.”

“Of course there are things you can do about it, Richard!” I told him. “You
could simply...” I stopped myself from having the same argument with him
again. “I just want you to tell me when you’re coming home. It’s that simple. I
need you to set a date. Tell me what day you'll return.”

He paused for a long, tense minute. “I... Just can’t do that, Janice.”

“For God sakes, Richard! How do you expect me to make it through without
you? Forget about being there for your Aunt, what about being there for
melP”

“For you?”

“I can’t do everything myself! I need to get money from the bank! I need your
paycheck! I need you to make contacts through your network of clients! You
just can’t do this to me!”

“Please. I know it’s been tough on you, and I'll smooth everything over when I
get back. But I'm so close to getting Aunt Evelyn able to take care of herself.
It won'’t be long. I can’t leave now.”

Fine. Frankly, I was this close to giving up on him. But he knew so many peo-
ple that made for great contacts. It made my job as a radio segment producer
so easy. And his membership at the downtown club was in his name. It would
take me years to get that membership on my own. I couldn’t just walk out on
him.

“You sound like you've caught something.” I said, trying to take the conversa-
tion back from the edge. “It sounds like a really bad cold.”

“A cold?” He replied. “Yeah, I guess it’s a cold. So you don’t mind if T stay
here until Aunt Evelyn is up and about?”
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“I mind. I mind a lot, Richard. You're putting me in a very awkward position.
I'm not your secretary, and I don’t like making excuses for you.” I said. “And
frankly, this is pushing our marriage right to the limit. Right to the limit — do
you understand me!?”

“Yes, I know, Janice. And I'm sorry. Truly sorry.” It sounded like he was really
trying to sound remorseful. Maybe trying too hard, if you know what I mean.

I was getting tired of making these calls and getting the same answer. I was
just going to have to let him come home on his own. If he didn’t want to come
back, then I knew where I stood. “Richard, it’s up to you. You need to find
your priorities. Okay?”

“I know, Janice. This is hard on all of us. And I'll find some way to make it up
to you.”

Now we were talking. I could use a new car. Maybe redecorate the living
room? Oh, I had such plans to make. “So, how bad is your cold?” I asked.

“Cold? Well, I don’t know what it is, really. I sometime feel a little sick, and
my voice is funny sounding, and I was in bed for a few days, but... I don't
really think I'd call it a cold. More like a flu, but not really.”

“You were in bed? For how long?”
“About three days. I had a really bad fever. I dropped a few pounds.”

“Well, you could always stand to lose a little weight. If it’s not a cold, what
does that country doctor of yours call it?”

“He said it was just some sort of infection. He gave me some pills. And a cou-
ple of shots. It helps with the swelling.”

“What swelling?”
“Oh, T've puffed up in few places. Especially my chest.”
“Sounds like an allergic reaction. Are you allergic to anything?”

“Not that I know of. Listen, Janice I have to go now. Aunt Evelyn is calling
me.”

I sighed into the phone, making sure he could hear the displeasure in my
voice. “Next time I talk to you, I want you to tell me when you're coming

back.”

“I understand.” He said.
N@'N

Well, around that time I got the promotion I had been waiting for, no thanks
to Richard. I had been given my own program to produce, the morning drive-
time news show. Oh, I had such good ideas. So far, it had been your typical
NPR-type show. A little news, some interviews and then lame jazz in between.
Well, I was really going to turn it upside-down. Who says you can’t put celeb-



A Little Too Clever Joe Six-Pack
rity gossip on public radio? Maybe bring a little Howard Stern to the public
airwaves.

I called up Richard to tell him the news. And maybe to rub his nose in it a
little bit. Who need a well-connected husband to succeed?

“Hello?” The voice on the other end answered. I didn’t recognize it.

Well, I thought maybe they had visitors. It was too young a voice for Aunt
Evelyn. “Is my husband Richard there?” I asked.

“Janice?” The voice answered. “It’s me.”

I was dumbfounded. “Richard!? Is that you!?”

“Oh. My voice. It’s been a little strange lately.” He said. “It’s that flu I have.”
“So you do have the flu.”

“Oh, yes. The doctor told me I have a flu. So I've been in bed for the past
week. But the doctor tells me I'm getting better.”

“Are you all right!? Do you need me to send a qualified physician? I can have
you airlifted and sent to the nearest medical center right away!”

“It’s okay, Janice.” He replied. “I'm in good hands with Doctor Crumbpacker.”

“Crumbpacker? You can’t be serious. I'm calling the med-evac people right
now.”

“No, really, Janice. I'm doing fine. Doctor Crumbpacker is very good. And
he’s on top of everything. My weight loss is finally stopping and...”

I interrupted him. “How much weight have you lost?”

10
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“I'm scared to check.” He said. “Last I weighed myself three days ago, I was
down to 137.”

“You've got to be nothing but skin and bones!”

“I'm fine. I still have a lot of fat in a few places. My chest and my lower body
look fine. And the doctor tells me my strength will probably come back.”

“Richard, you're truly scaring me. This sounds like some sort of chamber of
horrors.”

“It’s not as bad as it sounds. I can walk around in short trips, and Aunt Evelyn
is taking care of me.”

“She... She’s taking care of... You!P”

“As soon as the doctor told me to rest, Aunt Evelyn was able to look after me.
I guess it’s that country spirit of pitching in when someone needs help.”

“Is she fully recovered? That sounds suspicious.”

“She’s only up for a few hours a day, but she’s definitely improving. I think
having someone to care for has given her something to focus on. Maybe it’s

crazy, but I think me being in bed has helped her recovery.”

“Well, that’s something, at least.” This whole episode was making me very
nervous. I always get suspicious when a bunch of coincidences come together.
Maybe that’s the journalist in me, but I really didn’t like the way this was shap-
ing up. “About you, Richard. Is there anything you're not telling me? Please
don’t hold anything back. I really don’t think this is the time to be keeping any

secrets.”

“Well, I'm feeling better every day. And the medication keeps me in a good
mood.”

“Medication?”

“I'm taking a lot of pills and getting a lot of shots. That’s why I know the doc-
tor is so good.”

“What kind of medication is it, Richard?”

“T asked Aunt Evelyn, but she told me I didn’t need to worry about it.”
“And you trust her?”

“Of course I do. She’s been like a mother to me since I got here.”

I just couldn’t seem to get Richard to break through. He didn’t seem even
lightly suspicious of what was happening. Shots, weight loss, forced bed rest, a
suddenly mobile invalid. This wasn’t right. And Richard wasn’t seeing it.

“Promise me you'll stay in bed and take it easy, darling.”
“T will.”

“And just see if you can try and get a few more answers about what’s happen-
ing to you.”
He paused. “Okay. I'll give it a try.”

“I love you.” I said.

11
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“I love you too, Janice.”

As soon as I hung up, I booked my flight for Oklahoma.
(\J%’(‘\)

The flight from New York went into DFW. From there, I took an express
flight to Oklahoma City. The only transportation from Oklahoma City to Bore-
gard was by bus. Yes, by bus. Normally, I'd just get a limo for the day, but the
trip was eight hours out to Boregard. I hap my laptop with me for the trip, and
I caught up on my budget planning for the quarter. But just two hours out of
the bus depot, the cell phone stopped working. No signal.

Fabulous. Now I was truly on my own. The battery on the computer gave out
a while later, and I was left with nothing but the window to provide me enter-
tainment.

I don’t know if you've ever been out to Oklahoma — and I pray to God you
have better sense that that — but it’s flat. So amazingly flat. Miles and miles of
flat.

I never even imagined you could have so much space in this country with
nothing in it. No trees, no houses, no people. Just a road. Once and a while
you could see a tractor.
Yes, a tractor! I had
never seen one before.
I'm not even sure what
they do. But, they were
there, driving aimlessly
through fields of dirt.
Maybe I was just here
in the off season.
Maybe it was a bad year
for growing things. But
for all I could tell, there
was nothing but miles
and miles of dirt
stretching out for as far
as I could see.

What a truly miserable
place to live.

The bus stopped at
something a lot like a
restaurant, with vend-
ing machines that dis-
pensed plastic-wrapped
sandwiches. Barbaric. I
had to drink out of an
aluminum can.
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Dreadful.

A few hours later, a few houses appeared on the horizon, and a gas station.
The bus pulled up, and the driver announced that we had arrived in Boregard.
I lugged my carry-on bag with me, and stepped outside into dusty wind. The
bus closed the door and was on its” way. And I was by myself in the middle of
nowhere.

The roller wheels on my bag were useless in the rough baked dirt, and T had
to drag it along into the gas station.

“Kin I help you, Ma’am?” The gawky man behind the counter said. The patch
on his oil-stained shirt said “Jeter” on it. I kid you not.

“Well, Jeter, I was wondering if you could call me a cab.” I asked.

He looked at me like I was from another planet. I guess he had never seen a
woman dressed an nicely as I was, in my business suit. “You’re not from "round
here, is you?” He said.

“Don’t be ridiculous. I'm just here to see my husband. Maybe you can call me
that cab, if that’s not too much time out of your busy schedule?”

“Well, we ain’t got no taxi cabs here in Boregard.” He said, adjusting his base-
ball cap. “Who's it you come here to see?”

I had to translate the accent and the verbage before I responded. “My hus-
band Richard. He’s visiting his Aunt.” I got the envelope out of my pocket to
check the name. It was the envelope this Aunt Evelyn had sent Richard which
started this whole mess. “Evelyn Johnson.”

“Oh, the Johnson place where old maid Johnson lives.”
“If that’s where Evelyn Johnson lives.”

“We just all call her Evie around here.” He said. He pulled up a sign that read
“Closed” and placed it on the desk. He grabbed some keys off a pegboard and
headed by me, out the front door. “But if you're lookin’ to get out there, I can
take you.”

“What will it cost me?” I asked.

13
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He looked at me confused. “Cost you?” He asked. T jus’ need to go pick up
some fan belts from my pal Raymond out past there. I'll drop you off on the
way.”

“What's in it for you?” I asked.

By that time, he was revving the engine in a rusted tow truck. “Git in if you're
a-comin’.”

r\.’z“r\.:

I was let off at the beginning of a long dirt road, which this Jeter person as-
sured me would end at Evelyn Johnsons’s house. “I can drive you all the way, if
you needs me to,” he offered. I assured him I was quite capable of doing this
for myself. It must have been three miles, but he turned out to be right.

Damn heels nearly killed me.
The house was a surprisingly large Victorian-style, aging badly. The place was
probably white originally, but now had collected dirt, blown into the slats of

wood siding by the winds which never seemed to let up around here. The
house appeared caked with dirt.

I knocked on the door after struggling up the creaking old stairs with my bag.
A woman answered the door. “Yes?” She said, a little scared. Then she gave a
disconcerting smile. “Land sakes, you must be Janice!”

“Yes. And you are?”

She hugged me warmly. I'm your Aunt Evelyn!” She said. “Ritchie didn’t say
you were coming, or else I'd have prepared a room for you.”

“I'm not staying,” I said, “and Richard didn’t know I was coming, either.”

“Well, you sure do know how to surprise someone. I saw you coming down
the road, and I was worried you were lost or a car had broken down.”

“Where’s Richard?” I asked.

“He’ll be so glad to see you. He’s up in bed, resting. Did he tell you he’s had
an awful time with the flu.”

“He mentioned it.” I took a skeptical look at Aunt Evelyn. She seemed to be
as alert and healthy as any woman her age. It was hard to believe she had been
sick at all.

I mean, it was really hard to believe.

“Can I see him?” I asked.

“Oh!” She said, embarrassed. “Where are my manners? Why don’t you leave
your bag here, and we’ll go upstairs and see him. The dear should be done
with his evening nap by now.”

I followed her up the stairs, and noticed how briskly she was moving. Some
kind of miracle recovery, don’t you think?

14



A Little Too Clever Joe Six-Pack

It was a huge house, with far too many rooms just for one woman to use. The
was kind of a folksy charm to the place. If this house had a little work, some
paint and some decent landscaping, you might get some resale value out of it.

Except that we were out in the middle of nowhere.

Come to think of it, we were out even further than that. Even the people who
lived in the middle of nowhere hadn’t even heard of Boregard.

“Ritchie has had an awful time of it the past two weeks. He’s just been so dif-
ficult.” Aunt Eveleyn said.

“Yes, it must have been hard to take care of him while he was sick.”

“Well, yes, it was a trial, but that’s not what I'm talking about, dear. It’s his
ornery disposition that’s been a problem.”

I didn’t believe she had actually just used the word “ornery.” “He’s been diffi-
cult?”

“I suppose you know, being his wife and all, but Richard can be downright
stubborn sometimes.”

Like when he’s trying to take care of some old bat in Dumbfuck, Oklahoma?
“Yes, he certainly can be that way at times.” And frankly, I didn't like it. “I
hope he hasn’t been too much to handle.”

“Oh, he was fidgety and fussy when Doctor Crumbpacker ordered him to get
some bed rest, believe me.” Her cross face then brightened. “But once he
knew I was in charge, he eventually succumbed. Now he trusts me to make his
decisions for him.”

Yeah, he was like that when we first met. But after a while, he stopped trying
to pretend he was in charge. I knew what was best for both of us. He could
still be the boss at work, but I told him what to do at home. And we liked it
that way. And he was perfectly fine with it — until he got that letter at least. I
thought I had whipped all the backbone out of him.

Aunt Evelyn knocked gently on the third door she came to. “Ritchie dear, are
you awake? Oh, I have such a surprise for you!” She opened the door and
peeked through the crack. “Oh he’s still sleeping. Give me a minute to wake
him.” She then entered the dark room and shut the door behind her.

I really didn’t have time for this. That bus was due to come back through here
soon, so I could get back to New York and run the production meeting on
Monday. So, I needed to make my connections to get to the airport by mid-
night. I only had an hour or two. I needed to get his signature on a small pile
of documents, get his PIN number for the debit card and the bank accounts.
After all, T had bills to pay.

The door creaked open again, and the lights were on. I strained to see if I
could see Richard, but Aunt Evelyn was blocking me. “Here’s the surprise I
promised you, dearest.” She teased.

The door eased open and I could see Richard, and he could see me. And I
could see that my husband, my strong, virile husband was laying in an old-
fashioned canopied bed, dressed in a ruffled, cotton nightgown.
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He raised his hands to his mouth in shock. “Janice!” He yelped.

“Hello... Um, Richard.” I said. The sight of him had taken my breath away.
Not only was he dressed in women’s clothing, but he was resting with layer
and layer of flufty pillows and quilts.. His hair had grown a little, hanging from
the back of his head. And his body, neck and arms looked bony thin. If I hadn’t
been told that it was my husband, I might not have recognized him.

“Don’t look at me!” He cried. Childishly, he flung the covers over his head so
I couldn’t see him.

Aunt Evelyn was angry. “Ritchie!” She yelled. “Don’t be a nuisance! Janice has
traveled all the way from New York City to see you, and you will behave!”

The covers stayed up.
“Ritchie! I said behave!” Aunt Evelyn commanded.

And slowly, the covers dropped, but Richard turned his face away, so he didn’t
have to look at me. “I don’t want to talk to her.” He said.
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CAMP COUNSELING

Brock watched the bus drive off into the woods, following the impossibly long
and meandering route he had already experienced on the way in. He let out a
heavy sigh in his chest and kicked some loose gravel. It was going to be a long
summer. He turned around to face his obligation in life for the next two
months: “Camp Na-Dle-O-Zhi-Tso.”

At least that’s what he thought it said. It was a moldy old wooden gate that
proclaimed the name, and was well beyond need of repair. Brock continued to
stand there, hoping that there was yet still some way out of it, but knowing
very well that he was consigned to see this through. Literally. And anyway,
he’d be hiking for days if he wanted to get out of here. There was no way back.

He was just a kid and was already locked into a fate of futility and lowered
expectations. Brock didn’t particularly like the world, and it didn’t much like
him. He had been assigned to this monument to decaying wood, insects and
minimally edible food out of his debt to society. Brock was sentenced to 150
hours of community service by the court, and he had procrastinated long
enough in doing it. The camp was the only way he was going to erase those
hours before he had to go back before the judge.

Brock had been a foster kid, and a ‘ward of the state’ until he was twelve. At
that tender age, he was able to save up some money from the various ‘enter-

rises” he was involved in. A few dollars exchanged hands with the right peo-
ple, and as far as the law was concerned, he was instantly sixteen. Which
meant that the law was off his back for being a kid. He could now be on his
own, and he could do what he wanted to do. But he hadn’t waited long before
he got in trouble again, and now the law was was even harsher when you were
an ‘adult’. Now that everyone thought he was seventeen, being arrested while
carrying a concealed weapon carried much harsher penalties.

He wasn’t even sure the gun worked, he had never gotten bullets for it. Brock
just carried it to look tough.

Brock did a lot of things to look tough. His bulky leather jacket, his sunglasses
and his baggy pants all helped the image. No one questioned his assumed age.
He even used a little bit of cigarette ash on his face to give him the appear-
ance of stubble. It also made his cheeks appear hollow and his face angular. It
was very effective.

So, Brock slung his sack over his shoulder and headed through the ominous
gates. Maybe he could make a go of this. The little kids would probably look
up to him. He'd be a big-shot. And he could play at being the cool, sullen
loner he liked to think of himself as. Maybe this wasn’t going to be so bad after
all.

“What do you mean, there’s no entry!?” Brock shouted at the meek, bookish
lady who was behind the counter.

“There’s no entry here.” She said, looking at the entries for camp counsellors.
“Are you sure you're in the right camp?” She asked.

“Yes!” he shouted. “I got on the bus, they assigned me to this stupid camp,
and now I'm here!” When he shouted, his deep ‘tough’ voice gave way to his
true lighter tone. So he got control. “Camp nay-de-ze-so. Or whatever.”
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“You're not on my list. There’s no Brock McCade on my list.” The woman
said, her nose in the air.

Brock looked around to see if anyone else was watching. “Check under Perry.
Perry Campbell.” He looked around again to make sure no one had heard his
use his real name. “I'm supposed to be the camp counsellor in charge of rec-
reation?”

“Oh, that’s the problem.” The lady said. “We already have two more of those
than we should have.” She shut the notebook she was referencing closed.
“There must have been a mistake at the head office. I'll call.” With that, she
wandered away.

Brock unzipped his black, beaten leather jacket a little. It was hot, and he was
already boiling mad. He hadn’t taken three buses and spent the better part of
two days to get out here into the wilderness to be sent home again. Sure, he
hated the idea of looking after a camp full of kids all summer, but he had al-
ready committed himself. There was no return, mentally or physically.

The woman came back from around the corner. “Just what I thought, there’s
been a mistake.”

“No shit, lady.” Brock replied.

The woman raised an eyebrow at the language Brock used, but she otherwise
ignored it. “They had us classified as a sports camp, but we're a crafts and ac-
tivities camp for girls. That’s why we have so many recreational directors.” The
woman smiled, satisfied in knowing she had gotten to the bottom of her prob-
lem.

“Great.” Brock said, chock full of sarcasm. “And...?”

“Oh! Well, you're stuck with us until tomorrow, I'm afraid, that’s when the
supply van arrives, and you can get a ride back with them.” The woman
smiled, so pleased was she with her problem solving abilities.

“Look, lady, T have to be here because if I don’t do my hours, I get thrown in
jail, bitch!” Brock growled.

The woman’s attitude turned nasty in a flash. “There’s no need for language,
young man! You leave tomorrow, I can’t do anything else for you!” She crossed
her arms. “Now please leave this window. Immediately!” When Brock didn’t
move, she reached above her head and found the handle to a rolling metal
door that she pulled down in front of Brock. The window was closed.

Once he realized that there wasn’t any point in standing there, staring at the
metal door like an idiot, he made his way outside into the sun again. He
looked around, seeing that he wasn’t the first to have arrived. In fact, he may
have been the last. Over towards the woods, a dozen smaller cabins had chil-
dren walking in and out, unpacking and settling in. Towards the lake, the
counsellors had all gathered, and were probably going over schedules and
other stuff. Since he was a member of neither group, he decided to head off to
the largest cabin, which he assumed was the kitchen.

Outside, and older woman of African descent was spraying down some large
charred pots with pressured water. Brock walked up next to her.

“This the kitchen?” He asked.

“Mess hall.” She responded.

“Where’s the kitchen, then?”

“Inside.”
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“You fuckin’ said this was the mess hall.” Brock was confused. And when he
got confused, he got angry. “Make up your mind, you fat whore!”

The woman, who would have been full within her rights to spray Brock with
the hose in her hands, instead turned her back to him and continued on with
her work.

Brock remained, cursing and shouting at the woman, but it wasn’t making
much of an impact on her. “Bunch of stupid cunts.” He mumbled to himself.
He figured that at a girls camp there would be nothing but crazy women
around here running it. He was glad he wasn’t going to have to stay here.
The door to the kitchen was open, but the room inside was empty. He just
went inside anyway. There he did find the kitchen, but no food. It was closed.
He looked around behind the counter for anything, but it seemed that every-
thing edible was still in boxes and cans. He saw that a schedule on the wall
indicated that dinner wasn’t going to be served until six, five hours away. He
left in a snit, cursing again at the woman washing the pots as he passed by.

Brock decided to kill some time and check out the lake, finding a small dock
that was — at least for the moment — uninhabited. He dropped his large pack
onto the boards, and sat on one of the pilings. He looked across a calm lake at
least two miles wide. Some birds swooped around, skimming across the sur-
face looking for food. The canoes tethered to the dock bobbed up and down
slowly. It was a long way from the city.

“Fuck nature.” He said to himself.

If he had grown up right, he might have gone to a place like this out of his
own free will. He’d be one of those kids over there who had rich parents and
easy lives. Miffy and Biffy over there had no worries, and no problems. He
hated them.

God, he hated them a lot.

When he got back to the city, he was just going to have to tell the judge that
the system fucked up, and he should get those 150 hours just for showing up.
And he wasn’t going to take any damn excuses. He checked his jacket pocket.
Where were his smokes?

“Hi,” a voice came from behind. Brock turned around quickly, shocked and
surprised.

When he was able to see, he saw one of those stupid yuppie kids. She was
maybe fourteen or younger, another obviously spoiled child from the suburbs.
It didn’t even occur to Brock that, in truth, he was only a year or two older in
real age.

“I’'m Arianna.” She said.

Figures, Brock thought. She had curly blond hair that probably took her half
the day to do, impeccable white shorts, the camp-issued shirt and clear plastic
sandals. Once Brock had sized her up, he returned to his mood.

“What's your name?” The girl asked. Brock ignored her. “Are you a coun-
selor?” She said. Brock sighed again, and gave her a look, to make sure that
she knew he was able to hear her, but didn’t care. “I like your hair.” She con-
tinued to be a nuisance.

At least the girl had taste. His “biker” hair was his beast feature. It was dark,
greasy brown and fell to about his ears when he didn’t have it tied up. He
looked so handsome with it, it was unfair — and he knew it. “Fuck off.” He
mumbled to the girl.
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“Hey, you'd better be nice to me. My daddy’s rich!” She pouted.

O, that was perfect. That got Brock up and ready to show this prissy twerp
that Brock McCade ain'’t the sort of person who cares about no silver spoons.
He got up on his feet, and used his height advantage to stare down on her. He
clenched his jaw, about to give the girl the verbal thrashing that she and her
kind deserved, when he was kissed on the nose.

Brock’s momentum was thrown completely off the rails, and by the time he
had recovered only a half-second later, he was being pushed.

“Waaaaargh!” Brock yelled, as he fell off the dock into the shallow water.
Sploosh! The water wasn’t deep, but it was cold. Brock thrashed in the unfa-
miliar environment. He hadn’t ever swam, and hadn’t even taken a bath in
years. It took him an awkward minute to get on his feet. When he stood, he
wasn't in more than two feet of water. But he was soaked like a rat. And just as
he started to think about how his clothes were ruined, and if he had replace-
ments, his sack came bobbing up from below.

“Shit!” He yelled to no one. Then he realized he had a target for his anger.
That girl. “You fucking bitch! I'm gonna kill you!” He bellowed. He sloshed
around, clumsily making his way to shore, and then once there, he scrambled
madly onto the dock and ran at the girl, looking as fierce and angry as he had a
right to.

Bgut the girl stood her ground, not even flinching. She had a stupid smile on
her face, as if she wasn't really here. As if she was just watching the scene
through someone else’s eyes. It stopped Brock’s charge cold. He wasn't sure of
what to make of this kids” indifference to her circumstances.

Girls. He hated girls. A lot of guys seemed to be struck stupid at the sight of
an attractive girl. Well, in his opinion, girls weren't that attractive. Most of
them were just grade-A number one bitches. Not that he was gay or anything.
He wasn’t. But at the same time, he just didn’t see what the big deal was when
it came to girls.

“You're all wet!” She said, pointing and giggling. Of course he was. She was
the the one who did it. Was she stupid? Was this some sort of camp for re-
tards?

“I'm going to rip your fucking head off and shit down your neck!” Brock
thundered. The girl continued to giggle. “I'm gonna tear off your fuckin’ legs
and shove ‘em up your ass!” He boomed.

Arianna lost her balance, she was laughing so hard.

Brock didn’t know wether to really haul off on this girl or to just admire her
for guts. He diced to split the difference and spit on her.

“Hey!” She was angry all of the sudden. “Eww! That’s so gross! You're mean!”
Brock turned away and trudged back onto the shore. He didn’t expect to hear
the sound of the girl following him, but he did.

“What’s your problem, anyway?” He cracked. “You stupid?”

“You need to get your clothes dry.” Arianna said, noting the obvious. “And
everything you have is wet.”

Yeah? And who’s fault is that? He thought. Brock didn’t do anything but growl
back.

“Unless you want to change out here in the open, you'll come with me.” She
smiled in superiority at Brock. “I've got a private cabin.”
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Brock was about to go into excruciating detail of how and where exactly she
could shove it, but he did understand the problem. He needed to get out of
the wet clothes. And since he didn’t have anything else, he’d need a place to
wait while they dried.

He gave Arianna a good long angry stare, to indicate he was pissed — but he
was taking her up on the offer. Arianna turned and impishly skipped on ahead.
Brock dragged his sopping wet bag behind him, and started to follow. But he
decided to make sure she knew who was in charge here. “Don’t fuck with me!”
He grumbled.

Arianna continued on up a path, still skipping and humming. Brock found he
had to pick up his pace to catch up. Looking around, he was glad to see that
no one was watching. Who knows what kind of trouble he could get in for do-
ing this.

Finally, he reached the front door, and followed Arianna inside. Once in, it
took a minute for his eyes to adjust from the bright sun to the dark unlit inte-
rior of the cabin, but when he could see again, he saw a cabin full of twelve
year old girls.

“Welcome to Jelly Bean cabin!”

“Fuck!” He said. “You told me you had a private...”

Arianna smiled. “T lied.”

Brock would have punched her right there, but the response of the ten or so
girls would have been unpredictable. They'd probably call for help. He turned
around and headed for the door. Before he could move, Arianna grabbed his
wet pants and pulled them down to his ankles. “You’re not going anywhere!”
Arianna said, smugly.

“The fuck...”” He snarled.

The girls in the house all tittered and snickered, but Arianna shot them a
mean look and they hushed immediately. It was obvious to Brock that she car-
ried a lot of weight around here.

“Now, take your clothes off and give them to me.” Arianna requested. She
held out her arms to receive the wet garments. The girls giggled again and
Arianna quickly stopped it. “Knock it off!” She shouted.

Brock looked around for a minute, aware that undressing in front of a gaggle
of twelve-year old girls was not proper thing to do, even for someone of his
reputation. He pushed the pants down to his ankles, waiting for all hell to
break loose. But when he looked up, he saw that the girls had all resumed
whatever activities they were involved in before he arrived. It was like he
wasn’t even there.

He then removed his jacket and handed it to Arianna. “And...” She said.
Brock then stepped out of his sopping wet pants, kicking them up into Ari-
anna’s arms. “And!” Arianna demanded. Brock removed his flannel shirt and
surrendered it.

“And!” Arianna said louder. That was as far as Brock was willing to go. He
wasn't going to budge. Arianna rolled her eyes in exasperation and dropped
the pile. She grabbed his arm and led Brock through the cabin, to the very
back where there was a private bathroom. She shut the door behind her.

She pointed at Brock’s last remaining shirt. Brock wasn’t going to give that up.
Arianna stomped her feet petulantly, and then grabbed the shirt for herself.
Brock was trapped. He couldn’t really offer any resistance, without getting
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into very deep trouble. He just remained still as Arianna fitfully tugged the
shirt oft of him.

Arianna appeared to be a little stunned when she saw his undeveloped, hair-
less chest. She got a funny look in her eye, but he didn’t make an issue of it.
“Okay. The boots.” Arianna crossed her arms.

Brock straightened himself against that. He crossed his arms and dared her to
try. “Don’t think so.” He said. The boots were his favorite thing in the world.
They made him. They were man’s boots, big and heavy. He loved these boots.
He’d die in these boots.

Arianna dropped to her knees and started to undo the laces. Brock pulled his
feet back, and kept them from her reach. Arianna chased them, as he moved,
but then gave up. She looked up at Brock with anger. Her face reddened and
she looked like she was going to throw a fit.

“Rape!” She yelled, quietly.

Brock hesitated.

“Rape!” She yelled a little louder.

Brock realized the next time, she was going to be heard.

“Rrrrr..” Arianna started.

“Fine.” Brock sat down on the toilet and started to undo his laces. It took him
a while for the first one, as they were abnormally tall. They went clear up his
calves. Arianna took the boot, and waited for the next one. As she held the
boot, she tried to drain it of water, by shaking it upside-down. Brock, seeing
this, dove to stop her — but before he could, the thing that he feared most
happened.

The block of wood fell out.

Arianna looked at it, not knowing what to make of it at first. Why would
someone have a triangular block of wood in their shoes? Then she figured it
out. “It’s a lift!” She giggled. “You wear shoe lifts!” She then held her sides,
giggling like a fool.

Brock got up to leave, angrily swiping the boot, but fell over, losing his bal-
ance. Arianna was flat-out guffawing with laughter.

Brock reached for the door handle, but Arianna blocked him. She opened her
mouth to yell. “Rrrrrrrracaaaaaaa...” She started to get louder as she
stretched out the word. Brock took the boot and threw it on the ground with
fury.

“g’;her one.” Arianna said. Brock continued with the other boot. As he did,
Arianna looked at the triangularly shaped wooden lift. It it was put in one way,
it was only a couple of inches tall. Then the boot heel itself was almost a full
inch. And if it the triangle was put in the other way...

“Stand up!” Arianna said with anticipation. Brock had just removed his re-
maining boot, and set it down. He looked up at Arianna with fiery hatred. He
was had a severe handicap, and she was taking full advantage of all his weak-
nesses. She had no right knowing this. A man has his own business. Women
were always sticking their noses in where you didn’t want ‘em. So, he hadn’t
grown as much as he’d wanted to. Big deal. Puberty hadn’t kicked in yet, and
he was patiently waiting for the day when it would boost him to his full, enti-
tled height. It would come.

“Stand up!” Arianna said again.
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Brock slowly — very slowly — stood up straight, trying to look mad. He was
actually hoping to distract Arianna so that he could stand on his toes. But she
wasn't fooled. She watched his feet carefully.

And when he had finished standing up, it looked like he still wasn’t finished
standing up. He was just barely eye-to-eye with the five-foot-three girl. Only
moments ago, he had threatened her with his apparent five-inch height advan-
tage.
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Arianna covered her mouth with her hands, trying to keep herself from
squealing with laughter. “T'm taller than you are!” She screamed with glee.
“Well you've got shoes on!” Was Brock’s defense. He knew how weak it
sounded, but it’s all he had.

Arianna wiped the look of astonishment and ridicule from her face, and unex-
pectedly turned serious. “I'm sorry. I won't laugh again. I'm really very sorry.”

Brock wasn’t going to trust her newfound sense of respect. So he sat down
again, not wanting to be ashamed of his height one second longer. He just sat
there and stewed in his soggy boxers.

“Okay. You wait here and I'll set your stuff out to dry.” Arianna said, leaving
the room. Once she was gone, Brock could just hear her through the door.
“Don’t anybody go in there or I'll kick your butt!” She called out to the girls in
the cabin.

The door then opened again, and Arianna threw him a blanket. She shut the
door again and left without saying anything. Brock was left with a mixed opin-
ion of the girl. Maybe she was really trying to help. Maybe.

It was a few minutes later when she returned. Brock had the blanket wrapped
tightly around him, shivering slightly from the effect of cold water evaporating
off his skin. Arianna entered this time with a little more caution, seating her-
self on the edge of the bathtub that sat across from Brock.

“So how old are you?” She asked. “Really.”

She had an insight into people, that was for sure. But Brock didn't feel like
answering the question. He kept his eyes fixed to spot on the floor.

“Have you ever kissed a girl?” She said. Brock didn’t respond. Arianna kicked
her feet in the air, idly. “Do you like me?”

Brock wasn’t about to even address these questions. He just wanted out of
here. In a couple of hours, the clothes would be dry enough, and he’d be
gone. By this time tomorrow, this camp would be a memory. A forgettable
one.

“I like you.” Arianna said. “I think you're cool.” She stood up again and
headed for the door. “T'll let you know when the clothes are dry. I wouldn’t
leave this room unless you want a counsellor to find you.” And she let herself
out.

Brock turned his eyes back forward again, and slumped on the toilet seat. He
pulled the blanket tighter and shut his eyes. He could hear Arianna outside,
laughing and joking around with the other girls. But as he listened closer,
there wasn’t any mention of him. They weren't laughing about him. She acted
as if the boy in the bathroom just wasn't really there.

(\J%’(\J

He wasn’t sure how much later it was, as he had fallen asleep, but he was
stirred by the sound of a bell clanging. It took him a minute to figure it out,
but he decided that it must be a dinner bell. The noise of the girls evacuating
the cabin seemed to confirm it. Once he was sure everybody had left, he
poked his head out of the door. The cabin was empty.

Wearing just his still-damp boxers, he tentatively poked his head outside, and
saw that he had no one within sight. They were all going to eat. He gingerly
walked out of the bathroom, and found his way to a side door, where his stuff
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was drying. The sun was starting to set, and he figured that his clothes would
get no dryer than they were right now. He picked out his usual outfit and put
it on — along with his boots — and packed the rest of the stuff back into his
water-logged sack. Now that he was back at his accustomed height, he felt
more in control. He made his way back out to the common grounds, where he
intended to find the lady who ran the place. He had to find a place to stay the
night. When he got to the office, he found that metal door to the office, still
shut tight. Everyone must be eating, he figured.

So he back tracked and went to the kitchen or whatever they called it, and
decided to get something to eat before seeking out the lady. Inside the hall, he
found a pile of trays, plates and a short commissary line. Brock grabbed a tray
and slapped it down on the counter with attitude.

The lunch-lady looked up at Brock about to drop a ladle of something off-
white onto his plate. Then she got a good look at her customer. “Oh, it’s you.”
She said with sass.

Brock recognized her. It was that lady who was washing the pots earlier.

“I'm sorry, but you're too late. We're finished serving.” She dropped the ladle
back into the vat, and put her hands on her hips.

Brock hunched, ready to leap over that counter and take what he wanted. But
just as he had built up the rage to do it, he got bumped in the side.

“Hi.” Arianna said, grinning broadly. “Dry enough?” She wasn’t waiting for a
reply. Arianna offered her tray to the lady. “More?”

“Of course, child.” The lady said with a smile, looking not at Arianna but at
Brock. He felt like ripping the woman a new one. But there were too many
people in this room, and he was too far from home to get in trouble.

“Bitch.” He murmured. He left his tray and headed back outside. Arianna left
hers behind as well, and followed. She quickly overtook Brock and headed to
Jelly Bean cabin.

“Come on!” She said, motion him to follow. He took his time. When he got
there, Arianna was already inside and returned to the doorway, with a handful
of ‘Mounds’ candy bars. “T hope you like coconut. I don’t.”

She then left again, swiftly running back to the mess hall. Brock took the
candy and tore them open. He was very hungry. He choked it down, eating
the whole lot — despite the fact that he wasn’t much for coconut either.

As the group filtered out slowly from the hall, Brock waited outside to pick
out the lady who worked in the office. He still needed a place to stay the night.
On by one, everybody left, but the office lady wasn’t one of them.

He stopped one of the counsellors, a thin guy with a bad haircut. “Hey,
where’s the lady?”

The kid was confused. “Lady?”

“Yeah, the lady who works the office. I need to speak to her.” Brock added.
The kid had a clue. “Ms. McMurtry?

“Whatever her name is. The old bag who was in the office today.”

“Oh. She’s over in the camp across the lake,” the kid said, pointing in that
general direction.

“What?” Brock shouted.

The kid was feeling a little threatened. “Um. Yeah, she works here before one,
and then takes a boat to the scouting camp on the other side of the lake in the
afternoon. She’ll be back in the morning.” He went on his way.
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“Fuck.” Brock muttered. He looked around and saw that the camp was now
shrouded in near total darkness. Lights were being turned off. He didn’t have
much of a choice anymore. He walked out to the edge of the camp, dropped
his sack and laid his head down for the night. For the next hour, he tried to
sleep amongst the distant sounds of laughing children, bites of mosquitos the
size of jet fighters, itching from his damp clothes that picking up every bit of
dirt and clinging to him, and the gentle lapping of waves on the shore.

NQ’:N

The birds woke him with loud, obnoxious mating calls. He figured these birds
must have been in heat, they were so loud. Maybe it was because they were
perched five feet from his head. He brushed himself off fruitlessly, grass and
twigs still sticking to him. He was shivering from the cold. He didn’t know for
sure what time it was, but he figured it to be six or so.

He made his way back to the main camp area, and when he turned a corner
nearly bumped right into Arianna. “You're up!” She said cheerfully. Brock
mumbled something unintelligible but caustic back. He continued on his way.
“Did you sleep okay?”

Brock wasn't taking questions. Arianna followed for a while, but eventually,
she let him be and disappeared from the scene. He then found the front gate
again, and planned on waiting there for the supply van that was supposed to
take him back to civilization. He just hoped he wasn’t going to get his ass
thrown in jail.

