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Colin’s search for his true nature earns him the blame for a crime he did

not commit. But who did, and why does the trail lead to his best friend?
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To she who need not be named…

Sorry about the partial appropriation herein

of your personal image and choice in fashions.

Please note, this story is a work of fiction;
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Your image is treated with utmost respect.

No offense was ever intended,
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and take this story as a tribute—of sorts.
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1

Caitlin Claybourne was the marquise diamond in the crown of our fair city. She

was rich, of course; and beautiful, in a down-to-earth way. She was often in the

news, helping children in need or christening a new clinic at the hospital, or

attending some gala in one of her signature gowns. She often met the mayor, local

celebrities and whatever movie stars happened to be passing through. Most people

like that would be pretty stuck-up, but not Caitlin—she was very much the nicest

person you could ever hope to meet. Not that I’d ever met her.

My time was spent admiring her from afar. Everything from her playful smile to

her wonderful sense of style, but what sealed the deal for me was her gorgeous

hair. From the first moment I set eyes upon that glorious flood of fine filaments, I

knew I wanted a ‘do exactly like hers for my very own.

Fat chance of that, of course. I was fresh out of college and stuck with a dead-end

tech job, undersized and unworthy of anyone’s attention—and, need I add, male.

Hopelessly and pathetically male; let’s not forget that. As if I ever could.

Ella does her best. She bought me a wig that looks like Caitlin’s hair, and when I

wear it she calls me her long-lost sister. (Her own hair is a pageboy bob, but it’s

about the same color and texture.) That’s nice, but it’s not enough.

I wonder if that’s just the way it’s always going to be, for me. You can’t run away

from yourself. God knows, I’ve tried. You never get far.
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*

“What’s wrong?” My hair was sliding forward again, partially covering my face.

Ella paused to tuck it back behind my ear—like she really was my sister—before

repeating the question.

“Nothing.” I was wearing the wig she got me, as well as a long nightgown that I’d

bought for myself. We were propped up on my couch, watching a well-worn DVD

of Priscilla, Queen of the Desert.

“C’mon. I know it’s your fav.” She grabbed the remote and hit pause. “Colin? Did

something happen at work? I can help, you know. It’s what I do.” Ella works at a

women’s help center.

I shook my head. “I’m not a woman at work.” I wasn’t a woman at home either,

for that matter; or at all, when you get right down to it. Just a part-timer, like most

of us cross-dressers. Stuck between worlds, circling the Lagrange point where the

gravity between the two balances out. Unfortunately, it’s a stable orbit.

“Would you like to be?” She stroked the hair that dangled halfway down my back.

Ella’s pre-op, living and working as a woman, but she seemed to make a point of

not looking down her nose at those of us who can’t make up our minds.

“It’s not a problem.”

“It is if you’re not who you need to be.” She paused. “Is it the wig?”

“No, it’s fine.” It felt nice enough, real human hair and all, but that didn’t make it

real. Not the way I wanted it to be.

“Faint praise. You could try swapping wigs. You’ve got enough of them.”

I sighed. “Not enough or too many.”

“More than most guys, that’s for sure. Running out of room in your closet?”

“No, it’s not that…”

“Lemme guess. Too much fake hair, not enough real hair, right?”

“I guess so.” I knew so, but it’s hard for a guy—even one wearing a wig and a

nightgown—to admit that he wants enough long, thick hair to completely bury his

shoulders. Enough to hide the fact he was ever male.

“Your real hair isn’t exactly short. But I guess that’s not enough.” Obviously not,

and we both knew it. “So let it grow,” she said. “Nobody’s forcing you to go to a

barber, or wherever it is guys get their hair cut these days.”
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I plucked at a stray tress. “You know how fast hair grows? Half an inch per month.

This thing has a two- or three-year head start on me.”

“You lack patience, grasshopper. I bet you want her hair.” She flashed me a smile,

briefly channeling a wolf. “I’m right, aren’t I? The Chelsea blow-out.”

“Say what?”

“That’s what they call her hairstyle. It’s a fancy blow-dry, invented by some big-

name ‘hairdresser to the stars’ in Chelsea.”

“No kidding. You’d think I’d know something like that.”

“You’re more interested in how it feels.” She let the wig flow through her fingers.

“Your stylist will know what it means. I can find you a good one.” Ella is smart;

wherever I’m headed, she always seems to get there first.

I turned the notion over in my mind. Hair extensions. We’d talked about it before.

“I dunno. What would the guys say at work?”

She laughed. “Who cares? Lots of guys have long hair these days.”

“Not overnight. I’d hate to stand out for the wrong reason.”

“Then do it for the right reason. Be yourself.”

“Maybe I could tell ‘em my girlfriend dared me to do it.”

“That might work—if she was around to back you up.” She picked up the remote.

“But if you need a temporary stand-in, I guess I could do that.”

I blew her a pretend kiss. “Thanks, El. You’re the best.”

*

The woman looked at me with half-lidded eyes. “You want to be Chelsea girl?”

“Not a girl,” I told the stylist—Yasmin, according to her nametag—while trying to

avoid staring at her wonderfully thick hair. “Just the extensions and the blow-out.”

Behind me, I could hear Ella sniggering like Muttley.

This was the beauty parlor she had found for me—Salon Sélectif, ‘pour la femme

en vous.’ It had a little rainbow sticker on the front door, for LGBT friendly. Time

to put their tolerance to the test. Yasmin smiled. “Hair like this, you might end up

looking like girl. You okay with that?”

I shrugged. Ella said, “I dared him to do it,” but then went and blew it by adding

“honest,” laughing—and then, “No, really, I did.”
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Yasmin wrote down my name and phone number, and did a quick color-match on

my real hair. “You come back tonight,” she said. “I take you after hours. The shop

closes at six. Just knock on the door.”

“You really gonna do it this time?” It was sunny outside and the sidewalk was

crowded with people in dress shirts and skirt suits returning from lunch. Ella took

my hand. “You want me to come to your office and dare you right in front of

everybody? I’m serious. I’ll do it.”

“Pass. But I’ll keep the rain check.”

“You could record me on your phone. I could say, ‘Colin, I dare you to get really

long hair extensions! I double-dare you!’ Something like that.”

“No so loud. I might go for it, if I thought you could do it without laughing.”

“I can be serious, when necessary.”

“It’s not necessary. Not yet, anyway.”

*

I arrived back at Salon Sélectif with two minutes to spare. The CLOSED sign was

out, but the front door was unlocked. Somewhere in the back, a bell tinkled.

Yasmin hurried out to lock the door behind me. “I was not sure you would come,”

she said, ushering me past the long mirror and a row of empty chairs.

“You made me pay in advance.”

“Only for extensions! Policy is not just for you. Standard practice when we must

color the wefts ahead of time.” She grinned. “You pay for my time later.”

My lunch threatened to return when I saw what awaited me in the salon’s private

makeover room. Thick brunette hair—nearly two feet long—lay in a neat pile on

the side table, already sectioned into six-inch segments. An expensive Dyson hair

dryer stood behind the padded salon chair, which faced a floor-to-sink mirror

lined with full-spectrum fluorescents. The countertop beside the chair was littered

with cosmetics and makeup tools, and a fully loaded nail cart sat nearby.

“Left over from previous customer,” Yasmin said. She added a sly wink.

I swallowed my fear and sat in the chair. Into the valley of death rode… me.

Yasmin wrapped my neck with a warm cloth. She shook out a pink cape, let it

settle over my body and tucked it into the cloth. “Last chance to change your

mind,” she said briskly, tugging at my ponytail elastic.
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My lips felt horribly dry. “That’s okay.”

“Good. So what is your story?” She took a brush to my hair. “You gay or tranny or

just a woman in male body? Nothing wrong with that. I am just nosy.”

Words failed me. Nobody had ever asked before. “Um… nothing like that. I’m not

getting a sex change or anything. I just like long hair.”

“You like? I heard that girl dare you to do it. She your sister?”

“Uh, girlfriend. She didn’t really have to.”

“I see.” She put down the hairbrush. “So after we do extensions, if I offer to give

you makeover, to look like a real girl—would you refuse?”

Our eyes met in the mirror. I didn’t say a word—I couldn’t. Literally.

A playful smile crossed her lips. “You think about that, okay? I get to work.”

The extensions were 100 percent human hair, color-matched to my own, but with

a texture and thickness I’d seen in photos of Caitlin Claybourne. In fact, one such

photo was stuck to the mirror in front of me. Yasmin back-combed my hair, one

layer at a time, and used a heat clamp to fuse two-foot wefts as close to my scalp

as possible. It all sounded rather permanent, although I learned later that I would

have to return every few months for the extensions to be repositioned.

“No problem washing or styling. Once glue sets, just treat it as your own hair.”

It took nearly three hours to encircle my head several times, attaching more than

twenty of the long wefts. “Guaranteed female,” Yasmin said as she tidied my new

mane with a thick comb. “From a real woman, or women, somewhere. Probably

country from former Soviet block.” Gently, she draped heavy waves of hair across

my shoulders. “Maybe just one pretty girl whose family need money very badly.

Maybe you look like her now.”

I forced myself to breathe. The mirror certainly did appear to hold the images of

two women, although the one in the chair had rather plain features. She did have

beautiful hair, no doubt about that. But as for looking like the hypothetical girl

who grew the hair in the first place…

Not bloody likely.

Yasmin perched on the stool in front of me. “I mean what I say.” She spoke softly

and with kindness. “To make you look pretty, that is no problem. I have done this

before, many times. No one ever have a complaint.”

I considered it. I toyed with the idea, letting it bubble around in my head. To let

this woman turn me into someone like her… Imagine that.
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But no. I’d never cross-dressed in front of anyone before and this didn’t seem like

the right time to start. Of course that begged the question: if not in a salon, with no

one around but a woman who’d offered to make me over—then when?

“I’m not really into that sort of thing,” I told her, lying through my teeth. “I just

like having long hair. It’s sort of a fetish.” Right there, that’s the secret to telling a

good lie: speak the truth, but only half of it. Not that she believed a word I said.

“You come back tomorrow. I give you Chelsea blow-out. We need to let the hair

fusion set before doing styling. After that, maybe I turn you into pretty girl.” She

laughed.

It was starting to get dark when I hit the sidewalk, which was just as well because

Yasmin had refused to return my ponytail elastic. “Not until glue fully cures,”

she’d said. “I keep this, to make sure.” So I was forced to walk all the way back to

my lakeside loft with loose hair spilling down my back.

Needless to say, no one I passed took the slightest notice.  �
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Saturday began early and crawled through the morning on its belly, as mornings

often do. I watched a couple of old Scooby-Doo cartoons on Blu-ray—my fav was

Daphne, of course—while toying with my hair. And it really was my hair, more or

less. That was the mind-blowing part.

Ella called as I was picking out something to wear. “So, how’s it feel,” she said,

“having the Chelsea blow-out? Planning to look up Ma and Pa Claybourne at the

manor and pass yourself off as the real thing?”

“Wouldn’t work. I got the hair, but no style. I’m due back at three-thirty.”

“Really? In full daylight? Won’t that blow your secret identity?”

“Hardly. It’s just a haircut.” I stared out the window; unlike me, the lake was calm.

“All right, it’s a styling. Whatever. Lots of guys go to salons. Not a big deal.”

“Keep telling yourself that. Mind if I tag along and watch?”

I hesitated. “I’d rather you didn’t. I’m nervous enough.”

“Whatever. Tell you what; I’ll pick you up afterward. That way you won’t have to

expose yourself to public scrutiny. Maybe I’ll even buy ya dinner.”

“Wow. You really know how to treat a girl.”

She laughed. “It’s easy when you look the part.”
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*

I arrived early and settled in the waiting room, with a recent issue of Marie Claire

to keep me company. Unfortunately, I wasn’t alone.

“I had hair like that, once upon a time.” The motherly voice belonged to a middle-

aged woman with a sweeping updo. “Not many young men have the courage.”

I shrugged. “People are pretty accepting these days.”