The front driveway was undergoing a small renovation, with the old gate in
the middle of being painted white. An abandoned ladder with a bucket of
paint on it was resting against the welcoming sign. He dropped his sack, re-
moved the precariously balanced paint and put it aside. He then rested his
aching bones on the ladder. Sleeping in the wild doesn’t do good for the back.

It was a half hour later when he heard the bell again. It was time for breakfast
to be served. His stomach growled. It needed real food. He hadn’t eaten a
meal for two days. Almost without noticing, he legs had delivered him back to
the mess hall.

But he wasn’t going to bother entering. He could see from just outside the
doorway that that lunch-lady was there. He wasn’t going to get served if he
waited there a million years. When he turned around to leave, he bumped into
Arianna again. Was she following him?

“You're hungry again, aren’t you?” She asked.

Brock passed her on by, and headed back out to the gate area. It was best if
he didn’t think about food for now. He sat back down on the ladder, and
leaned back in the sun. That's when the bucket of paint came down on him.

“Shit!” He yelled. “Goddamn it!”

The bucket hit him on the shoulder, and the paint ran down his back and then
to the ground. His jacket was ruined, as was just about everything that he was
wearing.

“Fuck!” he continued to curse. Hadn'’t he put that bucket aside? He then saw
where it had stopped, leaking out a giant puddle of paint in which his sack
rested.
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He then spotted Arianna. She was obviously waiting for him to notice her.
“Come on.” she said. “Let’s get you cleaned up.”

Brock thought it strange that she was around whenever bad things happened
to him.

Back at Jelly Bean cabin, Brock had once more wiggled out of his ruined
clothes and back into a blanket for warmth. Fortunately, the cabin was de-
serted during breakfast, or he’d be back in the bathroom again.
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Arianna took his clothes and threw them into the sink, letting them soak in

water. It was the best she could do, as a ready supply of turpentine was not the
sort of thing you can easily find at a summer camp.

Brock was lucky, as his skin hadn'’t taken any of the paint, or else who knows
what he would have had to do to get rid of it. And he still had his T-shirt and
his boots. At least he thought he was lucky until Arianna threw some clothes at
him.

“You can't stay in that blanket.” She scolded. “You're going to have to put
some clothes on.”

Brock tried to disagree with her, but he couldn’t come up with any reasonable
arguments for staying wrapped in the blanket. For how long? Hours? A day?
The blanket wasn't going to cut it.

But then he picked up the clothes Arianna had given him. The first thing he
recognized was the bright blue polo shirt with the camp logo on it.

“No.” Brock said. “No fuckin’ way.”

“Or what?” Arianna said sternly. “What are your options?”

“Maybe you could go ask one of the counselor guys for their clothes...” Brock
asked.

“Hey, sir? Can I have some of your clothes?” Arianna mocked. “I've got this
guy in on of the girls cabins, and he’s naked...” She trailed off, letting the ab-
surdity of her words answer his question. The she looked around. “We've got a
whole house full of clothes, and they’re unfortunately all girls’. That’s just the
way it is.”

Brock stood for a solid minute thinking about it. He removed his T-shirt,
picked up the polo shirt and put it on. Alarmingly to him, it was a perfect fit.

Arianna frowned. “Sunglasses.” She held out her hand.

Brock yanked them off his head indignantly, squinting even in the dim light.
He dropped them in the girls” hand.

“Boots” Arianna said. “You’re too tall for a camper.”

Brock spat on the ground. He then bent over, untied the laces, and stepped
out of his special shoes. As he stood on the floor in his socks, he had to live
with the silent, private humiliation of watching the girl in front of him become
his equal in size.

Arianna took a pair of jeans from her bed and gave those to him instead.
Brock was much more receptive to the jeans then the shirt. Jeans were tough
and rugged. After he had them on, he would have been a little humiliated to
know that the back pockets had red hearts stitched on them, if had had no-
ticed. Brock then helped himself to a pair of all-white sneakers at the foot of
Arianna’s bed. They were a little tight, but he could manage.

“Stay there.” Arianna said. She went into the bathroom, and returned with a
washcloth. She wiped his face with the wet cloth, removing the last traces of
his fake stubble. Standing back for a moment, she took in the whole picture.
She shook her head.

She then went to her luggage and retrieved a long blue rain coat and baseball
cap. Brock put them on and pulled the brim of the cap low. Arianna then took
another look. “Okay.” She said with no emotion. “Let’s go.”

“Go?” Brock said.

“Breakfast.” Arianna said, leaving. “You wanna eat, right?”
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If it were for any other reason in the world, Brock would have remained
rooted to the spot, never to be moved by the forces of God nor nature. But his
rumbling, growling stomach pulled him outside, leading him back to the mess
hall. He pulled the raincoat tight, tugged the cap even lower on his head and
hunched over to avoid anyone catching the slightest peek at the person inside
the clothes.

Keeping his head tucked between his shoulders, he followed Arianna’s feet as
they quickly made their way to the kitchen. Once he had his tray and plate, he
slid them along the counter, ready for the bitchy lunch-lady to give him trou-
ble again.

“You're almost too late.” She said.

Brock made a noise that could have been loosely interpreted as a response.
Scrambled eggs dropped onto his plate, followed by two pieces of toast.

“Yall gonna miss the best part of the day if you keep sleeping in like that,
child.” The lunch-lady continued.

Brock nodded his head a little. He then swiftly turned his back, and waited
for Arianna to finish up. They then both turned the corner into the main din-
ing area, where Brock was grateful that the place had mostly cleared out. He
took a seat as far as possible from the nearest person, and hovered over his
food to keep prying eyes away. Arianna sat down across from him, so as to fur-
ther block any stares.

“Hey Arianna!” Brock heard from a
little ways away. Instantly, a girl
plopped herself down on the bench
next to him. “Me and Michelle are
gonna sign up for the painting classes,
and we were wondering if you were
going to take those too?” Brock
couldn’t see the girls from the way he
was keeping his head lowered, but he
could hear them clearly.

“Oh, please! Only losers take painting.”
Arianna said, dismissively.

“Oh, yeah. That’s what I think.” The
girl answered.

Arianna sighed. “I'm taking dance,
horseback riding and some pottery
thing. Those are the classes that people
with culture take.”

“I was gonna take those too!” The girl
said. “What a coincidence!”

“Me too!” Another girl said, arriving on
the scene.

“Well, they're going to fill up quickly,
so if you haven't signed up yet, I'd get
moving!” Arianna said.

“You're right!” The girls quickly
scrambled away. But no sooner had
they left than another three girls ap-
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proached.

“Ariannal What are you taking?” One said.

It was another ten minutes before Brock and Arianna were left alone again.
The procession of girls asking for Arianna’s approval seemed endless to Brock.
He had finished eating in a flash, and was now staring into his lap, sitting there
silently like a lump, nervously waiting to escape.

Once they were in the clear, Arianna escorted Brock back to the girl’s cabin.
There were a few girls milling about, but none of them seemed interested in
Brock. A couple did still want to talk to Arianna, though.

Once she was free, Brock pulled her aside. “Look,” he whispered, “I need to
know when the supply van is coming, so I can get out of here.” Brock looked
around, anxiously. “The lady who runs the office knows who I am, and I'm not
about to go back to her looking like...”

“Oh all right. You stay here.” Arianna said, taking control. “I'll go check on the
van. While I'm gone, you check on your... ugh... clothes.” Then she galloped
out of the cabin.

Brock quickly went to the bathroom, to see if the soaking had been success-
ful. What he saw told him that the result wasn’t perfect, but he could at least
make do for the time being. The paint made it look kinda cool, he told him-
self. He took off the raincoat, grabbed the wet apparel and wrung it out. As he
was doing that, he could see out of the half-open bathroom door into the
cabin. He noticed a curious thing. Today, Arianna had dressed in red shorts
and flip flops. She had combed her hair to the side and held it in place with a
clip.

Af he watched, some girls in the room were combing their hair the same way.
One girl was fishing around in her bag, and retrieved flip-flops. And three
others were also wearing red shorts. He shook his head, scoffing at the herd
mentality of these girls. They all followed Arianna like lemmings.

“Who's jacket is this!?” A loud, scratchy voice said from just outside the bath-
room. “And who’s boots are these? Is there a boy in here?”

Brock froze up solid.

“No boys are allowed in the girls residences!” The voice continued. As Brock
stood there, petrified in the bathroom, he could see the figure of a middle-
aged woman step into view, with her back to Brock. She carried the boots that
had been drying on the front steps. “I better not find any boys in here!”

It was obviously a camp counsellor, and Brock figured that her age and tone
of voice meant that she was in charge. If he was caught now, he was dead.
Embarrassment aside, charges could be filed and almost certain jail time
would result.

He had to think quickly. Looking at what he had in his hands, a pile of his
clothes — men’s clothes — he was about to be caught red-handed. He had no
choice but to drop the evidence and scram. While the lady had her back
turned, he snuck out of the bathroom, and quietly moved to the side, against a
far wall, hoping to blend in with the background.

“I want answers! Who has a boy here in this cabin!?” The woman continued to
press. Just as Brock had gotten to the wall, the woman turned and noticed the
bathroom behind her. She strode in, and found the clothes. “A-hal” She said.
Holding the wet clothes, she brought them back out into the cabin for all to
see. “Who's clothes are these!?” She shook them in anger. “T'm waiting!”
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As Brock stood there, stunned, he saw the eyes of several of the girls look his
way.

“Ms. Purcell, they're her clothes.”

All the heads in the room turned. It was Arianna speaking. And she was point-
ing at Brock.

Brock swallowed heavily. Arianna crossed the shocked-silent room, and the
only sound that could be heard were her footsteps hitting the hard wood floor.
She stopped in front of Brock. She reached down and picked up one of his
boots along the way, and held the huge shoe up in front of his face.

“These are her boots, see?” Arianna said.

“Arianna, this is no time for comedy!” Ms. Purcell barked. “Those boots be-
long to a man, and not to a little girl!”

forward. Arianna leaned against him to stop from doing something stupid.
Ms. Purcell checked the clipboard she held and scanned it. “And what’s your
little friend’s name?” The woman asked, trying to get a good look at Brock’s
face.

Arianna blocked her attempts gracefully. “Brittany.”

The woman was instantly skeptical. “I don’t think there’s a ‘Brittany’ assigned
to this cabin, Arianna.”

“She’s transferring.” Arianna said cooly.

“T'll be checking on that.” Ms. Purcell said, tersely. She got in Brock’s face.
Brock kept the bill of his cap in between. “Brittany.”

Arianna got in the way again, forcing the woman to back off. “You're an old,
crusty bitch!” She yelled. “You go away and leave us alone!”
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The rest of the cabin made an audible, collective, gasp.

Ms. Purcell tortured her face in a half-dozen different expressions of anger.
But she didn’t act on it. “I'm going to be watching you girls carefully from now
on!” The woman bellowed to the rafters. “Whichever one of you is sheltering
some trespasser... or vagrant... will be sent home, and... their parents called!”
She took a menacing stance, staring at Arianna. “And there are no refunds! Do
I make myself perfectly clear!?”

Arianna agreed. “Well, I can assure you, Ma’am, that Jelly Bean cabin won’t
be giving you any trouble. Because I won't be associated with anyone who
breaks the rules.”

Ms. Purcell gathered up Brock’s clothes, sack and boots. “We’ll be having our
first classes in forty-five minutes, girls! I won't tolerate anybody being late!”
She ignored Arianna’s look of superiority as she left.

Brock tried to push Arianna out of the way, and go after her, but he immedi-
ately realized what a mistake it would be to try and stop the woman who was
carrying his stuff away. He turned around and punched the log wall instead.
Arianna grabbed him by the shirt and dragged him away. “Now you've gotten
me into real trouble! We don’t have much time.” She said. “We’ll be in class in
forty-five minutes.”

Brock flew his arms into the air wildly as he was being tugged. “What!?
Class!?”

“I checked on the stupid supply van. It comes at five in the morning. You
missed it, loser.” She let go, and allowed Brock get his balance. “So now, we
have to work fast.”

Brock was still digesting the part about the van. “The van left!?”

“Yes!” Arianna said, impatiently. “And it doesn’t come back until Wednesday!
You're not getting out of here for four more days.” She turned her head to-
wards two girls. “Shannon! Michelle!” The two girls quickly came to attention.
Arianna ran over to them, and started to give directions. They nodded recog-
nition, and scrambled out of the cabin. “T want donations! Hair clips, tweezers,
anything!” The rest of the girls started to go through their things.

When she got back to Brock, she shoved him into the bathroom. “Look, I'm
not taking any hooey from you.” She said. He was too confused to really fight
back.

The first sign that something was wrong was when Arianna took the cap off
Brock’s head and started to fluff out his hair. The next danger signal was when
she started to pinch Brock’s cheeks. “You're cute when you blush,” Arianna
said. She then left for a moment to take a look at what the girls had come up
with.

A short girl with buck teeth was dropping a her contribution into a hat, with
the rest of the stuff.

“Who are you?” Arianna asked the girl.

“Shelley.” She replied.

“Well, Shelley. I don’t think we need any dumb band-aids!” Arianna hissed,
“What are you, retarded? Thanks, but no thanks, spaz.” Arianna grabbed the
hat and rifled through it’s contents as Shelley slunk away.

She came back with a bottle and before Brock could see what it was, Arianna
had his head pushed down into the sink. His hair was immediately immersed
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in cold water, and Arianna ran her fingers thoroughly through his scalp. Brock
tried to sit up, but Arianna held him down.

“This isn’t going to hurt, you know.” Arianna remarked. “And you need a good
wash anyway.”

“What! The... fuck! Are you... doing!?” Brock spat out, taking water up his
nose.

“You're going to have to be out there with us in a few minutes, and you're
going to have to look like you belong there!” Arianna said, with surprising
vigor. “We don’t have time to waste.”

The water stopped running on Brock’s face, and Arianna pulled a shower cap
onto his head. Brock was sure she had gotten that backwards — you were sup-
posed to put the cap on before you got wet. Arianna then pulled him back
upright.

“Okay, don’t move. If you do, this will burn through your skull.” Arianna said,
dipping a g-tip into the bottle. Brock tried to argue, but when she held the
swab to his head, he stopped moving. Who know what the girl was doing. Ari-
anna carefully dabbed his eyebrows with the swab and then tossed it away.

Brock was staying rock solid still, causing Arianna to smirk. “Kidding!” She
said. Brock snarled at her. Arianna then picked out two items from the pile.
“I'm going to give you a choice. Mango or Strawberry.” She held two tubes of
lip gloss.

“The fuck you're putting that shit on my face!” Brock shouted. He pointed an
angry finger at Arianna. “What makes you may think that you can push me
around, you stupid little bitch!”

“Strawberry then,” Arianna said, tossing the other back into the pile. “And I
can do this, because otherwise, you're going to jail.”

Brock gave Arianna a steely gaze, tensing every muscle in his body, looking as
irate and dangerous as he could. Arianna pushed the tube of gloss onto Brock’s
lips, which he tried to move out of the way. He couldn’t decide which was stu-
pider, letting it be done to him or acting like a child in trying to avoid it. Fi-
nally, he relented, just staring above Arianna’s head as he stoically took the
shame.

“Now...” She said when she was done. “Nail polish.” Brock reflexively curled
up his fingers to hide them. “Will you just take it like a man!?” Arianna
whined. “You're making this so tough!”

“You're not dressing me up like a little girl!” Brock proclaimed. “What's the
hell’s wrong with you, anyway!?”

Arianna gave up and released Brock. She sniffed, and her lower lip started to
tremble. She turned around quickly, trying to hide her emotions.

Brock waited for her to bounce back, like she was surely going to do. She was
a pretty tough girl, he thought. And she was probably faking anyway. Crying
was the one trick she hadn’t pulled yet. But as minute after minute passed,
Arianna was still gently sobbing. A feeling started to creep up on Brock. He
felt like shit. Sure, he’d made a lot of girls cry in his lifetime, but he had always
been trying before. He wasn't trying right now. He was just acting like a baby.

“C’'mon.” He grumbled, touching her arm. “Let’s go.” He held out his hands,
palms down. Arianna turned around to face him, still sad. She doubted his
sincerity. Brock held his hands up higher and closer to her. “Get it over with.”
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She unscrewed the top of a nail polish bottle and brought out the brush. She
held it still, seemingly expecting Brock to yank his hands back or curse at her
again. But Brock kept his hands there, waiting.

“Don’t wiggle your fingers.” She said. Arianna took one of his hands and
started to dab on the polish. Brock let out a nervous breath of air, and
shrugged his shoulders in unease. He watched as finger by finger, a little bit of
himself was leaving him. When Arianna had finished with the first hand, he
looked at it closely. It wasn't like it was even attached to him anymore. It
couldn’t be his. He had manly, rugged hands that held hammers, tied rope and
dug in the dirt. These were delicate hands, fair and fine, never having seen a
day of work in their life.

Maybe he wasn't as tough as he thought he was. Maybe, he had been kidding
himself with his age. He had told a lot of lies about himself, and he had started
to believe them.

“Okay.” Arianna said, finished with the fingers. “Now. Um...” She scanned the
pile for the next item. “Here we go.” She picked up something that looked like
it was designed to pluck out eyeballs and slice them. She held it up to his face
and flexed the handle. Brock flinched when he saw it move. “Eyelash curler,
dummy.” She put it to his lashes, as Brock slowly pulled his head away. “Tt
doesn’t even touch your skin, tough guy.”

She did both lashes and then put the device back. “You wanna look?” Arianna
said.

“Not really, no.” Brock cracked. Arianna held up a mirror anyway. When
Brock saw himself, he snickered. It wasn’t like he had been transformed into a
girl or anything, magically swiping his face away for that of a pre-teen princess.
It was his face still his, just gussied up a bit. Although he did find it unsettling
that the application of makeup on his face didn’t make him look like a freak.
The color didn’t really look that out of place. He would have felt better if he
looked worse. He turned around to look in the larger mirror on the wall.
“There’s no way anyone’s going to believe I'm one of you, you know.” He said.

“I know. It’s a lost cause.” Arianna smiled.

Brock examined himself closely in that mirror. The more he looked, the less
he liked it.

Arianna then checked her watch. She put one hand on Brock’s head, and di-
rected it back to the sink. “Time’s up.” She said, mystifyingly enough. The wa-
ter was turned back on, and his hair was rinsed out again. When the water was
turned off, he tried to sit back up, but Arianna gently prohibited him. “Just a
sec.” She said.

Brock could feel her hand on his back, but then only felt a single finger keep-
ing him down. Looking to the side, he saw that she was stretching her legs out
the bathroom door, ready to bolt. She was trying to run. Brock’s heart skipped.
Something was up.

“Okay!” she said, quickly escaping the room, and slamming the door behind
her. Outside, she braced it closed, and motioned for some of the other girls to
help her.

“Aaaargggghhhh!” The girls heard through the door. “Jesus Christ!” Brock
bellowed. The door handle shook furiously. The girls put their backs into it, as
Brock started to pound on the door. Then, he started to ram into it with his
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shoulder. “Goddamn you fucking cunt!” He hollered. The ramming against
the door continued.

After five minutes, the obscenities had ceased, along with the pounding. The
girls still waited a full few minutes before backing off.

The door swung open slowly to reveal Brock, just as Arianna had left him, but
now with shocking blonde hair. He held in his hand the bottle that Arianna
had hidden from him, a bottle of hydrogen peroxide.

“It’s for a disguise.” Arianna said, keeping a safe distance. “People might have
recognized you.”

“Yeh.” Brock said. “That’s what I figured.” Arianna smiled. Brock didn’t. “You
pull shit like that again, and I'm going to take this pencil...” He held up an
eyebrow pencil. “And see how far I can stick it in between your eyes.” He
stuck the pencil in his back pocket. “Anything else you want to do, or have you
stopped fucking me over for now?”

Arianna looked him up and down. “Stand up straighter.” She said. “Smile
more.” Brock did neither. She rubbed her chin. “Oh!” Arianna fiddled with
something on her wrist and removed something. She tied it around Brock’s
wrist. “Friendship bracelet.”

“Great.” Brock said causticity.

“Let’s get your hair dry.” She got a hair dryer out of her things and motioned
for Brock to get back into the bathroom.

N%‘r\.’

“Michelle Volker.” The counselor read off of her list.

“Here!” a voice said in the room.

Brock had made it through a couple of tests, being seen by the counsellors
and other campers. No one seemed to react much at all to his presence which
was both unsettling and comforting at the same time. It seemed to Brock that
he wasn’t in much danger of being caught anymore, but he was in danger of
losing his mind.

He had tagged along with Arianna, following her to her first activity of the
day, horseback riding. The class was packed, not surprisingly. You might have
just as well named this magical princess pink pony class, Brock thought.

“Arianna Whittington.” The instructor called.

“Here!” Arianna called out.

“Of the Southampton Whittingtons?” The woman inquired.

Arianna smiled smugly. “Uh-huh.”

“Very good.” She replied.

Brock was wondering what was going to happen when they found out he
wasn’t enrolled in this class, and he had to...

“Brittany Whittington!”

...leave or possibly even sneak out.

Arianna kicked Brock in the shins.

“Brittany Whittington!” The instructor called out a second time.

Brock then received another kick. “Here.” Arianna whispered. Brock won-
dered what Arianna’s problem was.

“Last call for Brittany Whittington!”

“Here!” Arianna called out, in a slightly different tone, to fool the instructor.
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Brock wasn't at all sure what the kicking was for. It wasn’t until they had gone
though some basic orientation and had left the class to go to the stables, that
he had put everything together.

“How did I... How did ‘Brittany’ get in the roll call?” He asked Arianna.

“Brittany Whittington is signed up for all my classes.” Arianna said smugly. “I
had Michelle and Shannon sneak into the office and add the name to classes,
and to the list of kids attending camp.” She smiled wickedly at Brock. “You're
my cousin by the way. Cousins do everything together.”

“You think of everything.” Brock said coldly.

Arianna was having none of Brock’ attitude. “Lucky for you.” She paused.
“Hey, just what is your name anyway?”

“What?” Brock said. How had gotten this far without even saying his name?
“It’s...”

Arianna interrupted. “Never mind. For now it’s Brittany. You'd better get
used to it.”

“Believe me, I'll never forget it.”

The horse riding class passed slowly, mostly just introductory lectures to rid-
ing. Brock wasn't even listening. He was too busy scanning the crowd for any-
body paying too much attention to him. He spent most of his time hiding be-
hind Arianna and anything else that would visually protect him.

Lunch passed with him sitting by himself in a corner. He didn’t even try to sit
with Arianna, as she attracted too many people. And after lunch, he sat
through another ignored lecture in a dance class, where he went through the
motions of stretching exercises. So far, so good. No one was paying much mind
to him.

Brock figured that there just so many kids in the camp, that no one was really
paying too much attention to him. After all, if anyone gave him a second look,
it would be obvious who and what he was. It was just as plain as it could possi-
bly be. He wondered how long he had before someone just looked at him for
too long and realized it was a man in disguise. Or maybe that should have
happened by now.

There was an afternoon “free period” where kids did swimming, boating,
games and the like, but Brock spent it back in the cabin, killing time with a
deck of cards.

For the afternoon activity, he had been signed up for Pottery. Which seemed
to involve a lot of talking about what they were going to do when they finally
given some clay to work with. Which hadn’t arrived yet from town. Brock
weathered that class without hassle.

After he had made it through dinner, he was grateful to find himself back in
the relative safety of the cabin, where it appeared everybody was already in on
the deception. Brock found himself the new proud owner of the bunk above
Arianna, complete with his very own night shirt. It had a picture of “Totally
Spies!” on it.

As the sun set over the camp, and the shadows grew into night, the stars came
out in the inky black sky. Crickets chirped in the cool night air, and the world
seemed to slowly grind to a halt before it’s inhabitants gave in to slumber.

Of course, Brock’s eyes were wide open and stuck that way. Being alone with
his thoughts was torture.
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But he had another reason to stay up. At four forty-five, Arianna was woken
by the sight of a leg dropping down from the bunk above.

“What're you doing?” Arianna asked. “You're not trying to leave on the supply
van, are you? No one is going to take a twelve year old girl anywhere at five in
the morning. And it’s not coming for a few more days anyway, stupid.” She
lowered her voice a little, to make it sound more important. “I think you're
stuck here for now.”

Brock’s leg dangled, then withdrew back up onto his bunk. Arianna closed her
eyes and went back to sleep.

After the sun rose, Brock watched from his perch as the girls got ready for
their day, feeling slightly put off. They didn’t seem the least bit concerned
with having a boy watch them dress and walk around almost naked. Of course,
there wasn’t anything to see, as they all were still too young. But Brock had at
least hoped for some sort of token complaint, as it would have made feel a
little bit more masculine.

After the girls had swarmed over the bathroom facilities, they left for break-
fast, leaving Brock behind. He took a shower and got dressed, when Arianna
returned to help.

“You can’t wear that, dummy.” She said, looking at him.

Brock squinted at her. “Huh?”

“Girls don’t wear... Well humans don’t wear the same clothes every day. T'll
pick out something new, and then I'll do your hair and stuff.” Arianna said,
going though her things.

“Just forget it, okay?” Brock said, gruffly. “I'm hungry.” He left without dis-
cussion.

Arianna came after him. “Hey!” She said, running to catch up. “I can’t have
my cousin making me look bad. I have a reputation to uphold!”

“Not my problem,” Brock said, sinking his hands into his pockets. “Shoulda
made me a distant relative or something.”

Arianna stopped walking and stood still as Brock walked on. “I'm not kidding!
Come back here right now!”

“Fuck off.” Brock said.

Arianna’s jaw dropped in disbelief. “Don’t you take another step!” She
shouted.

Brock kept on walking.

Over his meal of sausage & egg biscuits, he was trying to formulate a new
plan. The camp lasted for six weeks, and it seemed that Arianna was intent on
having him stick around for the whole time as her pet. What he needed to do
was get back his boots — or at the very least get a hold of some real clothes —
and hitch a ride out. He hadn'’t even ruled out just hoofing it and taking his
chances in the wilderness.

Leaving the mess hall, Arianna was waiting for him. “What’s your problem?”
She sniped. “After all I've done for you, now you won't even talk to me!”

Brock just looked off in another direction as he went by.

“Of all the ungrateful...I” Arianna made an exasperated squeal. “No one does
this to me!”

Brock shook his head as continued on. She really was just a petulant child.

N%“N
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Searching the camp, he eventually figured out where the counsellors, admini-
stration and staff were living — and found the rooms locked up tight. Assuming
that the woman who took his boots still had them, it looked like he wasn’t go-
ing to just be able to sneak in and retrieve them.

The bell rang out for the first activity period, and Brock dejectedly headed off
for the stables and his riding class. He couldn'’t just hang out around camp —
he’d be asked questions and probably sent off to some detention room or
something. He didn’t need that right now.

Riding class was still in the “what you need to know before getting on a horse”
stage, so Brock kept himself at the back of the crowd, far away from the in-
structor and far away from Arianna. When the class was being shown how to
“approach a horse,” he could see Arianna smugly answering all of the instruc-
tor’s questions and generally making a spectacle of herself. She was such a
self-involved prima donna. Brock felt like going up there and giving her quick
two-fisted lesson in humility.

Then it occurred to him: Horses. Escape. It was almost too perfect. A few
hours on horseback, and he’d be to the interstate. That was his ticket out of
this place.

Casually, Brock let himself drift away from the class a little, wandering out of
sight. Once he knew no one was watching him, he opened a stable gate and
clambered up onto one of the horses.

The horse broke out of he barn like a shot, right through the crowd, and into
the riding pen. The students screamed and scrambled away, terrified. Brock
enjoyed watching the crowd of stuck-up little twerps, knocking them over and
then fleeing in panic. But riding horses wasn't like it was in the movies. He
figured they handled like a car. But cars don’t have a mind of their own. The
horse was wild, and Brock found that he was just hanging on as it galloped
around and around, looking for a way out.

It then found a break in the gates, and charged out of the pen at top speed,
and into the woods that surrounded the camp. Brock was losing his grip slowly
but surely, and it wasn’t long before he was thrown to the ground. He hit the
ground awkwardly. In agony, Brock rolled over, trying to take the weight off
his side. In between jolts of pain, he saw the horse run away. Brock grabbed
his ribs, convinced that they were broken, and rolled around in the wet leaves
in torment.

A clamor in the distance started to get nearer. Brock could make out sharp
whistling, and the instructor calling out.

“Salazar!” The woman was yelling. “Salazar!” It must have been the name of
the horse. It wasn’t any use. It was long gone.

Brock staggered to his feet, his sides splitting with pain, and headed off in the
opposite direction. He couldn’t get caught now, no matter how bad he hurt.
Looking around, he really had no way to know if he was getting closer or far-
ther away from the interstate. He just assumed that the best way to go would
be away from the voices that kept following him.

Brock picked up the sound of running water. If it was a creek, then Brock’s
limited knowledge of the natural world told him that it would run into the
lake. If he kept going upstream, that would at least have him going in the right
general direction. Brock heard the sound get louder, and picked up the pace a
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little to find it. His ribs were getting all knotted up with pain, but his hands
couldn'’t locate a break under the skin. Maybe they were just bruised.

His next step in the wet, dead foliage of the forest floor suddenly gave out
from under him. He slid down an embankment and lost his balance along the
way. Brock’s head struck something hard, and the lights went out.

(\J%’N

A disconnected, hazy parade of memories followed. He remembered shiver-
ing cold, voices, being dragged along the ground, and then warmth. Voices
were all around him. Whispering and snickering. The sound of the wind howl-
ing. A distant, muffled crowd.

Then there was the light. A singular, bright, light above him. It hovered there,
shining down on him. It was all he could see for what seemed like hours. Time
didn’t seem to be passing. All he knew was that he existed. Where or how was
beyond his ability to reason. Eventually, he could see that he was in a tiny
room. There were things he couldn’t make out all around him. Shapes and
colors. All he could really see was the light.

“You tried to run away.” A voice blew in his ear. “Why do you have to make
this so difficult!?”

Brock recognized the voice. Arianna. He focused his eyes, squinting out the

bright light. It was hazy, but it looked like her. And she had brought friends.
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BIG IN JAPAN

“We're what?” I stared at the record executive like he was a Martian,
thinking his thousand-dollar suit was restricting air to his brain. The man
smiled and repeated his words, “You’re big in Japan, huge in fact. Even
though we aren’t renewing your contract here, our Japanese unit would be
more then willing the sign you over there... that is, if you're willing to go
there.”

I looked at Ken, then at Murray, our manager, then back the Todd, the
condescending “T know the music industry better then anyone” VP of Tor-
sion Records, then back at Ken. He had that “maybe we should check it
out” look on his face. Murray knew what we were thinking and nodded
approvingly. I turned back to Todd, “so we do this and we might make an-
other album, if we don’t then...” my voice trailed off.

Todd’s smile evaporated, “If you don’t go to Japan then you become an-
other has-been, one-hit-wonder trying to shop their latest washed-up ma-
terial around to other uninterested labels.” The words stung. He was basi-
cally summing up our entire music career in one painful sentence. We did
have a big hit, six months ago. It was overplayed. Our CD sales and down-
loads did tank. The record label was going to drop us as fast as they could.
We could shop our latest material around, but we’d look desperate, which
we were, and they — the other labels — would know it. Pretty soon we’'d
have run out of money (if we hadn't already), and we’d be back in Mon-
tana at the local feed mill, like we had started out. We knew the shelf life
of a male pop duo was limited, and we also knew that if someone liked us
somewhere... anywhere, we should go and be there. So if we were big in
Japan, then that is were we would have to go.

Moments later we were all shaking hands, having ended our contract with
both Murray and Torsion and signed a new contract with Torsion Records
Japan or TR], without having had it looked over by our lawyer. We left the
office tower and had our limo driver take us back to the hotel suite we had
been calling home since last spring. Since Torsion had been footing the
bill, we were essentially being evicted, which was okay, because TR] had
arranged for a first class flight to Tokyo later that night. We had just
enough time to pack our stuff, call our families, instruct our lawyer to can-
cel the leases on our condo and the sports cars and SUV’s that we had ac-
quired, and go out for a final night on the town.

With our suitcases already en-route to Japan, we packed some of our per-
sonal effects in a carryon bag and left in the limo, while we headed into
our favorite club. The club was called Rush and it pretty much summed up
our experience over the past year.
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It all began when we auditioned for the reality show, American Superstar,
and even though we only made it to the final ten, Torsion Records saw
something in us that had potential. That and the girls loved us. Both
Kenny and I were pretty good looking. Not in a overly macho way, but in a
way that teen girls seemed to appreciate. “Boyish” is what Murray called it.
We both quit our jobs at the feed mill and went to L.A., to begin recording
the first single. We were to be known as the “Gnarly Boiz.” Torsion had
picked the name for us, and it was a stupid name, but we couldn’t just go
by “Mike and Ken,” or so they told us. And so from there we got to here,
in Rush’s V.I.P. section buying a round of drinks for all of our “friends.”
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One such friend was a girl named Jo-Anne. She was originally from Mon-
tana too. We met at the DMV two weeks ago when I was getting vanity
plates for my Lexus. I suggested that she come out one night for a couple
of drinks. She had seen our video and loved our hit single, so it didn’t take
much to get her to join us in the V.I.P. section. We were with a bunch of
girls that would do pretty much whatever we asked, and Jo-Anne pretty
much fell in line. Needless to say, our “girls” made sure we were always
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satisfied, but Jo-Anne had resisted providing sexual favors on that particu-
lar night. I was determined that I wouldn’t leave for Japan without having
had, at the very least, a blowjob from her.

Kenny and I were wearing our flashiest designer threads when we entered
the V.IP. suite. Our groupies were already there, and looking fine! I had
given one of the girls a couple of C-notes to take Jo-Anne out and get her
looking sexy. Now that I saw the results, I should have given her five C-
notes instead. Not that Jo-Anne didn’t look good... she did... but compared
to the rest of the sluts that hung out with us, she looked positively dowdy.

She had already been drinking, and I could smell marijuana in the air. She
was pretty loose, and after a couple of dances... and a few more drinks, she
was all over me. Seated in a booth with two other groupies on either side,
Jo-Anne moaned softly as I kissed her neck, running my hands up her
black nylon covered legs, under her tartan pleated mini skirt, to touch her
upper thighs. My other hand had unbuttoned her blouse and, as she had
come to the club bra-less, was massaging her breast and fondling her nip-
ple. She was putty in my hand, but she wasn’t getting the point as quickly
as I had hoped.

One of the other girls was also growing impatient with Jo-Anne’s progress,
and began to gently guide her. The naive midwestern girl went through
the motions of unbuckling my belt, unbuttoning my pants and fishing out
my throbbing cock. Shyly, nervously, Jo-Anne responded to the other girls
instruction and was soon stroking my hard unit with her soft hand.

Then came my crowning achievement, as Jo-Anne fell to her knees and
began to perform oral sex on me for the first time. I was in my glory. Me,
the powerful music star, could turn timid women into wanton sluts at
whim. She looked up at me as she brought me closer to orgasm. I smiled
then turned to the girl that had guided her through her task and nodded

with a smile. She knew what to do.

Seconds later the second girl had slipped out of her panties and moved Jo-
Anne out of the way before lowering herself onto my lap. As she bucked
and rocked, I looked down at the floor where Jo-Anne still knelt. She
looked quite upset, knowing that I had had used her and then discarded
her like a forgotten toy. The thought must have destroyed her, but it only
made me feel more aroused.

When the slut I was fucking had finished, I buckled myself up and
scanned the suite for Jo-Anne, but the ungrateful bitch had already left.
Oh well, T thought to myself, it was her loss. After tonight, it could be
months before I was back here, and even after that, she’d be back. She
needed me more than I needed her. And if she wasn’t, then there would be
some other girl for me to use.

I found Kenny in another part of the suite, finishing up with a couple of
chicks in a similar fashion to what I had just done. We said our goodbyes to

5
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our posse, and headed for the airport. Soon we were seated in first class,
(drunk but still drinking) flying to Japan to try and sing a few more songs
and make a few more bucks before they tired of us like our American
audience had.

Ken spent a sizable portion of the flight talking about how many hot Japa-
nese chicks we were going to bang.

“I'm telling you man,” he slurred after taking a sip of his bourbon, “ those
Japanese chicks love American men. We’ll have to fight them off with
sticks!”

It was hard to ignore the thought of screaming Asian girls in their super
short skirts and super high heels clamoring over each other to see us.
Maybe this wasn’t going to be too bad after all. In fact... this might just be
the best thing to happen to us... ever.

r\)%“r\)

After getting through customs and immigration we were greeted by a
flamboyant Japanese man that introduces himself as “Koshi,” and who we
would learn, was to be our guide, assistant and stylist while in Japan. It
didn’t take too long for both Ken and I to agree through shared glances
that Koshi was as queer as a $3 bill, as the saying goes. He spoke with mas-
sive lisp (even in Japanese you could tell) and dressed in a very androgy-
nous pantsuit with very feminine collared shirt under it. Ken pointed out
in the limo that the “dude was wearing makeup,” referring to the subtle
eyeliner and lip-gloss that Koshi wore. He had leaned over to whisper it to
me while Koshi was gabbing away on his cell phone in Japanese, occasion-
ally looking us over with a look of disappointment on his face. He almost
looked offended. If T didn’t know any better, I would have sworn he was
complaining to the person on the other end how “straight” we looked.

The limo tore through the streets of Tokyo. We both couldn’t help but be
impressed by the sights that passed by our windows. The buildings, the
neon, the people... it was just like any of the pictures or movies that we
had seen. We saw plenty of good looking Japanese girls which only further
boosted our over inflated egos. Kenny went so far as to roll down his win-
dow so that he could smile at a group of young women, dressed in what we
would have called “Goth” clothes, back in the U.S. The girls smiled and
giggled amongst each other as Ken winked at them.

“See man,” he said as we continued on our way to wherever we were go-
ing, “They love us. We'll get laid every fucking night!”

I had to admit the thought was appealing. Very appealing. “Ken,” I said to
him, “this is going to rock.”
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“Hey, pull over here!” Ken yelled, opening the door and causing the limo
to come to a sudden stop. He ran out up to a building and pointed at the
window. It was a series of machines that looked like giant upright pinball
machines. People were lined up like they were playing slots at Binion’s.
“Pochinno!” Ken said.

“Pachinko,” I corrected. I followed him out of the car as he kept running
along the sidewalk.

“They let you gamble all day long at these places, and just out in the
open!” Ken yelled at me, almost drowned out by the noise of the street.
“It’s illegal, and the cops can’t do nuthin!”

“Get back in the car, dumbass!” I yelled at him. It only caused him to con-
tinue further down the street, staggering drunkenly from side to side.

Koshi leapt out of the limo and begged us to get back in the car, waving
his arms and gesturing flamboyantly. He was creating such a scene, I just
decided to join Ken. We quickly ducked out and found a bar not far down
the street.

We got good and sloshed in there. Some of things they served — have you
ever had absynthe? — it was a wild spot. I was liking Tokyo a whole lot. “I'm
never goin’ home!” I told Ken.

“I'm with you all the way!” He replied.

Eventually, Koshi caught up with us, and threw us back in the limo. We
were too drunk to fight it or even know what day it was. After another half-
hour of driving, we finally arrived at the offices of TR]. They gave us a few
cups of coffee to try and sober us up, and we were hurried into a confer-
ence room to meet with Hurato Muriata the Executive Vice President of
TR], the Japanese equivalent of Todd, the Torsion VP back in the States.

Hurato was the stereotypical Japanese businessman, dressed in a ve
average-looking navy blue suit and smiling at us and asked bullshit ques-
tions about our flight, or if we had enjoyed our limo ride from the airport.
I'm sure he could tell that we were both still quite buzzed, having just
drank the city dry. He even offered us some Japanese beer. We didn’t want
to be rude. And our buzz was starting to fade. So while we drank the cold
brewskis down (and they were pretty good too) Hurato and Koshi took
turns showing us data on the sales of Gnarly Boiz, and how the local media
was buzzing with the anticipated arrival of the group. But then things took
a very bad turn.

Hurato explained that when the single was released here, an error was
made in the translation of our name. It would seem that the “Gnarly Boiz”
had been inadvertently changed to... the “Girly Boys,” and before anyone
noticed, the single had been released to the radio stations. Ken and I

looked shocked.
“What?” I nearly spat my beer out, “Did you say... girly??”

7
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“You've got to be kidding. How the hell could you guys screw that up?”
Ken chided, “T mean... Girly Boys?? What the f...

Hurato bowed, I guess in embarrassment. “We did not think you would
come to Japan. Your image wasn’t as important to us as selling records.”

“But Girly Boys?” I yelled. It was kind of a sore sport with us. We weren't
exactly towering, hulking figures of manliness, but we were a long way
from being confused with some swishy guy like... Koshi. “You gotta be jok-
ing.”

Hurato was facing the ground, still bowing. “It was a simple way to market
you...”

Ken’s face was red with anger. “That’s no excuse! How do you idiots expect
us...”

Koshi cut him off, “Before you pass judgment, you may want to look at the
sales statistics,” he slid a sheet of paper over the table to us.

My look of anger and horror changed to one of disbelief. The numbers
were amazing. We had done well with our first single in U.S., but it didn’t
last long. The numbers in Japan were 50% higher, plus, they had released
a techno-remix that sold almost as much as the original.

“Oh my god,” Ken mumbled. All T could is stare at the paper. Hurato slid
another paper over the desk. It was our contract.

“What's this for?,” I asked, “T can’t read this crazy-ass language.” I meant

legal jargon, but I think he took it to mean the Japanese language. He
wasn't pleased.
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Hurato’s demeanor changed in a flash, from humble to hostile. “This is to
remind you that you have been brought here to ensure the launch of the
album is a success. We abhor failure, as I am sure you do also,” Hurato
said dryly, having lost almost all traces of his accent, “and I know you will
agree, as you already have done in the signing of this legal document, to do
whatever is necessary to ensure that the first album of the Girly Boys is a
complete success.”

“What do you mean... whatever it takes?” I asked.

“And why did you call us the Girly Boys... you're going to correct that,
aren’t you?” Ken piped up.

“In a manner of speaking,” he smiled, “We do not have much of a choice
but to use you. We have been told that we must use you, and so we will
use you.” He turned his back to us and examined a small framed picture
on the wall. “But,” He said, leaving that word to hang as a threat. “We be-
lieve that it is much too late to correct the name of the group, as the image
has already been cast in the minds of the Japanese public...”

He paused as his smile grew wider, “...as we have already produced and
released an animated video, starring anime female likenesses of you both,
and we’ve used those same cartoon characters on the album cover, so its
really too late to suddenly say, Sorry, we were mistaken, the singers are
actually men. You see, here in Japan, trust is very important, and they,

9
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your fans, trust that what the animated character look like you do. They
trust TR]. We are worthy of their trust. So in order not to betray their
trust, and dishonor yourselves and this company, your image will have to
be corrected to match the image that has been formed in the public’s
minds”

I looked at Ken, he looked at me, and then we both turned to Hurato and
Koshi, “Huh?”

Koshi took over, explaining that the contract that we had signed (without
even looking over) contained clauses that gave TR] executives the legal
right to make temporary alterations to our appearance so as to aid in the
marketing of the “product,” which was our group. In short, the public ex-
pected Girly Boys to be, well... Girly. And so under his direction, with a
team of hairstylists, makeup artists and wardrobe people, as well as two
personal trainers to help us learn the fine art of being girly... and Japanese,
we would do as we were told and we would be made to fit the bill as the
“Girly Boys.”

Kenny and I sat in stunned silence as we were driven to our apartment
condo to get settled in. Even as we were shown around our expansive new
digs, we were in shock as to what had just transpired. Less then twelve
hours previous we had been on top of the world... and now it seemed that
we were back on bottom. Maybe it was just the stun of trying to under-
stand what had just happened, or maybe it was the drinking, but that was
really when we should have backed out. We didn't.

(\J%’(\J

The next day began early with our new trainers — a crusty old duo called
the Ishikawas (I assumed they were husband and wife) who seemed to
delight in our misery. Needless to say, they were to be delighted most of
that day. They started by literally pulling our hung-over asses out of bed
and throwing us into the showers. While showering, we were instructed to
rub smelly white lotions over one another’s bodies, including each others
groins. When we initially refused, they reminded us that we were obliged
by law to obey, and that if we didn’t do as they said, we would soon be back
in the U.S. facing a lawsuit from TR] for breach of contract. It was humili-
ating, to say the least. We closed our eyes and proceeded to apply the
cream to each other. I silently reminded myself that I was doing it for the
money. I'm pretty sure that Ken was thinking the same thing. Without a
doubt, it was the gayest thing that we had ever done, and I just closed my
eyes and got it done as fast as I could. I prayed this was the last time I'd be
this humiliated.

My prayers would not be answered that day.

10
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The cream stung like hell, and burned
our noses. At first we weren'’t sure
what it was for until our body hair be-
gan to fall off in clumps and swirl
down the drain. We looked at each
other in horror, both of our expres-
sions saying “what the hell have we
gotten ourselves into?”

The trainers barked more orders at us
to snap us out of the numbing stupor
we were slipping into. We continued
to wash ourselves off and exited the
showers to dry off in big fluffy pink
towels. Moments later, we were each
taken by one of the Ishikawas to our
respective rooms, where an outfit had
been laid out for us. I was to be with
Mrs. Ishikawa, or Ishikawa-san as I
would eventually learn to call her, and
Ken with Mr. Ishikawa. She scowled at
me when I asked where my luggage
was, “You sirry boy,” she said in a ri-
diculously thick accent, “you should
no arglue. You get dless fo crass light
now and no talk.” Already feeling for-
lorn and dejected, I chose not to fight.
Instead I opted to slip into the pink
high-cut panties that lay on my bed.

The crusty old woman almost smiled
in approval before affixing silicon pads
to my buttocks to fill out my hips and
ass some. When they said they wanted
us to look girly, they weren't kidding.
More pads, which I was told were
called breast forms, were affixed with
some kind of acrid-smelling goop to

James J. Craft

my chest. I was then helped into a pink bra. I kept my eyes low, afraid that
if I looked up, I might see my reflection. “Vely good sirry boy. You keep
you eyes row rike ploper girl” Ishikawa-san chirped from behind me. I
couldn’t get over the way she talked. She watched me put on the pair of
girly hip-hugger jeans that had been on the bed, followed by a snug fitting
pink tee shirt. With an approving grunt, she then led to me into our spa-
cious bathroom and sat me before a brightly-lit vanity. Ken and Mr. Ishi-
kawa were already there. Ken was being shown how to gel his long-ish hair

11
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into a somewhat feminine
style. He looked over at me
with a terrified glance. Mr.
Ishikawa barked at him to
focus on his task. I could see
fear in Ken’s eyes... fear, and
thin eyeliner around his eyes.
Not only that, but his lips
looked all wet and shiny... and
alittle bit... pink?

This was just nuts. I knew
that the first chance any of
these jackass executives saw
us in these outfits, they’d
scrub the whole thing. I
mean, come on! They were
just doing this to try and keep
fleecing us for one more hit.
We knew that and they knew
that. This wasn’t going to get
any father than the next time
that VP saw us.

“Mik-oh!” Mrs. Ishikawa
barked at me, “pay attention.
You must appry you makeup
nicery now.” She pointed at
the counter top where an eye-
liner pencil and tube of lip

gloss lay.

Miko? I thought to myself as
I picked up the pencil and
began to outline my eyes, who is Miko? I concluded, incorrectly, that Miko
was a very rough Japanese translation of Mike. I drew around my eyes and
then turned to my instructor. She looked very displeased. Of course she
always looked very displeased. She mumbled something in Japanese then
handed me a special moist pad and told me to remove the eyeliner I had
just applied. I looked back at my reflection and could understand why she
was so displeased. It was so poorly applied that it was almost comical. My
second try was not much better, nor was my third. Mrs. Ishikawa gave me
a few more pointers, called me a “Sirry Boy” several times, and then
watched as I tried again. I was getting better, but it would take until my
sixth or seventh try (I lost count) until it actually met her standards. Then
came the lip-gloss, which was super shiny with just hint of pink color, and
some blush on my cheeks. By the time I had completed those tasks, Kenny
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had finished and left the bathroom. He must have caught on quicker then
me, I thought to myself as I was shown how to style my hair in a girly fash-
ion.

It took several more minutes... maybe even more... for me to figure out
how to style my longish, light brown/dusty blonde hair into a somewhat
feminine, funky style. Finally Ishikawa-san looked like she had simply had
enough, and ordered me out. Feeling beaten, I walked out of the bath-
room to meet Ken in the living room, where Mr. Ishikawa had given him
new shoes. They were wedge-heeled sandals with faux-cork soles that
sloped up to about two and half inches at the heel. My pair would be ex-
actly the same when my instructor handed them to me.

So, while I was struggling with my hair and face, Ken had been practicing
his walk, under Mr. Ishikawa’s watchful eye. Ken’s extra time in his shoes
gave him an unfair advantage as we walked together down the hall to the
elevator. I noted that our jeans were the same, and while my tight tee shirt
was pink with some kind of Japanese character on it in white, Kenny’s was
black with the same character in white. I must have tripped four times in a
twenty-foot hallway, then again on the way to the limo, while Ken man-
aged to make it all the way, with only a stumble or two.

We were driven to our culture, customs and language sessions that were
designed to help us to understand the mindset of the “characters” that we
were playing. At least that's what the Ishikawas said. They began with basic
instructions on how to speak Japanese, and if we couldn’t speak Japanese,
they wanted us to fake an accent. Ken and I continued to be dumb-
founded, as we progressed into our instructions on walking and composing
ourselves like “goo rittrle Japanese girr” as the Ishikawas called it. We as-
sumed they meant good little Japanese girls. Who had taught these people
English? I hadn’t spent much time amongst Japanese people, but the Ishi-
kawas had the most bizarre accent I'd ever heard. It was way out there.
They talked as if they were trying to mispronounce every word.

Anyway, all of this basically meant that we were to learn the finer points of
what to do and what not to do in Japanese society. Our trainers called us
by the names that the record label had given us (without asking for our
input I might add). Ken was to be called Keiko, and I was to be known as
Miko, which explained Mrs. Ishikawa’s calling me by that name earlier that
day. We continued to be paired with one of the two instructors throughout
the week so that we might receive intensive one-on-one training in prepa-
ration of the early morning Photo Shoot that weekend. The CD release
party was scheduled at the end of the following week. They were originally
going to depict the anime versions of us on the album cover, but as they
now had us in real life, the cover was to be changed. Of course, that meant
that we had to be changed to resemble our cartoon selves, and quick.

14
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It took a very long, very harsh week. Early morning starts, feminine un-
derwear, girly jeans, wedge heeled shoes, language lessons, speaking and
singing in a higher pitch, and being told to smarten up and act “ploperee”
(which I assumed meant more girly). The Isikawas were relentless. Day
after day it was the same things over and over again. So, exhausted and
crushed from our training, we were finally delivered to the studio where
the photo shoot was to take place the following Saturday. Ken and I were
once again separated, taken by Koshi and his team to separate dressing
rooms to be prepared for our first appearance as the “Girly Boys.”

After a seemingly endless morning in a salon chair, I emerged from my
dressing room to see my singing partner standing before me. I almost
didn’t recognize him. Ken was wearing a pair of black hip hugger flared
jeans, with a studded black leather belt off center, hanging on one hip. On
his feet were black boots with a chunky 3” heel and 1” platform sole. A
really fuzzy black short-sleeve sweater was over his new white collared
shirt, the collar having been left open and spread wide over the black fuzzy
backdrop. His complexion was pale but fresh and clean, with thin black
eyeliner and rosy blush. His lips were outlined with a dark red and filled
with a lighter, brighter and super glossy blood red color. His short hair had
been extended a little with short bangs hanging over his eyebrows. They
had somehow made the brows look very thin and dainty, and the hairstyle
was short and very funky. He could have easily passed for one of those
goth freaks we used to make fun of in high school. Trouble was, I couldn’t

tell if he was a guy-goth or a girl-goth... he could easily pass for both.

He blushed when he saw me, as if embarrassed. It was funny ‘cuz, I was
equally embarrassed, and I must have also blushed deeply. We were both
wearing our padding and forms and had been cinched in the right places
to create a hint of a feminine body. I wore a pair of black Capri pants over
white knee high stockings, encasing my hairless ankles and calves. On my
feet, pink ballet flats. My shirt was a pink, retro-style, midriff cut tee shirt,
that hung over one shoulder worn over a black padded sports bra. They
had affixed dangling clip on earrings to my ears. Ken’s earrings were silver

hoops.

My hair was also made longer with hair extensions, but was only down to
my chin. It was blonde and frizzy, with long sweeping bangs combed over
my left eye. Whereas the makeup artists had muted Ken’s eyes and em-
phasized his mouth, they chose the inverse for myself. My brows had been
covered with some kind of wax, hiding them from view, (I could only as-
sume they had done the same to Ken) only to be drawn back in as thin
arches, my eyes outlined with thick black liner, drawn out at the sides. The
lids swept with dark, then pale pink, then white shadow, the lashes — two
sets of feathery fake lashes — were coated in thick mascara. They tickled
my skin when I blinked. They brushed light pink blush onto my cheeks

and painted my lips in an almost white, almost clear colored pale pink,
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with several coats of gloss. As I stood before Ken, I couldn’t help be stare
at my reflection in the full-length mirror on the wall to the left of him. I
was amazed at the transformation. I felt a stirring in my groin every time I
looked at my subtle curves, pretty face... and those lips! My god, I thought
in horror. We look like the girls we thought we were going to meet here in
Japan! We look HOT! T looked over at my musical partner. We exchanged
glances for a second, and I saw a little bit of a nervous smile form at the
outer corner of his mouth.

I didn’t dwell on it, as we were escorted quickly and quietly to the stage
where the shoot was to be done. The set was plush and pink, with thou-
sands of fuzzy pink black and white stuffed animals strewn about. The
photographer spoke virtually no English, so Koshi was in charge of trans-
lating everything for us. Several times the photographer turned to Koshi or
some of the stagehands with a smile or smirk, while glancing back at us,
and said something in Japanese. Both Ken and I were pretty pissed about
the whole ordeal. It was pretty obvious that we were being mocked. Eve-
rybody seemed to be in on a joke except us.

He had us pose in different locations and positions around the set, some-
times smiling and laughing, sometimes looking deadly serious. Other times
were told to try and look sexy, our lips puckered, our eyes low and smol-
dering. It was possibly the gayest experience in my or Ken’s life... even
more gay then the experience in the shower. I again prayed it would be
over soon.

Truth was, it was just beginning.
(\J%’(\J

Less then three days after the shoot, the single was re-released with a
punchier techno beat. Ken and I angrily objected, saying that the music
didn’t represent at all what we were about artistically, but TR] didn’t seem
to care. And after watching the numbers soar to number one on the charts,
it was hard to stay angry. That, and TR] had made sure to point out that
they were well within their rights to modify the sound of the group. It was
another of the many clauses in the new contracts we had signed. They
were so happy with the results in fact, that they took the liberty of remix-
ing almost all of our remaining tracks on the album. It really was a moot
point.

Kenny and I spent the time between the photo shoot and the album re-
lease in an intensive regime of dance classes and singing in our high
pitched voices, followed by culture and customs and language training,
followed by more dancing and singing, then more culture, then more cus-
toms and more language. It was early up each morning and late to bed
each night, followed the next day by more of the same. We were told that
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it was the Japanese way... learn as much as possible in as short a time as
possible. “It like clam school,” Mrs. Iskikawa said to me. I tried to tell her
that it was “cram,” not pronounced “clam,” but she wasn’t going to hear
about it. She even had me say “clam” repeatedly to prove her point. Crazy.

After a one particularly grueling day, (I don’t remember which one) we
were lounging around our apartment, trying to relax and not think about
what we were being made to do. They had informed us that we were to
appear in costume on some Japanese talk shows to promote the album and
sing our debut single after the album was officially released. Of course, as
far as our instructors were concerned, we were not yet ready to appear in
public as our girly selves... or as they put it, “You are far too ignorant, stu-
pid and awkward to be privileged with the gift of appearing to the public
of our country. Your foolishness and clumsy mannerisms may be worthy of
vile American audiences, but here in Japan, a higher level of decorum is
expected.”

Ouch.

“I honestly don’t know what they expect from us,” Ken bemoaned, ab-
sentmindedly rubbing his eyebrows, or rather the freshly bared skin from
where his eyebrow hairs had been painfully ripped earlier in the day, “T
mean... I am doing my best here. It like they're freakin’ perfectionists,
you know?”

I nodded, trying to hide the fact that I was grinning stupidly. Ken’s newly
waxed brows made him look chronically surprised. I marveled at how such
a small thing, like thinner eyebrows, could change the whole appearance
of his face. I was sure that my face was equally changed, as I too had un-
dergone a similar procedure under Koshi’s strict supervision. According to
him, the makeup staff could save themselves almost an hour’s makeup ap-
plication time by giving us permanently arched eyebrows. It was all about
effeciency, he told us. Neither Ken nor I were thrilled with the idea, as it
was going to be hard to pick up Japanese girls when you had the same
eyebrows as them. Not that we were being given many chances to even go
looking for girls, what with our rigorous schedule and all.

“I know what you mean,” I replied, “I think it’s just the culture, you know?
I mean look at the way they do everything... it’s like failure is not an option,
or whatever. It’s probably why they make such good cars and stuff.”

“Whatever,” Ken sneered, “I know its just driving me nuts”

We were both dressed in the jeans we had been given that first day in Ja-
pan, with the tight low-rise waists and flared legs complete with girly short
cut tee-shirt and cork soled wedge heeled sandals. We had given up asking
about where our “real clothes” went, as Koshi would always fly into some
unintelligible rage and storm away. There was no point in trying to get the
answer out of him.
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As for the shirts, we had learned that the Japanese characters on the shirts
were our names... Miko and Keiko. Figures.

Also, the Ishikawas had given us new workout clothes for our training ses-
sions. Girly, snug fitting track suits with white stripes down the sides. Mine
was predictably in pink, and Ken’s in black.

Kenny stretched, and then got up to walk to the counter to pour a fresh
mug of coffee. A glimpse of something shiny caught my eye. I watched
him carefully as he stood by the counter. The flash happened again. Ken
caught me looking at his flat stomach, exposed be the short tee shirt.
“What!?” He whined.

I looked closer, at his belly button, but Ken quickly covered it with his
hands. “Did you...” my voice trailed off as Ken blushed and looked at the
floor.

“The fake one they gave
me keeps falling off in
dance class,” he began,
slowly uncovering his
pierced navel and shiny
diamond tipped stud,
“so they um...” His voice
trailed off, as I looked
closer. “And um... they...
“ he pulled his hair ex-
tensions behind his ears,
showing the tiny silver
studs in each lobe, “they
did these too... while
they were at it, I fig-
ured... you know... might
as well.”

It was obvious that he
was feeling rather un-
comfortable with the
whole ordeal.

Well, we were both in this together. “Cool,” I chipped, “Maybe I'll get
mine done too.”

His eyes lit up, “Yeah?”

“Sure, why not?” I replied, “I mean, we're supposed to be a duo, right? If
it'’s good enough for you, then its good enough for me.” His expression
changed to slight smile. “You know we always talked about piercing our
ears back in the States. Lots of guys have both ears pierced. Its no big

deal.”
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He smiled even bigger, “Yeah... you're right.” We both knew that I was
trying to come up with ways to justify what was happening to us.

Later it dawned on me that I was essentially volunteering to get my ears
pierced just to make Ken feel better. But after all, Ken was my friend — my
best friend — and here in Japan... my only friend. And if getting my ears
pierced would help make him feel better about things, then it was a small
price to pay.

So the next morning, after much thought and before anything was done
on my hair or makeup, I told Koshi that I no longer wanted to wear clip-on
earrings, and that he should pierce my ears like he had done to Ken. Koshi
looked like a kid on Christmas morning, and without hesitation, called one
of his beauticians over to fulfill my request. No time was wasted. It was as
if he believed that my offer had a short expiration date. He was probably
right. I closed my eyes in anticipation of what I thought would be a quick
sharp pain in each lobe. I heard the pneumatic gun fire... three times, fol-
lowed by quick jolts of pain in both the lower and upper part of my left
ear. Then, a few seconds later, another three shots and complimentary
pain in my right ear. I opened my eyes in surprise to see the shiny silver
stud in my lower ear... right beside a second one... and a third one high in
the top pf the ear.

“Hey!” I whined, “What are you doing??”

But Koshi had already moved on to something else and was completely
ignoring me. As was the hairstylist who was adding pieces of tin foil to my
hair. She was chatting in Japanese with the beautician who was doing my
nails. It seemed to be taking much longer then usual for Koshi’s staff to do
our hair and makeup that day. They had just done my hair and nails a cou-
ple of days ago... and now again? I was a little confused. But everything
would become clear as the finished me and led me to rear of the studio to
wait for our limo. Koshi smiled as he said that I looked very nice for the
album launch.

Shoot! 1 thought to myself, the launch is today?

We had been training so hard all week on how to act in front of everyone
and I still felt woefully unprepared. My instructor, Ishikawa-san, basically
said I was impossibly stupid and would likely never pass the test of the
general public. “But,” she said, in broken English, “If in doubt... act rike
proper Japanese girr and smy-oh and gigg-oh... and bow you head.”

Not exactly a glowing recommendation, but sound advice none-the-less.
Ken’s instructor had basically said the same thing... if all else fails, smile,
giggle and look down shyly. 1 was actually beginning to understand the
way they talked.

I repeated this in my head over and over as I approached Ken standing
with Koshi at the door, waiting for the limo.
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Smile, giggle, look down shyly.

Ken was looking down, mumbling to himself in Japanese as I drew near.
He was wearing a variation of the outfit he had worn for the photo shoot.
Instead of the black jeans, he wore flared black leather pants, and instead
of the boots with the 3” chunky heel, he was given boots with a four and a
half inch wedge heel. His makeup was the same, but I could have sworn
the padding they used to “fill us out” was much thicker, more noticeable.
His hair looked just a little darker, and just a little longer, and his nails...
now blood red like his lipstick... were nearly an inch long!

He stopped his mumbling and looked up with a smile when he noticed it
was me.

“Hello,” he spoke softly in Japanese, using a higher, sweeter tone of voice,
“T am Keiko. I am honored to meet you”

We both bowed at each other and recited our mantra out loud in Japa-

nese, “Smile, giggle, look down shyly.”

We both broke into a fit of silly giggles, just as we had been trained to do.
Still speaking Japanese, I complimented Ken on how nice he looked. Why
not just go with the flow? He of course returned the complement. I too
was dressed similarly to the photo shoot, with tight pink Capri pants in-
stead of black, and pink platform suede mary janes instead of flats. As with
Ken, I was convinced they were using more padding on me too, and I
knew my hair was slightly longer and lighter and my nails were longer and
pinker. The extra time spent on each of us was done to ensure that, as Ko-
shi put it, we were “perfect.”

The ride to the release party was much like our first ride into the city al-
most two weeks ago. We were both sitting opposite Koshi, who was once
again chatting in Japanese on his cell phone. This time however, aside
from looking completely different than we had, we were even sitting dif-
ferent... at least Kenny was.

I looked over at my musical partner to see him sitting very daintily, toes
pointed downwards, heels lifted, knees together, hands neatly folded on
lap, looking down at his legs. I stared at him in disbelief for some time be-

fore he noticed my gaze. His posture suddenly changed as he turned to
me, “What?”

“Nothing,” I chirped, “Well... .not nothing... it’s just that well...
Kenny’s expression became almost angry, “Wha-at??” he whined.

“You just seem to be taking this whole thing pretty seriously. You know?
Like the whole way you're sitting and the way you talk and stuff. It’s
really... girly. That’s all”

His angry look melted to a scoff, “Well Duh! It’s supposed to be girly
Mike. Haven't you been paying attention? We're the Girly Boys now
Mike... the gir-rrr-lee boys. That's what we are. That’s what the fans want,
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it'’s what they expect.” He turned away and gazed out the window, as if col-
lecting his thoughts before turning back to me, “Maybe you aren’t taking
this seriously enough Mike. Did you consider that?”

I said nothing. It was really the first time Ken and I had disagreed on any-
thing... ever. It stung a little that he thought I wasn'’t taking this seriously
enough, though as I pondered it more it occurred to me that he could pos-
sibly be right. Maybe I wasn’t taking this seriously. But then again, just
how seriously should I be taking this all? Here I was, in Japan, dressed as a
girl, on my way to release my newly remixed techno album. If you had told
me this would happen even a few months ago, I would have laughed hys-
terically. The whole thing sounded ridiculous.

And yet... here I was.

The release party was pretty standard fare for a record company, and
pretty much identical to what had been done for us back in the U.S. We
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started on stage, lip-synching to our second single, then being introduced
by the head of the record company, then were escorted by him and Koshi
around the crowded hall to be introduced to dignitaries and executives.
The primary difference that I could tell, was that the majority of the
members of the audience were middle aged men in dark suits.

Hurato ushered us to the first group of executives. He made some sort of
greeting in Japanese, and gestured to us. It was our cue. In synce, just like
the Ishikawas had schooled us to say, we said, “He-ro, we are Glirrly
Boys.”

With panic and anger in his eyes, he grabbed us both by the arms and
dragged us away. “Do you have no shame!?” He growled. “Do you have no
respect!?” Ken and I looked at each other in bewilderment. We were just
doing what we had been told to do. “You disgrace your family and all of
your country by talking like that! Your manner is so offensive to me and
every Japanese...” And he was cut off by Koshi who quickly swept in and
took Hurato aside for a moment.

They squabbled as they angrilly talked, but I couldn’t hear anything in the
loud room. Our techno music over the speakers was drowning everything
out. Ken tugged me on the arm. “What the hell?” He said. I shrugged. As I
tried to figure out what the argument was all about, Koshi was pointing at
a man in the crowd emphatically. He did so two or three times before Hu-
rato could be bothered to look in the direction he was pointing, and when
he did so, his expression changed. His anger was replaced by a look of
pure fear.

He seemed to need to confirm whatever he had seen with Koshi, and then
looked back over at us. He broke out into a sweat. I tried to see who they
were pointing at, but I didn’t see much. Just businessmen. And one person
who was dressed a little differently. But I couldn’t make it out. Hurato
blocked my view, coming back over to us, dabbing his forehead with a

handkerchief.

“You are speaking as your instructors have taught you?” He said to us. We
nodded, unsure if it was the right answer. “That is good. Very good.” He
then straightened his tie and led us back into the crowd. I don’t know if we
ever figured out what the problem was.

By half way through the evening, both Ken and I were feeling pretty dizzy
as we had been introduced to so many people, seemingly identical men in
suits, and all of them had gazed upon us with the same leering smiles.
“He-ro,” we’'d say. And then Koshi would whisper in their ears and they'd
laugh hysterically. Neither Ken or myself understood, but we seemed to be
going over pretty well. Still, dressed as we were, the laughing made me
feel very awkward. Not to mention it was quite uncomfortable and ex-
hausting, since we had to smile and giggle and act like we were so very
lucky to make their acquaintances.

23



Big in Japan James |. Craft

“Do they even know that we aren’t really girls?” I whispered to Ken while
we were being hustled from one group of men to the next. He simply
turned to me with a bewildered expression and shrugged, before forcing a
wide grin as were again introduced. This time, however, the man we met
was not wearing a suit. In fact, he was dressed quite fashionably in a
leather jacket with a high neck sweater. I must have blushed, as I was quite
embarrassed to find myself thinking that he was dressed rather well, if T
had been a girl, I might have even thought him handsome.

I shook my head as Kenny finished being introduced. I am not a girl, 1
said to myself as he turned to me and smiled, his hand extended, “Danny
Chano” he said. His forwardness caught me off guard. I blushed even
harder, fumbling to find the words.

“My... Mee... Miko,” I finally spat out, taking his hand in mine for a firm
shake. His eyes were locked on my own. I quickly remembered my train-

ing, and smiled, giggled then looked down.

“Danny is the most famous talk show host in all of Japan” I heard Koshi
say in the background.

“And a very big fan of your work,” Danny added, “I can’t wait to have
you...

I coughed, and looked up; his eyes were exactly where I left them.
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THAMES GREENE

The sign said it would be the finest master-planned community in the country. It
was hard to argue. The builder controlled everything. From the roads coming into
the new town-to-be, to the parks, commercial spaces, and schools... Everything
was indeed “master-planned.” It was exciting to think that you could be a part of a
new town that was being built from the ground up. That was exactly what Hank
was thinking as he drove past the new development’s massive stone gates. He
worked in the city, and true... City living did have its perks. It was nice to be so
close to everything, but he knew it was no place to raise kids. There were so many
bad influences. The air was bad. There was crime... Etc, etc.

Maybe Thames Greene was the answer... The answer to his question of “where to
move so that will be better off?” The artists’ rendering of what the finished com-
munity would look like was exactly what Hank was hoping for; lovely brick homes
on tree lined streets, kids playing in state-of-the-art recreation facilities, neighbors
you actually wanted to meet. It was, in a word, perfect. That and the prices were
right, very right. Better then just right — it was a bargain. Hank knew he could
easily sell his old two-story row house in the city for far more then a house of twice
the size would cost out here. And with the planned interstate bypass expressway
extension and commuter rail-link, he and his wife could easily get in and out of the
city. Worse case, it might take another 20 minutes. But those twenty minutes
would well be worth it in the long run.

Ira thought the same thing. A co-worker had told him about Thames Greene. He
had boasted about how fantastic his new home was going to be, and how cheap...
make that inexpensive. Ira’s interest was piqued. He had spent the last few years in
a modest town house in a nondescript part of the city while his executive counter-
parts hung their hats in large, opulent homes in affluent neighborhoods. He was,
to be blunt, jealous. But his jealousy did not make him fool.

His wife had stayed home to raise the twins, Martin and Connie, hence they could
ill-afford the house that Ira so longed for. Until now anyway. Housing prices in the
city had doubled since they purchased it years ago. And his brother the realtor,
insisted that if he ever wanted to sell, it would be sold in a day. These new homes
were as nice as almost any of his colleague’s homes, and were certainly in his price
range. Ira longed to finally have a house he could be proud of. One that he could
invite people over to see. One that his associates might even be envious of. He
could see it all starting to line up... All except one thing. How to convince his wife
Marjorie. He pondered the angle. He hadn’t become an executive financier by
allowing obstacles to remain in his way. There had to be an approach he could
take.

His son Martin was starting to hang around with a crowd that both Ira and his
wife concerned. He was slipping in school, talking back to his parents, staying out
late, even smoking and drinking underage. To add insult to injury, he had no plans
on what to do with the rest of his life. Ira had arranged an internship for him at his
firm, but Martin had declined. He argued that “Just because you’re some big im-
portant business man, doesn’t mean that I have to be one.” Unfortunately Marjorie
supported Martin on the issue, so Ira was forced to back out of the internship plan
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he had made for his son at work... a source of great humiliation. Moving out of the
city to a brand new town, with a brand new school, where all the kids could leave
their old habits and stereotypes and cliques behind was exactly what was in order.
At least that was what he would tell Marjorie in order to get what he wanted.

The Thames Greene sales center was a collection of seven homes, interconnected
to the main office building, so that interested persons could browse through them
all. Ira was in the second home from the end, called the “Empire A.” It was a
stunning two story that included a finished basement, and a master bedroom with
adjacent bathroom that would rival a five-star hotel. Ira could easily see himself
living in it. There were two other rooms on the floor. One for his daughter and one
to possibly use as an office, as he was sure that Martin would want to live in the
basement bedroom beside the oversized family room. His wife Janice would fall in
love with the kitchen, and the dining and living rooms were perfect for entertain-
ing. It was exactly what Ira had been pining for.

“Pretty nice huh?” Hank said to Ira as he browsed the model house next to the
one he was determined to buy. Ira looked up from his brochure with a smile,
“Yeah... I can’t believe how nice this is... And the price...”

Hank laughed in agreement, “You got that right!”

Hank continued on his way back to the sales office. He was going to sign the pa-
pers right now. Joan, his wife, would understand. She wanted to move just as much
as he did, and this was such a good deal that she would forgive him for not consult-
ing her first.

(\J%’N

The Thames Greene project manager watched the taillights of the last two cars
disappear into the night. It had been another blockbuster day of sales. At the rate
the units were selling, they would have to begin preparing phase two for develop-
ment almost a full six-months ahead of schedule. On his desk were conditional
offers from two successful inner-city men. Ira, and Hank all seemed to be more
the anxious to move and the project manager would do all that he could to ac-
commodate them. He had already called in extra crews and hired extra tradesmen
from all over the state to keep construction on schedule. The last thing he wanted
to do is get behind the proverbial eight ball. The big-wigs at LCI's head office in
Virginia would not be impressed.

As it was, LCI's CEO was a little “disappointed” that the Thames Greene project
wasn't yielding better results. Scott Penner was used to the company’s other divi-
sions, where a breakthrough in pharmaceutical science could net a double-digit
return in no time flat, or he could boost the stock share by purchasing their near-
est competitor. But being a land developer and home building was an entirely dif-
ferent bowl of wax, and even though LCI had hired the best and the brightest,
they were experiencing some growing pains... To say the least. Still, Scott was con-
fident he had made the right choice. He could have simple chosen to sell off the
twenty-thousand acre plot of land, formerly known as the Thames and Greene
farms. After all, no one in the executive office was even sure why the company had
purchased the farms in the first place. Whatever the reason had been no longer
mattered as the land had already been written off the books, meaning that any
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profits made developing the property would be “found-money.” And with up to
5,000 new homes planned, Scott was certain that there would be plenty of it. He
needed the boost in the profit margin as he continued to clean up the previous
CEO’s mess. It was true, that his predecessor had returned the company to profit-
ability from near ruin, but he had also left the company’s board of directors to an-
swer for some big questions. Questions that everyone from the FDA and EPA, to
the families of former employees of the company’s Edenwood division wanted
answers to. The shoddy record keeping and entirely missing documents only com-
pounded things. Something had gone on... Something was amiss, but what exactly
happened was only known by one individual, and that individual had since been
replaced by Scott Penner.

N@'N

Joan Anderson was hardworking and level headed. She had spent the last 18 years
at home, raising her and Hank’s children. She prided herself on being known as
the “practical” one in the household, the one who kept everything running neatly
and efficiently. As a mother, she was in her element. But once her son Julian en-
tered grade twelve, it dawned on her that her baby no longer needed her as they
once did.

So she re-entered the workforce. Not that she had to. Hank’s job at the plant paid
well... Very well. But she had felt that her usefulness as a mother was nearing its
end. And she did have a degree in nursing that she had worked so hard through
correspondence school to get. And nurses were in demand. But getting back to the
matter at hand...

Joan was caught completely off guard when she listened to her excited husband
ramble on about the new house they had bought that day. They had bought!?

“We really lucked out!” Hank proclaimed.

“Wait just one second,” she said sternly, “There was no "we’ involved here. This
was all you. You unilaterally decided to buy us a new house, in the middle of no-
where, away from all of our friends and family and our jobs and our kid’s schools
and without even thinking to consult your wife first!?”

You big dumb muscle head! She thought to herself.
“But...” Hank tried to say.

“But nothing!” Joan snapped “This is, by far, the most impulsive, selfish, childish
thing you’ve ever done Hank! I may be your wife, but should have the simple
courtesy to ask me before dragging me and the family off to some God-knows-
where cardboard cutout housing development!”

Hank’s heart sank. He had done all those things, but it was in everyone’s best in-
terest. If only she knew what he knew, Hank thought to himself. He would have to
do his very best to explain it.

“Honey, this is for the best, trust me. Our house is almost paid for, and its worth a
lot more then what we paid for it.” He paused, watching her body language for a
moment before continuing, “A whole lot more! We’ll get a brand new house in a
brand new town, and have a pile of money left over when we’re done!”
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Joan’s brow furrowed, “Hank, why do we need more money. We've already got
money.”