“Even so. The trouble is, most men don’t take proper care of their hair, regardless

of length. But you do, from the look of it.”

“It’s not that hard.” I’d given my mane a thorough brushing before leaving home

and it was neatly bound into a thick ponytail, which I was tugging on nervously.

“Well, keep it up. I’m sure your partner appreciates the effort.”

My partner? I was about to inform her that I wasn’t gay—not that there’s anything

wrong with being gay, if I actually was gay, which I’m not—when Yasmin bustled

into the room. “Hello, Mrs. Vaughn. So sorry, Colin is next.”

“That’s all right. Be gentle with the boy. Not too much off the top.”

Yasmin smiled. “Nothing off the top. He is here for Chelsea blow-out.”

“Oh, my… He’s going to need a whole new outfit.”

Yasmin seated me in an empty chair next to three other ladies, all in various stages

of washing and styling. “Your friend called me,” she said, then raised her hands.

“Sorry, your ‘girlfriend’. She wish to tell me that she ‘dared’ you to do this. She

also asked me to remind you about big turn-about party tonight.”

“What turn-about party?”

“She say you probably forget. I tell her I make you pretty girl anyway.”

Burning Man scorched my cheeks. “Just the hair,” I replied, not sounding all that

convinced. Yasmin’s smile suggested that my secret was no secret at all.

Long layers are essential to the loose, subtle movement of the Chelsea blow-out.

The extensions had been pre-cut to provide such layering; short enough to give the

hair fluidity but long enough for volume all the way through to the tips. She

tucked me into a salon cap. “Ever have Keratin treatment?”

I shook my head. Without my ponytail elastic, loose hair fluttered over my eyes.

“They call it a ‘permanent blow-dry’. You do not need it now, because extensions

are already infused. Maybe next year, when your own hair is longer.”



9

The extensions matched my own hair in color, so you couldn’t tell one from the

other, but the dark chestnut was a good match for Caitlin’s glossy chocolate

brown. Maybe that was what drew me to the style in the first place, being able to

see a little bit of myself in such a beautiful woman.

“The shade is good,” Yasmin agreed. “But we must create a multi-tonal effect in

the same colors.” She stroked the tresses where they curled over my shoulders.

“That is salon talk for, ‘Your hair must dye.’”

I knew what to expect. Three shades of lowlights; one lighter than my natural

color, one about the same and one slightly darker. For a realistic look, the key was

to dye only a small section in each shade.

Working out from the roots, Yasmin used a precision tint brush to transfer color

creme onto selected hairs. “No super-obvious streaks,” she said, intent on her

work. “Just enough to give hair movement and dimension. To also add lightness in

this area.” She indicated my forehead. “A woman’s hair should draw attention to

her pretty face, not try to hide it.”

She didn’t cut any corners. Around the sides and back, from mid-length to the tips,

she made the shading slightly thicker—to imitate the sun-kissed look so familiar

from photos. After that, for me it was back to reading Marie Claire for half an

hour while the color bonded—followed by a cold-water rinse, shampoo and

conditioner, and another long rinse.

Yasmin patted my hair dry with a soft towel. “Coming along nicely,” she said. “So

what you gonna do with such pretty hair? Can’t just be for party.”

“There’s no party.” I considered the idea. “To be honest, I don’t really know. It’s

just something I have to do.”

She tossed the towel into the sink. “Not so different from most women. Pretty hair

makes us feel good about ourselves.” My hair was still damp when she smoothed

blow-dry oil—Evening Primrose, from L’Oréal—from mid-length on down to the

ends. This, I knew, would give my hair the same lovely sheen as Caitlin’s.

She spritzed another L’Oréal product—Anti-Gravity volumizing root lift spray—

onto the hair close to my scalp. That was for lift. Near the tips, she massaged

‘Volume Expand’ styling mousse into the hair, to keep the loose curls from losing

their curvature. I was amazed at her attention to detail. “You must do this a lot.”

She laughed. “To girls, yes. Boys? Not so much.”

You can find the word blowout in the dictionary, and it doesn’t seem to have much

to do with what goes on in salons. But poke around online and you’ll find that it’s

been appropriated by hairdressers to describe styling your hair with a round brush
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while at the same time blowing it dry. It was news to me that hair can be curled

without a curling iron, but live and learn.

Yasmin flooded my scalp with warm air, dryer on low, while her fingers danced

from tress to tress, adding lift at the roots. When most of the moisture was gone,

she split the hair into sections—top, sides, back and nape—and used a large round

brush to lift the roots, beginning with the back of my neck.

Next up: the actual blow-out. “We start in front,” she said, “because that is what

everyone will see. Still wet enough there to get best styling.” Dry hair is harder to

style; I knew that. “Now we add volume and curls,” she said, softly enough so that

no one else could hear. “Hundred percent girl hairstyle.”

She pinned my hair between the brush below and the dryer above, moving them in

tandem to smooth each tress from root to tip. She turned the ends under, wrapping

them around the brush and hitting them with a blast of heat, followed by cool air

to set the curl. According to people in the know, on the internet, these curls would

be mine to keep for the next few days.

In other words, well into the work week—which got me to thinking about how I

could possibly wear this head of hair around the office. Only one answer, of

course. I asked Yasmin how the style would work as a ponytail.

“Gorgeous.” She never stopped brushing. “Very long and thick, curls popping out

everywhere. Very girly. High-pony style would look good.”

Once each section was dry, she wrapped it around a Velcro roller and pinned it to

my head. Gotta say, there’s nothing like a head full of curlers to make a guy feel

like he just turned into his own mother. It was a strangely appealing idea, for all of

ten or twenty seconds. After that, I began to get nervous.

What on earth made me think I could get away with this? I’d be ridiculed the

moment I hit the street, questioned at work and probably run out of town by a mob

of regular joes who couldn’t accept that a guy might want to turn himself into a

total babe from time to time. I mean, where’s the harm?

Yasmin dropped the Marie Claire into my lap. “Back in half-hour. Then show me

what girl you want to look like.”

At that particular moment I didn’t want to look like a girl—any girl. I just wanted

to get the hell out of there with my manhood intact. No one likes getting pushed

around. For every sneaky comment Yasmin made about me being a girl, for every

assumption she made about my sexuality, I was that much more determined not to

let her or anyone else make the choice for me. I just figure that if a guy’s going to

turn into a woman, it should be on his own terms.
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When she returned, I informed Yasmin that there would be no makeover.

“You sure?” She set to work removing the curlers. “Not many women pass up the

chance to be pretty.” She had me bend forward, nearly upside-down, while she ran

her fingers through my hair to separate the curls.

“I’m not a woman,” I said, barely able to breathe.

She sighed and hauled me upright. “Well, I try. Such a waste. Pretty hair deserves

a pretty face.” She applied a little more Evening Primrose, to help separate the

layers, followed by a light misting of Elnett Satin hair spray—also from L’Oréal.

“All done.” She removed 

the salon cape. “Do not 

forget: no brushing! This 

is the opposite of teeth.”

I stood up. “I know. All I 

have to do is toss my head 

the right way. Like this.”

Her long hair swam into 

position on my shoulders.

Yasmin nodded. “You sure 

about not being girl? You 

sure got the right moves.”

I assured her I was.

*

Ella was waiting in her old 

Corolla. “Nice ‘do,” she 

said. “Why no makeover?”

“Is that all you can say? Why did you lie? Are you trying to embarrass me?”

Her smile vanished. “I did it for you, doofus. Actually, I did it for Chloé. I knew

she’d be too scared to ask.” She revved the engine. “You want a ride or not?”

I got in. I was angry, but the wind was whipping off the lake and I didn’t want to

mess up my hair. That was something I’d have to get used to. The Chelsea blow-

out doesn’t need to be re-cut as often as most styles—up to twelve weeks, instead

of the usual six—which meant I could look forward to three months of the sexiest

hairstyle known to man.
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Ella pulled into traffic, made two quick right turns and headed out of downtown.

“Refresh my memory. You’re still a cross-dresser, aren’t you? You wear makeup,

you like passing yourself off as a woman, especially in public, and your hair is

gorgeous—so why not let the nice lady work her magic on your face?”

Why indeed? I’d been asking myself the same question ever since the refusal left

my lips. But passing as a woman in public is one thing; staging the transformation

as performance art is quite another. I wasn’t ready for that.

I stared out the passenger window. “Don’t push me.”

“Excuse me for trying to make your dream come true.”

We drove the rest of the way in silence. Dinner was off the table; Ella left me on

the corner near my apartment and roared off without another word. Cross-dressing

had been the foundation of our friendship, ever since ‘makeover madness’ night at

the Club d’Eon three years before, but maybe this was the end.

I shared the stairwell with people I knew as neighbors; an elderly couple who

smiled and nodded as they always did—and still no one seemed to notice anything

different about me. Was I not trying hard enough?  �



13

3

For a few days I tried not to think about cross-dressing. I pony-tailed the swarm of

chestnut hair fused to my head and returned to work on Monday. Focusing on a

motherboard with serious boot-delay issues offered some relief from a simmering

desire to slip into a cocktail dress and mosey on down to the nearest wine bar.

Probably only a matter of when, but you can’t let your better half run your life.

Matt was the only co-worker who noticed the change, or at least the only one who

bothered to mention it. “Nice ‘tail,” he said, closing the door to the server room.

“Does this mean Chloé is back in town?”

I shrugged. “Haven’t seen her lately.”

“Maybe she’s up for another chick flick from the Golden Age of cinema.”

The dude doesn’t give up easily; full credit there. “You’ll have to ask her.”

His eyes rolled. “I would, if I ever got the chance.”

Being a cross-dresser is kind of like having a pressure cooker in your head. The

longer you go without release, the tighter it gets, until it’s either dress up or blow a

gasket. That’s the state I was in by the end of day on Friday. A drink with the guys

in tech support was out of the question; I needed to get home.
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I parked and rested my forehead on the steering wheel, my heart pouring thunder

into my bloodstream. Hesitantly, I unfastened the rhinestone hairpin that kept my

ponytail under control. Thick, lustrous hair fell across my shoulders. Deep breath,

Colin. I had nothing to fear, but it sure felt like I did.

I gave my head a shake and finger-combed the loose waves. The blow-out wasn’t

quite as bouncy as it had been at the salon, but it would surely do.

Upstairs, in my loft in an old church overlooking the lake, I opened the windows.

Moist air flooded through the living room. I leaned on the sill, closed my eyes and

let it cool my skin. For some reason, when the moment of transformation grows

near, I try to take it slow. I’m not sure why. Equal parts fear and anticipation, I

suppose. Turning into a woman is never easy.

In the bedroom I filed most of my clothes in the laundry hamper and returned the

cleaner items to the armoire next to the bed. The closet was reserved for Chloé’s

much larger wardrobe. I set a carry-case with makeup on the vanity—actually a

low chest of drawers—and the box from Amoena on the bed. I had recently found

the courage to order a fancy pair of breast forms, which I’d worn only twice.

I have a bit of a quirk, when I dress. It feels wrong to look in the mirror and see a

guy smearing makeup on his face, or dressing himself in clothing only a woman

should wear. I know for a fact that other cross-dressers don’t seem to care one way

or the other, so it’s probably just me. Regardless, my approach is to first become

female, at least on the outside, and then Chloé can darn well dress herself and fix

her own face. Why should I do all the work?

I smeared the back of each breastform with surgical glue, then lay down and

pressed them to my chest, which I always keep smooth. The Divine Aphrodites are

asymmetric teardrops with a tapered side flap and lifelike nipples. I held them in

place for five long minutes, then used a foundation stick to conceal the seams. The

prosthetics are pretty close to my natural color, maybe a shade lighter.

Still flat on my back, to avoid stressing the glue, I wriggled a panty gaff over my

hips. Gently, I pressed Colin’s testicles into my abdominal cavity. What was left of

his manhood then tucked easily into a pouch on the gaff. I lifted my backside clear

of the bed to get at the strap, drawing the fabric tight. Bulges are for shemales,

don’t you know? I wanted to look like the real deal.