Hank sighed, “But what if something happened? What if, say... One of us lost
their job?”

“Hank dear, I can assure you that there’s no chance of me losing my job. Those
idiots would be lost without me,” she rebutted. She thought about her job at the
medical lab where she worked. Them... get rid of me? She chuckled aloud... But
her facial expression quickly changed when she realized what her husband was
implying, “Unless...” she gasped, “You lost your job?”

“No-no-no” Hank tried to keep his composure, “Not yet. Well I mean...” his voice
trailed off as his eyes became misty. He took a deep breath before he continued,
“You know things haven’t been great...”

“But I thought it was getting better,” Joan interjected.

“It was, but...” Hank sighed, “They’re closing the plant at the end of the quarter.
April 29th.”

Joan could tell by the look on her husband’s face that he was crushed. His job had
been his life for so long, he had always taken such pride in his work. Immediately,
she knew he needed comforting now, not chastising. She leaned forward and
kissed him, then wrapped her arms around him, “Then we’ll move to this Green
place and we’ll get through this,” she spoke softly to him as she embraced him.
She gritted her teeth as she cursed at herself for giving in. She hated to lose argu-
ments.

“They did say that they were going to move some other divisions here from Cin-
cinnati,” he tried to sound confident, “and all of us with seniority will get first
crack at any new positions.”
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Joan smiled at him, “and I'm sure you'll be first in line,” she said, never believing
it for a moment.

So that was that. Joan was just going to have to get used to the idea. Then Ander-
sons were moving from their upper class neighborhood on the city’s upper west
side, to Thames Greene, the new master planned community from LCI Develop-
ments.

In another part of the
city, another husband
was trying to convince
his wife that the move to
Thames Greene was for
the better. So far, Marjo-
rie Heath was proving to
be something of a hard
sell. She was perfectly
happy in their middle-
class town home in their
middle class neighbor-
hood. She was perfectly
happy to take the bus to
go shopping for grocer-
ies. She figured that her
husband Ira should be
perfectly happy too. The
problem was, he wasn't.
Worse, he couldn’t just
come right out and tell
her that.

So after a half hour of
convincing, Marj was
starting to come around.
She could not deny the fact that the influences that were being introduced to Mar-
tin’s life were less then good. And it was also hard to deny that moving to a freshly
built, sterile community far away from said influences wouldn’t be good for their
son. Capitulation was not something that Marjorie took lightly, such as when she
decided to abandon a promising career to be a housewife... But in this case, she
knew that Ira had done his homework. She also knew that he wanted — secretly —
to be like all the other guys at the office with their big, fancy houses. Why couldn’t
he just come right out and say it? She wondered.

(‘\J@'(‘\J

The next day, standing on freshly-turned earth, Alfonso watched his step as an-
other giant cement truck wheeled past him. He trudged over to where he had left
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his equipment and scratched his chin. He was at the construction site that would
become phase two of the Thames Greene development, contemplating his best
interest. Alfonso was the most respected, most talented, and oldest excavator op-
erator on the site. He had seen and heard it all, and so when he heard the sound of
his bucket scraping metal on metal he knew he had a choice to make.

The sickening scraping sound was fresh in his ears. He had heard the sound once
already that day, on the neighboring basement he had just dug. He figured it was a
rock the first time. Maybe some buried debris the second time. But what were the
chances of it happening a third time? Obviously pretty good. There was no ques-
tion about it in his mind. There was something buried here. All over the site, actu-
ally. He was running out of ideas. Especially when the side of the forty-five gallon
drum he had uncovered was so clearly visible.

He could have called his foreman over, and by all rights he should have. But that
would have slowed the whole thing down to a stop, and all eyes would be on him
for having sounded the alarm. On the other hand, if he simply raised the bottom of
the hole by an inch or two, no one would be the wiser. The gravel would get laid,
the concrete floor would get poured, and whatever it was he had uncovered would
never be thought of again. Besides, it was probably just some old empty fuel drum
that some farmer who had owned this property had buried instead of disposing of
properly. Crazy farmers, Alfonso thought to himself, always making trouble. And
so, having convinced himself that it was in fact someone else’s fault, the crusty old
backhoe driver gently sprinkled an layer of soil over what would become the
basement floor, then moved on to his next dig.

(‘\J%’(\J

Four months later, holes that Alfonso had dug had been filled with poured foun-
dations, and finished with carpeting and recessed lighting. Above them, beautiful
homes now stood, homes that were all anxiously awaiting the arrival of their new
occupants. It was moving day.

The street was busy... very busy. There were moving vans and rental trucks eve-
rywhere as new families hurriedly loaded their belongings into their new resi-
dences. Dunney Drive, the longest, widest street in the neighborhood, was
crammed. Ira could barely navigate the wide rental van through the masses. He
was headed to number 171, the house he had first seen at the sales center all those
many weeks ago. His daughter Connie, was seated beside him excitedly scanning
the new street that would now be called home. Marjorie and Martin followed him
in family SUV. One-Seventy-One was the only house on the street with an empty
driveway.

To the right of them, at 169, a moving van was in the final stages of being un-
loaded. It appeared to Ira that his neighbors at were to be a nice young family
much like his. After backing the truck into his new driveway, Ira smiled as his new
neighborhood quickly introduced himself and his son. Hank seemed to Ira to be
friendly enough, and he had a son, Julian, that didn’t look like a troublemaker,
even if they were both wearing matching tank tops from “Cold’s Gym.” Ira was
getting a good vibe already.
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Julian Anderson was getting a good vibe too. As he looked to the house on other
side of them where the Heaths were unloading their rented van. Julian flashed his
best smile at the girl in the tight shorts that was carrying a box down the ramp and
into the garage. She smiled back, but kept walking. This had some potential, Julian
thought to himself. Definitely.

Ira had also seen the boy next door — what was his name again? — smiling at his
daughter. Maybe his first impression had been wrong... But if was going to have
some kid after his daughter, maybe it was it was better to have the boy living next
door, rather then somewhere where he couldn’t be traced. Besides, this boy’s fa-
ther looked like a reasonable guy, with a helluva handshake, did he say his name
was Frank, or Hank?

(\J%’(\J

Life had begun quickly in Thames Green, but after that first day, things pro-
gressed ever so slowly. It was the way of suburban life. Sedated and lethargic.

Hank’s son, Martin, wasn't pleased to be living in Thames Greene. He longed to
be back in the city with his pals. He spent his first week in suburban hell playing
with his Superstation in the basement. He started thinking it wasn’t too bad. The
basement was well furnished, cool, and best of all, no one bothered him. But by
the middle of week three, Martin was growing increasingly bored with his video
games. He had tried to lounge around and listen to his MP3 player, text his old
friends, but that got old quickly too. He had already rented almost every game at
the local video store (which, by the way, sucked ass as compared to the one he
used to visit back in the city). He had downloaded just about every rowdy punk
rock song known to man, but those songs were only fun to play when his Dad was
around. There simply wasn’t anything to do but lie on the couch and watch a
steady diet of Judge Jodie and Terry Stringer.

A new challenge for Martin was presented in the beginning of his fourth week in
“the Greene” (which is what people seemed to smugly call this sterile urban
prison). It was something he never expected to have trouble with.

Getting into his pants. His baggy jeans it would seem were anything but. It was
like someone had shrunken them while he wasn’t looking. That or he was putting
on weight — which was highly unlikely. His stomach was still flat and his waist still
looked slim, but then there were these damn pants. He cursed aloud as he tried to
wiggle them up over his hips. It was always his hips as of late. The pants fit fine
until he got to his hips. Damn stupid pants! How was he supposed to look danger-
ous in form-fitting clothes?

Connie was standing in the hall quietly chuckling as her twin brother cussed and
fought with his denim pants. “I told you all those French fries would make you
fat,” she teased.

He could only turn and glare, “Shut up.” He gave them another tug before col-
lapsing onto his bed in defeat. “Dammit!” he cried aloud.

“I don’t know why you're even wearing pants,” his sister continued, “its like...
Ninety out side.” She looked down at her cute light blue shorts.
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“But I'm not going out-
side” he chided, “and be-
sides, I never wear shorts
Con, you know that.” He
resumed his seemingly
pointless task of dressing
from a horizontal position

on his bed.

“Well... I'd let you borrow
a pair of my jeans, but I'm
pretty sure you won’t want
to wear them,” she chuck-

led.

Martin only glared. “I'm
not wearing girls’ jeans.
I'm not some kind of
queer.” He continued to
fight the pants and get
them over his thighs. He
was grunting and growling
in anger.

“Then I'll get you some of
my shorts, then.” She said
merrily.

“Get out of my room!”
Martin yelled.

Connie shrugged and walked away, listening as her brother cursed at himself, still
losing the battle with his clothes. She made her way back to her new room, and
was seated at her desk for about five minutes when she heard her brother at the
door. “Gimme your damn jeans,” he said. Connie smiled smugly and looked up,
tossing the pair she already had ready for him.

A few minutes later, Martin was quietly slipping his twin sister’s stretchy, low rid-
ing, flared legged jeans over his hips... With no problem at alll “Crud.” He said to
himself, angry that they did fit after all. Maybe she’s right about the French Fries
after all, he thought to himself.

N%“N

Julian Anderson was getting restless. It wasn’t his idea to move out to this burg.
His life had been fine. He was the top jock in school, and had his little corner of
the world by the tail. He was starting on the football, basketball and baseball
teams. He was dating the hottest girl in school. And her best friend, too.

In class, he was the smartest kid in most of his classes. He wasn’t a brain, but he
didn’t take those sort of classes. He knew the teachers, and they liked him. Some
cut him breaks. That was just they way he was. Julian was the sort of kid who could
charm the skin off a snake.
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With so much going for him, he was crushed to leave his school. That was not just
where he spent his days, but it was his private kingdom. He knew how to operate
that place.

Now it was going to be a new school. With new kids and new teachers. He had no
doubt he’d still be the fastest, strongest, best-looking guy there, but being the top
dog was more than that.

He was going to need something cute to hang on his arm.

He got up and looked through his window, across the way at his neighbor’s house,
looking at the silhouettes in the window shades. Which one of them was her?

The best way to fix the problem was to be pro-active. If he wanted some eye
candy, to pump up his profile, he was going to have to think big. Maybe two or
three girls would be enough to show everyone what kind of man he was. And the
girl who lived in the house next door was going to be his first conquest.

11
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Later that day, Martin was playing Stealthforce II on his game console, which he
had plugged it into the big screen TV he had somehow managed to convince his
Dad to buy. Connie flopped down on the opposite end of the couch Martin was
sitting on. She sat quietly, grinning stupidly at her brother. He wasn’t able to con-
centrate, knowing what was surely coming. After a few minutes Martin finally
turned to his sister with an angry sneer, “What’s your problem!?” he growled.
Connie simply looked him square in the face and continued to smile like a Chesh-
ire cat. Martin’s blood began to boil. He wanted to punch his infinitely annoying
sibling in the shoulder, something he would have normally done and had been
doing since he discovered he was slightly stronger then his twin. But instead, he
simply threw down the game controller, stood up and started to leave the room.

This action caught Connie completely off guard. She had full well expected to be
punched. Indeed, she even thought she deserved it. But Martin hadn’t hit her.
Instead he was simply going to leave. In her jeans, no less. She chuckled aloud,
causing Martin to stop dead in his tracks, turning towards her in anger. However,
his anger turned to something of a look of embarrassment. He blushed slightly as
he looked down at his legs. Connie’s pants were snug fitting, semi-low riders, with
slightly flared legs. They were made of stretchy denim material that was unlike
anything he had ever worn before. The jeans had actually expanded to take the
shape of his body. And even though she was now mocking him terribly, the jeans
weren't killing him like all the ones he had worn in the past few weeks. It was go-
ing to be hard for him not to want to wear them again. So he simply flipped his
sister the bird and continued to storm off to his room.

Martin had always preferred tee-shirts and baggy jeans or cargo pants, with the
belt somewhere around his thighs. It was an ensemble that had been wearing
nearly every day for months, possibly even years. But now he was giving serious
thought to why Connie’s jeans fit so well. And hell, they felt better. Even his
mother and father’s curious eyes when they returned home from work that day
could not deter him from doing what earlier that day he would have never even

thought.

Ira rolled his eyes when he saw Martin’s new choice in fashion. This must be some
kind of retribution, he thought, acting out to show he doesn’t like living here. Ira
knew that Martin was not too pleased about moving out “The Greene” as people
were referring to it as. He had taken away all contact with the bad influences that
Martin had become so enthralled with, so this was the only way that his son could
get to him — by wearing his sister’s jeans. Ira furrowed his brow and grimaced as he
passed Martin in the hall. He was determined to not let his son’s antics get to him.

Truth be told, Martin did not yet realize his newfound pants were going to upset
his Father; he was only interested in comfort for right now. “Can I borrow an-
other?” he asked Connie sheepishly as he poked his head in the doorway. His sib-
ling’s jaw dropped. This morning he was dead set against wearing her stuff, and
now... here he wanted more to wear. Smiling warmly, she nodded and told her
twin that she would leave him some clothes while he showered. Martin’s face lit up
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as he skipped off to the bathroom, “Thanks Sis!” he shouted on his way. Connie
just rolled her eyes, “boys” she muttered.

Skipped?
(\J%’(\J

The next day, Julian Anderson was thinking more boyish thoughts. He had seen
the cute girl that lived next door several times since the move in. Their parents
had briefly introduced them to each other, but that was weeks ago. He made a
concerted effort to be outside whenever he thought she would be. He even went
so far as to remove his shirt so as show off his impressive, defined, chest. Julian
had been “Mr. Popular” at his old school, and he had every intention of doing the
same here in Forest Green or whatever this place was called.

But being Mr. Popular required him to have legions of adoring girls, which cur-
rently presented a problem, as he knew none. Little Miss Connie next door was
important, as she would be the first to be infatuated with him. So when he thought
he spotted her in his neighbor’s backyard, he moved quickly. Slipping off his shirt
as he slid open the patio door. Thank God they haven't built the fences between
our houses yet, he thought to himself as he strutted proudly across the freshly laid
sod. His prey was working in the garden, facing away from Julian as he ap-
proached. She didn’t notice him standing there, which afforded the young jock
ample time to take in the view of her very nice, round, and pert ass. The kind of
ass that screamed to be slapped, encased in the tight stretchy beige material that
her girly cargo pants were made out of. He could even see the tops of her white
panties protruding slightly from the top of the pants. Sweet! He thought to himself
as he cleared his throat. The helpless victim of his adoration turned around then
stood up with a smile.

“Can I help you?” Martin asked.

“Uh... Er...” Julian sputtered a few times before regaining his composure, “I, uh...
I... My name is Julian. I just wanted to introduce myself.” He thrust out his hand
in an effort to make it believable. Martin rose up from his position in the flower-
bed and shook Julian’s hand, “Nice to meet you.” He smiled, “Do you normally
sneak up on people when they’re doing chores?”

Julian was cautious. he had the vague feeling that this kid was... Flirting with him?
“Uh, no... Not usually” he replied. “So how do you like it here in the Greene?” he
tried to make it sound like he was genuinely interested, even though he couldn’t
care less.

“Its okay,” Martin replied, “But there’s really nothing to do here. It’s kinda bor-
ing.” Realizing that he had just been caught working in the garden, not the most
masculine of pursuits, he tried to cover. “Oh, uh, I've never helped my mother pull
weeds before... Ever. But I'm sick of playing video games... And it’s so boring out
here... and all of my friends are back in the city... And a bunch of them have sum-
mer jobs, so I can’t hang with them or chat with them online... So... You know...”
He looked down at his sister’s pants on his body. “Here I am.”

“You like video games?” Julian asked innocently, cursing himself for furthering the
conversation.

13
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Desperate not to talk about his situation he responded enthusiastically, “Oh yeah!
Before I moved here, I was the best customer of the video store down the street. I
have them all!”

Julian didn’t doubt it. This loser looked like a total loner. But he was still his ticket
to meeting his hot sister.

Martin paused, “Why, do you play?”

“Oh yeah all the time.” Well not really. His Dad had long ago told him that video
games were a poor substitute for working out. “What kind of system do you have?”
Julian inquired, again wishing his big stupid mouth would just shut up.

“I've got a PlayBox 5007 the other boy in the tight girly jeans said.

Julian’s eyes lit up, “Really!? I've only a SuperStation 2. I've been thinking about
asking my Dad for a PlayBox. Is it any good?”

Martin’s eyes lit up, maybe he was about to make his first new friend, “Totally!
You want to see?”

Moments later Julian was playing BloodSport on the Heath’s big screen TV with
his new friend Martin. As an added benefit, when Martin’s sister Connie came
home from her job, she happened to walk right by them with what looked like a
load of laundry to place in the bedroom next to where the boys were playing.
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“Marty,” she said as she walked exited the room, “I put some old stuff that I don’t
wear anymore on your bed. Let me know if anything fits.” Martin blushed deeply
and remained quiet, hoping that his new pal hadn’t heard his sister, and hating her
for trying to embarrass him.

Julian was too fixated on Connie’s ass to fully comprehend what she had said. It
didn’t dawn on him until later that Connie’s ass and Martin’s ass looked almost the
same. In fact, he thought Martin had a pretty cute butt.

He shook his head in disgust, What the hell am I thinking?
N@'N

Ira was thinking about relaxing when he got home from work that day. He strug-
gled out of his shoes, into his slippers and yawned as he headed downstairs to
watch T.V. His hopes were dashed the moment he entered the basement family
room. Martin, still wearing those Damn Girly pants, had hooked his gaming con-
sole up to Ira’s prized flat screen TV again. To his left was the neighbor’s kid. Ira
paused for a moment, a noticeably gruff look on his face.

“Hi Mr. Heath” Julian smiled. Ira simply nodded, “Hey there.” Martin continued
to ignore his father, which made Ira’s blood boil. But rather then make a scene in
front of Julian, he decided to swallow his pride and go back upstairs to the living
room. The TV was decidedly smaller, but so too would be the conflict.

N%“N

Julian couldn’t help but wonder if his new friend was gay... Not that it should that
bother him. He was feeling a lot more open minded in the weeks that passed since
he first mistook Martin for his twin sister. The two boys had spent nearly every
hour of every day in the Heath’s basement playing Martin’s Game Box. Julian had
learned quite a bit about his new neighbor and was beginning to understand Mar-
tin’s reasoning for wearing those hip hugger pants like he did. That it just started
out as a matter of comfort... And then, when Martin realized how much it was
ticking off his father when he wore them, he had become determined to wear
them every day.

Martin may have not been the most masculine guy Julian had ever met, but the
kid had balls. When his dad virtually ordered him out of the pants, Martin upped
the ante. He started to wear girly tops, and even girly under things. Well, at least
Martin claimed to be wearing girls’ underwear... Not that he was looking. But he
had noticed the lacy waistband of the panties Martin was wearing when he bent
over to change the discs in the Game Box console the other day.

Though Julian thought he understood, and liked the idea of getting adults to blow
their top, he was in no hurry to join him. At least... He didn’t think he was. What-
ever quarrel Martin had with his Dad was between them. Julian and his Dad had a
pretty good relationship. So good in fact that when the two macho men were chat-
ting about Martin’s choice of attire, Julian was surprised to hear that Hank seemed
to share his son’s thinking that such clothing looked quite comfy. Even days later
when Julian was showing off his new stuff he had just bought, it didn’t even phase
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him. He had purchased hip hugging jeans and trainers with a slightly thicker sole
and partially elevated heel. Well, Martin deserved a little support in his war against
his Dad, didn’t he?

In fact when Julian informed his father that he had purchased them the other day
at that Langdale’s store where Connie worked, using her employee discount,
which made them less then half the ticket price... Hank simply said, “Cool”

With his father’s semi-approval in his head, Julian would return to see Connie the
next day. And the day after that. He simply wanted to fit in a little more with Mar-
tin, and he of course there was the opportunity to flirt with Connie. Of course,
whatever Connie told him to wear, he did. And whatever he wore, Connie told
him that it “looked great” on him. That’s all that Julian needed to hear. He bought
everything without even thinking. When a pretty girl tells you to buy something,
he had no resistance.

He was also in no position to disagree with her opinion. She could have said he
“looked great” in an oat bag and he would have bought it and convinced himself
that she was right. As it was, when he bought the flared jeans and embroidered
pastel shirts, he looked in the mirror and was compelled to agree. Not that such
behavior was abnormal for him. He was never known as much of an independent
thinker or trend setter, but rather as someone who carefully watched others and
then took on their trends as his own. He had taken his queue from his Dad. Spot a
trend, observe others reaction to it, and if it will serve you... Make it your own.
The canvas shoes with the wedge heel was one such example. They had taken him
some time to get used to... But Julian was managing. And even though the new
pants were snug... Even a little bit tight fitting, they were extremely comfortable.
Just like Martin and Connie had said they would be. Besides it really didn’t matter,
since Martin and Connie were the only ones that would see, since all they ever did
was hang out together, play video games, watch music videos... Even occasionally
go shopping and browse through the stores in town... Oh wait a second, he
thought, I guess some other people would see me. Oh well.

What was I thinking about? His train of thought was so easily sidetracked lately.
Oh Yeah... Connie. The fact that he got to talk to Connie was an added bonus too.
She was the cutest girl he had seen so far in Thames Greene, and he was deter-
mined to start the school year with a steady girlfriend. So if he had to sacrifice
some of his self respect by dressing like a queer... He would. Its not like they were
painful or uncomfortable to wear. They were extremely comfortable. Did I already
say that?

r\)%“r\)

After a few weeks of Julian going over to Martin’s house, Julian’s mother finally
insisted that her son invite Martin and his family over for a swim. Joan, Julian’s
mother, was eager to play hostess, and Hank was eager show off his new swimming
pool. The buyout package from the plant had been more lucrative then he
thought, and after he had heard the splashes and laughing from the people next
door all day, he was convinced that he should have one too. Ira was not quite as
keen about swimming. He wasn't very interested in going over to have a barbeque
at the Anderson’s either, but Marjorie was insistent. She was determined that her
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small-minded husband would interact with their neighbors regardless of his mis-
conceptions of what they might be like.

“You're the one who wanted to live here!” Marjorie pointed out. “And if you
wanted to live in place that has better neighbors, then you have to be one your-

self!”

Ira rolled his eyes and grunted. Even five minutes before they were supposed to
show up, even after his wife had spent half of yesterday making snacks, Ira still
actually hadn’t consented to going. “If you want to go, go.” He had said three or
four times.

“We're all going.” Marjorie insisted. “You’d be insulting our new neighbors if you
dont.”

“They don't care.” Ira insisted. “You know how these things go. You girls will start
talking, What's-his-name, Hank will be working the grill, the kids will be playing
and I'll be just sitting around, bored as hell.”

“Well of course you'll be bored, if you don't try and be friendly.”

“The best kind of neighbor is the one who keep to themselves and doesn’t bother
anyone.” Ira insisted.

“Sound wonderful.” Marjorie stood directly in front of Ira. “Now get moving or
we’'ll be late.”

Begrudgingly, Ira capitulated, and indeed, he spent much of the night on the
deck, nursing his beer by himself. Just as predictably, his neighbor ran the grill,
swam and carried on with the kids.

Ira sighed as he watched. This “Hank” character was a real piece of work. He
acted like he was God’s gift to human kind. First, he had the nerve to tell Ira that
he didn’t have any beer around the house, because he had banned “unhealthy”
drinks from his household. Fine way to treat a neighbor. Ira had to go home and
get his own. And they weren't even grilling up meat. No, “Hank” said that they had
all given up meat as a family. Ira hadn’t even touched what he had been given —
some sort of shish kebab with “Chik'n” flavored wheat gluten. Ira heard his stom-
ach rumble in hunger.

Although Ira had to admit that whatever he was doing, it sure paid off. His wife
was hot, and Hank himself had a very trim physique. Not an overly-built weight-
lifter’s look, but kind of like a triathletes or something. He didn’t seem to have an
ounce of fat on him. Ira could tell, because he was wearing a pair of those idiotic
European swim trunks. Speedos. They left little to the imagination. He was only
half-surprised to see that Martin was be wearing something very similar, probably
just to annoy him. But he was a little startled to see that both his son and Hank’s
son Julian were wearing similar super short, super tight, low-rise suits that looked
like something out of his daughter’s closet, not his son’s. It made what Hank was
wearing look tame.

As he thought about it, Ira did recall his daughter had been bragging about get-
ting all of them into new suits, so he figured it must just be the style. Now that she
was working at Langdale’s department store, she had really been aggressive lately
in shopping their clothes to everyone she knew. But Connie wouldn't lead the boys
wrong... Would she? And so, feeling self-conscious and very much out of place, he
pretended to suffer from indigestion and sat the swimming session out.

17



Thames Greene James ]. Craft
—~ %’ —~

Another week passed, and Ira
watched as Martin went over to
Julian’s almost every day to go
swimming in the Anderson’s pool.
And when they weren’t swimming,
the boys were in the Heath’s base-
ment doing god-knows-what. Ira’s
fashion sense continued to send off
alarms, as every time he saw the
boys, they were wearing their tight
pants with flared legs. Ira figured
that Martin was doing it to push
him, but that didn’t explain why
Julian was doing it too... Or Julian’s
Dad for that matter. Ira was con-
vinced that Martin’s most recent
purchase of tight flared pants and
calf-high black boots was meant to
send him over the edge.

But although infuriating his Dad
has been the original impetus for
his wacky wardrobe that Connie
had helped him to design, Martin
was now actually starting to buy
clothes purely because he liked
them. Take for instance the boots
with the tall four-inch wedge heel.
After a few days, Martin had
learned how to walk in them, by
distributing his weight a little dif-
ferently, with a slight sway in the
hips... Now he couldn’t help but walk that way almost all the time. He wore the
boots and pants with a long, snug fitting T-shirt hid most of the wide, black leather
belt with a double row of silver studs across it, that hung across his hips. It was a
good thing that Connie worked at Langdale’s and could get him an employee dis-
count on the new clothes he was purchasing lately. There was absolutely no way he
could afford to pay full price, and there was absolutely no way he could get into his
old stuff anymore. But then, why not just buy new, bigger pants? One reason was
that his father was so strongly opposed to his new look, he was committed to stick-
ing to his principles. His Dad was not going to tell him what he could wear. And
the second reason was that Those baggy pants seemed to be going out of style
anyway. Tight was in. At least, that’s what Connie said.

Ira bit his tongue when saw what his son was wearing. He was about to ground
the boy for a month when Marjorie calmed him down. “He’s just trying to get to
you dear,” she said, “you’re the adult here, don’t forget to act like it. Just ignore
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him. If he wants dress like that then just let him. He’s only embarrassing himself.”
Ira would eventually relax and agree with his wife. Besides, he knew that the new
clothes weren’t cheap, and without a source of income, Martin’s aggravating be-
havior would eventually come to a halt.

It had too.
N@'N

Julian was headed in a similar direction, running out of money thanks to his new
clothing habit. Julian was a bright kid, though, and instead of letting the inevitable
bankruptcy happen, he had decided to apply to the local diner for a job washing
dishes. He had Connie suggest what he’d look best in, and went to the interview
wearing a tight-fitting semi transparent light blue colored top over a snug fitting
black tank top to his interview. A tank top that had very thin straps on the top,
almost like... What did Connie call it again? A camisole top? A ‘cami?” It didn’t
matter; all he knew for sure was that Connie had used her employee discount to
buy if for him so it had cost him practically nothing. And he wanted to look good
for his interview.

Aside from his clothes, Connie had convinced Julian to use thin black eyeliner to
circle his eyes. Julian had no intention of letting her talk him into this, as it was
something that would have certainly gotten him beaten up back in the city. But
Connie had convinced Martin that it would make his eyes “pop” and look more
awake and attentive when he talked to the interviewer... And after she showed him
how to properly apply it, Julian was powerless to resist. She was the cutest girl he
in town. She might even be the cutest girl he had ever met. He would do pretty
much anything she asked of him. He would wear these decidedly effeminate pants
and girlish tops if she asked. He would wear girly eyeliner if she asked. He would
even shave his legs and armpits for her if she asked.

Which is, of course, what had happened. When Connie commented that he would
look so much nicer in his nice tight high-cut bathing suit if he shaved his legs and
armpits... And chest... Just like Martin had done... Well, he did it without giving it
a second thought. The feel of his smooth legs against his hands was on his mind as
he sat with his hands in his lap in the manager’s office at the “Diner on the
Greene.” He had worn a pair of shorts that day, with sandals, his new “fav” foot-
wear. The shorts were short... Very short, and hung low on his hips much as his
pants had. His hip. His wide, fat, hips. He pouted. He was so disgusted with him-
self for having put on so much weight. He had switched to eating only salads and
fruit instead of his usual stuff. Even the health food his Dad had him eat looked
heavy and fatty to him now. So was it a good idea to get a job in a Diner? Fatty
food was something that would prove to be increasingly difficult to avoid if he got
the job. But still, he would have to do it. Being fat was gross!

Waiting patiently outside the diner, Connie was contemplating her luck. She had
always had boys after her before, but nothing could compare to this. Julian was a
total puppy-dog. If she told him to sit, he sat. If she told him to jump, he would
jump. If she told him to sit, he would sit. If she told him to wear cork-soled san-
dals, he would wear cork-soled sandals. In fact, he would wear almost whatever
she told him to, and even though she knew he was trying to impress her so he
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could ask her out, she couldn’t help but feel their relationship was never going to
amount to any more then a friendship. She had never really considered that she
could be “just friends” with a guy, but then, Julian was different. She was re-
minded how different he was when Julian came out of the diner — after having got
the job — and he was giggling like a bubbly, chatty girlfriend.

Of course he was excited. Everything had paid off. The clothes, the eyeliner, the
manager even complimented him on his shoes. He was to get started the following
week, and even though he was pretty sure the manager hadn’t gotten his name
right through the whole interview, he was excited to start working.

{-\)@*(—\;

Julian’s new job wasn'’t too hard, and he was quickly awarded with the one true joy
of working. A paycheck. It afforded him the luxury of a mini-shopping spree, the
likes of which made Martin insanely jealous. Julian’s cart was filled with snazzy
embroidered hip hugger jeans, new black flared pants for work, new shoes and
boots and sandals and the cutest looking tops for lounging around.

Jealous? How could Martin feel jealous? His friend was breaking his back working
hard labor. But it was starting to occur to Martin that what he really needed was a
job, and fast. But no-one wanted to hire him. Maybe it was his look? It was a little
bit... Well, different. It was only intended to irritate his dad. Not alienate his po-
tential employers. He had dropped resumes all over the town to no avail, and was
ready to give up, until...

One night, while watching Dime-elodeon, the kids network what Connie seemed
to be watching all the time lately, Martin lamented his lack of meaningful em-
ployment. For her part, Connie was largely ignoring him, instead trying to focus
on the newest episode of Spongebob.

She was perfectly happy watching her show, telling her brother to shut up, until
something he said piqued her interest...”Maybe I could fill in for you one day, if
you wanted the day off1?”

Connie turned and looked Martin in the eye, “Huh?”

“You know, I could take your shift at the store and you just pay me for those
hours. You were saying you thought you were working too much anyway... Weren't
you?” Martin said.

It was true. She did think she was working too much. The thought of spending
the day reading ‘teeny bopper’ magazine, watching cartoons and playing in the
yard was pretty appealing. She could even go hunting for her old collection of
Bambi Dolls, something she had been meaning to do lately.

But it wasn't like her brother could just come in and do her work for her. It was
the women’s department, and Martin wasn't... Well, let’s think about this for a
minute, she told herself. She looked her brother over carefully. It wasn't like she
interacted with the staff much at work. She barely even knew their names. Her
manager was still calling her “Becky,” after the girl who used to work her spot.

And the way her brother looked right now... He had already worn some of her
clothes, after all... Martin would just need is a little makeup and some work with
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his hair. And it’s not like he had never worked retail before. He had, in previous
summers, stocked shelves, and occasionally helped customers at the local hard-
ware store back in their old neighborhood in the city

“Pleeeease!” he begged his twin.

“Tomorrow!” Said the TV, “Tune in for the all-day Strawberry Shortcake and
Friends marathon!”

Well, that was the clincher. Connie just sighed, pretending to give in. “Fine”, she
moaned, “We'll try it... Butif I get fired...”

Martin cut her off, “You won't get fired. I really need the money, you'll see!”

Martin was standing in the ladies” wear section of Langdale’s Thames Greene
store. Not one person had suspected that he was anyone other then Connie. She
had helped him with his hair and makeup, and given him a pair of the tight black
flared pants she usually wore with a nice casual top. Though he insisted on wear-
ing his new wedge heeled black calf-high boots, the long legs of the pants hid most
of them from view.

He had been practicing his twin sisters soft speech, slight lisp, and limp wrested
hand gestures. He also practiced walking in short steps with a slight sway of the
hips. In every measurable way, he was almost a perfect copy of Connie.

This is going to be soooo easy, he thought to himself as he helped customers find
the clothes they wanted... Or maybe at least the ones that Martin thought they
wanted. It wouldn’t dawn on anyone until a few weeks later, but ‘Connie’ was defi-
nitely pushing a lot more blacks and purples then she ever had.

A few weeks later? Well, Connie had less and less interest in her job. She had her
little hobbies, like playing with her old toys she loved so much. Martin was happy
to go in, so what was the harm?

“What's with all the black and purple she’s selling?” one sales girl asked the store
manager casually one day, “And what’s with those boots she’s been wearing?”

The store manager took it all under advisement. Connie was, after all, one of the
better summer students he had hired. He certainly didn’t want to do something to
cause her to change her ways on sales.

At home, though, Martin made no secret of his filling in for his twin sister. He
wanted his Dad to be extra pissed off... And this would really be feeding fire. His
Dad might be forced to move the family back to the city... Back to all of Martin’s
friends. His lips curled at the outer corners as a smile formed.

“It’s so easy.” He said, “Everyone just assumes its Connie. I even get hit on!”
Marjorie burst into laugher. Ira nearly choked on his mashed potatoes.

“It’s illegal,” Ira proclaimed, trying not to let his voice crack from the think coating
of potato that still lined his throat.

“Ol, it is not,” his wife retorted, “There’s nothing wrong with it.” She turned back

to Martin who was even more pleased that his mother was publicly disagreeing
with his dad on the subject.
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“In fact, maybe I'll come down and see you one day and you can fill me in on all
the latest trends.” She giggled.

Ira simply scoffed and went back to eating.
Connie mindlessly prodded her broccoli, “Can I be excused?” she whined.
“Eat your broccoli” Ira grunted.

“But mommmm, I don’t wanna eat it... It’s cold...” she paused, then lowered her
voice, “and the new episode of Bambi Girl is on!”

Marjorie grinned, “It is?”
Connie nodded.
“Well let me put our plates away and we'll both go watch it,” her mother said.

Ira shook his head, grunted disapprovingly, and continued to eat. No wonder
things are going to hell... He thought, I'm losing control of my family.

{-\)@*(—\;

Bambi Girl was huge... Ten years ago. Eight year old Connie Heath, at the time,
had accumulated a massive collection of Bambi products. Now, the company that
made Bambi was re-marketing it all to the next generation. Ten, twelve, and thir-
teen year old girls were buying Bambi dolls like they were going out of style.
Bambi’s new cartoon was a hit. And slowly but surely, eighteen year old Connie
Heath was re-discovering her love of Bambi dolls.

Recently, she had spent hours with her brother in tow, digging through boxes in
store rooms and closets, boxes and boxes and boxes of “Bambi-dolls” and accom-
panying clothes and accessories. She had amassed a gargantuan collection years
ago, and never threw it out. Back when she was a little kid, she was so obsessed
that her parents had worried about her growing up to be some kind of anorexic,
image obsessed fashionista type. But thankfully they were wrong. Connie had
turned out just fine. Although, she did like clothes... So much in fact that it was
part of the reason she had applied for the job in women’s department.

But she blamed her twin brother’s increasingly appetite for her fashion advice for
bringing back old memories of the thrill of dressing her dolls... And of creating
new and different looks for them. She loved it. That had lead her to find the old
boxes of “Bambi” in the basement, and brought them back up her room, just for
fun. That and all the Bambi TV she had been watching. At least that’s what she
thought the reason was. Helping Martin and his friend Julian dress had been fun,
but they were no substitute for dolls. Well, almost no substitute.

On one gray, rainy and cool Saturday afternoon Connie had the chance to really
play with her brother doll... Also known as Martin. The Anderson’s pool was
closed, and Connie had the day off. The boys were bored, and Connie’s desire to
dress up her “dolls” was growing stronger. She had been playing with her “Pole-
dancer-Bambi” all morning when Julian came over whining of boredom. Connie
smiled. Julian was going to make it so easy for her. He had let his hair grow down
into a kind of mullet —long at the back — short at the front, and after he and Martin
visited the salon in town, had colored it with bright blonde highlights (hello pay-
check!). Martin had added reddish highlights to his hair and hoped it would be
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something his father would hate. Never mind that it might complicate his taking
his sister’s place at work — if she ever decided to come back.

“I know something fun that we can do” Connie said as her smile grew ever more
wide.
“What?” The two boys responded, eagerly.

When Connie had finished dressing Julian, she allowed her “doll” to check him-
self out in the mirror. She even had him strut around the room in his new tricky
shoes. He picked up on the proper way to walk in such shoes quickly, and from
behind would have fooled just about anyone watching into thinking he was geneti-
cally pre-disposed to walking in such footwear.

She had clothed him in a pair of black-blue denim Capri pants that brilliantly dis-
played his smoothly waxed ankles and calves (why had he let Connie wax him
again!?). He had absent mindedly ran his fingers over the smooth skin of his ex-
posed legs (Mmmm... Oh yeah, that’s why) while she had fixed his new frilly-

sleeved peasant top in place before helping into his new peep-toe platform pumps.