I gave the glue fifteen minutes to make sure. My chest isn’t super-heavy, but it’s a

full C-cup so it isn’t super-light either. From the closet I picked out a full-support

brassiere and a high-waist panty brief with spandex tummy control, for that all-

important extra inch or so of slimming; both in beige.

Nearly there. I had Chloé’s hair and Chloé’s body, but the wrong face.
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I wandered into the bathroom to shave. I use a Philips Ultimate Ladyshave on my

legs every few days, but a touch-up is good advice when nylons enter the picture.

I also buzzed my face, although the boy is pretty good about keeping it smooth.

A beige slip fluttered to a stop around my knees; lace trim around the bodice and a

little pink bow in the middle. Then a pair of thigh-high stay-up stockings in sheer

black, which made a nice show of my legs.

I’d picked up a texturizing spray earlier in the week; dry shampoo, hair spray and

texturizing spray all in one. I shifted my hair to one side, sprayed the roots and let

it dry, then did the same to the other side. The name of the game is lift.

I flipped my hair forward and gave the underside a once-over with Elnett Satin—

the same product Yasmin used in the salon—followed by a quick blast topside. I

finger-combed the tips—no brushing allowed—tossed my head and watched in

fascination as Caitlin’s hair settled over my shoulders.

“Not so fast, sweetie. It’s Chloé’s hair, remember?” And keep the pitch up, I

added. My girl-voice is convincing, and well practiced, but not yet habitual. I ran

my hands under my hair, watching it flow over my shoulders and swirl to a stop

over my breasts. The style was very different from any of the wigs in my closet,

but it was real and that was the difference I needed.

A portable vanity stood atop my bureau, with inset lights and wings that fold out

for a three-way image. I didn’t bother to hide it anymore, as no one ever visits

who doesn’t know my little secret. I pulled up a stool and flipped the switch.

I’m one of those girls who prefers to fix her face before getting fully dressed. It

makes it easier to keep your blouse clean, for starters. Plus, you get to check out

your final look in the mirror while picking out something to wear.

I’m pretty handy with cosmetics. A kit from Sephora was one of the first things I

bought when I got my own place. Before that, living at home, I used to practice

with my mother’s makeup whenever the folks were away overnight. These days,

it’s once or twice a week—but considering that most women don’t wear makeup

every day, I can probably rock a blush brush or a lip liner pencil every bit as good

as your average twenty-something fashionista.

I pinned my hair back and began with a wafer-thin layer of liquid foundation:

Smooth Finish Flawless Fluide, from Laura Mercier. The color: ‘linen’, which is a

light shade with neutral to slightly-cool undertones. Atop that, translucent setting

powder gave my complexion a matte finish. Loose-powder blush in warm pink,

from bareMinerals, lit up my cheekbones—lucky me for having inherited Mum’s

prominence in that area. I daubed a sponge around the edges, giving it a practiced

twist to blend the contours. Harsh lines are no one’s bff.
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I take particular care with my lips. I’m partial to the MAC Cremestick lip liner, 

in Summerfruit, which is a nice match for my natural mouth color. I know how 

important it is to stay on the 

inside edge of my lips; to 

avoid the garish look prized 

by bimbos and shemales.

I’ve accumulated quite a

collection of lipsticks 

over the years, but my 

all-time fav is Classic 

Cream from Dolce & 

Gabbana, in Scarlett 

625, which is a deep 

matte red color.

I applied the base coat, then pursed my lips and studied the result in a handheld

compact. A woman’s mouth is one of her most important features, so stay within

the lines and avoid the dreaded ‘bleed’. It has to be perfect. I touched up the color

and blotted with a kleenex. I have a pretty mouth, or so I’ve been told.

With the eyes, the key is to be subtle. Unless you actually want to look like a

female impersonator, use just enough makeup to give the impression that you’re

barely wearing any at all. Sadly, my eyelashes lack both length and thickness, so

Clinique’s High Impact volumizing mascara is another favorite.

I’ve had my share of problems 

with dried-out eyeliner pencils, 

so I recently switched to cream 

products like the Laura Mercier 

Crème Liner in Espresso, which 

is a rich shade of brown. It goes on smooth as four-ply silk, so it’s easy to place 

precisely where you need it. Afterward, I used a tiny sponge to feather the edges, 

which makes it look more natural. Blending is as important here as anywhere.

For eye shadow, I stick to pressed powder. You can’t beat the classics, and anyway

I’m used to it. I own an Exclusive Nudes palette from Clinique that I use quite a

bit, from which I chose a light brown tint called “Day into Date”. I used a small

two-sided brush to coat my eyelids, and a bit above them as well, then feathered

the edges so they faded seamlessly into the surrounding skin.

No doubt about it: blending is the most important cosmetic skill for the budding

cross-dresser. That, and knowing when to stop.



17

I unpinned my hair. A quick toss and it fell into place on either side of the pretty

face in the mirror; she of the coy smile. That’s when the phone rang.

It was Ella. “I’m in a bind,” she said. “I could really use your help.”

Guess she wasn’t mad after all. “Sure thing, El. Whatever you need.”

“I’m at the conference. Four volunteers called in sick and we’re short.” Her voice

sounded borderline desperate. “Can you get down here? Like, right away? If you

could just man the coat check for a few hours? It’s nothing complicated.”

I licked my lips. Lipstick. “Um… sorta tricky. I’m dressed.”

“So what? We both know you can pass.” Her voice grew firmer. “Besides, it’s all

women’s issues so you’ll fit right in.” The tagline for the conference was ‘whither

feminism in the 21st century’. The help center Ella worked for was a sponsor.

I’m not sure why I agreed. Doing a favor for a friend is fine and dandy, but to be

totally honest… Chloé needed an excuse to get outside.

I’d be standing a lot, so I picked a sturdy pair of olive-black pumps from my shoe

tree—with a wide heel and a strap to make sure it stayed put. Stepping into them

returned me to average height. Colin is pretty short for a guy, but I’m five-eight in

three-inch heels, which is right down the middle for us ladies.

I poked through my closet. The hard work 

was done, this is the fun part. Just another 

working girl searching for the right look.

I tried a few different dresses, holding each 

against my body in turn. Finally, I chose 

a cotton sweater dress in a light shade of 

sandstone. You don’t want to look too 

pretty at a women’s conference. Tonight, 

Chloé would be the girl next-door.

It slid the length of my body, shaking out just 

below my knees. I wiggled my hips to settle 

the fit, then flared my hair out from under the 

neckline. Thick, buoyant curls burst over my 

shoulders and tumbled to a stop on my chest.

A pair of sterling silver hoops pushed through 

recently pierced ears; Ella had encouraged me 

to have both lobes done. I spritzed myself 

with eau de toilette—Miss Dior OriEllale, 

which was reportedly a favorite of Caitlin’s.
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In the living room I paused by the window, gazing out over restless waters. Moist

air from the lake cooled my fevered brow. The loose waves of my Chelsea blow-

out trembled in the breeze, as though fearful of what was to come.

Not me, of course. I wasn’t nervous at all. It’s good to be a girl.

*

Chloé’s come a long way. It wasn’t that long ago—little more than a year—since

she was so fearful of being seen up-close that she’d hang back if anyone was in

the lobby or even passing on the sidewalk. But look at her now, promenading out

the front door of her building without so much as breaking stride. That’s what

confidence can do for you. That, and a gorgeous hairstyle.

Sunlight seemed to linger over the lake, leaving the city suspended between day

and night. Evenings in September were often like that, in this part of the world.

It’s the same with those of us who find ourselves caught between the extremes of

masculine and feminine, fully belonging to neither world.

Not tonight, though. Tonight, I am woman.

I retrieved my aging Ford Focus and cruised down Lakeside Drive, through the

park and up to the headland where tourist hotels occupied the real estate with the

best view. The conference center was at the apex; a sleek expanse of glass with a

ten-storey Hilton on top.

No shortage of people either. From dog-walkers to older couples to teenagers

hunting in packs, the sidewalks were crowded. I found a parking spot two blocks

away and continued on foot. Amazingly, I fit right in; thanks to my newfound

ability to pass. It wasn’t the same as Colin’s superhuman power to not be noticed.

People actually looked at me. The envious glances of older women, the frank

appraisals from men and boys… that sort of thing makes some women nervous,

but it only validates me. Their belief in my womanhood made me stronger.

Ella met me outside. “You took your time.”

“Sorry.” I wiggled my hips. “Heels. You know how it is.”

“Not really.” She stuck a VOLUNTEER label to my chest, with ‘Chloé’ inscribed

in bright red ink. “Come with me.”

I clitter-clacked along in her wake. The foyer had a small creek set into the floor,

glassed-over and flowing out toward the lake; probably to remind visitors of the

hotel’s proximity to water. “Look, about last week… Sorry I gave you such a hard

time. I know you were only trying to help.”
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She squeezed my arm. “Forget it. Do your job tonight and we’re square.”

The conference was just getting underway. People flooded through the big glass

doors, queueing at registration and at the entrance to the main ballroom where,

Ella said, the keynote address was about to start.

The coat check was located at the far end of the foyer, tucked between two thick

pillars and hemmed in by portable partitions. Inside, an array of wheeled clothing

racks were already more than half full. Two ladies were busy accepting coats and

handing out tokens. One of them left when Ella installed me behind the counter.

“This is Dottie. She’ll show you the ropes.” With that, she too was gone.

Dottie looked to be pushing seventy and fast approaching naptime. With me there

she stayed near the desk, hovered over the tip jar and handed out tokens, leaving

me to hang up the coats. There wasn’t much to learn.

“Such lovely hair,” she said, sounding wistful, once the crush was past and the

ballroom doors had closed. “You do look a lot like that girl… Whatshername. You

know the one. Always in the news.”

I tried not to sound too eager. “Caitlin?”

“That’s right. The Claybourne girl. She’s adopted, you know. Lovely girl.” For all

of five seconds, she looked straight at me. “Your hair looks so much like hers, did

you know that? She’s here tonight.”

“Really?” That piqued my interest.

“Saw her myself. She always dresses so nicely, don’t you think?” I certainly did.

During a lull in the conversation, I mentioned the Chelsea blow-out that Caitlin

was known for and talked about my own salon experience, but Dottie wasn’t

much of a listener. “Nearly thirty and still unmarried. Seems a shame, doesn’t it?

Not even a boyfriend, if you believe those awful gossip rags.”

Such a shame indeed. What was the world coming to? Dottie sagged into a padded

chair. “What about you—Chloé, is it? Got yourself a young feller?” She wasn’t

nearly ancient enough to be using language like that, but the more tired she got the

more she seemed to fall into channeling the spirit of a daughter of the Revolution.

Nope, no special feller in my life, unless you counted Colin. But let’s face it, he

wasn’t all that special. Dottie rolled her eyes. “No excuses, dear. Pretty little thing

like you… A career ain’t gonna keep you warm at night.”

That was a bit much. I was about to remind the old battle-ax that this was a forum

on women’s rights and her attitude had no place in the twentieth, let alone the

twenty-first, century. But thanks to Matt I never got the chance.
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There was nothing wrong with Dottie’s eyesight; she spotted my stalker before he

made it halfway across the lobby. “There’s your fella,” she said, closing her eyes

and powering down. “Don’t you scare him away, Katie, you hear?”

Katie? Part of me was flattered. I wanted to be Caitlin and now I was, at least to

one semi-conscious old lady. On the other hand, you’d think that someone who’s

been around as long as she has—and a fellow woman at that—would be able to

see past something as superficial as hair. But apparently not.

“You look amazing.” Matt leaned across the counter on one elbow, hands together,

one leg crossed over the other; possibly trying to act casual. Funny how girls can

see right through that sort of thing.

I kept my voice down. “What are you doing here?”

“A little birdie told me where you were. Figured I’d say hi.”

“Well, now you can say ‘bye’. I’m busy.”

“You don’t look busy.”

Dottie stirred in her chair, her eyes still closed. “Don’t you pay me no heed, Katie-

girl. You just do what comes natural.”

So much for privacy. Best stay in character; being outed at a women’s conference

isn’t high on the list of cross-dresser fantasies. What would be the point? “I got

my hair done,” I said, giving it a quick shake. “You like?”

“Gorgeous. What happened to the Veronica Lake look?”

“A passing fancy.” I’m a big fan of Golden Age starlets, but never for very long.

My dalliance with Veronica lasted a few months; my interest in Grace Kelly only

a few weeks. There were others along the way, but in the end you have to live in

the modern world. Not necessary as your own self, though.

“Too bad. I was hoping for another classic movie night.”

“Well… a girl doesn’t have to look like a starlet just to watch a movie, does she?”

I’d been down this road before, but against my better judgement I found myself

acting—and reacting—as a woman would, when she’s being hit on by a halfway

decent-looking guy. The whole point of cross-dressing is to feel like you belong in

a wrap skirt, slingback heels and the kind of hair you only see in shampoo ads, and

like it or not Matt made me feel like that kind of girl.

“Cool. Maybe this time you can stick around and see how it ends.”

I averted my eyes. “Yeah… Sorry about that. Cold feet.”

“I can relate.” He peered over the counter. “Got your woolies on?”
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“Just regular nylons. Next time I’ll wear fleece leggings.”

He grinned. “Why wait? There’s a late showing of Casablanca at the Starlight,

right across the street. My treat.” He dropped two tickets on the counter.

I had to smile. “You don’t waste time. What if I said no?”

“I’m psychic. You won’t.”

I glanced over at Dottie. “I can’t just leave.”

He checked his watch. “Movie don’t start ‘til ten-thirty.”

I told him I’d think about it. He just laughed.

*

By nine o’clock the keynote was over, the main ballroom doors were open and the

foyer was jammed mostly with women, talking and sampling the open bar. By ten

the crowd had thinned out and all but a few coats had vanished into the night. The

people left were probably guests of the hotel. Dottie rebooted herself, took charge

of the tip jar and told me to clear off; she could handle what little remained.

Matt was waiting by the door, which he held open. I thanked him and tightened

the grip on my purse. This was starting to look suspiciously like a date, and I said

as much. “It’s whatever you want it to be,” he replied.

Lady’s choice. I took his arm as we crossed the street. Even in three-inch heels

Matt was a lot taller than me. And there’s nothing like being short to make a guy

feel more feminine—unless it’s wearing a loose skirt in a stiff wind, and enough

hair waving over your face to choke a small horse.

Inside the theater, I pawed at my hair and made a dash for the ladies’ room. The

brush in my purse gave me a once-over, restoring some semblance of the Chelsea

styling. My lippy was m.i.a., but I had packed a tube of the Dolce & Gabbana.

Women and scouts have the same motto: always be prepared. I was puckering up

when another woman arrived to do the same. We exchanged nods in the mirror.

“Matt’s got a nice ass,” she said. “I’ll give him that.”

“Excuse me?” It took a moment to sink in. “You know him?”

“We went out a few times. Months ago. Nothing serious.”

“I see.” Wouldn’t you know it, the bitch was taller than me—and thinner too.

“I’m with someone else now.” She paused, lipstick in hand. “A word to the wise,

though—the guy is all hands. Sometimes he don’t know when to stop.”
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I blotted with a tissue. “Been there.”

She shrugged. “As long as you know. Have fun.”

Halfway through Casablanca, I found out what she meant. When Bogart made his

move on Ingrid Bergman, Matt made his move on me. I wouldn’t have minded a

little necking, mostly because it provided me with dizzying levels of validation as

a woman, but the guy seemed intent on manipulating parts of me that are better

left untouched—especially in public, even if it is the back row of a dark theater.

I intercepted the hand swimming up my leg like a Sockeye up the Columbia. For

an instant we held hands, but it soon turned into finger wrestling. Dry lips touched

my ear. “Is there a problem?”

“I’m watching the movie,” I said, although it wasn’t much of an excuse.

“Uh-huh. I thought you were into this.”

“Not in public.”

“If not here, then where? You already ran away once.”

I pushed on his hand. “Can we talk about this later?”

“Why bother? Seems like you can’t handle being with a man.” His whisper grew

fierce. “A real man, not that dweeb you pretend to be at work.”

“I don’t want to argue.” How could I? He was probably right.

Fingers dug into my leg. “You’re a tease, Chloé. Is that how you get your kicks?

Get a guy all hard and leave him hanging?” Silence. “Girls like that—”

“Don’t.” In the dark no one has eyes.

More silence.

A tease, of the trouser tent type? It didn’t make sense. “It really doesn’t matter,” 

I whispered back, “whether you have one of those or not.”

“What’s that supposed to mean? Are you gay or what?”

“I don’t know. Am I supposed to be?”

“Come on, Chloé. How can you not know?”

“You think I’m gay, just because I dress like this?”

“It ain’t something a lot of straight guys do.”

“You’d be surprised.” Truthfully, the nature of my sexuality had been a matter of

some debate, at least in the privacy of my own mind. If kissing a dude makes you

gay, then I guess I’m gay—but maybe the label only applies if you’re not dressed
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head to toe and passing as a woman. To complicate matters, Colin actually did

have a girlfriend—albeit an absent one—while Chloé tended to regard her as more

of a bestie. It was complicated.

“What’s that mean? You’re straight?”

“I’m hard to pin down.”

“You’re gonna make me say it again.”

“I wish you wouldn’t.” I almost touched his hand. “What about you? Are you gay

or straight? Or something else?”

“A bit of both, I guess.” He sighed. “I guess you’re the ‘something else’, huh?”

I had to smile, if only briefly. “Tell me this: am I a man or a woman to you?”

Silence. Then he laughed. “I’m gonna say ‘woman’ because that’s what you want

to hear, isn’t it?” He shook his head. “My luck to get mixed up with… someone

who doesn’t know who she is.”

I’d never put much effort into figuring out who I was. All I wanted was to dress up

and be treated as a woman. But he wouldn’t understand. “Maybe you’re right,

Matt. I’m sorry.” I began to get up. “You treated me so nicely and made me feel

like a real woman, and maybe I got carried away. I didn’t mean to lead you on.”

He grabbed my wrist. “You’re leaving—again?”

“I have to. Please let go.”

His grip relaxed. “At least stay to the end of the film.”

I pulled away. “I have to go.”

“Christ, are you wearing glass slippers or what? Hang on, I’ll walk you home.”

“No. You should stay. Watch the movie—it’s a classic.”

He sagged in his seat. “Whatever. Sorry it didn’t work out.”

“Me too. You have no idea.”

Purse in hand, I fled into the rising night.  �
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End  of  Part  Alpha

The story up to now was merely the 

beginning of Colin’s latest adventure. 

What follows is the meat of the tale.

 Start  of  Part  Beta
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4

There was fog on the lake the next morning, sending gray tendrils of despair deep

into the city. I lingered over black coffee and a breakfast croissant, staring out the

window, respecting and scorning myself in equal measure. Last night Chloé had

achieved more as a woman than ever; she was strong, confident, more in charge of

herself. On the other hand, she had once again stepped over the line with Matt, in

spite of not even being attracted to men per se. Maybe the dude had a point.

Hopefully not. I didn’t care for the mental image it conjured up.

When my phone trilled I thought it might be Matt—the Wile E. Coyote to my

Road Runner—but it wasn’t. Yasmin came straight to the point. “It is new policy

at Salon Sélectif to call the client one week later to see how she is doing.”

“Really? I never heard of a salon doing that.”

“Yes, I only hear of it myself twenty minutes ago.” She snickered. “How is your

lovely hair, poppet? Is Chelsea blow-out everything you hope for?”

I told her it was wonderful—every bit as gorgeous as what you see on the news

when Caitlin visits a VA hospital or hangs with big-wigs. But to be honest, having

this hair was better than I ever imagined. I felt its warmth on my neck, buried my

fingers in its depths, and smiled to myself knowing exactly how much of a woman

it made me—although I said nothing of this to Yasmin.
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“I am glad,” she said, but her voice made me wonder if maybe I had spilled the

beans, without intending to. Can hairdressers read minds? “So much for chit-chat.

I have a client who buy this Caitlin dress online, only it does not fit. It is here now.

The dress would fit you. Very sure of that. Are you interested?”

My brain froze. A dress of hers? When threatened, octopi expel a cloud of ink and

flee. In their own way, so do cross-dressers. “No, no, it’s too expensive. I can’t—”

“Dress is a knock-off,” Yasmin said, in some haste, “not designer original. This

woman will sell below cost, just to get rid of it. Very good deal.”

“Thanks for thinking of me and all, but—”

“Listen, honey. This is good opportunity. I know you want to look like this girl.”

She sounded annoyed. “So maybe now is the time to admit it, okay? How do your

athletes say this? Balls to the wall?”

Another troubling mental image. I took a deep breath. “Okay.”

“Good. You feel better already.” Her voice softened. “You come down now, okay?

Try before you buy. Never know, someone else might want it.”

I put the phone down. God, what had I gotten myself into? The woman expected

me to model the damn dress, right there in the store. I had never cross-dressed in

front of anyone before. But of course, the answer was staring me in the face: get

dressed now, before going out. Send Chloé to the salon; let her model the dress.

Full daylight? Why would she care? Who’s gonna notice?

I dressed in a hurry. Black pencil skirt, modest white blouse, long coat; nothing

that would look out of place downtown. Practical shoes with a two-inch heel. Not

much makeup, just enough for a girl on the move.

What could go wrong?

*

The girl at the front desk of Salon Sélectif hadn’t a clue who I was. “I have a Colin

Childe listed, but no Chloé. Have you been in before?”

“I’m here to see Yasmin. She has a dress for me.”

Her eyes studied my face. “Wait here.”

Yasmin bustled over as I was paging through a limp copy of Women’s Health and

Fitness. “So sorry. I had to put Mrs. Hollis under hair dryer before she get upset.”

Her eyes widened when she saw me. “Ah… I knew it.” She didn’t bother to hide

her smile. “Chloé, hmm? Come see your new dress.”
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I rose, feeling self-conscious. When I’m dressed, the whole point of the exercise is

for people to see me as a woman. But Yasmin knew otherwise. She guided me

past a row of salon chairs and into the private room, where only a week ago I had

received hair extensions. The dress was waiting.

A sigh died on my lips. Hung on a clothes tree was the most gorgeous sheath dress

I’d ever seen: a purple-and-cream floral print that screamed check the sticker

price! “It’s beautiful,” I said, when again I could breathe.

“Try it on,” Yasmin said. “Only us girls here.”

This had to be a lucid dream. I unzipped the back of my skirt, gripping it with two

fingers as I stepped clear. Why would a woman—practically a stranger—want to

do this for me? My fingers struggled with the keyhole closure on my blouse. Long

hair kept getting in the way.

“Nice slip,” Yasmin said. “Goes with dress.”

A full slip, in ivory no less, isn’t a great choice to wear under a black skirt, but I

was thinking ahead. So too with footwear. I swapped my mary janes for a pair of

narrow-heel black pumps from my carryall.

“You got a good eye for fashion. Been doing this for awhile, huh?”

“Ever since I was little.” The dress resembled a Rorschach pattern, a perfect copy

of the outfit that to the best of my knowledge Caitlin had worn only once before,

for a reception several months prior at the governor’s mansion. I recalled seeing

the pictures in a style magazine. Now it was here in my hands.

I unzipped the back. Cross-dressing oftentimes feels like preparing for battle. The

tight grip of the lingerie, the way it fully encases the body—think football pads

and body armor, which protect as well as enhance. But even that doesn’t begin to

capture how transformative such clothing can be. Tight panties and a push-up bra

are intended to alter the body, to change the way it is perceived by others. Male

clothes do nothing of the sort; at best, a pale imitation.

“It is wool and silk blend,” Yasmin said, “same as original.”

The fabric was pleasingly smooth to the touch. Feeling fragile to the point of

breakage, I stepped through the opening. Curtains of hair swung past my face as I

worked the dress over my hips. “It fits,” I said, daring to breathe. My hands found

the sleeves. At three-quarter length they left my forearms bare.