Now, it was Julian’s turn for makeup, as he watched with excited eyes... Eyes that
Connie began to line with black liner, mascara, and just a little tiny hint of pale
blue shadow. Then she applied the pink lip gloss to his mouth. He wasn’t sure if
this was a good
thing or not. He
really wanted to
impress Connie by
letting her do this
to him, but he was
equally impressed
by how “authentic”
he looked, as was
evident by the
throbbing hard-on
he had developed
as he was watching
the girl he liked
transform him as
she had. He just
thanked god that
they were safely
behind the doors
of the Heath
household, as
there was no tell-
ing how much he
would have been
teased and teased
and teased some
more. Not that he
would have cared
much.
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Later that day however, Ira Heath had cared much. When he came home to see
who he thought was Connie, dressed her dark skimpy clothes and heavy makeup,
he began to chastise “her” for making such poor choices, and to think ‘seriously
about the impact’ that this might have on her when she started school the Sep-
tember. After all, “How is anyone going to take you seriously in finance, when your
dressed like that Connie!?” he asked heatedly.

The real Connie then poked her head out of her room, “Dressed like what
Daddy?” Ira’s jaw fell to the floor, as Martin burst into laughter. Even Marjorie
had to chuckle at her husband’s faux-pare. Martin then took it to the next level
when he raised the pitch of his voice, posed femininely, and repeated his sister’s
question, “Dressed like what Daddy?” he asked softly, “Like this?” he continued,
twirling around to model his look for all to see.

Ira’s face turned red, and he stormed off to the living room for a stiff drink. What
the hell is Marjorie letting these kids get into!?

Earlier in the day, while Julian was getting made up by his twin sister, Martin was
getting a makeover of his own. It had started quite innocently when he noticed the
‘Help Wanted’ sign posted in the window of a new store in town. A new store that
was decidedly out-of-place for a small bedroom community like Thames Greene.
But there it was anyway, FUSE... The boutique for real rebels (well, kids that
wanted to rebel against their parents, really). And, Martin thought cheerfully as he
entered the store, they’re hiring.

Inside the store was a collection of all things goth and punk. Wall to wall black
clothing with bright swaths of neon pink or lavender thrown in for good measure,
and what looked like some kind of salon at the back of the store to boot.

“Can I help you?” a voice called from behind. Martin spun around to see a goth
princess in an ankle length black dress and makeup in a morbid black and white
palette, smiling... Well kind of.

“I...” Martin started, “I saw the sign out front says you're hiring” he blurted.

The girl’s half smile turned to a half sneer, “Uh... Yeah. But I don’t think you're
the kind of person we're looking for”

Martin looked offended. “Why not?”

The girl motioned at Martin’s clothes. Make that Connie’s clothes. Dress pants,
with a button down blouse and a pair of boring flat soled walking shoes.

Another voice sounded behind him, “Oh, come come now Vega. Give the girl a
chance.” Martin spun around... Again... To see a man with a very tall Mohawk and
several piercing dressed in black jeans and a black shirt. “Remember how you
looked before you came here to work for me?”

‘Vega’ rolled her eyes. The man extended his hand. “Dillon... But you can call me
Dill” he smiled. Martin wasn’t sure how to react... So he blushed.

“Mar... Er, Connie” He fumbled.
Dillon chuckled, “Oh?” then smiled.
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Martin felt flush. Why
was he feeling this way!?
“Sorry. Connie’s my twin
sister. I've been filling in
for her at Langdales™

Dillon chuckled again,
“Ah... And now you want
to get a job of your own
instead of mooching off
hers.”

Martin nodded.

“But I do have to agree
with Vega that if you want
to work here... We'll have
to work on your image
some.”

Martin nodded again,
smiling, “Okay... What did
you have in mind?”

Dillon silently gestured
towards the salon at the
back. “I don’t know. Let’s
just see what happens.”

Dillon led Martin to the
rear of the store, and
asked, with a grin, “How
far do you want to go?”
When Ira came home
from a long day’s work,
laboring his way through
the door and to his favor-
ite chair, he was incensed
too see what his only daughter had done to herself. Here she was, in some sort of
crazy Halloween getup, wearing lacy black “foundation garments,” including a very
constricting black satin corset, and short “Gaucho” pants over black knee high
boots. Boots with a very skinny — very high heel and very pointed toe, and a simple
black camisole of a top.

Her nails had been extended buy a quarter of an inch, and painted metallic purple
and her face dusted with a light loose powder. Her eyes had been outlined with
thick black eyeliner, mascara with a bit of purple eye shadow, and on her lips, a
hyper-glossy clear gloss that made her lips “pop.”

‘Pop’ like her father’s veins did once he found out that ‘she” was actually her twin
brother.

N%’N
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HoOwW NOT TO BE A SISSY

Program 001: Calming Sensations

It was too soon to tell if anything had really happened, but he had hopes. High
hopes. However, when Vince woke up, he scratched himself like he always did
back when they were in college, yawned and stumbled to the kitchen where he
swallowed half a pint of milk straight from the carton.

Certainly, if he were going by that, Howard would have discounted any hope of
the messages taking hold. He had been flooding Vince’s mind with music, spiked
with subliminal messages.

That was no big secret. Vince knew the music was spiked. That’s why he was
listening to what Howard had called “mega relaxing” messages. These messages
had been playing as Vince slept, leaking into his mind. It took a while for them to
really take effect, so Howard knew he would just have to wait a while longer to see
if any changes were made. Still, he just wanted a sign.

Vince was his old college buddy, frat brother and long-time thorn in his side. He
was just friendly enough to be called a friend, but so annoying and irritating that
you wished he would just vanish or fall out of touch. He pushed the obligations of
friendship to the breaking point faster than anyone Howard had ever known. Ol
Vince was a walking party, always up for anything that promised a good time — not
surprisingly, that meant that he was always drunkenly balancing on the edge
between having said good time and getting into big trouble. Now he had gone right
over that line, in a rather spectacular way, and done himself in — big time.

He showed up late last night, desperate and pleading, claiming to be at the end of
his rope. His suit looked like he had slept in it — for several days. A deal or some
other such thing had blown up in his face, and now he had people after him. From
the sound of it, Vince was fearing for his life this time.

He wouldn't discuss the specifics, but Vince was talking like a man under the gun
in a very literal sense. Howard had never seen his friend like this before. Yeah, he
got a little anxious from time to time because of the messes he’d get himself in, but
now he was as nervous as a squirrel. His head was on a swivel, his panicked eyes
darting left and right, and his whole body flinching at every little noise. Nervous
sweat was pouring off his body. He appeared as frightened as a man could be.

Which gave Howard his opportunity.

When Howard graduated college three years ago, he had his diploma, and nothing
else. He could find no work for his mixed majors of music theory and applied
psychology. He hadn’t exactly planned on those as majors, he just kinda wound up
with them. At the time, he was pretty well convinced that he had just wasted five
years of college and hundreds of thousands of dollars. Still, he had managed to put
his odd skills to use by recording some subliminal message discs for his own
personal use to help him sleep better at night and quit smoking. It dawned on him
one day he could probably sell the discs and make some money. That’s exactly what
he would up doing, and now he made a tidy living from it.
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The kicker was that his
little subliminal discs
actually seemed to work. He
had testimonials from
consumers to doctors that
they did what they
advertised. Which got his
mind churning — what else
could he do with them?
How powerful were they?

Howard had always had
that tiny corner of his mind
that was been whispering
wicked things to him —
everyone does. There, in the
night, alone with your
thoughts, the strangest
things can happen inside
your head. Most ignore
those voices. Unfortunately,
Howard, for whatever
reason, had started listening
to the whispers. Listening
very carefully. The things it
said to him were so
tempting. So tempting that
he had even made plans.
Detailed plans. Plans that
waited patiently for
execution. Waited for the
opportunity.

He had never thought that
he’d really, truly be able to
follow through on them. In
fact, the whole prospect did
scare him quite a bit. He
wasn’t a man without
common sense. Yet Howard
was able to hang on to his
strange little dream, and he
had dispensed with his
misgivings, and overcome
his timidity. He just needed
a subject.

So now, through unknown
cosmic machinations, he had
a subject. He was alone.

Joe Six-Pack
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Alone in his own small house, out here on the outskirts of the city, away from the
rest of the world. Isolated. This person was afraid, vulnerable, he was willing to do
what Howard asked, and he wasn’t going to be missed.

Howard examined Vince, standing ungainly in his underwear and frayed shirt. He
still didn’t see anything really different about him. He looked the same as he did
when he turned up on his doorstep. “Listen to the music a little more, Vince.”
Howard said, handing him a new CD. “It’ll help calm you down.”

“Yeah,” Vince said, still shaking a little bit from fright. “Calm me down.” He
checked the CD. It was titled “Program 002: Open to New Ideas.”

Howard watched him slip the headphones back on. His plan was just beginning.
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Program 002: Open to New Ideas
Program 003: Silk and Lace
“Anything!” Vince insisted for the third time, “and I mean anything.”

Howard tried to make it look like he was trying to spontaneously brain-storm the
idea he had already been planning for years now. “You'd do anything to hide?” He
repeated what Vince had been saying zealously.

“Yes!” Vince declared again.

“So... How do you feel about a disguise?” He said.

“A disguise?” Vince said with interest.

“From what you've told me, Vince, these guys can get to you anywhere you go.”
“Right, right. These guys are... Connected,” Vince said, cautiously.

That meant the mob. Howard wasn’t stupid. “So if there’s nowhere you can go,
you just need to disappear entirely.”

“Right. I'm following you.” Vince seemed ready for any suggestion, no matter how
wild.

“The most reasonable thing to do would be to give you a new identity. A complete
wash of the old Vincent Matinelli.”

“Yeah,” Vince’s expression brightened. He obviously liked the idea. “They can't kill
somebody that doesn’t exist.”

“Exactly. We’d need to give you a whole new name and identity. One that’s the
farthest possible thing from who you are now.”
“Like a Mexican or an Italian guy or something.”

“You're not Italian?” Howard asked. He could swear he was.

“Albanian.”

“Whatever.” Howard continued on his train of thought. “We’re going to need to
do more than just change your backstory, Vince.” Howard hesitated for a moment

knowing that this was going to be tricky. “I think for right now, we’ve got to take
extreme measures until we can get you in the clear.”

“Extreme?” Vince said skeptically. “Well, extreme doesn’t bother me.”
“How do you feel about wearing a dress?”
Vince’s features were screwed up by the shock. His nose scrunched, an eye

squinted, a corner of his mouth crinkled. “Uh, yeah. I don’t know, Howard.
That’s...” He searched for the word. “That’s just... Dumb.”

“Not forever, of course, just a temporary disguise until we can get you someplace
safe and set you up in a new life,” Howard said, reassuringly.

“But dressing as a woman is... is...” He was till hesitant. “Really... Bizarre”

Howard hadn’t won his argument, but the very fact that Vince was even debating
the subject told him that his subliminal messages had taken root. No man would
even stand for such a wild proposal as Howard had just made — but here Vince was,
trying to think it through, as if it was realistic. All he needed to do was to keep it
sounding reasonable enough. “Vince, the guy they are looking for can't easily be
disguised. We can have you grow a beard, but that takes time. We can dye your

6
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hair or shave your head, but
that isn’t enough of a change.
We need to do something
extreme, and we need to do it
now.”

Vince shook his head and got
up from his seat to try and end
the conversation. “I don’t
know, Howard. I really don’t
know.”

“Just think about it, Vince.
You'll see my point.” Howard
said.

“I don’t like it, Howard. I
can’t see myself doing that.”
He looked around as he
walked back to the guest
room. “Have you seen my
headphones?” He asked.

“There they are.” Howard
pointed out with a smile. “And
a new disc.” He handed him a
CD titled “Program 004:
Embrace a New You.”

“That’s kind of a suggestive
title, Howard.” Vince said with
a smirk.

“They’re just titles.”

Joe Six-Pack
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Program 004: Embrace a New You
Program 005: Never Hold Back!
“Are you sure this is gonna work?” Vince asked.

Howard was terse in his response. “It’s not going to work unless you stop resisting
it, Vince.”

They had been fussing for a while, trying to jam Vince’s body into some female
clothing. Vince was a medium-sized man, about a hair under five eight, and in was
in his late twenties. His body had been well maintained, and his muscles were big
and noticeable. Howard was sure that was the way Vince liked it, being a ladies’
man and all.

“But I don’t think I can really look like a woman. I don’t care what kind of clothes
you dress me in.” Vince said. He had a point, too, Howard admitted. His friend was
quite recognizable as a man in a blouse. But time would change that.

“Do you want to get caught, Vince? Is that it?” Howard wasn’t going to let Vince
think about it too much.

“No, of course not. But why do I have to wear a skirt? Not all women wear skirts
you know.”

Howard had to be clear and deliberate with everything he said. “We need to make
sure that no one recognizes you. We can only do that if we go all the way.”

Vince reluctantly nodded comprehension. Somewhere in his mind, it had seemed
like a plausible explanation. The music was working well.
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Program 006: Why Fight It? / Why Not Try It?
Program 007: Trust

Vince was lying on the couch, reading and listening to his headphones. His silky
pink robe was the only thing that indicated he was trying to disguise himself at all.
“What'’s this?”

Howard handed a large bottle of various pills. “These are some pills to help,
Vince.”

“Help how? What do they do?”

Howard acted as if it were nothing. “These are oral glucocorticosteroids and anti
androgens.”

“Gluco whats?” Vince asked, rightly puzzled.

“Never mind.” Howard said. Glucocorticosteroids, is what they were. He wasn’t
lying. They were a type of medication that had among it’s many ‘side-effects” a
decrease in bone mass. Of course these particular derivatives wouldn't leave the
bones weak and brittle, but just cause them to soften and contract a bit. “T got
them from my friend Dr. Earl Baumgartner. He works on experimental stuff down
at the university. The point is that they will shrink your bones a little. About five
percent. They'll give you a more female size.”

Vince sat up, alarmed. “My bones? Shrink my bones!? That’s going too far!”

Howard rolled his eyes. “It’s the perfect disguise — no one would look for someone
smaller than they used to be. People think it’s impossible. It’s only temporary,
Vince.”
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“How can that be temporary?”

Howard scoffed at Vince’s dismay, making it sound so trivial. “Well, when you
drink milk your bones grow, right? So when we’re done with your disguise, you can
grow your bones back to normal. You know that.”

Vince wasn'’t absolutely sure — but he seemed to be think it was a reasonable
explanation. After all, he trusted Howard. “I guess that makes sense.”

“Sure it does.” He patted Vince on his shaved knee, reassuringly. “Sure it does.”

10
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Program D: The Stranger

It was a few nights later when
Vince came into the living room, in
his pink robe, looking very
nervous. “I think I hear someone
outside, Howard.”

“You're imagining things,”
Howard replied. “We're in the
middle of nowhere.”

Vince backed away from the
windows, behind the sofa. “No, I
really think there’s someone out
there.”

Howard sighed and put down the
book he was reading. “T’ll go
check.”

“No! It’s too dangerous!”

Howard went to a desk and pulled
out a pistol. “T'll take your gun,
Vince.”

“But be careful!” He was
paralyzed with fear. Why didn’t he
just go out there and deal with it

himself? He asked himself. What
was wrong with him?

Howard went out the front door
and wandered around for a minute
before going to the window next to
Vince’s room and turning off the
speakers that made the “bump in
the night” noises Vince had heard.
Taking a few steps away from the
house, Howard pointed the gun in
the air and fired off two shots. He
then made sure to rub some dirt
on his pants and on his shirt. He
wanted to look like he had been in
a bit of a scuffle. He then sprinted
back and forth, working up a good
sweat.

He then returned to the house,
breathless and flush. Vince was
there, his eyes wild with fear. “Was
that a shot!?”

“This big guy...” Howard paused
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to catch his breath. “This big guy. He was out there, and he tried to attack me.”
“Did he have a mustache!?” Vince asked, with a clear notion who it might be.
“Yes,” Howard replied, going with it. “Yes he did.”
“That’s one of the guys after me!”

Howard went to the kitchen and poured himself a drink, to make it look good.
“That’s what I figured.” Howard drank his whole glass of whiskey on one dramatic
gulp. “T shot him.”

“Shot him!”

“I killed him, Vince. I carried his body into the dumpster and left it there. I don't
think anyone saw me.”

“We have to get the fuck outta here!”

“No!” Howard yelled. “We’re not going anywhere, Vince. We stay right here. No
one saw anything, and no one will suspect me. I'm a good citizen, I have no
record.”

“But what about me?”

“You're just a woman in my house. You have no connection to this.”

“But what if they ask questions!?”

“We play it cool and take it easy. No one will even connect it to you or me.”
Clearly panicking, Vince went for his room.“I'm getting out of here.”

Howard blocked him with is body. “You stay put! I just shot and killed a man for
you, and you owe it to me to keep your head and do what I tell you!”

The intensity on Howard’s eyes seemed to have an effect on Vince. Never had he
really thought of his old college friend as being so trustworthy and in command.
But now, it just seemed obvious that Howard was the one in control of the
situation. He backed away and calmed himself. “T guess you're right, Vince.”

“Of course I am. Now take your pills and relax to your music.” Howard said,
putting his hand on Vince’s shoulder. “Everything will be fine.”

Vince nervously smiled back.

12
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Program 009: Embrace A New Self
Program 010: French Lace
Program 011: Soft Surrender

“You said this was temporary, Howard,”
Vince said, as he picked up the papers and
cards on the table in front of him. He
examined them all very carefully.

“Of course it is, Vince.”

Vince turned to Howard, clutching the
documents he had been looking at. “Then
why did you get all of these records
changed?” Vince held certificates,
identification cards, social security cards, tax
records and even credit cards. All of them
looked perfectly authentic.

Howard slowed down his speech to be clear.
“Since we know those guys are looking for
you, and I've already killed a man, I think we
may have to do this a little while longer than
we planned.”

Vince looked at Howard with anguish. His
disbelieving eyes had a trace of mascara,
making them look bigger. “How much
longer?”

“Until the heat dies down,” Howard replied,
hoping he wasn’t going to be asked what he
meant by “heat.”

“But why did you go to all this trouble for a
new name?” Vince examined a credit card
closely. “T already look like a lot like a girl

because of those pills you gave me.”

“Well, you're a little smaller, a little shorter.
But you don't quite look like a real girl.”

“Smaller? Shorter?”

“I remember when those sweats just
stopped at your ankles, now they almost
cover your feet.”

Vince glanced down at his feet, the
expression on his face making it obvious he
hand't realized that fact, yet. “How far do we
have to go, Howard?”

“As far as we need to.”

Vince looked nervous, but restrained. He
was a far cry from the loud and
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demonstrative man who came to his door not so long ago. “But I don’t want to
really look like a girl, Howard.”

Howard got serious. “Both of our lives depend on it now, Vince.” He then
scratched the stubble on his chin. “Or should I call you Georgette?”

“Couldn’t you have picked a better name? “Georgette le Criard? I don’t even
know how to pronounce that.” He read the name on the ID card again. “And why
do I have to be from France?”

“It’s harder to trace that way. If you're a French national, those people after you
wan’t be able to trace your true identity.”

Vince tossed the documents on the table and got up. “This is nuts Howard. This
will never work. I have to get out of here.”

“You stay right where you are! You lost your right to make your own decisions the
moment you came through my door. This is my house, and these are my rules!”

“You can't tell me what to do!” Vince shouted.

Howard no longer had any fear in confronting Vince. “I can and I will! T've killed
a man for you, Vince, and now I'm as deep in this mess as you are! I'm not going to
let you do something stupid and put my life in jeopardy!”

“But what you're asking for is...”

“I'm not asking for anything anymore, Vince! I'm telling you! You'll do what I
want, and do it without making trouble! Don’t be so goddamned selfish! You've
already messed up my life! Now you'll help me fix it!”

Just like he expected, Vince’s resolve crumbled. “I'm sorry, Howard.”

“Sorry isn’t enough! You need to stop thinking about yourself all the time, and
think about others! You're ruining everyones life you're touching! You're a curse!”
He drove it all home. He wanted to push Vince as far as he could. Those messages
should have removed any resistance by now.

“L... I.. I'm sorry, Howard. I really am.” Vice said, his voice breaking. “Oh God,
I'm so sorry!”

“You don't care about anyone but yourself!”
“Don't say that!” Vince said, sniffling.

“Are you crying?”

“No,” Vince warbled.

“Well, it sounds like you are. You're nothing more than a sissy inside, Vince. You
deserve to be wearing skirts.”

“You don't have to be so... So cruel!” Vince said, wiping away a tear.

Howard was delighted with this reaction. It was so feminine. “Are you really
crying? You're pathetic.”
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BARBIE-IN-A-BOX

There it was — discarded, torn-apart and miserable. A small, brown cardboard
mailer. Jessica knew it was due to be delivered to her place today. The trap had
sprung, all while she was probably eating her sopping wet microwaved lunch at
work.

When the mail arrived, no doubt her boyfriend received that package, and
wondered why. He hadn't sent for anything. He rarely got any mail addressed to his
name, whatsoever. Jessica could easily imagine that puzzled look on his face,
puzzled like a dog. That wouldn’t stop him from tearing right into it, where he
would have found the CD.

As Jessica entered their apartment, she followed the tossed-aside packaging like a
trail of bread crumbs. The box was at the door. The bubble-wrap was a few feet
away, towards the living room. The plastic wrap of the CD was just ten feet from
that. By the time she found the CD case at her feet, she was in the living room,
seeing her boyfriend, passed out on the couch, the headphones from the player still
on his head.

Of course he couldn't resist. He had just gotten a free CD in the mail. He had to
listen to it. Besides, it looked like a heavy metal record of some sort. That was his
favorite type of music. Ear-splintering, brain-jellifying heavy metal music. So he
popped it into the stereo and cranked it up to 11.

Jessica set down her things from the office without waking him. She sat down on a
nearby chair and watched his chest move up and down as he slept. That used to
make her swoon, watching him sleep. She had thought he was an angel back then,
way back when they had first met.

In a lot of ways, Tyler seemed almost heaven-sent. He was kind, thoughtful and
warm. Still, he had that edgy nature to him that got him into a fight every so often.
Somehow, she had found that machismo endearing. She had always fallen for
dangerous men, but Tyler was the first one she had met with any sort of depth. His
body wasn’t much to get excited about, and his face was plain — but he was
passionate. When he was focused and into Jessica, he was one-hundred-percent
totally into her. When Tyler looked into her eyes, Jessica knew that she was the
most important thing in the world to him.

But that was years ago. Back when Tyler had a real job and future. Back when he
was chasing Jessica. Now that he had her, now that he had her place to stay in, now
that he had her money to spend, the passion was gone. Long gone.

At some point, that couch started to become Tyler’s universe. He got up to eat, to
work at his 4-hour-a-week part-time job, and to go to the bathroom, and all those
things, but then he had started to sleep on it overnight. More and more, Jessica
was by herself in her bed at night. Totally alone. With that lump on the couch, she
couldn’t even invite someone over or pursue another relationship. Tyler was always
in the way. Tyler was always home. On the couch.

For months it seemed, Jessica had been trying to work up the willpower to kick
him out. She had first figured that he’d eventually get the hint, and take off. He
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never seemed to. Now, it was like she just kept him around for a little bit of sex
every so often. He wasn't that into her anymore, so it wasn't exactly fireworks, but
it was enough to keep her from going crazy.

She had even started to rationalize a life where she kept her boyfriend out on the
couch and just needed him from time to time. That was worth a few bucks in rent
and food, wasn't it? Wouldn't any girl kill to have a live-in gigolo? Sure.
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But she knew she was just lying to herself. As Tyler just stopped doing much more
than going through the motions of a relationship, she started to hate him. Deeply.
Why should he get to live off of her hard work? Once, he had a job like her, but he
quit it. He said he needed time to “find himself.” Apparently, finding himself
involved getting up at noon, watching hours of ESPN and getting drunk by four.

Jessica had reached her limit. Not only did she want him out, she wanted payback.

Then, one day at work, she found a piece of paper someone had discarded near
her desk. It was a post-it with a website and the words “To deal with him” written
on it. A little scribble of a man’s head with horns was drawn next to it. When lunch
rolled around, she had to see what the site was all about. “Barbie-in-a-Box” was the
address, as well as the name of the site.

Jessica wasn't sure at all if the site was serious or not. After all, what they
advertised was the most insane thing she’d ever seen anyone claim. Whoever these
people were, they said that they had a “fail-proof method” of making anyone over
into a clone of the plastic toy. “Designed for women or men,” the site said, “and
they will never know,” it also promised. “By the time you get Barbie-in-a-Box #10,
your worries will be over!” It said in big, red letters.

Then came the guarantee: “Your first Barbie-in-a-Box is free! If we don’t have
them in pink panties in 48 hours, you pay nothing!”

She thought about if for a while. Of course it was a scam, but it did sound
harmless enough to try. Then, realizing she had little to lose, she decided to take
advantage of the no-risk money-back-guarantee, and fed in the information they
needed. At least it would be good for a giggle.

So, just as they promised, the small package with the “introductory” CD had
indeed arrived. Tyler had listened to it. Now she was going to see either how a man
could be changed into a woman, or she was going to prove to herself just how
gullible she was when it came to internet shopping.

(\J%’(\J

One day later, Jessica woke to find no one in the living room. Which was odd, as
her sedentary boyfriend had been there for a couple of days. Odder still, the
shades of the room had been opened, letting in the bright morning sunlight into
the room. Upstairs, she heard the shower start to run. That must have been where
Tyler was.

She checked the time. It was seven in the morning. Maybe this was the one day a
week he showed up at his part-time job? No, even then, he wouldn’t be up this
early.

“No sense in sitting around all day,” was the only explanation she got from Tyler.
She lost track of what he was up to, as she was too busy herself to take notice. All
she had time to notice was that even before she was ready to jump in the car and
go to work, Tyler was headed out.
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What was he up to? “Need to get some stuff for dinner,” he said, as he ran out the
door. Usually, dinner was Domino’s and a six-pack of Lowenbrau. This certainly
was odd, Jessica thought to herself. Maybe he was having an affair?

Later that day, after she had come back from lunch, she found four voice
messages from under her own number. She panicked, thinking the only reason
Tyler was calling must be due to some disaster at home.

“What, what’s going on!? What happened, Tyler?” She said, breathlessly into the
phone.

“Nothin,” Tyler responded, laconically, “just wanted to know what you're thinkin’.”

Jessica was dumbfounded. Later that night, when she came home, she noticed
that all the crap that had piled up around Tyler’s couch had been cleaned up. In

fact, the carpet showed tell-tale tracks of a vacuum. There was also this strange
smell coming from the kitchen. It smelled like food.

Dinner, as it turned out, was nothing more than macaroni and cheese, but it was
more effort than Tyler had put into a meal in ages. “Did you put onion in this?”
Jessica asked as she ate.

Tyler smiled and nodded. “And some extra butter. It makes it so much creamier.”

As Jessica ate her food, she let Tyler talk on about his day. She wasn't really
listening, as her head was awash in questions. Maybe Tyler was being nice so he’d
break up with her. No, that was too hopeful. Maybe he was going to ask for money?
Maybe he had been tested for STDs and was going to tell her bad news. Maybe...

Then a new thought struck her — ask him. “So what’s behind all this?” she
inquired.

“Behind...” Tyler had to think about what she was talking about. “Oh, the dinner?
I just wanted you to know I appreciate you, Jess.”

That pretty well convinced her that this was some sort of set-up.

“T'll do the dishes,” Tyler said, without even hesitating.

Before she could even say otherwise, Tyler cad gotten the plates and tableware
gathered up, and was scrubbing them in the kitchen sink. Eventually, she snapped
herself out of her dazed state of disbelief and went to go ask more questions. What
she found was that he was already drying off the plates with a towel.

“Isn’t that your Pittsburgh Steelers terrible towel?” She asked, seeing what he was
drying with.
Tyler shrugged. “Yeah, time to put it to good use. That’s what a towel is for, right?”

She had never even been allowed to touch it. He kept it in a glass case in the
living room. “That’s the vintage 1970’s one that one you spent three hundred
dollars on ebay for?” Jessica clarified.

“For that kind of money, you'd figure it'd do a better job.”
Jessica had to sit down.

('\J%’(’\J
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It was the next morning when Jessica finally figured out what was going on. She
was in bed, letting Tyler use her as an entertainment system.

At least, that’s how she’d describe sex with Tyler. He played her body like the
controls on his Xbox. He’d mash her breasts as if he were repeatedly trying some
impossible 2-button combo attack.

But today, he stroked and felt her like she was a woodwind instrument. Jessica was
in bliss, having her skin caressed as Tyler used the slightest touch of his fingertips
skimming all over her body. Somewhere, he had also figured how to use his tongue
in the most peculiar way. She wasn’t even sure what he was doing down there, as
she was too busy gripping the sheets and hanging on for dear life.

It was when she was coming down from one of these assaults on her senses that
the funniest thought occurred to her. All this strange and wonderful behavior from
her boyfriend started almost on the same day the “Barbie-in-a-Box” CD arrived.

Pinning it down more precisely, it began the very next day after the CD arrived.
As she turned in her bed, she saw that same CD sitting in a player on Tyler’s night
stand. He had listened to it that first time, she assumed. But, had he had kept
listening to it? Wait a minute...

Then she sat up in bed, shocked at what this must mean. She had just assumed
that the whole “Barbie-in-a-Box” thing was a scam. Because it just wasn’t possible
to make a normal man into a woman. It was totally unbelievable.

“Tyler?” She said.

“Uh-huh?” He replied. He was lying next to her, his eyes staring up into the
ceiling. She had expected him to be asleep, like men always are after sex.

Jessica squirmed under the sheets to find what she was looking for. “Would you
put these on?” She asked, holding her discarded pink panties in her hand.

“Sure!” Tyler replied, enthusiastically. He sprang out of bed and started to slide
them up his legs. “Wow, those are smooth, aren’t they?”

“They look nice on you,” Jessica said, barely able to say much at all. Her mind was

locked up in shock.

Tyler checked himself out in the mirror. The little pair of panties strained on his
bigger frame, especially with his still swollen member. But that didn’t seem to
bother Tyler. He turned left and right to see every angle. “They feel weird,” he
remarked, “weird, cool and thin.” He then began to put his pants on, still wearing

the panties. “Mind if I try them out for the day? I'm kinda curious to know what it
would feel like.”

“No, go ahead...” Jessica’s voice trailed off as a mixture of excitement and
amazement gripped control of her. She looked at the clock. It had been just 42
hours. They had him in pink panties with six hours to burn. Barbie-in-a-Box had a
new customer.

(\J%’(\J

Jessica didn’t wait long. She purchased the whole “Barbie-in-a-Box” plan just
minutes after Tyler had first put the panties on. Her finger trembled with
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excitement as she clicked on the “Barbie-in-a-Box MtF Total Barbie Plus Plan.”
She had to type her credit card numbers in four times into the website, she was so
nervous. There was no hesitation to do it, she was just worried that they might
reject her request or disqualify her in some way. Whatever it took, however much
money she needed to spend, she was going to do this.

Maybe she’d need to ask her boss, Martin Comstock for a raise, or do some
commission work. Still, she was all in. That night, as Tyler had dinner waiting for
her after work, she thought about the possibilities. Jessica watched in quiet awe as
Tyler came from the kitchen, wearing that goofy frilled apron that her mother had
given her as a Christmas gift some years ago. She forgot she even had it. Tyler had
even taken his messy mop of hair and tied it back into a stubby pony tail. One or
two strands had broken free and he tucked them behind his ears as he welcomed
her home.

He was already taking on girlish traits, and seemed to be totally unaware. How far
could this go? Could he actually go all the way? Yes. Jessica was starting to think it
wasn't impossible.

With a sheepish smile, he pecked Jessica on the cheek with a quick kiss. “Kinda
thought I'd try to make dinner again,” he said. “It’s been a long time since I made
my famous chili, though. It isn’t coming out like I wanted. It's now kinda turned
into burritos. If that’s okay.”

He apologized and asked for her permission. Those were two things Tyler hadn’t
done in forever. Whatever this “Barbie-in-a-Box” thing was, it was amazing.

“I'm sure it'll be fine,” Jessica reassured him. Even if it wasn't fine, she wasn’t
about to say so. This was incredible. Moses parting the Red Sea was a miracle. This
was a miracle plus one. As he turned away to back to the kitchen, Jessica noticed
that besides the apron, he was wearing jeans and a t-shirt. He had rolled up the
sleeves of the shirt to make it kind of a tank top.

The site had said that the plan would take ten shipments of Barbie-in-a-Box
boxes, and maybe six to nine months for it to finish. At this pace, Jessica seriously
believed that it might be done in a week.

Tyler watched carefully as Jessica ate her first bite of the burrito he had prepared.
It wasn’t bad at all. When she caught Tyler staring at her as she ate, she didn’t
know quite why he was so fixated on her. But then she realized that he was waiting
for her approval. Waiting!

“It’s good,” she said.

Like a wash of cool air over Tyler’s face, he immediately smiled. “I'm glad,” he
said.

Honestly enjoying her meal, Jessica watched as Tyler took small, awkward bites of
his food.

“Don’t you like it?” She asked him.

“I'm feeling fat,” Tyler responded. “I've been wearing your panties all day, and it
feels like I weigh a ton. I'm gonna put myself on a diet for a while.”

“If you say so, honey,” Jessica said, grinning with delight.
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“Oh, don't try to make me feel good. I know everyone thinks I'm chubby. Anyway,
I've always wanted to drop about five pounds. I think a little bit of exercise would
be good for me too. Do we still have that Ab-Kkwon-Do DVD around here?”

“I'm sure I can find it,” Jessica said, trying not to choke on her food from laughter.
“So you wore the panties all day, huh?”

“Was I not supposed to?” Tyler looked shocked and embarrassed. He then started
to get up. “T can go take them off...”

“Nol” Jessica blurted. She then calmed herself down. “No, it’s alright. You can
keep wearing them.”

Tyler sat back down. “Great! I've really got to kind of liking them,” he said.
Realizing he had just veered into very strange territory, Tyler quickly changed the
subject. “Nice day at work?” He asked, with his eyes averting hers. Was he
blushing?

Jessica didn’t have to lift a finger for the rest of the night, as Tyler once again went
about doing the dishes and cleaning the cookware. While he was doing that, she
slipped onto the computer to check out the Barbie-in-a-Box site.

This was truly going to be expensive, but Jessica was now wholly persuaded it was
going to be worth every cent. Turning miserable little Tyler into a sissy she-male
was going to be a blast. One of the things that had captured her imagination was
the “fully customizable options™ she could select. There was a long list of
personalities she could choose from, like “little fairy,” “pouty princess,” “bubbly
bimbo,” and “slutty secretary,” Jessica had decided to stay with the original
“Barbie-in-a-Box” package. She did splurge on a “happy home maker” add-on, and
judging by the way Tyler was cleaning, it was already working. Plus, she could
afford another option or two later, if she wanted.

Satisfied, she got up to grab a cookie from the kitchen. Tyler was there, drying the
dishes with his old yellow towel, and dancing. He had his headphones on, and was
dancing to the music, singing softly. In falsetto.

This was just Box #1. She had nine more to go.
(\J%’(\J

A few days later, almost a week, and another plain brown box arrived. It was
simply labeled “Box #2” and contained nothing more than a CD and a few bottles
of pills. Without even really giving it a lot of thought, Tyler had ripped right into it,
and popped the new disc in his player. He then proceeded to toss his old disc in
the trash.

Allison watched in fascination. She figured it was some sort of message ingrained
into Tyler’s brain, to dump the old disc. No sooner had he done that then he
popped a couple of the pills down and swallowed them down with some water.
Checking the bottle, she saw they were labeled “Crazy Slim 1000 Diet
Supplement.” She thought about trying one herself, but the site had said that
under no circumstances should anyone but the subject use anything inside the box,
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and that all pills should “be kept from being handled by pregnant women.” That

scared her enough to leave them alone — who knows what they were really doing.
Although, she was perfectly happy to let her little guinea pig keep taking them.

That night, Jessica was curious to try out a few new things. The site had told her
that sex with “the subject” was going to be a radically changing experience, so she
was very curious to see exactly what that meant.

When Tyler was finally ready to come to bed — his bed-time routine had been
growing longer day by day — he was wearing her favorite pair of red panties.

Over the previous days, Jessica had come up with some very flimsy reasons for
Tyler to continue to wear her underwear. It didn’t take much convincing at all for
Tyler to slip into a new pair every day.

Jessica used the bed sheets to unveil herself, as she had decided to wear her
sexiest negligee to bed that night, to tempt her increasingly sissified boyfriend.
Sure enough, when Tyler saw Jessica’s curvaceous body, dressed in frilly, flimsy,
delicate ruffles and lace, he stopped in his tracks.

“I love that outfit, Jess. You look so cute in that,” Tyler said before bounding into

bed.

That was it? Jessica rolled over and wrapped her arm around to massage Tyler’s
rock-hard shaft. Only what she found wasn’t hard at all. It was soft and limp. It
didn’t take long for her to work Tyler rigid, but she was shocked she had to do
anything at all. Usually when sex even crossed his mind, he went from zero to
boner in nothing flat.

As Jessica could feel Tyler start to buck a little bit, he rolled onto his back and laid
there, ready for whatever was about to happen.

It suddenly occurred to Jessica that she was doing all the work. Tyler was simply
waiting for her to take him.

Just like a woman would.

She wasn’t about to pass this by, and hopped up on her knees to straddle him. As
she hovered over him, she could hear Tyler’s shortened breath, as he made quick
little gasps for air. Going with the flow, Jessica leaned over and licked one of his
nipples.

Tyler moaned.

This was more than a “radically changed experience,” Jessica realized. This was
almost total role reversal in bed. The truth be told, she hadn’t been this turned on
since she was a teenager. This sort of power over another person was intoxicating.

She worked up to his neck and nibbled on it, just like men did to her. Tyler
responded with a mix of giggles and heavy breathing. She then pinched the other

nipple on his chest, which resulted in another moan.

“You like that, don’t you?” She said, teasing him. She took his hands and placed
them on his chest. “Why don’t you try it for yourself?” Jessica helped him rub his
aureole with the tips of his fingers, which started him writhing in ecstasy.

“Oh, that’s so nice...” Tyler said, languidly. “Sooo nice...”
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“There you go, baby,” Jessica considered her next move. She decided that since
she was the man in this exchange, that she would do what Tyler always did.
Interrupt his partner so he could get off. “Here I come, babe!” She said, abruptly.