I lifted my hair, staring into the mirror as Yasmin drew the zipper closed. This was

what she must have seen on the day of the reception, as her personal assistant did

for her what Yasmin was doing for me. Aside from the face, the reflection before

me could have come from that same gala. I let my hair drop.
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Yasmin grinned. “Cash or check?” Was I that obvious?

Happily, I forged Colin’s name on a check. Worth every penny.

Yasmin patted the chair. “Sit. I freshen your hair.” She gave me a quick infusion of

primrose oil and a dash of volumizer, followed by a blow-out with the hair dryer.

My hair seemed eager to re-acquire its bounce from the week before. Without

bothering to ask, Yasmin wiped my face and began re-applying my makeup.

We cross-dressers are in constant communication with our bodies. The clothes we

wear serve to heighten our senses and—for a time—erase all memory of who we

once were. Nylon stockings and longline brassieres tell a story of what it means to

be a woman and if we don’t like what it says, just go back to the lingerie drawer.

Maybe pantyhose and a strapless bra with lace-rim cups will sing a different tune.

The princess demands a happy ending.

After all, this whole visit was a fairy tale. What else could it be?

Rosy cheeks and gleaming red lips… Yasmin took care to outline and shadow my

eyes, and brush length into my lashes. “Secret is two coats,” she said. “Dust with

talcum powder in-between, for extra volume.” At last she removed the bib that

protected the bodice of my dress and helped me up.

“There you go. No man ever live who looks like that.”

“I’m not a man,” I said, in a voice gone strangely calm.

*

There’s a moment in every transformation when you cross the threshold. One

second you’re a dude in a dress—maybe with long hair and makeup, maybe not—

and the next thing you know there’s a woman staring back at you, fluttering her

lashes and looking… pleasantly surprised. Oh, it’s you again!

We’re old friends, that moment and me. We go way back. In the last few months it

had been coming around more and more often, and it smacked me upside the head

extra hard only yesterday. But this… this was something else.

That was no ordinary woman in the mirror, lowering her lashes and adjusting the

fall of hair across her shoulders—she looked so confident. A woman, I thought,

who respected herself and expected others to do the same. This was far beyond

anything I had experienced before; a whole new level in the game.

I gave Yasmin a quick hug, as women do. “Thank you. I love it. The dress, I mean.

Tell your friend I’ll give it a good home.”
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“I will. I call her now, in fact. She will be pleased.”

Walking through a busy salon was no longer an issue. Why be afraid? As long as

my back was straight and my footsteps rang true, all anyone can see is a beautiful

woman with the world at her feet. This had to be how Caitlin felt when she

emerged from a certain salon in Chelsea.

I passed Mrs. Vaughn seated under a hair dryer. Quite a coincidence, but maybe

she comes here every week. Her expression changed when she saw me—surprise,

perhaps even recognition. “Such lovely hair,” she said, sounding coy. “I believe I

saw something quite like it last Saturday.”

Yasmin spoke up. “Chelsea blow-out is very popular nowadays, Mrs. Vaughn.”

“I see. Then this isn’t the young man I saw last week?”

“This is Chloé.”

“Really. She’s lovely, of course, but there’s something about her face…”

I shouldered my carryall, said buh-bye and pushed through the front door. It was

cool outside, but not uncomfortable. The morning fog had dissipated, replaced by

a faded sun that did what little it could to warm exposed arms and legs. How life

had changed. Only a few months before, leaving my apartment in a dress was a

major production—requiring preparation and surveillance, and preferably under

cover of darkness. Now, sunshine and a crowded sidewalk posed no threat.

As I strolled the block-and-a-half to my car, my hair in relentless motion, it was

easy to sense the interest of nearby males. Lingering glances from vehicles idling

in traffic, shameless stares from some I passed on the sidewalk. For most women

such attention would be unwelcome, but I’m not most women. Their arousal made

me stronger.

A dinged-up Ford Focus was hardly the right vehicle for a woman of my ilk, but it

would have to do—at least until Colin’s bank account caught up with a certain

VW Beetle in sunflower yellow. My carryall flew into the trunk.

A familiar feeling gathered strength in the depths of my abdomen, just behind the

tummy panel of my control-top panties. Fear, nausea, anticipation… another old

friend come to call. It wouldn’t be enough, I realized, simply to wander around

outside in a fabulous dress and be seen as a woman. I needed more.

I needed to push the envelope, do something different. Something bold.

I started the car, which is when my phone chose to croon “Here Comes the Sun.”

Just in time—it was Ella with another offer too good to refuse. How on earth did

she know? “Hi, hi,” she said. “Whatcha up to?”



30

“Nothing much.” I checked my lipstick in the mirror. “Out and about.”

“I meant to get hold of you earlier. We need you back at the conference. You’ll be

helping out at registration—selling memberships, handing out passes, that sort of

thing. I assume you look… presentable?”

“Not a problem.” In other words, this was a job for ‘self-confident woman’, fresh

from the salon and wearing a designer dress. Perfectamundo.

*

I barely had time to hand out my first conference pass before someone gave me

the bad news: Caitlin Claybourne was in hospital. No one seemed to know what

had happened, but two facts were clear. She had attended this very conference the

night before—and she was wearing the exact same dress I had on now.

Christ, what are the odds of that? “Hell of a coincidence,” was what most people

said, while shooting me a variety of suspicious looks. Telling them it was a knock-

off made no difference whatsoever.

As afternoon faded into evening, fewer and fewer people needed registering and I

ended up manning the desk by myself, required only to smile at passersby. Dottie

arrived with a rumor that Caitlin was on life support, but she was hardly the most

credible source. And I once saw Ella in the distance but she didn’t stop to chat.

The late plenary session began at seven and the lobby soon cleared. It was then

that a policeman emerged from the elevator, scanned the area and headed straight

for me. I remembered to smile. “Beggin’ your pardon, ma’am.” He tipped his hat

back. “Are you that lady that looks like Caitlin Claybourne?”

My smile faded. “That’s what they tell me.”

He nodded. “Me, I only seen her a couple times, from a ways away.” He looked

me over. “I guess you’ll do. See, there’s this guy up on the roof. He’s outside the

railing and we’re sorta worried he might jump.”

I blinked long and hard. “That’s awful. What’s it got to do with me?”

“That’s the strange part. He says he’ll only talk to Miss Claybourne, or someone

who looks an awful lot like her. ‘Course, she’s in hospital,” he added.

My jaw twitched. “Someone who looks like her?”

“That’s what he said. Would you mind talking to the guy?”

What choice did I have—what choice would anyone have? ‘Nah, let the dude

jump. I’m too busy just sitting here on my butt.’ Not an option.
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In the elevator, the cop assured me I was in no danger. Approach the man but stay

inside the railing at all times. Don’t get too close, don’t touch him, and don’t try to

pull him back. Don’t be a hero; leave that to the pros, who would be only a few

feet behind me—although ‘a few’ turned out to be more like thirty.

Out of earshot. That was important. Why? Because the guy was Matt.

“For Christ’s sake,” I hissed at him, “what are you doing up here?”

“What does it look like?” He gripped the guard rail and leaned back. I forced

myself to look down. Ten tall storeys to the courtyard in front of the hotel and the

fountain we had walked past the night before. He’d tossed a coin in and told me to

make a wish. It sure as hell wasn’t this.

“But—why?” I touched the handrail, feeling ill. “Is this… is it because I left early

last night?”

A spurt of laughter. “Get over yourself.”

“Sorry. I just…” I let my breath out, slowly. “Let’s talk about it, okay? Whatever’s

wrong, we can—”

“You don’t know jack. About my problems, I mean.” He bounced lightly against

the railing. “I got issues, you know. Lots of ‘em.”

“Sure, we’ve all got problems. You don’t have to—”

“Big problems! Like, um… debt!” He slashed a finger across his throat. “I’m up

to here with debt. Ten or twenty grand; maybe more. I lost count.”

“That’s not so bad. A lot of people come out of college owing way more than that.

You could talk to an adviser, maybe get some of it deferred…”

He slapped the side of his head. “College! How could I forget? There’s another ten

or twenty grand right there. Oh, man, I am so hooped!”

I edged closer. “This is serious, Matt. Uh, you should hang on with both hands.”

“Oh, yeah.” His grin faded. “Sorry.”

“You haven’t done anything wrong. Just… come back inside, okay?”

“Cars.” He glanced down at the street, then back at me.

“What?”

“Classic cars. Corvette Stingray from 1966. Aston Martin, 1972—I think. And a

‘63 Dodge Polara. I keep them in a rented lockup, down by the railway station.

God, they cost a fortune, but I can’t help it. I love classic cars!”

Funny, he never mentioned that before. You’d think—
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“That’s the problem, see? No bank is gonna defer anything while I own those cars.

They’ll make me sell ‘em, and I just can’t. That’s why I’m here.”

I stepped closer. “You’d rather die than give up a few old cars?” He nodded

vigorously, staring at me. We went on in that vein for quite awhile, as my sense of

unease grew. Something wasn’t right. Finally, I leaned in close and whispered,

“What the hell’s going on?”

He eyes widened. “Whaddya mean?”

“C’mon, Matt. You don’t act like someone at the end of his rope. It’s like you’re

making it up on the fly.” I glanced at the cluster of policemen and hotel employees

gathered near the top of the stairwell. “Why are you really here?”

He sighed. “Oh, man… I told her you wouldn’t buy it. That’s what I said.”

“Buy what? What’s going on?”

“Look, if I come back in, will you just play along and pretend like you talked me

down? I really do need the money.”

“Sure… whatever.”

He hopped over the railing and fell into my arms. “Thank you, Miss Claybourne,”

he said loudly. “Or whoever you are. You saved my life.”

I was given no time for a rebuttal. A policeman grabbed Matt, followed by a pair

of paramedics who had him sedated and strapped to a gurney before he could say

another word. As they wheeled him away, he looked at me with pleading eyes. I

knew what he wanted.

The same policeman returned me to the lobby. “Ma’am, I don’t mind sayin’,” he

drawled, “that was one heroic thing you did up there. I really thought you was

gonna try and haul the guy in by yourself. I was ready to jump right in, but still…”

He shook his head. “Wish my own girl was more like that.”

I snuck a look at his ring finger, which was bare. As a single woman—and a rather

attractive one, I had to admit as I caught sight of myself in the elevator mirror—

you have to be careful around men, single or otherwise. You can never be sure just

what they’re capable of. I ran a hand through the hair that spilled over my right

shoulder. It’s amazing, I thought, how much I looked like Caitlin.

The evening plenary talk must have ended early, because a crowd met us in the

foyer and all eyes were squarely upon me. I caught a glimpse of Ella off to the

side; she avoided eye contact, but she did look pleased. I took that to mean she

wasn’t upset. After all, I had abandoned my post.

A new voice cut through the commotion. “Ms. Childe?”
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In front of me was a reporter I recognized from the local new. As I was later to

learn, she and her crew were at the hotel to do a story on what had happened to

Caitlin. She was speaking—but into her microphone, not to me.

“—was talked down by a woman with a curious resemblance to the Claybourne

heiress. We’re live with her now. Ma’am? What was it like up there?”

Now the microphone was aimed at me, along with the business end of the mobile

news camera. I plucked nervously at my hair. “Well… it was cold, I guess.”

“Of course. But what were you thinking when the man threatened to jump?”

“Um… that he shouldn’t?”

“What did you say to change his mind?”

Not a lot! “I just tried to keep him talking.”

“I’m told that he asked to speak with Ms. Claybourne. Do you know why?”

Good question; why did Matt say that? I hesitated, then shook my head.

“You yourself look very much like Ms. Claybourne. Are you related?”

Again I shook my head. “We have the same hairstyle, that’s all.”

The reporter soon lost interest. Dottie crowded in for a quick hug and a “proud of

you, girl,” followed by other volunteers from the conference. And then there was

that new voice again, a woman’s: “Colin Childe?”

My blood ran cold as the night air. She was tall brunette in slacks and a tailored

jacket, her hair pulled into a narrow ponytail that sprang from the back of her head

like water from a hose. Her badge looked like the real thing, and she was flanked

by two very large policemen. “You’ll have to come with us,” she said. “Down to

the station, if you don’t mind.”

One of the cops took my arm. I asked the ponytail why.

“We have a few questions about your relationship with Caitlin Claybourne.”

I told her I didn’t know the woman. Never even met her!

The detective studied me with ice-cold eyes. “We’ll be taking that dress,” she said,

before turning away. “It’s evidence.”  �
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“Once more from the top. Where did you get the dress?” The detective’s gaze had

grown steadily less focused over the past several hours. She now seemed to be

glaring straight through me to the wall at my back, and she seemed ever less

interested in the answers I gave. They never changed, which I suspect was the

main problem from her perspective.

“Like I said,” I said, eyes wide and hands clasped in my lap. “The lady at the salon

sold it to me. Salon Sélectif, like I said.”

The ponytail swept slowly side to side. “Where exactly is this salon?”

“Downtown. I don’t remember the address. I can show you on a map.”

“Not necessary. Someone will check it out.” Her name was Dixonette; Cassandra

Dixonette, or ‘Cass’ for short. I got none of that from her, of course; it was from

the way other officers addressed her.

“Can I go now?” They’d given me a plain white shift dress to replace the designer

knock-off that was now—according to the detective—at a police lab being tested

for DNA, but the room was cold and the dress made me feel like a nurse.

“Not yet. Have some more water.” At her gesture, a policeman refilled my glass. It

was obvious what her intention was. In the right hands, a full bladder is a potent

weapon to wield against a suspect.
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I rubbed my arms. “Hot tea would be better.”

“Where were you last night? We know you were at the hotel.”

We’d been over this. “I helped run the coat check at the conference.”

“Anyone see you there?”

“Lots of people. Dottie was running it with me. You could talk to her.”

“We did. Not the most reliable witness. She informed us you left early.”

I sighed. “Matt came by and we went to a movie across the street.”

“Matthew Underson. The man who was threatening to jump from the roof of the

hotel this evening, and whom you allegedly talked out of doing so.” She lay her

pen on the table and leaned forward. “What did you talk about?”

“At the movie or on the roof?”

Dixonette let her breath out slowly. “On the roof.”

“I asked him why he was there.” I warmed the fingers of one hand with the other.

“I said I was hoping it wasn’t because of what I did the night before.”

“What did you do that might have upset him?”

“I left early. Before the movie ended.”

“And why was that?”

Another sigh. “We’ve been through this. He wanted to get physical, I didn’t.”

“So Mr. Underson is gay. Are you yourself a homosexual, Mr. Childe?”

Not this again! “No. And for what it’s worth, Matt says he’s bi.”

The detective cracked her knuckles and leaned back. “Your story certainly doesn’t

lack for imagination, I’ll say that. You disguise yourself quite convincingly as a

woman, you call yourself Chloé, you traipse off to midnight movies with bisexual

males—and yet you say you’re not gay. What am I to make of that?”

“It was only the once—twice, I guess. But only one guy.”

“I stand corrected. You two have a history.” She consulted her notes. “The movie

was Casablanca. So you’d seen it before.” Of course I had, as I’d already told her.

“Rather convenient, wouldn’t you say? Going to a movie you’ve seen before—

supposedly going to the movie, I should say—the very same evening that Caitlin

Claybourne was assaulted in the hotel you were staying at.”

“I was at the movie. If you don’t believe me, ask Matt.”

“Again, not the most reliable witness.”
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“Anyway, how is it ‘convenient’ that I left early? If I was making this stuff up,

why wouldn’t I say I stayed to the end? Wouldn’t that be a better alibi?”

“Perhaps. But one small flaw can make an alibi appear more believable. Which in

a way makes it that much less believable.”

“While we’re at it, why do you keep pestering me about being gay? I mean, what

does it matter? There’s nothing wrong with being gay!”

Her lips toyed with a smile. “I’m well aware of that, Mr. Childe. I’m gay myself,

as it happens. Perhaps we have something in common.”

I stared at her. “But I keep saying… I’m not gay. Seriously.”

She shrugged. “Then we both like the ladies.”

“Fine. Whatever.” I found myself shivering. “Glad we got that settled. Now can I

go home? I’m tired and hungry, and I wouldn’t mind checking out a washroom.”

“We’ll stop for the night, ‘Chloé’.” She turned off the voice recorder. “But Caitlin

Claybourne isn’t going home anytime soon, and neither are you.” With that, she

spun on her heel and walked out.

*

On the morning of my ill-fated acquisition of the purple-and-cream sheath dress,

the even more luckless Caitlin had been found in a guest room on the fifth floor of

the Hilton by a room cleaner. She’d been stripped of her dress, her purse and other

belongings—but far more disturbingly, her head had been shorn of her signature

locks. The staff was unable to rouse her and she was taken to hospital. Later in the

day, doctors announced she was in a coma. An unknown toxin, they said.

Unfortunately—for me, that is—the dress I wore to the conference tested positive

for Caitlin’s DNA. So my dress was her dress and not a knock-off after all, while

at the salon Yasmin denied having ever seen the garment.

All this emerged piecemeal, over the course of three further interrogations at the

hands of Detective Dixonette; two on Sunday and the third on Monday morning,

following two nights of broken sleep on a hard bunk in a cold cell. Despite this, I

managed to annoy my captors by foolishly sticking to my story.

I looked guilty as hell. The room Caitlin was found in was registered to me—or to

be more accurate, Colin—having been booked online by someone who knew my

credit card number and its pin. Yikes! But on the other hand, the only DNA found

in the room belonged to Caitlin herself. The attacker had left nothing behind.
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“You work in tech support, correct? You work with computers.”

“I maintain the company’s servers and the network. Sometimes I have to set up or

repair a desktop machine, but mostly it’s the servers.”

“Exacting work, I’m told. Very precise. The devil’s in the details. Every piece has

to be just so or nothing will work.”

“Yeah, pretty much.” I’d long since lost interest in the proceedings. Wearing the

same starchy dress for a day and a half has that effect.

“So it’s all second nature to you—wearing latex gloves, careful where you step,

keeping the room tidy, cleaning up after yourself…”

“I don’t wear gloves. Just an anti-static wristband.”

“No matter. Anyone can put on a pair of gloves, if they’re detail-oriented.”

“I keep telling you, I wasn’t there. I never even saw her.”

“Goodness me—never saw her? You look just like her! A happy accident?”

Words, twisted. “I’ve seen her picture. I’ve seen her on TV.”

“So you say. We searched your apartment, did you know that?”

I slumped over the table. “You mentioned it last night.”

“You seem to be quite the clothes horse, at least when it comes to ladies wear.

More than I own myself, in fact. Lingerie, makeup, wigs, jewelry… bought all

that yourself, did you?”

“Online shopping.” It’s a blessing and a curse.

Dixonette tapped the table with one finger. “We were looking for the girl’s purse,

Ms. Child. Her wallet, her jewelry, her identification… guess what we found.”

We locked eyes. My back stiffened. “Nothing,” I said, taking a deep breath. “You

found nothing.” If they’d found what they were looking for, I’d have long since

been paraded past a judge and charged.

She rose from her seat. “You wore the damn dress, why not the jewelry? Why not

carry her purse? Why not flash her license around and pretend you’re actually

her? Isn’t that the whole point? The hair, the clothing—you want to be Caitlin

Claybourne, don’t you? Isn’t that what you want? To take over her life?”

Her ponytail whipped from one side to the other, like the tail of a tiger. I couldn’t

take my eyes off it. “I just like her hair, that’s all,” I said, in a voice gone soft.

“Oh, really? Then why wear the woman’s dress, Chloé? Talk to me.”

Why indeed? “I think—it was just pretending… we had the same hair.”
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“Hair—why is it always hair? What is it with you and hair? It’s just hair!”

I shrank back. “I don’t know… I just like it, is all.”

“Why do I always get the effing weirdos?” The detective stood, sending her chair

flying. The other officer fumbled with the voice recorder while Dixonette waved a

finger in my face. “You better not leave town. Understand?”

My jaw dropped. “You mean… I can go?”

“This isn’t over,” she said. “I’ll find what you stole from that poor girl, including

her goddamn hair, and when I do—” She paused for air. “—you’ll be back here so

fast your precious hairdo will look like it got hit by a hurricane.” Her lips twisted.

“Did you know? In prison, they shave your head. Think about that.”

I was given a ride back to my car, which I thought was pretty decent of them under

the circumstances. It was the same policeman that had escorted me to the roof of

the hotel. “I don’t mind sayin’,” he drawled, “I ain’t surprised they let you go.

Sure seemed like the real deal to me, the way you talked to that guy. Not fake at

all, like Cass seems to think.”

We made one quick stop at a bank machine, since the police impound lot only

took cash. “Funny thing, though,” he continued. “Before you came up, it sure

didn’t look like the dude was feelin’ anxious or sad or anything like what you

usually see with these guys. Jumpers, I mean. I seen a few in my time. You ask

me, it looked more like he was up there to check out the view.”

Yeah. I had a few questions for Matt myself.

*

The first thing I did was take a hot shower, followed by a blow-dry. With hair like

mine, it’s more or less mandatory. I considered tossing the starchy dress, but you

never know when a nurse outfit might come in handy. Into the closet it went.

Then food. I couldn’t be bothered to dress up; sweats will do when you’re starving

and you’ve had it up to your cleavage with the sad-ass catering provided by the

local cop shop. I was tucking into a soft-boiled egg on toast, with a sliced tomato

on the side, when the intercom chimed.

Surprise, surprise; it was Matt. Who else? I buzzed him up.

He looked like a small slice of hell. “Nice place,” he said, before collapsing on the

couch in my living room.

I stood, plate in hand. “What are you doing here?”



40

He sank into the soft leather, which had last graced a cow some years before I was

born. “They just let me out. I figured we should talk.”

“Ya think? Who let you out?”

“The psych ward at the hospital. They kept me in there a couple days to make sure

I wasn’t gonna do anything crazy.”

“Crazy? You mean like pretending to nearly jump off a hi-rise, just to get me into

trouble with the police?”

He grinned. “Yeah, sort of. Only that wasn’t the point. The idea was to help bring

you out of your shell; give you more self-confidence. That sort of thing.”

“God—who told you that?” I returned my plate to the kitchen.

“Well, there was this girl… Said she was a friend of yours.”

“For Christ’s sake—” I dropped onto the opposite end of the couch. “How much

did she pay you?”

“Two grand.” He had the good grace to look embarrassed.

“Don’t tell me you really do own a bunch of classic cars.”

“Heck no. It’s student loans, like you said. The monthlies are killing me.”

I felt ill, and it had nothing to do with the food. “Let me guess. She was short,

maybe five-four; round face, pageboy bob hair, same color as mine?”

Matt rubbed his eyes. “That’s her alright. Someone you know?”

“Wash your face. We need to visit a certain salon.”

*

For the first time in months I had no interest whatsoever in looking anything like

Caitlin Claybourne. So I hung my hair in a bouncy pony and opted for boy-mode

clothes from the armoire. There are good times to cross-dress but this wasn’t one

of them.

“I’m confused,” Matt said. He had one hand on the cracked dashboard of my car,

which was being driven faster than it was used to. “This salon was where you had

your hair done? And you got the dress there too?”

“She told the cops she never saw it before.” I hunched lower over the wheel. “She

said I brought it in with me. Can you believe that?”

He laughed. “You’re askin’ the wrong guy. I don’t know squat about dresses.”
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I glanced at him. “You don’t seem to mind when I wear one.”

“You know me. My mind is wiiiide open.”

A little too wide. “The point it, she lied to the police. Why would she do that?”

“Who knows? You think she’s the one who paid me off?”

“Hang on.” I veered to avoid an elderly couple who had the audacity to step off

the curb. Marked crosswalk my ass. “I doubt it.”

“Then why—”

I pulled over. “Let’s get inside before it closes, okay?”