Tyler jerked, bracing for something, and even tried to retreat from under Jessica’s
body. But quickly, she had set over him, and impaled herself on Tyler. She began
rocking up and down, pushing herself onto him deeper and deeper. “C’'mon, baby!
C’mon!” She growled.

Tyler held his eyes tightly shut, until they sprang wide open. He was starting to
come. “Uh uh uh uh uh uh uh 0o 00 00 00...” he was saying in a tiny little voice. He
gripped the sheets with his hands and started to pull them loose.

“Here I come!” Jessica said, loudly. She had always wanted to say that. With those
words, Tyler finally released. It was like she was controlling him, telling him what
to do and when to do it.

This was one crazy fuck, she said to herself. She rolled off from atop her boyfriend
and laid on her back, pleasantly drifting in the afterglow. She looked over to Tyler,
who had some strange combination of horror and bliss in his expression. He

suddenly got to his feet.

“I have to go clean up,” he explained. He grabbed a shirt off the floor, put it on,
and walked to the bathroom.

He didn’t even seem to care it was Jessica’s peignoir he put on.
N%N

Some days later, Jessica had found herself more in love with Tyler than ever. It
was amazing. Sure, manly men were still her first love, and there was no substitute
for that. But if she had nothing more than this sissified boy for the rest of her life,
she could be very happy.

Every morning, she watched in restrained excitement as Tyler picked out a pair of
her panties and got dressed for the day. They were just part of his life, now. He
wore the panties just as casually as he wore his old wrinkled boxers.

It even crossed her mind that she should just stop the process right now and live
with Tyler as he was. But every day, something new came up in Tyler’s evolving
personality, and she just couldn’t wait to see what was going to happen tomorrow.

Just as he had said he was going to do, Tyler had begun working out to the “Ab-
Kwon-Do” DVD she had found buried under some stuff in the closet. He had
done it for a few days before he complained of feeling “clumsy” in his workout
sweats and T-shirt. When Jessica suggested wearing a leotard, he had little
hesitation. He looked darling in pastel blue tights and white tennis shoes. He even
added white sweatbands and a headband on his own. She took pictures to keep on
her iPod, to remind her all day at work of the darling little sissy she had at home.

The diet was starting to work, too. He reported that he had lost seven pounds, and
just in less than three weeks. He was certainly committed to it. Tyler hardly ever
ate a meal that he couldn’t finish in ten bites. Jessica was seriously worried that he
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might be hurting himself, but the website assured her that he was well within the
guidelines for staying healthy.

One day when she was at work, working on “employee interaction” with her
manager Martin (in a closet), Jessica had neglected to check her phone as she
usually did for the stream of messages Tyler left. But on this day, after forgetting to
check for the first few hours and then not finding anything, she got worried.
Usually, by this time, Tyler had left at least a message or two for her. At about
eleven thirty, she began to get a little panicked and decided to give him a call.

“Uh, hi,” Tyler said, sheepishly.

“Everything okay, sweet cheeks? I haven't heard from you all morning.” Allison
said.

There was a pause. “I'm just a little busy, I guess.”

“What's all that echo? Are you in the bathroom, Tyler?”

“Y... Yeah.”

“You're not on the toilet while you're talking me, are you?”

“Oh, no!” Tyler replied, aghast at the suggestion.

“Then what are you doing? I hear water running.”

“Just the bath.” Tyler had taken to baths lately, only taking showers when he was
short on time. “Oh, shoot!” He suddenly blurted. “Ow ow owie!” He added.

“What in the world are you up to?” Jessica finally asked.

“Oh, I just got so sick of having all my hair caught up in those tights. But this is so
much harder than it looks!”

“Are you... Are you shaving your legs?” Jessica said, trying not to sound shocked.

“Kinda?” Tyler replied.

“Don’t you shave another hair!” Jessica commanded.

“I'm sorry! I'm sorry!” Tyler immediately apologized.

“No, don't apologize, darling! I love that you want to do this, but I want to help
you. I'm going to take an early lunch, and I'll be there in twenty minutes! Stay right
there! Okay?”

“Okay, Jess.”

Jessica hung up, and quickly manufactured an excuse for her supervisor as to why
she needed to leave immediately. On the way home, she swung by the drug store to
pick up a multi-pack of pink razors with little daisies on the handle, and some
perfumed shaving cream. She then picked a brand-new epilator shaver, the type
that plucked hair out by the root in the most painful way possible. She also grabbed

a hot waxing set, and then some stinging alcohol to swab onto his legs. This was
going to be fun.

N%’:N

On one of Tyler’s shopping trips, he had picked up a Wii gaming console. Jessica’s
alarm at this seeming step backwards in his female development was assuaged
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when he explained why he got it. It came complete with the Wii Fit pad, so he
could exercise with the help of the Wii Fit software. There, he could compare his
workouts with other users across the world.

Of course, subscribing to that service cost them a little money, so Jessica
graciously allowed Tyler to subscribe if he just didn’t mind canceling the ESPN
sports package on the cable. Tyler agreed to it cheerfully. “Why I subscribed to that
sports junk I'll never know,” was his comment.
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Setting up the Wii proved to be a task that stymied Tyler. This was same person,
who, no less than a month ago had installed a digital video recorder and linked the
HDMI and optical SPDIF through to the plasma to get true 1080p output in
room-calibrated 5.1 surround sound. Today, he sat center in a bundle of tangled
cables and started to cry.

“Don’t worry, sweetie,” Jessica comforted him, “we can get Oliver from down the
street. He’s a whiz with home electronics. I'm sure he’d be happy to give you some
tips.”

Tyler sniffled. “T'm sorry, Jess. I really thought...”

“I'm sure you're doing your very best.” She said, sympathetically.

Oliver came around in a few minutes. He was a gangly young man of nineteen,
who clearly had little interest in the world outside of gaming, computers and games
you could play on computers. He wore lint-covered brown cords, a blue
windbreaker and a thick pair of glasses. He abruptly took over the entire cable
operation from Tyler who surrendered easily. “Show me what you're doing,” Tyler
asked. “T tried to plug that in to the TV, but it didn't fit.” The frustrated boy took a
seat so he could watch what Oliver was doing.

“That’s because it’s the power cable,” Oliver replied. After a few more exchanges
that left Tyler feeling dumb and out of his depth, he quickly lost interest.

“Is it done yet?” Tyler asked eight times before being told it was. Oliver was giving
Tyler some sideways glances now and then, wondering what exactly the story was
with him. He remembered Tyler as an average guy, who was mostly unremarkable.
He was usually unshaven, he wore cargo shorts and flannel shirts, and hung out
with the other guys in the area who looked just like him.

But this person was at least fifteen pounds thinner, had hairless legs and little
trace of a beard. The swagger and confidence that guys like him usually showed
was gone, and Tyler was now looking nervous and unsure. He was also virtually
sure that Tyler was not the sort of guy to be dressed in a tight shirt with a picture of
Tinkerbell on it.

When the system was up and running, and Tyler was starting to play with it,
Oliver turned to Jessica. “So... What's the deal with him?”

“Oh, he’s just figuring things out,” Jessica said, cryptically. “He’s awakening to new
truths about who he is.”

“Oooookay,” Oliver replied, “so, does that mean he’s gay?”
(‘\J%’(‘\J

Gnawing on a breakfast bar that looked to be made of particle board, Tyler smiled
brightly when Jessica entered the room. Over the past few days, she had noticed
the puppy-like behavior of Tyler, who seemed to always brighten up in her
presence. He’d follow her around from room to room, and hover as she ate.

For now, she found it cute, but she also knew that after a while, it was going to get
on her nerves. Hopefully the Barbie-in-a-Box people had thought of that.

“Can I get you something to eat, Jess?” Tyler asked, eagerly.
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It was only six thirty in the morning, and Tyler was already wide awake. Jessica
dreaded the possibility that the Barbified Tyler was going to be a morning person.
Oh well, she could probably live with it if the rest of his transformation was as
exciting as the first few weeks.

Jessica’s stomach growled. “Um, the French toast you made yesterday would be...”
“Comin’ right up!” Tyler said with a smile. He practically leapt at his frilly apron,
which he looked for any excuse to wear. Maybe that was even why he had started to

learn to cook. Just to wear a big girly apron.

“Hey, Jess?” Tyler said, as he cracked open a few eggs and whisked them up.

“Yes, sweetie?” Jessica replied. She peered in his direction, noticing he looked a
little pensive and nervous.

“Um, I was wondering... Is it okay for me to be using your clothes so much?”

Jessica gasped. Things had been working so well. Now, he was showing hesitation.
Thought. Awareness. She knew it was too good to last.

“What do you mean, Ty? Don’t you want to?”

“It’s not that, I just wanted to make sure that it was okay to be borrowing all your
stuff all the time.”

Jessica exhaled. This wasn'’t self-awareness. He was just being considerate. “We
share everything, you know that.”

“No, it’s okay? Really?”

“Yes, of course.”

“Really really reeeally?” Tyler said, squeaking out the word in a childish voice.

Wow, he was getting wimpy. “I said it was okay, honey pie.”

“Okay,” Tyler said, and went back to beating the eggs. He then looked back at
Jessica. “Are you sure?”

“Again, yes!”

“Cool!” Tyler said, dropping the bowl on the table unfinished. He ran off,
dropping the apron on a chair as he left the room. “Because I was really thinking
that I wanted to wear....”” His voice trailed off as he went down the hall.

Jessica wondered if he even really noticed that no one was hearing him right now.
He seemed to be talking, just so he could explain this to himself.

Just two minutes later, Jessica heard the voice come back, still talking. “...with the
workouts, I've just gotten so used to freedom of movement in the leotard, and
everything I have is so thick and itchy and...” Realizing he was back in view of his
girlfriend, he presented himself. “Is this okay?” He asked, biting his lip anxiously.

Although she was shouting a primeval scream of triumph inside, Jessica restrained
herself, and as casually as was possible, glanced at Tyler and give a quick approval.
“I said it was fine.” Dressed in an old nightshirt-length t-shirt, Tyler didn’t look
drastically different, except that the shirt was so long that it nearly covered up the
cargo shorts he wore, making it look like a dress. He had also exchanged his tired
jogging shoes for a pair of yellow flip-flops.

“kay,” Tyler said, as he went back to the eggs.
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Jessica still couldn’t believe it. He really was changing. He really was going to be a
sissy. It was actually going to happen.

N%’N

On the third month, another box arrived. This one was pink, simply marked “Box
#3,” and just as it happened last time, Tyler automatically opened it up and took
possession of the contents without comment.

This box was much larger, and contained another supply of vitamins, a selection of
new CD’s, a DVD and a month’s supply of freeze-dried food. Tyler stocked it all
away as a very curious Jessica watched, trying to not look too interested.

But Jessica just couldn’t help herself. “So, what’s with all the food?” she asked.

Tyler answered like it was the most obvious thing in the world. “My Diet?
Remember?”

“Right,” she said.

“I'm going to try and drop those last five pounds once and for all.” Tyler added.

“Good for you, honey.” She patted him on the head for approval. “By the way,
speaking of food, I could definitely go for something to eat.” Tyler instinctively
reached for his apron, but Jessica stopped him. “Not this time. We're going out for
lunch.”

“Out?” Tyler said, startled. He bit his lower lip in anxious hesitation.

“Is that okay, babe?” Jessica said. “You're not scared of going out, are you?”

“No...” Tyler said. “T just don’t think I have anything to wear.”

“That’s so cute,” Jessica said.

“What?”

“Never mind. We'll go somewhere casual.”

Casual, as it turned out, was a small café with an outside seating area, right on the
sidewalk. They were led to a table by a slightly scruffy waiter, who took several
confused glances at Tyler, trying to figure him out. Tyler, for his part was too busy
to notice, as he was straightening his shirt and jeans nervously. He wasn't expecting
to be on display like this.

Jessica checked herself in her compact, making sure she had survived the brief
trip from home, and found herself satisfactory. “Let me borrow that for a second.”
Tyler asked, and took the compact, checking his own face and hair as well. He
played with a few strands on the sides if his head before he handed it back.
“Thanks much.”

Although Tyler was dressed in jeans and a t-shirt, he was not carrying off
masculinity very well. His jeans were ironed neat, and he had rolled up the cuffs a
bit to show of his bare ankles. He had tucked in his bright yellow t-shirt into his
pants, showing off his trimmer figure. And his blow-dried and gelled hair wafted
gently in the breeze.

If that weren’t enough, Tyler also sat primly with his legs crossed knee-over-knee,
like a proper lady. “Is the food here good? I've never been to this place before.”
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“Never?” Jessica said, mocking astonishment. “That’s hard to believe.” She knew
Tyler only went to restaurants he could drive through.

Tyler didn’t even blink when Jessica ordered for the both of them. He sipped on a
glass of white wine like he had been doing so for years, extending his pinky as he
held the glass. They talked about small things, like the weather. Jessica tried to get
Tyler to talk about his job, or sports, or politics, but he had no interest in any of
those subjects. Then, when Jessica off-handedly mentioned a celebrity starlet
scandal in the news, Tyler came alive.

“Oh my God! Can you believe her!? That’s so outrageous!” Tyler said, “The first
time I heard that, I said to myself, that’s just so impossible! I couldn’t believe it!”
He gestured with his hands and leaned forward, perched on his elbows. Jessica
could have just mistaken him for one of his gossiping girlfriends at that point.

“And then did you hear what she said yesterday!?” Tyler added.

Someone had been watching the daytime celebrity shows, Jessica thought to
herself, as he went on and on. The food arrived, and Tyler was immediately more
interested in Jessica’s grilled chicken than in the garden salad in front of him. “Just
a bite,” he pestered, “I just want a tiny bite. One bite. Just one little bite.”

Jessica had heard that kind of irritating begging before, but couldn’t place it. Then
it came to her: that’s what she had always done to her companions in a restaurant.
Was she really that annoying?

After lunch, Jessica decided she should show her little sissified beau off to the
town. Tyler had no realization of his condition, swishing around town life a fairy.
People stared, some made cutting comments just on the edge of hearing, but Tyler
didn’t seem to notice any of it.

If one were to guess without knowing, people would have just assumed he was
flamboyantly gay. He gushed and giggled effeminately like any garden variety
homosexual man. But Jessica didn’t mind. She knew that the crucial difference was
that Tyler was wearing a silky pair of panties under his clothes.

They went to do a little window shopping, taking her boyfriend to all the places he
hated to go: antique shops, dress shops, art galleries and they even stopped for tea.
He loved every minute of it — and he said so. He thought a dress was “adorable,”
and that a set of throw pillows was “to die for.” On the way home in the car he even
made Jessica promise that they’d do it again sometime.

Which, of course, she did promise to do.
N@‘(‘\J

A couple of nights later, a Friday night, Jessica decided to have a little fun. After
all, it was a Friday night, and looking after her sissy meant that she really couldn’t
go out and enjoy herself like she used to. So she waited until Tyler was done with
the dishes and invited him over to the couch to watch some rented movies.

She handed the plastic sack full of DVD titles to Tyler, who pushed it away. “Oh, I
can’t decide, you pick Jess.”
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Jessica pushed the sack back into his reluctant hands. “No, no. You always moan
and groan when I pick. You choose.” She said. Truth was, this was a test. She had
gotten an assortment of movies from explosion-ridden action/adventure to fart-joke
comedy and hardcore chick-flick. She watched at Tyler dumped the contents out
onto the couch, where he sifted through them.

He tossed away Rambo and considered Batman Returns for a moment. He
discarded that, and then looked at Thelma and Louise for a long few seconds
before he put that aside as well. Jessica was disappointed, she was really hoping
he’d go for the obvious chick flick. But then he picked up a film and started to get
excited. “Oo! Oo! This one!”

Jessica took the DVD of “Legally Blond” from him and gave Tyler a skeptical look.
“Are you sure?”

“I've been wanting to see this forever!” Tyler declared. “She is such an inspiration
and role model!” He seemed to catch himself, and then added in a more serious
tone, “An inspiration to women of her type, that is.”

They watched it, with Jessica fighting off boredom for most of the film, but Tyler
was on the edge of his seat, totally engrossed. He laughed at most of the jokes, but
on a couple, Jessica noticed that he seemed to miss the humor. In fact, he asked
Jessica to explain one to him, and once explained, he then laughed at it. At the
finale, Tyler was hopping up and down in glee. Jessica was half expecting to belt
out a “you go girl” any second.

They popped in a second film, “The 40 Year Old Virgin,” and ten minutes into it,
Tyler was out cold on the couch. Jessica let it play out, as she actually thought is
was a pretty good film. She even considered buying it. Once the credits played out,
she checked the time, and it was well past midnight. She stretched, and turned to
check on Tyler, who was still sleeping.

He was adorable. He had curled up into a fetal position, and was hugging a
cushion like a teddy bear. Tyler was once prone to sleeping with his mouth open
and drooling, but now he slept with his lips closed and slightly pursed. In fact, it
almost looked like he was puckering up for a kiss.

Jessica imagined those same lips smothered in glossy cherry red lipstick,
scrunched up to lay a kiss on some ruggedly handsome man’s stubbly cheek. It
would happen soon, she promised herself.

Curious, she approached Tyler. His shorts had rolled up, revealing most of his
smoothly waxed legs. He was using moisturizer now on his skin, and it was really
starting to look smooth and soft like her own legs, as if they had never seen a single
hair on them. She couldn’t help put run her fingers along the shin.

Still asleep, Tyler recoiled slightly, giggling.

“Tickle tickle,” Jessica whispered. “You really are turning into a girly little fluff
ball, aren’t you?” She said into his ear. “Soon you'll be living in your pretty little
panties forever, Tyler. Soon, you'll be skittering around in a skimpy little dresses,
letting men ogle you. You'll be such a sweet, darling little sissy for men. They’ll just
love you. And you'll love them, too. In so many ways.”
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She placed her finger on Tyler’s lips, and to her surprise, his lips formed around
the finger, and he started to suck on it gently. “Oh my God,” she said quietly to
herself, “what a little fairy you're becoming, Tyler. Your poor, stupid, fool.”

N%’N

The next day, when Jessica awoke, she was surprised to find Tyler curled up next
to her. She had left him downstairs, so she figured he must have woken and come
upstairs at some point during the night — and oddly, was considerate enough not to
wake her.

Jessica checked the clock, and saw it was almost eight. A good time to get up on
Saturday morning.

She jostled Tyler’s shoulder. “Wakey wakey, sleeping beauty.” Tyler, in another
change to his usual habits, woke without complaint and sat up. He stretched his
arms out in the air and yawned. His eyes then sprang open, and in a matter of
seconds, he realized it was morning and it was time to get moving. He leapt from
the bed and sped to the bathroom.

“Dibs!” He called out and slammed the door behind him.

Jessica was not pleased. She was quite used to getting the bathroom first thing in
the morning, and her routine depended on a leisurely amount of time to do her

stuff.

A half hour later, she was banging on the door. “Tyler! It’s been, like two hours in
there! Hurry up!”

“Just a sec!” Tyler promised, “T'll be out in just a sec!” Another half hour later, he
finally emerged. “It’s all yours, Jess!”

With eyes full of loathing, Jessica passed by Tyler, well beyond ready for her turn.
“You need to do laundry today,” she said, trying to inject his life with misery.

“T just did it yesterday!” Tyler complained.

“You need to either do it every day or get your own stuff. We don’t have enough to
share.”

“You mean get my own panties?” Tyler said, aloud.

Jessica muttered a curse at herself for saying what she had. She had just pushed
him into thinking about what he was doing. Sure, he had been wearing the panties
on some sort of flimsy pretense of being romantic, but now she had forced him to
consider it, passing it through his conscious mind.

Tyler p’shawed the suggestion with a dismissive wave. “I still have plenty of my
own boxers. Maybe this is time for me to stop, Jess.”

Jessica panicked, realizing she had just blown it. Big time. Now, she had to pull
out the big guns. With a sorrowful tone, she said, “don’t you love me anymore,
Tyler?”

“Of course I do, Jess! I love you so much!” He grabbed her and hugged her
tightly. “T just think...”
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“Do it for me, Tyler. Please? I love to think that a little part of my femininity is
always with you.”

“Yes, yes! Of course I will, baby!” Tyler said, hugging even harder, “I'd do anything
for you, you know that! I'll wear panties with pride!”
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Jessica kissed him on the cheek. “Thanks, honey. Why don’t you go down and
listen to your CD’s and then we'll order some stuff for you online?”

“That'd be awesome!” Tyler replied with excitement. “I really do love you, you
know.”

“I know you do, sweetie.”

After rushing to the Barbie-in-a-Box website, she found some help in the forums.
They had many stories from other “BIAB” customers who did something similar.
The solution was the same in all cases: just don’t make it worse.

The programming, the forums said, would eventually correct any minor moments
of “self-realization,” just as long as the mistake wasn’t repeated or a new one
magnified the first.

Satisfied, Jessica went about her morning routine, and joined Tyler back in the
living room. She found him seated on the beanbag, he eyes kind of spaced out,
listening to his CD player. “Not going to use the couch? She asked, curious.

“Ugh.” Tyler answered, scrunching up his nose. “It smells! Next time I fall asleep
on it, promise me you'll wake me up and not let me stay there all night. It took me
a half hour just to scrub that stench off of me in the shower.”

Of course it smells, Jessica thought to herself, it smells because you used to be
such a slob! “Promise,” Jessica said. She then had a flash of inspiration. “In fact,
why don’t we just get rid of it?”

Tyler agreed. “It’s so old, and doesn’t go with anything in this room. We should.
We really should.”

“No, I mean right now! Let’s get it out on the sidewalk.”

“Right now?”

“Right now!” Jessica declared. “Let’s do it!”

Tyler got up, just a little uncertain of what to do or how to do it. Jessica pointed at
one end of the couch, and said, “Go, lift that end, 'l lift the other and we’ll take it
out the front door.”

Timidly, Tyler approached the end of the couch, awkwardly bent over and tried to
put his hands under it to lift. He immediately abandoned the attempt, not budging
the couch a millimeter. “It’s too big, Jess!” He whined.

“What do you mean, big? You move this thing around all the time.” Jessica said.
Tyler looked at the couch, reconsidering. “Well...”

Jessica bent over to lift her end. “Like this, watch me.” She bent at the knees,

placed her hands under the edge and lifted it easily.

Watching his girlfriend, but still unsure, Tyler repeated her motions at his end. He
managed to lift it only about a foot, causing it to heavily tilt towards him. They
made it half way to the door, before Tyler urgently called out, “Wait! Wait! I have
to rest a second!”

Jessica sighed and set down her side with his, and watched as Tyler flopped over
the arm of the couch, exhausted. She was pissed. Her boyfriend was acting like
such a... Such a girl.
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The realization suddenly brightened her mood. He was acting like a weak,
helpless girl. She knew he was well able to lift this couch — heck, he used to drag it
a foot or two towards the TV every single day, it seemed. She always had to scold
him to put it “back where it was supposed to be.”

“Maybe we should call that Oliver guy and have him do this instead of us.” Tyler
suggested,

“I think we can manage this. It’s just a little bit further.”

“I'm gonna call him.” Tyler said. He made looking like standing up was the
mightiest struggle he'd ever waged, and walked over to the phone. After a quick
conversation, he hung up. “He’s busy,” Tyler said with a pout.

A pout!

“Oh, I'm sorry Tyler,” Jessica said, “but just a few more feet and it'll be out of
here. Maybe this time, leave off the flip-flops.”

Tyler kicked off the shoes, and then lifted his end again. As they made it out into
the hall, Jessica was under the definite impression that Tyler’s very last bit of manly
strength were being spent on this task. It was amazing what those CD’s could do. It
wasn't as if Tyler was truly this weak, but he believed he was. He had been
convinced that he was weak and useless, and he was unable to fight it.

When they got to the curb, Jessica dropped her half, and Tyler followed suit. That
was followed by a sharp shriek, as Tyler threatened to shatter glass with his
piercing yell.

He quickly started to jump and hop around. “I dropped it on my toes!” He cried.
“I dropped it on my toes!” Then, Tyler dropped onto the sofa and started to rub his
toes, whining and moaning.

“Oh, honey, are you gonna be okay?” Jessica said, instead of laughing. She came to
his side and tried to look as concerned as she could.

Tyler looked like he was starting to fight back tears.

“Calm down, now. It can’t be that bad.” Jessica told him.

He was inconsolable. “It dropped right on my big toenail! It's gonna get all black
and die, and fall off! It's gonna be so gross!”

“It wasn’t that heavy, Tyler.” She looked at the toe in question, and it wasn’t even
red. “You'll be fine.”

“It really hurts!” Tyler whimpered. “I don’t want black toenails!”

Inspiration struck Jessica. “Tell you what, I know a way we can keep that from
happening.”

Thirty minutes later, with cotton balls in between his toes, Tyler was examining his
freshly painted pink toenails. Without his shorts on, sitting in a pair of red bikini

panties, he held his slender and hairless legs aloft, turning the polished nails this
way and that.

“They look kinda girly,” he observed.

“Well, pink will hide the black if it happens. And I can’t paint them any closer to
your natural skin color, I told you it was the closest I had.”
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“I know,” he said, holding his other leg up for examination. “And doing both feet
evens it out, but I just think they look kinda... Effeminate.”

“They’re very appealing,” Jessica assured. She kissed him on the lips and Tyler
responded with little interest, keeping the view of his toes in his sights.

“Can I take the cotton out yet?” he asked.

Jessica stopped trying to kiss him, and backed away. “In a few minutes, babe.” She
then pushed him down and started to smother him with her mouth.

“Oh, Jess...” Tyler responded. He closed his eyes and threw his head back, letting
Jessica do what she wanted.

She drove her hands under his T-shirt and started to pinch Tyler’s nipples, which
caused his to arch his back and twist around. He really enjoyed that, Jessica told
herself. Think how much he’ll enjoy that when he has breasts...

“I think Oliver likes you...” Jessica said, into Tyler’s ear. “He asked me about
you...”

Tyler didn’t answer, he just kept greedily enjoying the touch of his girlfriend.

“Do you like Oliver, Tyler?” She asked.

Tyler bit his lip and nodded vigorously.

“That’s good. I think he’s adorable. Do you think he’s adorable?”

Tyler started to nod again, but then he fluttered his eyes open and looked at
Jessica with a quizzed expression. “What do you mean? What are you trying to say,
Jess?”

“I just thought that...”

“You think I've turned gay!? Is that it!?” He scooted away from Jessica, and got to
his feet. He had a look of indignation on his face. “I'm not gay! I'm not!” He said,
resting his arms akimbo on his hips.

“I didn’t mean it that way, Tyler!” Jessica said, trying to patch over things. “I just
thought that he was adorable in a... Kinda... Kid brother sort of way.”

“I know what you meant, Jess!” Tyler declared. “I thought we knew each other
better than that!” He pulled on his cargo shorts, took the cotton out from in
between his toes, balled it up and flung it lamely at Jessica. “I'm going out! Fix
your own dinner!” He said, grabbing his flip-flops and leaving.

Jessica looked down at the floor, and stamped her foot. “Fuck!” She yelled. I
blew it again!”

She got on the web with the BIAB site, and they said that these sort of events can
happen, and they had just the thing to fix the problem. For only $199.95.

N%’(‘\J

The next day, another box arrived at the apartment, this one addressed to Jessica,
and the box had “Barbie-in-a-Box Emergency Care Kit” printed on it. She opened
it, eagerly. She had come too far with Tyler to let it slip away from her now. She
had grown quite accustomed to having a slightly sissified man around the house.
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Tyler was nicer, more considerate, and fun to be with. He looked thinner, took
some care with his clothes, and was becoming one great cook. No, whatever she
needed to do to keep Tyler on the BIAB program, she was going to do.

Inside the box, was a small blister pack of two pills, a new CD, and a note.

The note simply assured her that even though the Barbie-in-a-Box accounted for
occasional setbacks, the CD and pills in the box would re-enforce key messages
and repair any damage done to the subject’s psyche.

She waited until that night to spike Tyler’s drink with the contents of the pills, and
slipped headphones around his head when he passed out in bed. She then tried to
fall asleep and hoped for the best.

N%“N

Jessica was rewarded in the morning with the smell of coffee, bacon and eggs
walfting in from the kitchen. She was motivated to get out of bed and follow the
smell, as her stomach rumbled in anticipation.

She had thrown on a robe and was looking as one does in the morning — like hell —
when she saw that she and Tyler weren't alone.

Dressed in his beloved apron and oversized T-shirt, (Jessica didn’t see any trace of
shorts) Tyler had a bright smile on his face. His headphones were resting around
his neck. “Good morning sleepyhead!” Tyler sang. “Look who dropped in!”

At the table was Oliver, in his usual golf shirt and glasses, hunched over a plate of
food. If he was feeling any discomfort being in the same room with a man who was
proudly displaying pink painted toenails on his exposed feet, it wasn't visible, as he
earnestly scarfed down the mound of steaming hot food on his plate.

“Do you like it?” Tyler asked Oliver.
Oliver replied with a muffled but enthusiastic “Mm-hmm!”

Tyler then quickly whipped up a plate and set it down for Jessica, who had spent
some time trying to pat down her hair, but much like Oliver, the smell of the food
washed away any distractions from her mind as she sat down to eat.

“Thanks for inviting me, Tyler. It’s been forever since I had a real breakfast,”
Oliver said, after finishing his mouthful.

“No biggie,” Tyler said, flushed like a teenaged girl. He bent an arm idly over
head and cocked his hips saucily. “I'm just glad I could fill your tummy this
morning.” As Tyler put his headphones on his ears, he asked “Let me know when
anyone wants seconds!”

In between blasts of wonderfully delicious food, Jessica idly thought what those
CD’s were doing to Tyler’s pea brain. What kind of messages could make Tyler
accept — and even delight in — being as swishy as he was becoming. The power in
the BIAB program was truly amazing to behold. Just a couple of months ago, he
was like any man, living in fear of showing even the slightest trait of non-macho
behavior. Now he was unconsciously flirting with a young man by making him
breakfast, and dancing gently to his music.
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How far was this going to go, Jessica wondered. Should she be taking pictures?
Selling tickets to watch?

N%’N

Whatever had been in that emergency kit had done it’s work well. Jessica even
thought to herself that maybe it was too good at “fixing” Tyler.

Because two weeks later, when she looked at her boyfriend, she was unable to
reconcile him with the person who she had once met in a bar not just a couple of
years ago.

Gone was the roguish, distant attitude and slightly unkempt looks that had
captivated her. Now, Tyler had a guileless look on his face, his emotions as easy to
read as a supermarket novel. He kept himself immaculate, shaving twice a day to
make sure there was never any trace of stubble on his face — or anywhere else on
his body, for that matter.

The big baggy clothes and dark colors he used to wear were a memory. Tyler now
tottered around the house in bright colors. He had grown especially fond of
yellows, reds and even pink lately. The giant shirt he had been wearing was gone,
and now he was sporting tight t-shirts shirts that ended just above his navel. His
big, olive green cargo shorts had been discarded in favor of denim cut-offs, which
he had cut himself, rather expertly. These cut-offs also seemed to be getting cut
shorter and shorter every day.

Tyler’s all-terrain mountain-hiking-style sneakers had vaporized long ago, lost in
the back of a closet or under a bed somewhere. Tyler was still wearing flip-flops,
but rather than the plastic ones he had stolen from his girlfriend, he had now
claimed Jessica’s second-favorite pair of leather-lined flip-flops, complete with
sparkling jeweled straps.

He repeatedly claimed that he only felt comfortable in these particular shoes, and
wearing his old sneakers hurt his “bruised” toes. Toes with polish that he had
learned to paint, remove and re-paint. “To keep them clean,” Tyler explained. That
didn’t explain why he had started to use reds and purples in addition to pink.

Other things had changed, too. Jessica remembered that the first BIAB CD was
this heavy, heavy metal that shook the floor and rattled windows. It occurred to her
that she hadn’t heard Tyler play that sort of music for a while.

She did remember that he had then gone through a brief period of metal-style
ballads from bands like Heart, but even that hadn’t been played in weeks. Curious,
Jessica stole a CD from her boyfriend to hear what it was, and found it to be Celine
Dion.

Also, there was the matter of the DVD that had arrived in the last box. Tyler had
pretty much ignored it for a week, but all of the sudden, he picked it up and
started to use it. It turned out to be an exercise disc, with an impossibly bubbly
petite blond jumping and dancing on screen, egging the viewer on.

The funny thing was, that not only did Tyler strive to exactly follow the instructor
move for move, but he’d also developed the habit of repeating what the instructor
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said, word-for-word. He was also imitating the same bubbly, sing-songy tone of her
voice as well.

With all this odd — and delightfully entertaining — behavior, it was starting to pay
off. The exercise, combined with the crash dieting and whatever other medications
they had laced with special food with, Tyler had dropped incredible amounts of
weight. He dipped down to under one hundred and forty pounds. By Jessica’s
count, he had lost over forty-five pounds since the BIAB program began. She was
sorely tempted to try the food herself, even knowing the hazards. She had never
heard of a more successful diet plan.

Jessica would ask Tyler from time to time about this diet, and he’d simply reply
that he still wanted to “drop that last five pounds.” He’'d keep saying that, even
after he had dropped five pounds. At this rate, he was going to be a walking
skeleton, but the Barbie-in-a-Box forum was quite assuring that everything would

be okay.

As she watched Tyler putter around the house, vacuuming and cleaning, she
noticed that his occasionally exposed navel was smooth & taught and his belly was
flat. She almost felt jealous of how easy it was for him to look that good. Almost.

N%’N

It wasn’t much later that, during the middle of a dinner of salmon, that Tyler
suddenly opened a door for Jessica to push him right through.

“My eyebrows itch,” He said. “I think I need to do something about my hair,”
Tyler then added, brining a long strand of hair into his view.

Jessica considered the statement on its” surface at first. She looked at Tyler’s
brown hair — hair that now extended over his ears and past the nape of his neck.
He had been taking good care of it, and had been using Jessica’s own shampoo,
conditioner and ever her hair dryer to keep it neat. It was always combed in place,
shiny and smelled slightly sweet. But she knew Tyler had a point, it was now too
long to just take care of it himself. He needed a trim, and he needed some
professional assistance.

It then hit her as to what that meant. “T could get you an appointment at my
salon,” she said. “We could get those wild eyebrows of yours under control, too.”

Tyler rolled his eyes, “they’re driving me nuts!” He said. “Sometimes I just want to
pluck them right out with my fingers!”

Jessica kept eating, but she was shaking her head. He was just making this far too
easy. “T'll get you an appointment for the works.”

“Oh, thanks, honey!” Tyler burbled. “Are you sure they won’t mind having a...
Well, having me there?”

“They aren't just for women, Ty. They do work on everyone.” Everyone who
wanted to look like a woman, Jessica added, to herself.

She quickly set up an appointment at her usual salon. Of course, she had already
been telling stories of what she was doing to her poor boyfriend, and all the girls
were begging to get a look at Tyler. This was all going to work out perfectly. She
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was now going to show off her pride and joy to her friends, and at the same time
take him on giant step towards his ultimate effete fate.

N%’N

Tyler was all ready and eager to go to his appointment when it came around a few
days later. He hoped in the car like a happy puppy being taken to the park. When
they arrived, Tyler took no notice that he was the only man in the entire place, and
that all eyes were tacking his every movement.

Shannon, the girl who was Jessica’s usual stylist, was the first to greet them, and
led Tyler to her chair. Soon enough, his hair had been decorated with little foil
wraps to highlight his brown hair. With his headphones on, Tyler smiled merrily as
he listened to his music, and didn’t say a word when they took his shoes off and
started to file his toenails.

Janice turned to Shannon. “He wants to have his eyebrows done, too.”

“You've got to be kidding me, Jess!” She said, finally free to talk with Tyler
listening to his music. “How did you do it!?”

“Well, I have my ways. Women have always owned their man’s toys. He’s been
bad, so now I'm taking his toy away from him,” She said, with a cruel turn in the
corners of her smile. It exposed the tip a single tooth, one that used to be a fang in
a more primitive existence.

“You're just awful!” Shannon scolded. “What are you going to do next? Tell me!”

“Well, that’s up to you. I think he’d look even better with a full body waxing. What
do you think?”

“He’d never stand for it!” Shannon gasped. “No man would let it happen to
them!”

“He’s already let me do his legs,” Jessica countered. “He cried like a little girl for a
few minutes, but he got over it. Now he barely even flinches when he does it.”

“You're lying! It can’t be true!”

Jessica popped the earphones off of Tyler’s head, and he took a moment to re-
focus his eyes. “Hi, Jess!” He said.

“Tyler,” she said, with a deliberate tone to make sure Shannon was getting all this,
“we think you’d be a lot more comfortable getting rid of all your body hair. What
do you think?”

“I guess.” He answered. “Like doing my legs?”
“But on your arms, butt, back and chest.”
Tyler’s eyes lit up. “Oh, if you think it's be good for me, Jess.”

Jessica turned to Shannon with a smug look. “We’ll do it after your nails dry,
cutie,” she said to Tyler.

Tyler put his headphones back on and was back in his world of subliminal
whispers and music. Shannon’s jaw was agape. Her mind had just been blown clear
away.
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“This is a set-up, isn’t it?” She asked Jessica.
“Nope. Its all real!”

“Naw, this can’t be true. I don't believe it!” Shannon grabbed the sides of her head
to keep things in place. “He was always such a macho jerk!”

“Now he cooks me my food, cleans the house and does the laundry. He even
squeals like a teenage princess when I fuck him.”

“My God!” Shannon exclaimed, “you’ve turned him into a sissy, Jess!”

“Oh, I'm not through with him yet, Shan. I'm going to turn him into a giggling,
simple-minded, over-sexed little sissy slave.”

“You wouldn’t! You couldn’t!”

“Just look at him, Shan. He’s going to be wearing a skirt in a matter of weeks. I'm
not sure I could stop it even if I wanted to, and believe me — I don’t want to!”

“Wow!” Shannon said.

“Is that your boyfriend, Jessica?” another woman asked. It was Fiona, one of the
regulars at the salon, to whom Jessica had told her wild tales of feminizing her
Tyler. “If I didn’t see it, I wouldn’t believe it.”

“That’s my ex-boyfriend!” Jessica said.

“I'd say he was an ex-boy, too,” Fiona said, in a confidential tone.
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“Not yet, but it’s going to happen.”
“Have you told him about you and Martin yet?”
“Shush, Fiona. I want to tell him when I'm ready.”

The small bell affixed the front door of the shop tinkled, and everybody looked to
see who had arrived. In came the tall, burly figure of Nat McCain, smiling at all the
ladies. He was Shannon’s brother, and well known to the girls. “Hey, there.” He
said, ambling past the reception area and up to Shannon.

“Hi, bro!” Shannon said. Her hands were tied up, working on her client, so she
stuck her cheek out for a kiss, which she got. Nat pecked Shannon in a brotherly
way, his bristly dark beard stubble scraping her skin.

“Hey, sis,” Nat replied. He looked around. “Hey, Fiona. Hey, Jessica.”

“Hi Nat!” Tyler said, eagerly waving at him from the chair. He had removed his
headphones upon seeing someone he recognized.

Nat paused, squinting with one eye, trying to recognize who was waving at him.
He then squinted with the other eye. “Uh, hey.” He tried to place the face. “Hey.”
Although the Barbie-in-a-Box site said that by this time, Tyler should be able to
endure this, Jessica was very hesitant in introducing — well, re-introducing Tyler to
Nat. “That’s Tyler, Nat. It’s hard to recognize him when he’s got his hair being

worked on.”

You could practically hear the crack in Nat’s neck as his head quickly snapped
back to take a closer look. “Tyler?” He asked.

“Hi!” Tyler replied, sheepishly.

Nat’s process of thinking was visible on his face. His eye twitched when he
verified that this was the Tyler he knew. The Tyler who he had beers with on
Sundays, watching football. The same Tyler who once pancaked a guy with a single

punch in that fight they got into down at the sports bar last year. It was the same
guy who covered for him when he was cheating on his ex.

Jessica inserted herself into the conversation. “Tyler wanted to come down and
have a day of pampering,” she explained.

Nat’s cleft chin trembled slightly when he examined Tyler. He had his hair wet
and wrapped up in curlers, his limp wrists were holding up freshly painted nails,
and his toes were stuffed with cotton balls to keep his polished toes clear while
they dried. Nat’s brow furrowed when he noticed the highly arched and thinned
eyebrows on Tyler’s face.

“What the hell?” Nat said, never one to hold back what he was thinking. “What's
with all the faggy stuff? Lose a bet?”

“I'm having the works!” Tyler replied, with a smile.
“Yeah, I can see that.” He turned to Jessica. “The fuck are you doing to him?”

“Tyler has a whole new outlook on life, and he decided he wanted a new look to
go with it,” Jessica explained.

Nat looked at Tyler again, not only noting the beauty work being done on him, but
under his clear smock, the tight shirt and shorts he wore, and the shaven legs he
sported. “So, what are you? Some kinda buttfuckin’ tranny?”
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Tyler just smiled back, not even batting an eye. It was like he hadn’t even heard
the thing Nat was calling him. “Do you like the color, Nat?” He asked, showing his
fingernails.

Nat just sneered at Tyler, breaking into a demeaning laugh. “Pantywaist... Sissy...
Faggot.” Nat turned away and walked out of the salon.

There was silence in the room, as no one dared speak. Jessica looked at Fiona,
who looked at Shannon. They all had an uncomfortable look on their faces.

“It was nice to see Nat again,” Tyler said, still smiling. “I'm glad he thinks I'm such
a sissy.”

Jessica tried to make sense of that statement. “You don’t mind that he called you a
sissy?”

Tyler picked up his headphones, ready to listen to his CD again. “I think he was
being very polite. I've been working on being a sissy, and it was nice of him to say
so.” He popped the headphones on his ears again.

Fiona and Shannon looked at each other in shock, and then at Jessica. “What was
the name of that website?” Shannon asked.

“Write it down for me, too,” Fiona said, handing Jessica a pen.
N%’N

As soon as Tyler got through the door, he flopped onto the new plush chaise
lounge Jessica had replaced the sofa with. “Thank God that’s over. I have to get
some housework done.” He looked down at his toes, which were painted lavender.
He casually looked at his fingers which were done the same.

“Do you like your nails, sweetie?” Jessica asked as she dropped the car keys on the
table.

Tyler, wriggling his toes and fingers, took his time to reply. “Why did you let me
do this, Jess? You shouldn’t have let me do it.”

“Oh, don’t worry yourself about it.”

“But it looks so...” He said. “So... Odd.”

That statement sounded quite strange from the person reclined on the lounge, as
that person had hairless legs, hairless arms and no trace of a beard. The skin was
smooth and clear, probably due to drugs in that ‘diet plan” food. This person also
sported a freshly-styled head of long feathery hair, with pronounced bangs wafting
above the eyes. His eyebrows also arched in a fine line that opened up his
expression and made his face unmistakably delicate. Tyler’s fingernails were the
least of his worries.

“You look great. I think you make a fine sissy,” Jessica said.

“Thanks, Jess,” he said, glowing in the compliment.

Jessica put her purse away. “Besides, I wish my nails looked half as good as yours.”
Which was true, actually.

“You should book an appointment when we go back next time,” Tyler said.
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“T'll do that.” Jessica smiled at the ease at which Tyler suggested his next
appointment at a women’s salon. “When we go do it together.”

N%’N

In the next several days, Tyler learned to take good care of his hair. He was easily
able to keep it styled almost exactly like they had at the salon. His meager male
groomsman skills had flowered into a feminine beauty routine.

He moisturized his skin, he plucked his stray eyebrow hair, epilated his legs and
the rest of his body smooth, and applied his girlfriend’s spring-fresh deodorant to
his clean-shaven armpits... With a little behind each ear. “Because Ollie liked the
scent,” Tyler explained.

He had even taken to using a curling iron to shape his hair when it went flat.
Jessica was more than happy to share it with him.

In addition to her tools of hair care, Jessica also found she was sharing something
else with Tyler. She discovered it one day when she was rearranging her things by

her bedside table.
“Tyler, have you seen my... Uh, well, my vibrator?” She said, somewhat sheepishly.
“No, what's it look like?” Tyler replied.
“It looks like a vibrator.”
“T haven't seen it. Did you look under the bed?”
“So you haven't seen it?”
“Well, if it turns up, I'll let you know.”

Jessica regarded that whole conversation as odd, but she didn’t think too much of
it, until a day later when that missing vibrator turned up under the bed. Where she
had already checked. Twice.

It took a while for her to put things together, but then she came to an obvious
conclusion. The vibrator was never missing. Someone had planted it under the

bed. Tyler.
“Honeybuns, I found my vibrator.” She said, as they went to bed, a night later.
“That’s great. Was it under the bed? I told you it was under the bed.”
“It was under the bed, Ty. Right where you left it.”
“Me? I've never seen it before! Me!?” Tyler said defensively and over-
dramatically. “I never!”
Jessica took it in her hands and turned it on. The buzzing sound it made captured

Tyler’s attention immediately. His eyes focused on it with laser intensity. Jessica
knew the truth when she saw the effect it had on him.

“You've been... Using it, haven’t you?” She said, with a lascivious wink.
“No...” Tyler replied, with his answer fading off quickly.

She brought it closer to him, and Tyler inched backwards until he ran out of bed.
“It seems to know you, honey.” She placed it on his stomach, and almost at the
instant it touched his skin, Tyler’s eyes closed as he gasped.
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THE PuprpPy MILL

CHAPTER 1

As was the custom for Saturday night at the Pacific Grand Theater, the seats were
crammed with Martians. From wall to wall, with barely enough room to maneuver
down the aisles, Martians were dressed in silver jumpsuits, ray guns drawn, ready to for
the show to begin.

The reason for this intergalactic incursion in this small, squalid theater in Los Angeles
was the weekly showing of “King Kong Versus the Martians.” It was a horrible film, a
truly terrible piece of entertainment that let the viewer stupefied at the level of its’
incompetence. It’s only entertainment value was as a specimen of horrible 1950’s B-
film moviemaking.

It was such an acutely bad film that it had gained a following just on that single, sad,
attribute. A big cult following, as a matter of fact. For the last two years, on Saturday
night at 12 midnight, the theater showed the film to a group of crazed fans, who could
recite every line in the film by heart. The crowd was well within the hundreds, all regu-
lars.

In those two years, the moviegoers had tried to out-do each other every night. Maybe
one would come with a home-made prop from the film. The next week, another would
want to top him and arrive with a helmet made to resemble the one the Martians wore.
Another would top that the next week. After two years of this, now the patrons would
show up in full, elaborately made costumes. It had also evolved into its’ own live per-
formance, as regular fans eventually were brought up on stage to act out the parts as
the movie showed behind them.

One of the people who had been there from the very beginning was a struggling ac-
tress by the name of Sasha Davies. Sasha was senior in college back when she was kill-
ing a dateless night at the Saturday midnight shows, and was now the keeper of the
website dedicated to the show. She also played “Wendy” the 12-year old girl in the film
who takes in one of the Martians and shows them human kindness. She was one of the
old-timers, at the age of 24, having been there from the first show. She enjoyed the
sense of responsibility she felt as one of the organizers, and lived her whole week for

Saturday night.

Which is why, when she met Nicholas O’Brien, she had a hard time explaining why
she wasn’t available for dinner on the weekend. In fact, she had been seeing him for
well over a month before she decided she had to come clean about her other life.

This was actually a relief for Nick, as he was sure that yet another girlfriend was going
to break up with him. When he learned the reason why he was never able to get a hold
of her at certain days and times, learning that Sasha was just out pantomiming a film
was the least worrisome reason behind that behavior.

Nick was from the East Coast, having grown up in and around New York for a long
time. But once his parents had passed away, he realized he had little to tie him to his
home town. He decided upon trying his luck in Los Angeles as a TV writer. Work
wasn’t too hard to find if you didn’t mind writing junk for fools. He did a few public
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service spots, a couple of never-to-be-aired sit-coms and some other miscellaneous
work before the Writers” Guild went on strike.

With no work, Nick’s fortunes took a definite turn for the worse. A small check from
the union at least kept him from starving. But that was all it did. As the weeks and then
months went on, Nick found himself more and more dependent on Sasha for everyday
living expenses. He was eating her food, using her car and living in her apartment most
of the time. Finally, Nick suggested that they move in together.

Sasha took the suggestion as a positive step forward in a relationship, but with the
strong suspicion that it was because Nick could no longer survive on his own. She knew
she was right, but her emotions led her to let Nick move in.

Living together was easy. They had similar interests and liked the same music, movies
and TV shows. Splitting costs between them worked better, just as Nick hoped. Things
started to normalize, and he just had to wait until the strike was over. Things would get
even better when that happened.

Meanwhile, Nick was pretty much powerless to resist his girlfriends” suggestion that
he come with her to the Saturday night showings. He was a little nervous about Sasha’s
odd attachment to that movie and was content to let her have that part of her life to
herself. But he capitulated.

Two months later, he was in costume and performing on stage just like Sasha. He had
gotten into the event just as deep as his girlfriend.

In fact, when Sasha announced she had accepted a role in a downtown stage produc-
tion, it was often Nick going by himself to the Saturday night shows.

Sasha was sick that she missed her very first shows at the Pacific Grand, but her
dream was always to act in a big play, and she couldn’t refuse the opportunity. She kept
in touch with everybody else involved, and interrogated Nick about every last detail of
every show she missed. Who had flubbed a line, who had the weirdest costume, who
played which parts. She wanted to know every last bit of information.

Nick was happy to tell her everything he could. He knew how much those shows
meant to her, and the demands of being in a stage production were stealing every last
minute of her time. The truth was, he was starting to miss her. She wasn’t home for
more than an hour or two before she was asleep and up early the next morning. Sasha
seemed to thrive on the work, but Nick was lonely.

Then came the stunner. The production Sasha was in was going to tour. A long six-
month traveling show... In Europe. She would be able to fly back for a few days here
and there... but...

Nick did what he thought a man should do. He told her to follow her dream. Sasha
almost took it the wrong way, as he seemed so resolute in telling her to leave. But Nick
told her in no uncertain terms why it needed to happen.

“It's what you worked for, it’s what you deserve, and I'll be here when you get back.”
He said.

“I don’t want you thinking I want to leave you.” She replied.

“You're not leaving me. You're just going to be working for a little while,” he held her
small trembling hands firmly. “You know this will be worth it. You can’t turn your back
on this for me or anything else.”

“You know I would. You know if you asked me I'd stay.”
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“I'd never ask you that. I'd never hurt you like that.”

“I'won’t go. I'm not going to go.”

Nick knew that if she didn’t take this chance, she’d regret it for the rest of her life —
and he’d regret being the one who stopped her.

“Maybe we shouldn’t be seeing each other, then.” He said, trying to sound like he
meant it.

Sasha’s delicate and beautiful face looked like it had shattered in horror. “What!?
What are you...”

“I'm saying that if you think I want to be in a suffocating relationship like that, you're
crazy.” Chet was practically choking on the words, every sound stinging him as he
spoke.

“Nick, you're kidding, right?”

Nick, wanting desperately to say ‘yes,” said “no.” He was pushing the love of his life
right to edge. But it was for her own good. “T don’t want some clingy girlfriend who

can’t support herself. Besides, I've been thinking that maybe we shouldn’t be confined
by this whole ‘relationship’ thing.”

The life seemed to escape Sasha’s face, and she dipped her head. Staring down at her
shoes, she just said, “oh.”

She was off and on a flight just two days later. Nick watched from the terminal a the
plane pulled away, unsure if he had just destroyed the best thing that had ever hap-
pened to him. Not only was he feeling like some part of his insides had been ripped
from him violently, but he
knew the cold reality of the
situation. Sasha was gong
to have to live out of hotels
for a while, and he could
no longer expect much
money at all from her. He
was going to need to find
work.

With little but time on his
hands, Nick looked for a
job. He had little luck. He
didn’t have a very good skill
set in the first place, and
because of the strike, the
whole entertainment econ-
omy was too depressed to
be hiring.

Of course, he still had
“King Kong versus the
Martians.” With so much
idleness, it wasn’t long
before he had taken Sasha’s
spot in the group. He was
even making costumes and
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re-designing the website. After all, it was all he really had now of his girlfriend — be-
sides the occasional text message.

One night, he did everything up special. He sunk his heart and soul into making a big
splash at the show for that week. He made his own costume by hand, meticulously
sewing it to match the 1950 original in every detail. He paid special attention to his
stage makeup, doing it over and over again to get it just right. He ordered some boots
and other accessories over the internet, and even found a wig just identical to the char-
acter he was gong to play. Night after night, he practiced his role until he had it per-
fect. Nick was determined to be the hit of the show.



CHAPTER 2

Although he didn’t know it, the first time Nick had met Roger Van der Slyke, he was
wearing a dress.

Roger was in his early forties, with a little bit of grey at the temples of his well-
groomed dark head of hair. He countenance and cool demeanor spoke of a man sure of
himself and always in control. He gave every appearance of being cultured and refined.
But that didn’t explain why he was at this particular low-brow bar at two in the morn-
ing.

Mr. Van der Slyke was a man who could be easily described as handsome. He had the
right amount of wrinkles in his face to make it interesting. He was ruggedly built, with
strong, sharp shoulders that looked like he could carry quite a burden. Then, his slow,
measuring gaze let you know he had you sized up and figured out before he even had
spoken a word to you.

Dempsey’s Bar was Nick’s usual watering hole, and he was here on this night every
week. Everyone knew him by name, and he knew everyone who came to Dempsey’s.
That’s why Nick had spotted him immediately when he had come in. He had never
seen this guy before, and didn’t want to look like a weirdo, even to strangers. The man’s
presence made him more than a little uncomfortable. Especially as he was dressed.

Every Saturday, after the movie, the “cast” of the show and a few long-timers would
come to Dempsey’s to celebrate another fun night. They'd still be talking about the
show, and still be dressed in costume. Which usually wasn’t a big deal, as everyone in
Los Angeles was used to the bizarre by now. A bar full of silver-lame’d jump-suited,
green-skinned people wasn't really that out of the ordinary.

The problem for Nick was that tonight, he was in a dress. A silver-lame dress, with
silver go-go boots, long green legs and shocking white hair down to the small of his
back. He had decided to shock the group by playing the part of the Martian queen —
and doing it convincingly.

The group was indeed surprised, not only that Nick had showed up in drag, but by
being so good at it. Nick had the voice, the look, the mannerisms and the lines all
down. They had never had a better performance in all the months and years they had
been doing this show.

But, as many were saying under their breath, Nick was a knock-out.

Sure, he probably a little tall for the role, but his slender build, big eyes and boyish
face looked great under the make-up. Plus, his long, shapely green legs were making
most of the men in the show seriously reconsider their stance on heterosexuality.

To make the night even more interesting, Nick had spent the whole night in charac-
ter, as the gorgeous actress Alexis Summers. Nick played it like he really was Alexis, in
town for an “acting gig” and just “doing a job.” He refused to answer to his name and
would only speak as Alexis, down to her famously dramatic laugh and penchant for
flirting with men.

But his friends all played along, even returning some of the playful faux come-ons and
having fun with it. Everyone in the show had a blast with Nick’s performance.
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However, Nick suddenly realized how convincing he was when Roger Van der Slyke
sat down next to him and started to talk.

“Haven't I met you somewhere before?” Roger said, “And if I have, how did I ever let
you go?”

Nick suddenly sat up straight in his seat and inched away. “I'm not interested.” He
said in his regular, deep speaking voice.

Expecting more of an outraged outburst, Nick was surprised to see that the man’s only
reaction was to raise an eyebrow and let a smirk gradually crook his lips.

“Fascinating,” Roger said. He laughed a brief, but genial laugh. “I hope you don’t
think I come on to all the men in dresses I meet.”

Taken aback by his reply, Nick relaxed and smiled. “No problem,” he said.

Roger then quickly excused himself and returned to his own table seat. Nick, for his
part, barely even remembered the encounter at the end of the night, as it was one of a
dozen passes made at him by other men. He also had a few of his own friends have a go
at him after they had three or four drinks that night.

“I suppose I should take it as a compliment,” he said before leaving for home. Nick
had expected to have to deal with a few misguided guys that night, and he had fended
them off like a seasoned pro.

Eventually, it was time to head back to the apartment, and Nick gave his friends a
dramatically overdone air kiss as he left. It was everything he had hoped. He and his
friends had a great laugh, he had been the hit of the night, and had successfully topped
everyone else with his amazing impersonation. He had already conceded to do the
same performance next week, and he was wondering if he could pull off this act again.

He was eager to get in from the cold air and get out of the incredibly uncomfortable
boots by the time he had gotten back to the apartment. Checking his messages, Sasha
had already left two. She was probably eager to know how the show went. How was he
even going to tell her what he had done? Well, it was bound to get to her sooner or
later. Heck, the guys at the show were probably already texting her about it right now.

Deciding to go all out, Nick got back into the boots and checked the make-up and
hair. He set up a tripod and camera in front of Sasha’s “King Kong vs the Martians”
posters and struck a few poses as the Martian Queen.

“T knew I shouldn’t have left you alone.” Sasha replied by email when she saw the
pictures. “T don’t want you using my lipstick,” she teased. Nick was eager to tell her
everything that had happened that night, and went on in detail about every last bit of
information he could recall.

“Sounds like you had the night of your life. I bet they want you to do it again next
week.” Sasha replied.

“Of course.” He wrote back. “They need their queen.”
(’\)%’(\)

A week later he was even better. He had the whole act down, and carried off his per-
formance without a snag. They even applauded him when he was done for the night.
He had never seen anyone get that kind of reaction in all the shows he had attended.

8



The Puppy Mill Joe Six-Pack

“That was crazy, dude,” one of the guys said to him. “You're so good as a woman,
you've messed up my relationships for the rest of my life!”

Nick had gotten a lot of comments like that all night long. But he was still having fun
with it. Someone had even given him a bouquet of martian-green roses tonight. If he
was going to have to come to each show as the Martian Queen, so be it. He was having
a great time.

When the after-show party had broken up, Nick found himself not wanting to leave.
He had grown addicted to the comments and compliments.

When he realized this, he was really quite embarrassed. Maybe he needed to take a
break from this, after all. Just for a little while.

N%’(\J

For Nick in the real world, work was still tough to find. It didn’t help that he was sink-
ing so much time and effort into his performance at the movie show that his check on
want ads often skipped a day or two. Or three.

But he did manage to do an interview or two a week. After all, it had been almost a
month since Sasha left, and the bills still kept coming in.

Just as he had feared, the money needed to pay for rent and basic utilities, added to
Sasha’s expensive living expenses in hotels, left virtually nothing for Nick. He was be-
yond struggling. Nick was practically destitute. He was selling some old CDs and
DVDs to have enough money for cheap meals. He knew he had to do something, and it
was going to have to happen fast.

It was time for him to consider taking whatever work he could find. Even minimum
wage would help at this point. He resolved himself to just do whatever he needed to do
to make it right. He couldn’t ask Sasha for more money, and being self-supportive was
just the mature thing to do. Monday morning, he’d get it done. He’d rejoin the work-
force.

Just after he had one more night as the Martian Queen.
N%’N

There wasn’t more than one or two people left at the bar Saturday night, and Nick
was finishing off his last drink of the evening. He was alone, all of his friends had gone
home. That left Nick with his thoughts about getting work. He really did need the
money, but he hated having to get a job. That was one of the reasons he was a writer.
He just did what he needed to do, make a few jokes, write some trite dialogue and he
got paid for it. He didn’t even have to go in to most places he worked for. He just sent
them the scripts.

Now, that was about to change, and he was desperately trying to think a way out of it.
That was when the bartender dropped off another drink.

“From the guy over in the corner,” he told Nick.
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But by the time Nick had bothered to look in the corner, the man who sent the drink
was sitting down across the table from him.
“I'm not who you think T am,” Nick said.
“I think you're a man in green wig and tights.” The man replied.
“Well then, I guess I am who you think I am.”

He pointed at the drink. “T just ordered that for you. My mistake. I didn’t recognize
you.”

“Do I know you?” Nick asked.

“Not really. I accidentally tried to pick you up a few weeks ago.”

“You and about a hundred lonely guys at this bar.”

The man offered his hand. “Name’s Roger.”

Nick shook it. “Nick.”

“You must be a part of that midnight show they do around the corner.”

“What if T said if T wasn’t?” Nick responded.

“Then you've got some issues,” Roger leaned back in his seat.

The two men had struck up an easy friendship. Quickly, Roger started in on his back-
ground. He was an executive at a local chain of hospitals, and was divorced. He and his
wife hadn’t gotten along for a long time, and had separated years ago, only making it
official recently. He said it was going to hurt him at work, and was trying to drink away
the sense of dread he had about losing his job.

Nick told him his own story about being out of work and his girlfriend half a continent
away for the next several months. Both understood, and both were sympathetic to each
others’ plight.

“Does she know what her boyfriend is doing in his spare time?” Roger asked.
“She’s the one who started this whole thing,” Nick answered.
“Did she have anything to do with the costume? With the training?”

“Training?” Nick said. “No, this was all my doing. I'd be to embarrassed to ask anyone
for help. Let alone a woman.”

“If you don’t mind me saying, and please don’t take this the wrong way, you make one
hell of a beautiful woman.”

Nick batted his eyelashes. “Tell me something I don’t know.” He took a swig of his
drink. “My mother would be so proud.”

“You've really gone all-out.” Roger said, looking Nick up and down. “Shaved your legs,
can'’t see any stubble on your chin... Long nails... “ He stared at the appearance of
cleavage in what really wasn’t Nick’s bosom. “Quite a job.”

“I've got a lot of free time recently.”

“The dress fits you perfectly. Did you have it made for you?”

“I can sew. Learned in high school.”

“High school?”

“It was either that or auto repair. The sewing class had much better looking girls in it.”

“Gotcha.” Roger smiled. “Another drink?”
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“Better not,” Nick shook his head. “I'm a bit out of it.”
“You live far from here? I can drive you home.”
“That’s okay.”

“If you're drunk, you really shouldn’t get in your car.”
“You were drinking, too.”

“I've been having a little tonic water.” Roger then lifted Nick’s key in the air. “Besides,
I stole these, and you're not getting them back.”

Nick sighed heavily. “Fine.”
“It won’t be so bad. You ever taken a ride in a Porsche Carerra?”

“Lead the way,” Nick said, getting up.
N%’(‘\J

On the way home, once Nick had been able to give coherent directions, the two
started to talk again.

“You can’t be too sad about the divorce if you get to keep this baby,” Nick rubbed his
hands along the sleek, smooth leather seat he was in.

“It really doesn’t make up for the loss of a companion,” Roger said. “It’s hard to snug-
gle up with a car at night.”

“Did you love her?” Nick asked.

“For a while. But she had different interests. Especially when it came to men. The
people I work for couldn’t learn about it, so I tried to keep it quiet as long as possible.
But it eventually came out. No I'm not going to get any farther up the chain. And for-
get about starting over. It’s too late.”

“Who do you work for that would care about a divorce?”

“St. McGivens Hospitals.” Roger replied. “They own about a dozen hospitals in the
area and in the state.”

“Why would they give a damn?”
“Because they're majority owned by the Church.”
“Oh.”

“They’ve all heard about my marriage and how it went south. They know I was going
to have to get a divorce, although I don’t think they’ve figured out that it’s actually hap-
pened. Sooner or later someone’s going to invite my wife to a party or something, or
drop by. Then they’ll know. It’s just a matter of time.”

“The church guys don't like divorce?”

“Legally, they can’t discriminate like that. In reality, though, no one has ever become
an executive of that company who had anything less than a one-hundred-percent rock-
solid home life.”

“It’s not your fault, was it? They can’t blame you.”

“They can and they do.” Roger said, curtly. “It’s their religious conviction. It’s not like
I can fight the word of God.”

11
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“That would pose its” challenges,” Nick admitted.

“What about you? You a big B-movie fan?”

“Not really. Just something Sasha, my girlfriend, got me into.”

“Why do you do it?”

“Oh, the people who come are really great, they have a lot of weird, funny ideas
and...”

“No, I mean why dress up like this? Like a woman?”

Nick looked over at Roger to see what the expression on his face was. There was no
malice or ridicule there. He seemed to really want to know.

“Well, I could have gone as one of the kids in the story, but I'm a few feet too tall for
that. The only other major adult character is the Queen.”

“You don’t do bit parts, in other words.”
Nick laughed. “T guess not.”

The car pulled to the gate for Nick’s apartment building, and Nick got out. “Thanks
for the ride. Hey, do you come to that bar often?”

“Once and a while. It’s on the way home from work.”

“Well, we're there every Saturday night. You might even like seeing the show.”

“Thanks. Maybe I'll drop by.”

“Thanks again,” Nick said, before walking to the gate. He punched in his code to open
the door, not getting the response he wanted. He tried it again. And again.

“Having problems?” Roger called from the car.

“Must be hitting the wrong buttons.” Nick replied. He hit another button.

“Hello?” The crackling speaker on the door said.

“Hey, this is Nick in 213. Your neighbor. The code’s not working. Can you buzz me
in?”

“It’s three thirty AM!” The speaker replied.

“Sorry.” Nick said. The door buzzed open.

As Nick headed in the door, Roger dashed in behind him. “Hey, hold up a minute.
That isn’t your stuff on the street, is it?” Roger pointed back out the door at a small pile
of furniture and clothing placed on the curb.

“What?” Nick replied, straining his vision for a moment to see what Roger was talking
about. “No... Aw, fuck!” He immediately recognized the things on the curb as his stuff.
He dashed for it quickly, then realized that he needed to check the apartment as well.
“Could you just keep an eye on that for a moment?” Nick asked Roger. “Just for a sec?

I'll be right back!”

Nick reversed direction and ran up the stairs to his apartment, putting his keys in the
lock. Or at least trying to. They didn't fit. “Goddamn!” Nick yelled. He struck the door
with his fist and then grabbed his green-haired head in exasperation. “I don’t fuckin’
believe it! The locks are changed!”

Suddenly, the doorknob jiggled and the door cracked open, held in place by the secu-
rity chain.

“What do you want, Nick?” The voice on the other side of the door said.

12
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“Chet!?” Nick yelped, hardly able to believe who it was. “What the fuck!?”

Chet was Sasha’s older brother of 24, who Nick rarely saw. He rarely saw him because
he couldn’t stand the guys’ guts. Neither could Sasha, for that matter. She barely even
talked to him, except when she had to go to a family dinner or when Chet needed a few
bucks to pay a “loan” off.

“You ask me? You're the faggot in the dress.” Chet responded.
“It’s for the show, you asshole! Sasha’s movie show!”

There was a pause from Chet. “Look, all I know is that Sasha called me to get your
stuff out of her apartment. Something about dressing up like a woman while she was
gone.”

“She knows why! You're making this up!” Nick kicked the door.

“Dude! She doesn’t want you here! I'm gonna call the cops, okay!? You're trespass-
ing!”

Nick was fiery red with anger. "This is my place! I'm gonna call the cops on you!”

“Not here, not now,” Roger said, suddenly appearing from behind Nick. He pointed
around the hallway where all of the neighbors had stuck their heads out of their doors,
curious to see what was causing all the noise.

Nick looked back at the slice of Chet’s face visible though the crack in the door. Chet
quickly slammed it shut.

“Fuck!” Nick yelled loudly.

Roger put his arm behind Nick and started to escort him away. “We’ll sort this out in
the morning. You can spend the night at my place.”

Without even breaking his eye contact with the door of his apartment, Roger led Nick
down the hallway.

“Jesus Fuck!” Nick yelled out again, because he had to let the world know how angry
he was.

(‘\J%’(‘\J

Nick dropped the handset in the cradle of the phone. He had been calling people all

morning.

“What'd he say?” Roger asked, from the couch where he was watching a football
game.

Nick had just gotten off the phone with a lawyer, and was $200 poorer for the consul-
tation. “He said there’s not much I can do, unless I want to go to trial about it.”

“You should.”

“I'm not going to sue my own girlfriend. It's her name on the lease.”

He had spent the night at Roger’s house, a surprisingly luxurious and large place. If
one had used the term “mansion” they might have been overstating things, but not by

much. It was unsettling to be in such a strange place under such stressful circum-
stances.

Roger took a sip of beer, “Have you been able to get in touch with her?”

13
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“She’s not taking my calls, and she’s not responding to emails or texts.”
Roger took a moment to look away from the TV. “I'm sorry.”

“I'm not giving up that easy. I'm pretty sure that turd Chet is at the bottom of this. He
probably fed her a line and got her to believe what he wanted him to. Now he’s got a
place to stay. The lying little pipsqueak probably thinks he’s real smart. Well, as soon as
I can get in touch with Sasha, we’ll see who’s smarter.”

“Meanwhile, why don’t you just take it easy,” Roger suggested. He was lying back with
his feet up on the coffee table. “This is getting to be a pretty good game. Have a beer.”

“I guess,” Nick said, moving over to the adjoining couch. He popped open a can and
took a sip. “This a projection?” He asked about the TV? “60 inches?”

“102. And it’s plasma. Biggest one they make.”

“Damn,” Nick said in awe. “You're not hurting for money, are you?”

“I do alright. Did you see this QB in college last year? They couldn’t stop him. Now,
in the pro’s he can’t do a damn thing.”

“That’s the transition to the pro game and the speed. Hey, maybe I need to start look-
ing for a room right now. I'll probably have to get one of the guys to put me up for the
night tonight.”

“Stay here. I have a big house and I'm always having friends and associates over.”

“I appreciate it, Roger, but we just met and I don’t even know when I'll be able to get
a place of my own. Thanks for the offer, but...”

“Yeah, I didn’t think you'd go for it, but I thought I'd just put it out there.”
“Again, I appreciate it, but I've got to make a go of this on my own.”

“Understood.” Roger took another swig of his beer. “Of course, if you're looking for
work, I can help there.”

“You're not going to offer me a job, are you?” Nick replied.

“No, I'm about to offer you a very serious proposal. 'm not kidding about his. It’s
going to sound weird, and I don’t want to freak you out. But It’s a very serious offer.”

That sounded chillingly strange. Nick’s eyes glanced over the room looking for an
escape route. He didn’t think he’d really need it, but he was already feeling a little
creeped out. If Roger popped up with an axe, he knew where he needed to go.

“Shoot.” Nick said.

Roger chuckled. “This is going to be difficult to even say.” He cleared his throat a
little. “You seem to have a talent for imitating women, Nick. You do a very good job.
And I'm having women problems in my life.”

Nick shivered involuntarily. He nonchalantly sniffed his beer for any drugs and
checked his escape route again. He sensed trouble. Big trouble.

“I'm not sure how to phrase this without it seeming completely irrational, but...”
“You probably should stop right there, don’t you think?” Nick suggested.

“I've been working up the courage to say this for the last day or so, so I'm going to
finish.” Roger took a deep breath. “T'd like to pay you good money to go out in public
as my girlfriend.”

“I gotta go,” Nick said, getting on his feet.
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“Look, I know it sounds stupid, but I'm really desperate.”

Nick grabbed his coat. “Thanks for the beer and a place to stay last night. T'll pick up
my stuff later.”

“Five thousands dollars for just an afternoon’s work. One time. A few hours at a bas-
ketball game and it'd be over with.”

“Hey, I'm sorry, dude — but that’s really nuts.” Nick slipped a baseball cap on his head
and headed out the door.

r\)%’r\)

Four days later, after staying on five different couches and not one step closer to get-
ting in contact with Sasha, Nick’s initial brick-wall resistance to Roger’s proposal was
now paper-thin.

Every time he looked at the ever-scarcer assortment of dollar bills in his wallet, he
could only hear that figure again. Five thousand dollars.

After all, he was already doing an impersonation of a woman every week. Some of the
newbies at the show didn’t even know that he really was really a guy. So it wasn’t like he
couldn’t get away with it. How long is a basketball game anyway? Two hours? He’d be
in and out in a blink.

Roger was a decent guy. He liked sports, bought the good kind of beer and...
Five thousand dollars.

It would sure solve a lot of problems. His aching back told him that one more night
on a couch was going to be his limit.

“If T was going to do this — and I'm not saying I am — exactly what would we be talking
about?” He asked Roger when he called him up.

Roger, sounding slightly stunned to even be discussing the matter, seemed to be less
than totally prepared for an answer. “Uh... Well, T have these two tickets to the Lakers
game next week. I got them from my boss, and he expects for me to bring someone.”

“Your wife.”

“No. He knows about me and Kathy. But I've been generally leading him to believe
that I'm in another really serious relationship. Well, engaged, to be specific.”

“I thought you said that you were in trouble no matter what with a divorce.”

“If T can convince the higher-ups that my marriage never meant much, they could pull
some strings and have it annulled. But I have to convince them that I'm on my way into
a real, for-keeps marriage. Someone stable and down to Earth.”

“That would be the part I'd be playing — if I were to do this?”
“Why don’t you just get an actual, real woman to do this?”

“I don’t know a lot of real women, Nick. I'm sorry to say.”
“You could hire an actress cheaper than me.”

“And pay extortion for the rest of my life?”

“Yeah, I guess I wouldn't exactly be making a federal case out of this, would I?” Nick
realized.
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“Right. As for what it would involve.... T uh...”

Nick interrupted. “T figure it’s just showing up for two hours, you be seen with me, we
leave and that’s the story.”

“Uh, yes. I suppose so.”

“Do you have five thousand dollars to pay me?”

“Yes.”

“Will you pay me in advance?”

“Yes.”

“Can I pick out the clothes?”

“Y...Yes.”

“If T don’t think I can pull this off, can I back out?”

“Tust give me fair warning.”

“When’s the game?” Nick said, not really even believing he was agreeing to this.
“Next Friday. That’s about... Eleven, no, twelve days away.”

“I need a place to stay while I work on this. I don’t want to have to get a hotel room
for two weeks as I practice, and I sure as hell am not going to be in the same house as
you.”

“T have a cottage out back. You can use that. It’s not part of the house, and you'll have
complete privacy.”

Nick let out a deep breath and pinched the bridge of his nose. “I don’t have a car. Can
you pick me up?”

N%"N

True to his word, Roger set Nick up in a small two-room cottage that was out behind
the house. It obviously hadn’t been used in a while and everything had a layer of dust
on it. It was furnished plainly, with simple tables, chairs and a bed.

After stewing for a few days, unhappy with himself and the very odd situation he now
found himself in, Nick finally got around to the business at hand. He needed to make
himself over as a female.

He asked Roger exactly what he was expecting.

“Something a lot like the woman you pretend to be Saturday nights.” Was the quick
answer. “A nice sense of humor, a warm personality and a dazzling smile.”

Nick was a little leery that Roger was more than a little taken with the character he
had been playing. But it was just two hours. The world wasn’t going to come to an end
over two lousy hours.

Nick took examination of himself in the mirror. One of the reasons he had been bale
to get away with his impersonation was his slender build. The other was that the Mar-
tian Queen was somewhat Amazonian in her proportions which suited him.

But now, he wasn’t going to have that to fall back on. He was going to have to look like
a real woman in the real world. Whatever he chose, he was going to have to make sure
his clothes covered him fairly loosely. A dress didn’t seem right to wear to a game. A
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blouse or something was way too formal. After thinking about it for a while, he came
upon a clever solution. He’d just wear an oversized, loose basketball jersey. It would
cover his male body thoroughly and be appropriate to wear to a game. Simple and ef-
fective.

He’d get some tight jeans, and a pair of tennis shoes. Voila! Done. No sweat.

The next day, Nick went out and bought everything he needed. That included a dark
blond wig that went down to his shoulders. The same place where he had gotten his
Martian Queen costume thought nothing about selling him more women’s stuff.

He tried it all on that night. It was not what he had hoped for. He originally thought
that the combination of a big head of hair and ample bosom was enough to get the job
done. The sight of himself in the mirror wasn’t going to fool many.

Why could he look like a woman in the Queen getup and not in regular clothes? It
wasn't the green skin, was it?