Yasmin didn’t want to talk. “We closed, okay? I tell the police everything. You go

now. Come back tomorrow, I give you whole new blow-out. No charge.”

The last customer left in a hurry when we marched in, and the remaining staff kept

their distance. At Salon Sélectif, people certainly knew how to mind their own

business. Pour la femme en vous, my ass. More like, chacun pour soi. Every man

for himself on a sinking ship. “It wasn’t her,” Matt said.

I shushed him. “You told the police I brought that dress in with me on Saturday.

I’d like to know why you lied.”

“I did not lie.” She took a step back, clutching her broom like a shield.

“You did and you know it. I’m not leaving until you tell me the truth.”

She looked around, glared at me, then turned and headed for the back of the store,

motioning for us to follow. When we were inside she closed the door to the private

room. “You got cell phone?” She held out her hand. I gave her my old iPhone and

she made sure it was turned off. “You should do more often,” she said. “People

track you.” She did the same for Matt’s phone, then patted both of us down, like

we were being arrested. Were all hair stylists this paranoid?

“Listen up,” Yasmin said. “You tell police what I say and I deny everything, okay?

I will tell them—again—you bring that dress with you, and put it on here.”

“All right, I get it. Everything you say is off the record.”

“For your eyes only,” Matt said. We both looked at him. “Like a secret message,”

he said. “You know, spy stuff.”

“It was that girl,” Yasmin said. “The one who pretend to be your girlfriend.”

Crap. Exactly what I didn’t want to hear. “Go on.”

“She come in Saturday morning, as we open. She have pretty dress with her. She

want you to have it, she says, but you too proud to take it as gift. Too expensive.”
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Me? Too proud? That’s a laugh. If I was ever proud of myself—and that’s if—it

must’ve been back in elementary school when I managed to color the donkey and

stay inside the lines. Since then it’s been all downhill.

“She gave me the dress,” Yasmin said, almost pleadingly. “She say if I charge you

good price, I can keep the money. That’s all.” She plucked at my sleeve. “I don’t

know where it came from. I don’t know where she got it. I don’t know about—”

I shook her off. “If you feel guilty, talk to the police.”’

She looked stricken. “I cannot—get involved.”

Matt took me aside. “Dude, consider what the cops are like in some parts of the

world. She doesn’t trust ‘em.”

Dammit. “But what she told them screws me. Big-time.”

He shook his head and lowered his voice. “If the cops thought she was a reliable

witness, you’d still be in jail.”

On my way home, after dropping Matt at his place, I pretty near ran my car off the

road. Operating a motor vehicle while crying should be right up there with texting

as a ticketable offense. My brain was running on fumes.

Ella. She was my best friend, or so I thought. How could she do this?  �
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It’s amazing what a few hours of solid sleep can do for one’s basic sense of well-

being, however little one’s life might warrant such a feeling. Still, the shimmer of

sunrise in the surface of the lake always brought a certain measure of peace to my

soul, at least for awhile—and for everything else there’s always coffee.

Again I ponytailed my hair, coming close to resenting the time it took to wash, dry

and brush what was now mine for the foreseeable future. Then again, how can the

parent resent the child for simply being a child? My hair—every glorious inch of

it—was (and is) as much a part of me as my heart, lungs or whatever happens to

be dangling between my legs. Why fight it?

For something to wear, I turned to Chloé’s closet. A padded bra (but no falsies),

bikini briefs (sans nylons), black slacks, dark blue blouse with a bold geometric

pattern, and flat heels. In a pinch I could pass as either male or female, which is

actually a pretty honest assessment of where I’m at.

Matt showed up at mid-morning, having walked the dozen or so blocks from his

apartment. A night in his own bed meant that he no longer resembled a recent

escapee from an asylum for the terminally confused. He looked me over, front and

back. “Is it Colin or Chloé? Without makeup it could go either way.”

“Take your pick,” I said. “I’m feeling androgenous today.”
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“Context is the key. Maybe I’ll start calling you CC.” He dropped into the reading

chair next to my bed. “I’ve been thinking about your friend—”

“Don’t call her that.” I was hunched over my jewelry box, removing each item

and studying it, before adding it to the pile on my dresser.

“Yeah. Friends don’t trick friends into wearing a dress that makes it look like they

attacked a woman and stole stuff from her, right? Who does that?” He tapped his

knee nervously. “Uhm… what’s with the rubber gloves?”

“Fingerprints. Don’t touch anything, by the way.”

“Thanks for the heads-up. So here’s what I’m thinking. If Ella tricked you into

wearing that dress, how come she didn’t stick you with the other stuff too? I mean,

you’ve got a plausible reason for wearing the dress, but if you had her necklace or

whatever as well… game over, right?”

“Way ahead of you.” I pointed to the purse on the bed. “That’s Caitlin’s. It was in

the closet mixed in with my own purses. Check out the monogram.”

“I take it ‘CC’ doesn’t stand for Chloé Childe.” He looked around the room.

“Didn’t you say the cops searched the whole apartment?”

“They didn’t know what they were looking for. Lucky for us.” I was finished with

rings, chains and bracelets; now for the earrings.

“But they knew her purse was missing.”

“They don’t know what it looks like. I’m sure they’ll ask Caitlin for a description,

if she ever wakes up.”

“Close call. Was anything inside?”

“No, but there’s about to be.” I showed Matt the necklace I’d found: an array of

marquise clusters studded with tiny diamonds, interspersed with square-cut gold

stones—probably only gold-plated, but still… “I’ve never seen it before,” I told

him, “and it’s way fancier than anything I can afford.”

“You mean she just stuck it in there, with the rest of your stuff?”

My shoulders sagged. “That’s just it. She knew exactly where to put it, to make it

look like I left it there myself. She knows me, and she used that against me.”

He touched my arm. “That’s rough.”

“It’s messed up, is what it is.” I returned to the jewelry box. “And wouldn’t you

know it, these are the matching earrings. Jesus… now I know why she wanted me

to get my ears pierced.” Necklace and earrings joined the handbag on the bed.

Matt took a closer look. “I guess the cops didn’t know about this stuff either.”
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“No kidding. And we damn well better get rid of it before they find out.”

“We could stash it at my place.” He paced past me. “No, that won’t work. They’ll

check there for sure. It has to be someplace they don’t know about.”

I checked the last pair of earrings and put them aside. “This is all I found, so far.”

I proceeded to wipe the purse clean, place Caitlin’s jewelry inside, and put the

purse in a plastic bag.

“Wherever we hide that,” Matt said, “better not leave the bag behind.”

I studied the room. “Caitlin’s wallet was taken, along with her ID. I checked the

other purses, and it’s not in my dresser or my desk. Where would you hide a bunch

of identification you’re not supposed to have?”

“Somewhere not in plain view,” Matt said. “I’ll take a look around.”

I was halfway through pulling a mass of skirts, dresses, wigs and high heels out of

the closet when Matt called from the living room. “Is this yours?” There was a

plastic bag taped to the back of my framed print of Veronica Lake—trust Matt to

check that. I retrieved my rubber gloves and opened the bag. Inside was a lady’s

wallet with driver’s license, credit cards, debit card, medical insurance card,

country club membership card… all Caitlin’s.

Matt took a deep breath. “If the cops find that, you’re toast.”

“We both are. You’re my alibi, remember?” I added the wallet to Caitlin’s purse.

“If this stuff proves I’m guilty, then it proves you lied about the movie. We’ll end

up sharing a cell at Rikers Island.”

Matt nearly dropped the frame. “What’re we gonna do?”

“We get rid of it, that’s what.” I flashed him a grim look. “I say we pay the bitch a

visit. She’s not answering her phone, but I know where she lives.”

*

Ella lived in a basement suite under a vintage row house, only a few blocks away.

Parking in the area was a bitch, so we walked. Matt couldn’t stop talking. “You

know what kills me? The way she set us up to take the fall for this thing. She

manipulates you into getting extensions so you look like Caitlin, and she lures you

into working at the conference so you’re there at the same time. Then she calls me

and says you were dropping hints that you might like to see me again, and she

maneuvers us into going to that movie so we’re out of the way when she goes after

Caitlin. Did I mention Ella gave me the movie tickets too?”
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I rubbed my forehead. “No, you did not.”

“Seriously, she’s some sort of evil genius. She talks the hair stylist into giving you

the dress, knowing you won’t be able to resist wearing it. Then she gets you back

to the conference so everyone sees you, and she gets me onto the roof to act like a

mental case—which means your alibi is the idiot who probably held Caitlin down

while you cut her hair. And then she plants the stolen goods in your apartment to

damn near prove your guilt. See? Evil! Smart too.”

“You know what bothers me? Why would she even do that to Caitlin? There was

no need! She needed the dress for her plan, so I guess she drugged her somehow,

but why cut her hair?” My breath caught. “This is all my fault. I admired Caitlin’s

hair. That must be why she cut it off. If it wasn’t for me—”

“Don’t. This is not your fault.” He held my hand, briefly. “You’re taking this way

too personal. Maybe she did this to attack you—but who knows? It’s just as likely

Caitlin was the real target. That would explain the hair.”

I considered it. “You mean, she used me to get at Caitlin? Then why her?”

He shrugged. “It’s a theory. Could go either way.”

Needless to say, Ella wasn’t answering her door. We were probably the last people

on Earth she wanted to see right now. Matt tried peeking through the lone window

at the foot of the stairs, but the curtains were drawn.

“Can I help you?” A white-haired lady leaned out of a window above us. I asked

her about Ella. “The girl’s not here. Haven’t seen her in two—maybe three days.”

She peered at me. “Are you that sister she was talking about?”

I gave my ponytail a flick. “Uh… yes. I am. Do you know where she went?”

“Spends too much time with them ‘feminists’, you ask me.”

It’s amazing how fast the human mind can change gears. “She had to go and stay

with one of the women she’s helping,” I said, taking care to strike a feminine pose.

“She asked if I could bring some of her things over.” I dug into my pocket. “I have

her spare key. Is that okay?”

“Works for me.” She pulled back, then added, “I’m glad she finally found you, by

the by. Family’s important.”

I thanked her and fumbled with the lock. The door opened.

“It really is her key,” Matt said. “I thought you were bluffing.”

“We swapped spares a year or two back. In case we got locked out.”

“Explains how she got into your place. Didn’t you say she was an orphan?”
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I snapped on the overhead light. The hallway stretched ahead of us; doorways on

the right-hand side led to other rooms. “I did. She kicked around foster care for

years. Never got adopted. I think it messed her up a bit.”

“So how could she have a sister? Is the old lady off her nut?”

I glanced at him. “I’m the sister, Matt. That’s what she calls me, when I’m Chloé.”

The living room was empty, and so too the tiny dining area, the kitchen, and the

bathroom at the end of the hall. Clothes were strewn around the cramped

bedroom, as if someone had packed and left in a hurry.

“She wanted us in jail,” he said. “She amscrayed when we got out.”

I opened her dresser. “It’s as good a place as any. Got the stuff?” Matt pulled the

plastic bag from his jacket and dropped Caitlin’s purse into Ella’s underwear

drawer. He kept the bag. I covered the purse, careful not to touch its surface. “I’m

gonna bag up some of her clothes,” I said, “in case the lady of the house decides to

get nosy. Have a look around, will you?”

Matt wandered into the corridor. “What am I looking for?”

“How would I know? Anything to help us figure out what’s going on.”

I found an old tote bag and folded up a pair of slacks, two T-shirts, and a variety of

underwear and socks; enough to allay suspicions. I found Matt in the living room,

rifling through an old rolltop desk. “You’re gonna want to see this.” He handed me

a business envelope. Folded inside was a lab report, from a genetic testing clinic.

“This has to be wrong.”

Matt shrugged. “I thought you said she was pre-op.”

“She is!” I studied the document. Sample A: Ella Niemands. The analysis showed

double-X chromosomes. In other words, genetic female. “She’s trans,” I said to no

one in particular. “She’s been living as a woman since before we met.”

“The lab screwed up the test, maybe?”

“Doesn’t seem likely. Sex has to be the simplest thing to figure out.”