No. Or rather, a partial “Yes.” Nick decided that it wasn’t the green, but the skin. He
showed a lot of leg in his Queen outfit, bared his arms and a deep valley of cleavage.
He had to re-think his approach.

It went through a few versions and re-starts before Nick was satisfied with the result.
Then, finally after five days of preparation, he was ready for Roger to see what he had
done.

As Roger had said, he wanted a chance to back out of this deal if Nick couldn’t pull it
off. “It’s probably more of a risk for me than it is for you,” Roger quipped. He wanted
to see the “look” while he could still gracefully get out of going to the game.

Seeing how this was still kind of a “rough draft” version, Nick didn’t go too crazy get-
ting ready. He knew that when he finally did go to the game, he’d have to be meticu-
lously careful over every last detail. But for right now, he did the bare minimums. He
lotioned up his skin, he shaved closely on his face and legs, applied the shaping under-
garments, the padding undergarments, and finally the undergarment undergarments.
He used a little bit of concealer to blend the edge of the wig into his scalp, and drew
the hair down to frame his face. He put on his bra and used the pads he wore for being
the Martian Queen, which Nick thought for some reason looked twice as big as they
usually looked. It was probably just his paranoia about someone paying him to dress

like this.

Nick also decided to invest in a pair of panties for this exercise, since the bottom half
of his costume was going to be much tighter that his Martian dress. He always seemed
to check girls out for VPL himself, so he was well aware that he’d better be showing
some himself. Visible panty line, that is.

“All right, here we go,” Nick announced as he came into the living room, ready for
inspection. He was more than a little nervous. This whole exercise had started as a
dress-up game, but it was beginning to feel a lot more serious. Besides, he really did
need that money. He stepped around the corner, into full view. “What do you think?”
He asked.

Nick had chosen an outfit that reveal the best parts of his body and conceal the worst.
He had gone to a smaller, cropped version of a Laker Jersey, tied off in a big knot un-
der his so-called breasts. The sleeveless top bared his shoulders and thin arms well.
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This left his midsection
without a top, but a pur-
ple t-shirt hugged his
thin — even slender —
tummy. His body then
billowed out to show a
seemingly well-
developed and well-
rounded butt. He wore a
denim skirt that ended a
few inches above his
knees, and revealed his
long and shapely legs for
the world to admire. He
wore a pair of brown
leather two-and-a-half
inch ankle boots which
he had little trouble
walking in.

“What can I say?”
Roger remarked. “Wow.”
He shook his head in
amazement. “You look
incredible. I think you
could really break some-
one’s heart.”

Nick grimaced, know-
ing Roger was laying it
on a little thick. Nick
had spent enough time
in front of the mirror
over the past few days to
know he didn’t make for
a very attractive woman.
There was something to
be said for covering your
face with green make-up
— it hid quite a bit. With
his mannish shape and
features, he knew at best
he looked like a the sort
of woman who was going
to have to get by on hav-
ing a great personality.

“How did you get
your...” Roger searched

for a polite word, but
then realized he didn’t

18
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need to be polite. “How did you get your ass to look like that?”

“Padding. You can pad your butt just as easily as padding a bra.”

“And your waist?”

“A body-shaper is taking down to twenty-eight inches.”

“Absolutely amazing.” Roger’s eyes lingered on Nick, looking him from head to toe.

“I think it’s still missing something,” Nick said, nervously scratching his arm.

Roger leaned back to consider this, a look of concentration on his face. “Maybe. I'm
not sure.” He thought about it for another few seconds, and snapped his fingers. “Jew-

elry.”
Nick nodded. “T just don’t have the money to go out and buy a lot of stuff. Especially
just for one night. Does it make that much of a difference?”

“It would be stranger to see a woman without some sort of jewelry on than with it.”

Nick thought about it. “T guess you're right. I still can’t afford it, though.”

“T'll cover it. A ring, a necklace and a bracelet or two.”

“And earrings.”

“Ha. You're already spending money like a woman.”

“And you're going to help me spend it. Let’s go to the mall.”

“Now?” Roger replied.

“Better sooner than later.” Nick advanced towards the front door.

“Looking like that?”

“We probably should practice being a... Well, being a couple.”

“Right now?”

“Don’t chicken out, Roger. If you want this to succeed, we're going to have to work at
it.”

“I guess you're right.” Roger went for his jacket and his car keys. “You should get your
purse.

“I do believe you're right,” Nick said. “We’ll need to buy one of those, too.”
(\’%’(\J

The automatic glass doors to Woodfield Mills Mall whisked open and Nick tugged
Roger inside. It was clear to Nick that his companion wasn’t looking forward to this
visit.

“So where’s the closest jewelry store?” Roger asked, headed for a directory.

Nick led him away. “We’ll just find it as we do a little window shopping.”

Roger groaned.

Nick had been out in public several times in a dress, and he was used to the feeling of
a skirt on his legs and the cool air passing over his exposed skin. He merrily clicked
along the tiles in his heels.
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Roger, meanwhile, had his head on a swivel and was looking every which way. “T don’t
think anyone suspects.” He said to Nick.

“Of course they don’t.” Nick stopped by the window of the Coach store. “Half the
women here look like overdressed drag queens anyway. I'm going to get a purse in
here, bring your credit card.”

“I've got five hundred in cash in my pocket.”

Nick took a second look at the purse he had in mind. “We’ll need the card.”

When they finally arrived at a jewelry store, Nick was swinging his new bag back and
forth under his arm. He was also sporting a nice new white leather jacket and had filled

his new purse to the top with new make-up, hairbrushes and a sparkly pink cell phone.
“Everything a real woman would need,” Nick told Roger.

Roger knew this was neither the time or place for him to get into a fight about money.
Nick pretty much had him over a barrel.

“I'd like to see your engagement rings,” Nick said, in his most lilting female voice
The salesgirl’s face immediately lit up. “This must be a very special day for you two!”

“You have no idea.” Nick fed his arm through Roger’s and leaned in tight. Then, he
looked up, smiled, and batted his false eyelashes at him.

Roger’s head jerked back in surprise. He then looked at the salesgirl. “You got any-
thing used?”

N@'r‘\.}

Once the two returned to Roger’s house, he made Nick promise to not lose the re-
ceipts for anything they had purchased. “Otherwise, I thought that went pretty well.”
Roger said.

Nick took off his small jacket and hung it up. “It took forever for you to loosen up,” he
kicked off his boots and went over to the kitchen for a beer.

Roger followed him. “T loosened up? When was that? I'm still scared stiff.”

Nick held out his hand to show the ring on it. “I don’t know why I let you buy me the
cheapest ring they had. I'm beginning to feel like this engagement is a sham!”

“I'm sure your heart is shattered.”
“My finger is shattered. This thing is way too tight.” Nick worked it around his finger.

“It’ll be okay tomorrow.” Roger took an offered beer from Nick and popped the top.
“But seriously, you do one damn good job of impersonating a woman.”

“Well, that’s nice of you to say so, but I made a ton of mistakes today.” He popped his
beer. “Did you see me get in and out of the car? I looked like a drunkard. I nearly fell
off my heels a half dozen times. That guy in the leather store? He had me read all the
way.”

“Really? I though we were great.”

“We won't last half an hour unless we get a lot of practice in.” Nick examined his beer
can, and then put it aside. “Let’s get started right now. From this moment on, you and I
are going to be living together as a couple.” Nick took an opened bottle of white wine
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from the fridge and poured himself a modest glass. “Until we get home from the game,
we’re going to stay in character.”

“Isn’t that a bit extreme?”

“Yes, but if you say this is as important to you as it is, then spending the next...” Nick
did the math. “56 hours as a couple will be worth it.”

Roger took a deep breath. “No. I won't do it. You're fine as it is.”
“I'll pull out of this deal right now.”
“Okay, okay. Fine. We'll have it your way. We'll be a couple through the game.”

“Good.” Nick took a sip of his wine, leaving a red lip imprint on the glass. “Now, what
do you want to have for dinner, sweetie?”

Roger rolled his eyes. “It really doesn’t matter... uh....” Roger thought for a moment.
“What should I call you, anyway?”

“Sweetie, honeybunch, dearest, babycakes, snuggle-wuggums...”
“No, no, no. The name. What's my fiancee’s name?”
“Did you give them a name? The people at work? What did you tell them?”

“I... Uh... T guess I did.” Roger scratched his chin. “I must have.” Roger put down his
beer and checked his PDA. “Let me check my calendar...” He scrolled though a few
appointments. “Here it is. “7:30, Game with...” Oh yeah. Now I remember. Crap.”

“What?”
“Game with Dee Dee.”
“Dee Dee? Are you serious?”

Roger threw up his hands. “T used to have a girlfriend named Dee Dee... It was just
the first name I thought of...”

“Whatever. It’s just for show, right? I get to choose the last name at least. We’ll go with
Dee Dee...”

“Summers.” Roger interrupted.
“What?”

“Dee Dee Summers. I had to give a name for picking up the tickets at the Will Call
booth.”

“When were you going to tell me this?”

“I was hoping never.”

“Fine. Roger Van der Slyke, I'm Dee Dee Summers.”

Roger shook Nick’s hand. “Hi Dee Dee. How about we order out for dinner?”

Nick wrapped his arms around Roger’s neck. “I think that’s a wonderful idea, honey.”
“You enjoy making me sweat, don’t you?”

“Absolutely.”

r\.)%“r\.’
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By the time the Friday night game came around, both Nick and Roger were feeling
well prepared. Although Roger couldn’t have been more uncomfortable with having a
fake girlfriend, he eventually got into the swing of things. He even helped with the
dishes as Nick washed and Roger dried.

“Are we ready to go yet?” Roger asked.

“Here I come!” Nick said, putting the final touches on. He looked even better than
the first time, this time accented by some modest jewelry and more practice in the skirt
and heels. The time had done him well, as he carried himself as convincingly as a man
was able to. It was time to meet the boss.

“You ready?” Roger asked Nick.

“I'm as ready as I could possibly be. You nervous?”

“Extremely.”

“So am I. But all we need to do is just not screw this up, and we’ll be fine.”

They drove the thirty-five minutes to downtown, then spent another hour finding

parking. The center was packed tonight, full of enthusiastic fans. Nick looked like any
other female fan, wearing team colors and showing a little sex appeal.

By the time they had gotten to their seats, Roger’s co-worker was already waiting for
them.

“Well, look who finally decided to show up!” said the man, good-naturedly.

“I forgot how bad parking was downtown during the game.” Roger said, apologizing.
“Gene, this is my fiancee, Dee Dee. Dee Dee, this is the Senior VP of personnel, Gene
Kramer.”

“Ah, the famous Dee Dee. Good to finally meet you!” Gene shook Nick’s hand. Nick
made sure for his hand to be girlishly limp. “This is my wife, Margot.”

“Hi Margot,” Nick sang is his practiced female voice. “I love your earrings.” In truth,
they were a little gaudy, but Nick had learned that women always compliment other
women when they meet.

“Hello, Dee Dee. I'm so glad we had a chance to finally meet Roger’s elusive fiancee!”

Elusive? Nick wasn’t sure how long Roger must have been telling them this story. It
didn’t really matter though. It wasn’t going to be for long.

When they had exchanged pleasantries and settled into their seats, Nick whispered
over to Roger, “Executive VP of Personnel? I thought we were meeting the Chairman
of the Board.”

“I guess they must have switched on me. We'll just go with it.”

They all sat down to watch the game, almost sounding natural and relaxed. Roger less
so than Nick. Roger was clearly sweating this one through. Nick was trying to stay
chatty, and he was probably even a bit annoying at times. But that was in character for
Dee Dee. Even when Roger and Gene went for food, Nick was able to bluff his way
through a conversation about what seeds to plant for the upcoming winter.

By the end of the night, with both Roger and Nick desperately watching the clock tick
down second by second, they felt free and clear. In fact, the pressure they had both put
on themselves was probably much more than they needed worry about. There hadn’t
even been a hint of a problem.
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As the buzzer sounded to signal the end of the game, the crowd started to filter out.
The Lakers had lost by ten. “Well, you can’t win ‘em all,” Gene said, imparting sage
wisdom.

“I guess you can’t. I'll see you Monday at work, Gene.”

Margot leaned forward towards Nick, and Nick had to think for a moment why, but
he quickly realized it was a farewell gesture. Nick leaned forward, too, as they lightly
hugged each other. “T hope your garden comes out well in the spring!” Margot said to
Nick.

“Yours too, Margot.” Nick replied. “T'll see you.”
“We'll be at the Anniversary Ball,” Margot answered.
“I always look forward to it.” Roger said.

“Can’t miss it,” Nick said. “Good-bye, guys!”

“Good night, you two!” Gene answered.

Once they were out of earshot, Roger grasped Nick by the arm, tightly. “Why did you
say that!?”

“Ow!” Nick answered. “Say what?”

Roger had to shout over the din of the crowd. “That we can’t miss the ball?”
“I didn’t say that!”

“What!?”

“I said, I didn’t say that!”

“Yes you did!”

“We”ll talk about it in the car!”

By the time they did reach the car, both were so beat and exhausted that neither of
them remembered to bring the subject up.
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HEY, CUTIE!

Daniel James was an average guy. There wasn’t much to note about him. He
graduated high school smack in the middle with a pleasant 3.0 average, four
years of college, masters of business degree, married the girl who seemed to
like him well enough and then settled down at 22. He had an inoffensive
house in the suburbs, a lawn and a nice beige car. He had a fish for a pet, be-
cause he certainly didn’t want to seem like a weirdo who didn’t have a pet.

The one odd thing about him was his wife, Kat, who was a notch or two bet-
ter than what he deserved. Slowly, Kat herself had begun to realize that, and
she had started to take to staring out windows and wondering what the world
had to offer her beyond beige cars and gold fish. It wasn’t the end of the road
for them, still, Kat began to think about what was... Next.

Daniel really didn’t have the qualities needed to know what “next” meant.
He lived an a constant state of constancy, worrying only about what was in
front of his face. He had taken a comfortable job in accounting in an average
sized office for an average sized firm, and life had been... For him... About
average. That was just fine. Daniel didn’t push too hard, and in return didn’t
expect to be pushed too hard. He had kept himself below the radar and had
moved up the ladder at an average pace after being hired fresh out of college.
As one of the younger auditors the firm employed, Daniel’s job consisted
mostly of making sure that the branch office and adjacent plant were spend-
ing money efficiently and effectively. Sometime, Daniel would even forget
what his company manufactured,
because it was immaterial to his job.
It didn’t matter. All that mattered
was doing his job, and doing it
well... Or at least doing it well
enough.

One Friday afternoon, however,
Daniel’s world began to take a turn
when a new bundle of a data ap-
peared in his email inbox. It was
from an unfamiliar auditor at an-
other office of the company, some-
where out-of-state. He didn’t even
realize that the company had an
office in Oakville... Wherever that
was. But that didn’t matter, he
opened the email and started to
read it. The note attached to the file
read, “Due to unexpected fluctua-
tions in seasonal employment, our
supervisors require the Oakville




Hey, Cutie! James |. Craft

workload to be redistributed to other offices. Please refer to the attached
spreadsheet and review the numbers, concentrating on any irregularities you
may find. Once complete, forward it to your supervisor and delete this mes-
sage for security purposes. Thank you.”

Although Daniel thought it was a little odd that the file had not come di-
rectly from his boss, in the end it didn’t matter. Work was work. If he com-
plained, he might be seen as a complainer. All that mattered was finding
those irregularities. That was fine. Daniel loved finding irregularities. It was
like a treasure hunt! Nothing was more thrilling for him then finding cost
over-runs, under-runs, misappropriations and unaccounted expenses. Com-
missions, omissions and principle. It was such a rush. Not to mention a bit of
a power trip, since he was essentially finding other people’s mistakes... And/or
catching people who were doing things they shouldn’t be with company
money.

A rush indeed.

Daniel set to work, opening the attached files and starting his examination.
There was a lot of data contained in them, more then in the files he usually
worked with. It would likely take him all day to do it, taking into account that
he still had to fulfill his regular accounting duties. But after a few hours of
delving into the ledgers and balancing out the different line items, Daniel
realized why someone else had sent this to him to do. It was huge. And not
just a little huge... A lot huge. It wasn’t going to take him all day... It was go-
ing to take him all week! That is, if he didn’t take it home to work on.

Daniel resolved to complete his work in record time. Perhaps this would be
the opportunity he had been waiting for to show his superiors what he was
really capable of. Not that he minded being average... It had served him well
for the past twenty-nine years. It’s just that being average was starting to feel
a little bit routine. He had been thinking that it might be time for a change,
and if his boss was impressed by how well he did this task, it might be the
right opportunity to break out of his average mold and start to move up the
ladder from average to just slightly above average.

So it came as a bit of a surprise to Daniel’s wife when she came home that
night to find Daniel on the sofa, staring at his laptop, going through pages
upon pages of balance sheets and expense account reports.

Kat was the fundraising coordinator for a local hospital. She knew exactly
how and where to find millions of dollars for the hospital’s different projects
— but ask her to look at a balance sheet and her eyes would glaze over. She
often wondered what she had seen in the obsessive number-cruncher that
was her husband. It seemed all too often that Daniel would much rather
spend his time with a calculator and ledger then with her, and seeing him
working from home now only affirmed her suspicions.

“What's for dinner?” Kat asked. She watched her husband comb over every
line of every page with an animal-like intensity. I wish he would look at me
the way he looks at those spreadsheets, she thought to herself.
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“Can’t eat,” Daniel replied without looking up, “Must work.”

Kat rolled her eyes again and went into the kitchen. “You remember that
we're supposed to go to the Hospital’s Cardio-Unit Fundraiser tomorrow
night... Right?” She called, as she looked through the fridge and cupboards
for something to eat. A combined income of two-hundred-thousand dollars...
And we've got nothing to eat, she muttered to herself.

She waited a moment for Daniel to reply before asking him again, “Daniel?”

Daniel was too busy with his laptop. He was narrowing the problems down
to one particular area, a special project, referred to as ‘QT.” The project was
way over budget, and to make matters worse, it was expensing outrageous
things, like chewing gum. How could you expense chewing gum? Not to
mention an entry for “miscellaneous cosmetic items” and costing the com-
pany several tens of thousands of dollars... So far.

Looking further, Daniel also noted a link back to the same account. All of
these expenses were all tied to contracts held by the firm’s biggest customer...
Meyer Industries.

Daniel could smell blood. He was going to enjoy burying whoever was in
charge of this project. All it would take was a few more items traced back to
the project’s expense account the whole “QT” project would be toast!

Toast? Daniel thought. “Toast... I... Smell... Toast,” he said aloud.

He looked up to see his wife, staring down at him... Nibbling on a piece of
toast, “Earth to Daniel,” she said, “are you even listening to me?” She
squared her jaw and squinted her eyes in restrained anger.

Daniel knew he had not been paying attention to his wife again, which was a
pet peeve of Kat’s. She did not like being ignored. Daniel’s mind tried to
shake off the numbers and cell formulas in his mind for a brief moment, so
he could figure out something to say to Kat, and get out of the increasingly
stern gaze that she was giving him. “Uh... I... Um,” he stammered. His brain

locked up on him. Good job genius! he scolded himself.

“Oh never mind, Daniel!” she scoffed. “Just make sure you're dressed and
ready to go by six tomorrow,” she called out from the kitchen. She made her-
self another piece of toast from the stale bread she found. At least I'll eat well
tomorrow night, she thought to herself.

('\J%‘('\J

Daniel spent the rest of the evening and much of the early morning working
on his little project. It was three or four in the morning before he finally
closed the lid on his laptop and drifted off into a restful sleep. He dreamt
about the person responsible for this ‘QT” project and the commotion it
would cause. There would be gossip. People would whisper to each other:
“Did you hear about what they found?” “An accounting irregularity!” another
would answer. “I hear they fired a guy,” would be another whispered com-
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ment. “Yes, and did you hear who found it?” Daniel would reply — “I did!” He
dreamt about getting a promotion. He dreamt of all manner of self-gratifying
things before he heard the door slam the next morning.

He jumped up from his place on the couch, still dressed in his office clothes,
and walked to the window, just in time to see Kat’s silver BMW pulling out on
to the street.

He found a note on the fridge:
Daniel,
Gone shopping.
PLEASE be ready for the fundraising dinner tonight by five-thirty.
K

He tossed the note into the trash and scoffed, What does she think — I'm
incompetent or something?

He sat back down on the couch with a cup of coffee and turned his com-
puter back on.

“Daniel?” Kat called from the hallway, “It’s five after six, are you ready yet or
what?”

Daniel grumbled and looked up at clock, where had the day gone? He won-
dered, I can’t go now; he thought to himself, I have to finish this report. It
was critical to get it done now.

He heard heels clicking up the hall-
way to the den.

“Daniel?” she said as she poked her
head into the room. Her face turned
from disappointment to all out dis-
gust, “Daniel? You're not even
dressed. You're still wearing your...
argh! Daniel I told you to be ready
for five-thirty! This is very impor-
tant Daniel!” She could hear the
blood start to rush through the veins
in her ears, throbbing like a stormy
ocean. She looked up at the ceiling
counting backwards to calm herself.

Daniel barely looked up from his
laptop... She’ll get over it, he
thought to himself.

“That’s it Daniel James. That. Is. It!”
her voice was very low and very an-
gry, “I can’t deal with you anymore.
When you want to be a productive
part of this marriage again, you let
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me know!”

With that, Kat turned away and stormed out of the house. Daniel could hear
the sound of squealing tires out on the street as she tore off in her beamer.

Women! he thought to himself, always making a big deal about nothing.
You'd never catch me getting my panties in a knot like that. He chuckled to
himself as he continued to type.

He knew the function didn’t start in earnest until seven-thirty. God knows
he had been to enough of these fundraisers of Kat’s to know that much. He
could finish up what he was working on here, shower and shave and still
make it in time for dinner. Kat would be too caught up in her glad-handing
and socializing to stay angry at him for very long.

And it was true, that when Daniel showed up at the banquet center that
night, Kat was all smiles as she introduced her husband to the ‘who’s who™ of
the city’s philanthropic set. It was pleasantries, handshakes, nodding heads
and broad smiles.

When they got home however, things were a different story. Kat didn’t say
one word to Daniel and spent the rest of the weekend in their room, with the
door shut... While Daniel stayed in the den with his laptop. When Monday
morning rolled around, they didn’t even bother to say goodbye to each other
as they hurried out the door to work.

N%’N

Daniel emailed his report to the associate divisional accounting manager
first thing that Monday morning. It was no more then a half-hour later, when
Daniel’s phone rang.

“Daniel?” the divisional manager asked, “Could you come to my office
please. I have some questions about your report.”

Questions? Daniel wondered, About my findings? What could that mean? I
was exact and precise in my findings... What could he possible want to ask?
Did I make a mistake? No, I checked those figures three times... I know they
are accurate. Maybe he wants to congratulate me. Or promote me!

Daniel hurried through the maze of corridors and elevators to executive
wing of the corporate office. The divisional manager’s secretary showed him
into the office. Daniel couldn’t help but steal a glance at her tush as she
walked ahead of him. What I wouldn’t do for an ass like that, Daniel thought
to himself. To have a cute secretary at his beckon call, like all of the execu-
tives had, was always been a bit of a pipe dream, but maybe this was going to

be his big chance.
All would be revealed as Daniel sat in his boss’s office.

“Daniel...” the divisional manager began, “You’ve done some good work
around here over the past few years...” He paused for dramatic effect, know-
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ing how anxious Daniel was, “but this time you’ve outdone yourself.” He
smiled at Daniel as Daniel’s tense face relaxed.

Score! Daniel thought inside his head.

“You've found some pretty substantial irregularities in some expense ac-
counts, and I want you to know that I am going to make sure that someone is
held accountable for this. I, for one, am outraged.”

“Thank you Sir... It wasn’t much. I was just doing my job™ Daniel was glow-
ing.
“And what a good job you did.” His boss continued, “But I can’t help but

wonder...” the Divisional Manager’s voice trailed off. Daniel started to panic.
Uh-oh, he thought to himself.

“Uh... Wonder? What do you wonder Sir?” Daniel stammered, not wanting
to let his panic show through. It wasn’t working.

“This is a delicate situation, Daniel. This ‘QT” business could affect our
quarterly statement quite badly. In this case, you should have come to me
immediately and met with me face-to-face.” The manager folded his hands at
his chest. “We work together as a team, Daniel. You need to understand that.
Especially if you're going to get anywhere in this company.”

“I guess they don’t teach that in accounting 101,” Daniel replied.

“I suppose not,” the manager replied. “Perhaps... I can’t help but wonder

how much better it could be if only you had a little more executive training.”
His boss continued.

Daniel nodded stupidly, not fully understanding what his boss was saying but
pretending to follow along anyway.

“You don't really know what I'm referring to... Do you Daniel?”

“Of course Sir... Training... I... Uh...” Daniel sighed, “Uh... No... I, uh... Not
really, Sir”

“That’s all right Daniel. I shouldn’t expect too much of you... I mean... You
did attend the local state school, did you not?”

Daniel just stared at his boss with a blank expression. Did he just insult him?
That “state” school had cost him a small fortune to attend. He had worked his
ass off to get through that “state” school. Just because I don’t come from
some stupid rich family, he muttered internally, like some people... His face
was starting to show just a hint of the growing anger he was beginning to feel.

“Oh don't take it like that Daniel. The state run colleges around here are
just fine. Its just... Lets be honest... They're no Harvard or Yale, now are
they?” his supervisor smiled.

Daniel blushed, “Well uh...” His boss did have a point there.

“Our firm has recognized that fact and taken appropriate steps to offer “sup-
plemental training. Learning is a vital part of innovation, Daniel. And we're
committed to continuing that learning process. That’s why we feel we have to
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‘augment’ what assets you
already possess with ones
that will help stream you
into a new and exciting ca-
reer field.”

Daniel smiled, “A promo-
tion?”

“It would be premature to
call it that Daniel. Ad-
vancement. Call it job ad-
vancement. But I can guar-
antee that if you accept
what I am about to offer, it
will lead you some very new
and unexpected changes in
your life, both professional
and personal.”

“Well... I am interested,” Daniel tried to play it cool. “If you think it’s worth
my time sir.”

“It’s called ‘Corporate Understanding Through Inspired Employees’. We
offer it as an after hours course for employees that we feel would best be
served by it, and I believe that you are the ideal candidate for being en-

rolled.”

Daniel’s mind was racing. This must be a management grooming course for
specially selected candidates, he thought to himself, and they want me to be
in it!

“T'll do it!” Daniel blurted out, blowing his cool demeanor in seconds flat.

His boss’s eyes grew wide for a moment, “Are you sure Daniel? You haven’t
even asked me for any details on the program.”

“I'm sure I know what’s involved. It’s exactly what I've been looking for Sir.
I'm honored to be given the opportunity.”

His supervisor cracked a smile. A big, honest smile. He even looked like he
was trying to fight back some laughter, “Oh I'm sure you think it is Daniel.
I'm sure you think it is.” He paused to pull a sheet of paper out of his desk,
signed it and handed it to Daniel, “Give this to Rhonda. She’ll make sure you
get set up in the course right away. The course runs each Friday for three
hours, and it’s a concurrent thing. So try to absorb as much of what we are
trying to convey to you as possible — as quickly as possible. Okay?”

Daniel nodded, grinning, “Thank you Sir. You won't regret this” the said as
he turned for the door.

“No, Daniel, I'm sure that I won’t,” his supervisor grinned back.

Daniel headed to Rhonda’s desk. All of the different managers’ offices had
their secretaries out front in a common area, as if they were showing them
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off. There was no doubting that that his divisional manager was the winner, or
at least a runner-up. Rhonda was one of the hottest girls on the floor.

Nervously, he handed the paper to her, and as she glanced at it, she glanced
back at the paper.

“Are you serious?” She said. “Well, whatever the boss wants,” she raised her
eyebrow in skepticism. Daniel chatted her up for a moment, learning that she
had just recently become the divisional managers” personal assistant. He day-
dreamed naughty thoughts as she spoke, watching her red, pillowy lips form
shapes.

“I better get your papers,” she smiled as she rose from her chair.

Daniel’s heart raced, as Rhonda went to filing cabinet and bent over to grab
something from the bottom drawer. The auburn haired beauty looked up and
smiled at him, catching his gaze, and seemingly enjoying it. “Here it is,” she
said.

Daniel blushed as she handed him the package. If only he wasn’t married,
he thought to himself. Rhonda explained what would be required of him, and
he tried his very best to pay attention, but the way she smiled at him with
those full shiny lips, the way she played with her glowing hair, the fact that
her low-cut top allowed perfect viewing of the inside of her breasts... Not to
mention her brief skirt and legs that went on for miles... He was, at best, dis-
tracted. At worst, turned on. As she spoke, Daniel dreamt about being an ex-
ecutive himself, and having a hot assistant like Rhonda working for him.

Having a hot secretary might not sit too well with his wife though. Their re-
lationship was already strained, somewhat. Having his very own personal sex-
pot assistant might only make it worse. Or maybe it would be better.

Kat was a successful career woman, and enjoyed an enormous social circle
that kept her very busy. Daniel never cared much to be going out to all those
charity balls and silent auctions. He would rather keep working on his laptop
— as was evidenced this past weekend. Daniel knew that taking this executive
training program was going to be scheduling issue. It got even worse when he
read through the package, and realized it was six months long. It was at night.
On Friday of all nights. That was Kat’s big social night. All of her gala, get-
togethers, socials, balls and what-not was on Friday nights. This was going to
be a pretty big scheduling problem, but if she loved him, she would just have
to deal with it. This was, after all, as his boss had emphatically put it, “a life
changing opportunity.’

N%“N

When he got home that day, Kat was predictably pissed. She stormed out of
the room, shouting, “Just do whatever you want Daniel! You always do any-
way!” Daniel heard the bedroom door slam loudly behind her. “I've had it!”
She shouted from behind the door. “T'll just go alone!”
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Allin all, Daniel believed he had really gotten off pretty easy. He expected a
lot more drama. He shrugged, popped open a beer, and headed for the den.
His laptop was waiting for him with a whole new challenge for him. He
wanted to have all his work squared away before his first class.



ORIENTATION

The week passed
slowly, but finally
Friday night ar-
rived. Daniel didn’t
even bother to go
home that night. He
grabbed a bite to
eat in the cafeteria
instead, and headed
to the classroom in
the basement of the
corporate office.

The class was a
strange mix — to say
the least. At the
front of the class,
sat two very attrac-
tive ladies, well,
bimbos as Kat might
say, in tight fitting
outfits cut to display
their best assets.
Their hair was big
and their makeup
heavy. Daniel thought
they looked familiar, but he couldn’t think where he had seen them. Maybe in
the executive offices as secretaries?

Sitting behind the very sexy ladies were three people in semi-casual attire.
The problem was that Daniel couldn’t discern if they were particularly mas-
culine ladies... Or particularly feminine men. Each was wearing clothing that
seemed suitable for either. And each had a particularly androgynous hairdo.
They might have possibly been wearing a touch of makeup too. He had heard
of so-called “metro-sexuals” before, maybe that’s who these people were. Or
they were just flamboyantly gay.

How odd.

Fortunately, in the row in front of Daniel, were a couple of guys he could
relate to, who immediately turned around and introduced themselves to Dan-
iel as Miles and Eugene. Miles was a slightly overweight dark-haired man,
while Eugene was taller, a little older, and slightly balding. He had actually
met Eugene once or twice upstairs. They worked on the same floor, and he
seemed like a nice enough guy. Both appeared to be just a little older then
Daniel, but he couldn’t be absolutely sure.
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The middle-aged female instructor took attendance with each person raising
their hand as their name was called. Daniel learned that the two women at
the front were named Candy and Trisha, while the three androgynous mem-
bers of the class were Chris, Pat, and Carey... Was it “Carey” or was is
“Kerry?” Either way, their names were little help in determining their sex.

“Welcome, everybody!” The overly-enthusiastic instructor began. “Good to
see our regulars, and since this is the first session of the new term, that
means new students, and I'd like to welcome our newest student — Daniel.”

He gave the rest of the class a casual wave as they turned to look at him.

“Great!” The instructor said, “Super!” The woman turned a page in her
teaching manual, paused for about thirty seconds as she read it, and then
continued. “Okay. Since it's Daniel’s first class, we have to start out with a lit-
tle orientation. For the rest of us, this will be a great refresher.”

She flicked off the lights and turned on an overhead video projector and
shone it brightly on the wall. A piercing sound that threatened to shatter glass
came from the speakers, the quickly died out.

“Sorry! Sorry!” The instructor apologized. “I still don’t get the hang of this
equipment.” She fiddled with some controls that Daniel couldn’t quite see,
but eventually a sort of white-noise sound pervaded the room that seemed to
just melt into surprisingly beautiful tones. Daniel wished he had something
like this at home to help himself sleep at night.

“Welcome to your first night of training,” a voice spoke. Daniel looked at the
screen and saw that a woman was on, speaking. “The first thing to cover in
your orientation is the very important subject of discrimination. As you know,
this company has no tolerance for discrimination. Any preferential, oppres-
sive or abusive treatment of a co-worker or outside party is grounds for dis-
missal. This means discrimination based on race, age, physical abilities, men-
tal abilities or most importantly gender abilities.”

Daniel was trying hard not to nod off. He supposed this was all just for legal
reasons, but did they have to make is so boring?

“Let’s focus on gender discrimination. The differences between our genders
are...” Daniel was losing it. “...fairness in the workplace...” he was just blink-
ing in and out now. “...transgender issues...” With those words, Daniel was
down for the count.

He woke up when that high-pitched tone came from the speakers again,
snapping him back to attention like his pants were on fire.

“Sorry! Sorry!” The instructor said, again. “Now — just to review, this com-
pany has no tolerance for discrimination. You should evaluate people on their
ability to comprehend direction, their ability to contribute to a team, and
then the functionality of that team.”

“Some quick review questions. Daniel,” the instructor said, shaking the
sleep from Daniel’s mind. “If, without your consent, a co-worker touched
your breasts, would it be inappropriate?”

11



Hey, Cutie! James |. Craft
“Yes.” Daniel said.

“Good. Say you wore a tight skirt to work and a manager patted you on the
butt. Would that be inappropriate conduct?”

“Why would I be wearing a skirt to work?” Daniel chuckled as he glanced at
the faces of his fellow co-workers. He had figured that they would all join in
his chuckling.

They didn't.

“It’s just a hypothetical situation Daniel,” the instructor said in a serious
tone.

“Oh,” Daniel’s tone changed, becoming much more down to earth, “So it
was my manager did this?”

“Yes.”

Daniel tried a second time to get a rise out of the class. “How short is the
skirt?” He joked.

The class remained silent. Tough crowd, he thought to himself.
“Ankle length,” the instructor said, checking her notes.

“Oh, okay... Then that would be inappropriate?” He half answered/half
asked.

“For sure!” One of the girls up front blurted out. “Who would wear an
ankle-length skirt these days?”

The class burst into laughter.
Daniel shook his head. That made them laugh?

“Very good Daniel. Lets move on then to our next topic,” the instructor said.
“An introduction to employee obedience.”

Daniel couldn’t believe his ears Obedience? What kind of the hell kind of
course was this?

The instructor continued with a new video that lasted for about an hour, and
fortunately was a lot more sensible than the title. It mostly focused on the
responsibilities of employees and how these responsibilities were structured.
Just when Daniel thought that things were settling down, the class was then
subjected to a bizarre twenty-five minute video on the “importance of poise
and posture in the workplace.”

And Daniel had figured that “obedience” was the most bizarre topic they
could teach.

They followed the video with a discussion on what they had seen. Daniel
wanted to ask what relevance any of this had in making them better potential
executives, but he bit his tongue. The girls in the front seemed to know all of

the answers, and giggled loudly whenever they spoke.

The final hour was spent on strategies for improving morale in the office.
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What a ridiculous waste of time, Daniel thought to himself. He would spend
the weekend thinking about whether or not he should march back into the
divisional manager’s office and voice his opinion about the relevance — or lack
thereof — of the night school course.

Which is exactly what he did.

Daniel did his best to bridle his temper, and remain calm and sensible, but
he was sure doing a lousy job of it. Daniel nearly lost it more than once in the
short five-minute conversation, which he immediately regretted. He had
ranted, working up a good sweat, and had lost his focus completely. It was not
a professional display.

His bosses’ reaction was to send him to the company nurse, as he didn’t
think Daniel “looked too good.” So, not wanting to stir the pot any more, he
agreed. After all, maybe he could get some days off or skip the next class.

He had talked with the company nurse just once before, and although she
was as hot as they come, she was bitter and angry most of the time. Still, as
long as he didn’t open his mouth, he could just sit still and watch her very
shapely body.

Once she brought his information up on the computer, her cold, profes-
sional demeanor changed from hostile to helpful. She confirmed with Daniel
that he was in the Corporate understanding program.

Daniel looked blank.
“Corporate Understanding Through Inspired Employees?” she said.
Daniel nodded, “Oh yeah... Right, of course.” he said, “Exactly”

She then asked Daniel a series of questions about his home life, his thoughts
on work and other things that didn’t seem to make any sense to Daniel — no
sense at all. But after a half hour, the nurse informed him that he was suffer-
ing from mild depression. They agreed that it might be caused by his wife’s
bullish behavior and his stress of adjusting to night school. She insisted that
she administer a ‘mild” antidepressant to him. What she failed to mention was
that the antidepressant was in the form of an injection.

On his way to the elevator, Daniel rubbed his sore rump, but within a few
minutes, Daniel’s mood started to improve. Maybe that stuff could do him
some good.

His view on the whole night school issue began to change too. If his boss
wanted him to take the course, then he would take the stupid course. After
all that’s what a good little “‘obedient” employee would do, he chuckled to
himself.

N%“N

The following Friday, the class was more of the same, and the same frustra-
tions returned. It just all felt like a grand waste of time.
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Daniel was fuming about it over dinner at a small banquet for the children’s
hospital’s emergency room. It was another one of Kat’s social-climbing charity
dinners. Something about raising money for a new emergency room piece of
equipment — some scanning thing or other. Kat was busy