He leaned back in the chair. “Check what it says about the other sample.”

Sample B (anonymous): genetic female, full sibling. I nearly fell over. A sister!

The real thing too, not just a guy with gorgeous hair who happens to be able to

pass as a girl. I let out a shaky breath. “Okay… She lied.”

“So it seems. Funny thing to blow smoke about.”

“We met at a transgender support group. She told everyone she was on hormones

and living as a woman. Who’d lie about that?”
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“Starved for attention, I bet. With her background, why not?” Matt slid the report

back into the envelope and returned it to the desk.

My gaze wandered about the room. It felt lonely: threadbare carpet, fraying at the

edges; peeling walls, lamps half a century old, antique television set. “She needed

to belong somewhere, even if it meant living a lie.” I stood up. “We better go,

before the landlady forgets who she thinks we are and calls the cops.”

*

Mid-afternoon found us on the road, on our way out of town—in direct violation

of Cassandra Dixonette’s parting words. No choice, though; Ella’s cell phone had

returned to active duty. She wasn’t picking up, but it seemed that Find My Friends

works just as well on one’s enemies. The app placed her in a state recreation area

half an hour away as the crow flies, although more like an hour by car.

“I’m reading about Caitlin,” Matt said from the passenger seat. He was browsing

the web on an iPad. “Funny thing: she was an orphan too, only she got adopted.”

I was focused on remaining slightly over the posted highway speed; just enough to

avoid looking like I might have something to hide, but not enough for a cop with a

quota to pull me over for speeding. It’s a delicate balance.

“Heck of a coincidence, if you ask me.”

“They’re not the same age,” I said. “Ella must be around seven years younger than

Caitlin. They weren’t in the system at the same time.”

“Too true. Caitlin was adopted as a baby.” Matt looked up in time to point at the

road ahead. “There’s our turnoff.”

I shifted into the exit lane, where a circular off-ramp led us through a north-bound

underpass. “Funny how it goes. One kid ends up with a rich family, the other goes

unclaimed and winds up living in a moldy basement suite.”

“And assaulting the one who struck it rich.”

“She’s jealous? You think it’s that simple?” I checked the map on my phone.

Ella’s icon was located in a subdivision adjacent to the public recreation area. “I

thought she might’ve rented something out here,” I said, “but it’s too big for a

cottage. Maybe she knows someone.”

Matt grunted. “Maybe she really is visiting a client. Hang on a minute. I saw

something about that…” He fumbled with the iPad. “Here it is. Caitlin’s family

owns property out by some little lake. A summer house.”
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I considered the idea. “Ella could’ve taken her keys. They weren’t at my place.”

“Her parents wouldn’t be there now. Not with Caitlin in the hospital.”

“That’s just low.” Man, you think you know someone.

Rich people like their privacy. Properties by the water were expansive, with rough

hedges, evergreen trees and other plants screening the houses from each other, and

from the road. We parked well away from the gate that blocked the entrance to the

driveway we were targeting, and continued on foot. By the time we saw the house,

a long shadow had crept across it. The sun was on its way down.

“It’s all lit up,” Matt said, stating the obvious. “She’s not tryin’ to hide.”

I stopped at the edge of a manicured lawn. “If anyone saw her arrive, or moving

around inside, it would look more suspicious if it wasn’t lit up.”

We studied the house. “I don’t see her. Whaddya want to do? Knock?”

I shook my head, feeling my ponytail flip across my shoulder. My fingers stroked

the tip; a sure sign the girl is nervous. “I’d rather see what she’s up to.”

“I don’t see a car. How’d she get here?”

“The garage. It’s small, but they probably don’t keep a car here.” We headed that

way, skirting open grass to approach the house on the side with no windows.

There was a regular door next to the roll-up. Surprisingly, it was unlocked.

Matt shrugged. “Could be they don’t bother.” The interior was wrapped in a cloak

of black velvet, overlaying a jumble of lawn and garden tools—but no sign of a

vehicle. “So where’d she park?”

“There’s a picnic area just down the lake. It has a parking lot. Maybe she didn’t

want to drive up to the front porch.” I tiptoed over to the inside door.

“Smart. We should’ve thought of that.”

I stared at the doorknob. There was a key sticking out. “Maybe not. She left this

here.” I pulled a kleenex from my pocket and folded it over the key. With a soft

pop, the lock turned.

Matt gripped my shoulder. “Yeeeah, baby. Who’s the smart one now?”

I shushed him. The next room was dark, but I could make out the dim shapes of a

square sink and a stacked washer-dryer. Light bled through from under another

closed door. I sidled over and put my ear to the wood. Not a sound.

“Get ready,” I whispered, gently twisting the knob.

“For what?” he whispered back. “You want me rush her?”
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“I don’t know ‘what’,” I hissed at him. “If I knew ‘what’ I’d tell you to get ready

for whatever that was, okay?” I opened the door a crack, squinting at the light that

lanced through the opening. It opened into a narrow hall, with a refrigerator and a

stone countertop visible in the distance. A gentle shove swung the door on silent

hinges. The house seemed as empty as the night sky. All I could hear was Matt’s

noisy breath about six inches from my right ear.

I stepped into the corridor. Doorways that led to a bathroom and what might be a

spare bedroom stood open and unlit. We moved toward the kitchen, which was lit

up like a fashion shoot by halogen track lights. From there we could see into the

dining room and beyond that a picture window with a view of the lake. I pointed a

finger at the ceiling and lip-synched. She must be upstairs.

Matt nodded. He kept his voice down. “You think she’s armed?”

“What? No! Why would—” Then I stopped to think. Was it possible? Would that

be any crazier than everything else she’d done?

“If not, then why are we sneaking around? Let’s just grab her.”

“You wanna make a citizen’s arrest?”

“Make her tell us what the hell’s going on, for starters.”

“Deal.” There was a stairwell at the far end of the kitchen. I was headed that way

when Matt stopped me.

“We got a problem. See that?” He pointed to the wall beside the front door. There

was a keypad there, with a digital readout: ALARM IN PROGRESS.

I was confused. “What’s that mean? I don’t hear an alarm.”

“It’s a silent alarm.”

Shit. The police were on their way—and they’d find us in Caitlin’s house with her

key in the lock. “It’s a trap,” I murmured, still not grasping the implication.

Matt grabbed my arm. “We got to go!” He pulled me away from the kitchen and

pointed me toward the front door. We raced across the lawn and up the driveway,

and managed to reach the car before we heard the siren.

Matt pointed down the street. “I saw a cul-de-sac at the far end. We can park like

we’re visiting one of the other houses, douse the lights and wait there ‘til the cops

go inside. Then we drive out nice and slow, like we got nothing to hide.”

I stared at him. “That’s brilliant.”

He grinned. “I read. Hardy Boys, mostly.”

Whatever works. Fortunately for us, it did.
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*

It made for a grim ride back into town. “She set us up,” I said, still scarcely able to

believe it. I thought she was my friend! It’s a tough thing to shake.

Matt checked my phone. “She’s not there now. Her phone must be turned off.” He

closed the app. “Maybe they should call it ‘find your fiend’. You know, when this

thing is on she can see us too. That’s how she knew we were coming.”

I was in a sour mood. “You’re so smart you should go to London and be Sherlock

Holmes. I hear they’re hiring.”

“Hey, if it’s your time of the month, just say so. No need to get snarky.”

I focused on driving between the lines. He was right, dammit. Ella must have been

tracking my phone all along. That’s how she knew when I left my apartment on

Saturday morning, to go to the salon. One step ahead of me, the whole way.

Matt went back to browsing the iPad. “Looks like Caitlin was pretty sick as a kid.”

He read for awhile. “She had a bone marrow transplant when she was six years

old. Some kind of rare anaemia. Radiation treatment and everything.”

I swung the car onto the highway. “She’s lucky they found a donor.”

“No kidding. Not to mention having rich parents.” He stared out the side window.

“I’ve read about that sort of thing. You got enough money, you can afford to go

down to Mexico or South America or even Africa—anywhere there’s a lot of

poverty—and buy whatever you need from some poor family who need food more

than a second kidney. Or in this case, the right kind of bone marrow.”

“Everyone gets what they need, I guess. But it still sucks.”

“Welcome to capitalist utopia,” he said. A hint of something bitter crept into his

voice. “Where everything has a price and nothing is sacred.”

The lights of the city grew around us, bright with fresh menace.  �
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The next day, after Matt left for work—having spent the night on my couch—to

see if he still had a job (his words, not mine), I watched low-flying clouds fleeing

the scene of the crime while turning over in my mind the fundamental difficulty of

choosing one gender over another. What might the world be like if you didn’t have

to make that choice? Or rather, what if you could make the choice as easily and as

often as changing clothes? Each morning you could decide to present yourself as a

man or a woman, depending on your mood and what you happen to have planned.

Then again… isn’t that more or less what I’ve been doing of late?

Touché. The trouble is, I feel guilty about it. Why, I’m not sure. It’s not like I’m

doing anything illegal. I’m not trying to deceive anyone. This is just who I am.

Maybe that’s the problem. I don’t know who I really am.

I opted for boy-mode, with a seriously girly ponytail, since I’d called a locksmith

and he was on his way over. There was nothing I could do about the building key,

but at least Ella wouldn’t be able to get back into my apartment.

While Mr. Cabellos from Rapido Lock-and-Key was doing his thing, the police

arrived at the door. It was my favorite detective, of course, with twin uniforms in

tow. “You’re not fooling anyone, you know,” Dixonette said with apparent

disgust, “switching back and forth like that.”
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I gave her the “this is who I am” line, but she didn’t seem to care.

“We’ve received new information.” She flashed a photo of Caitlin Claybourne

that must have been taken at the women’s conference because she was wearing a

certain purple-and-cream floral dress I knew all too well—and because Ella was

standing beside her. “As you can see, we now know what the victim’s purse looks

like, and her jewelry as well.” Dixonette passed the close-ups to the cops and told

them to get busy. She pointed at Ella in the photo. “You know this woman?”

I sang like a canary; name, address, phone number—you name it, I turned it into

an aria. “She set me up,” I said. “She gave me the dress, she got me to volunteer at

the conference. I don’t know why, but she’s the one you want.”

The detective sighed. “No honor among thieves. Here’s what I think, Childe: the

two of you were working together, to drug and assault Ms. Claybourne.”

“I was at the coat check the whole time. Ask anyone.”

“Except you left early.” Dixonette held up her hand. “Never mind. We’ve already

established you have no alibi. Where is Ms. Niemands now?”

“Not a clue. The women’s shelter would be my guess. She has an office there.”

“Been there. We just missed her. These photos were provided by one of her co-

workers, who was kind enough to identify her.” The detective leaned closer. “The

interesting thing is this: it was her idea—Ms. Niemands’—to provide us with this

new information, although I suspect she may not have known she was implicating

herself as well. The initial photo I saw was Ms. Claybourne alone. We found the

rest after downloading all images on the phone.” She aimed her finger at my nose.

“What’s your game, Childe? What are you two playing at?”

I spread my hands. “I’m just trying to prove that Matt and I are innocent.”

She pointed at the floor. “Don’t move.” Dixonette joined the uniforms in turning

over every loose object in my bedroom, and when that failed they moved on to the

rest of my apartment. Mr. Cabellos finished with the lock, handed me a new set of

keys, and demanded cash. To cover the fee I had to dig into my emergency stash,

which the police had found and thoughtfully left on my bed.

Eventually, they ran out of places to look. “When I find that purse, you’re going

down for this, you hear me?” Dixonette glared at me, then spun on her heel and

headed for the door. “Don’t leave town!”

As if.

Ten minutes later, Matt called. I told him what happened. “They’re going to Ella’s

place next, so hopefully they’ll find the purse. Christ, how could they miss it?”
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“Um… ‘cause it’s not there?” Matt seemed to be on the brink of panic. “She was

here, dude—this morning! She sweet-talked her way in, claiming to be your girl-

friend. They let her wait in your office!” His voice fell. “The cops searched here

yesterday. If they come back and find the stuff, we’re done for.”

I told him to start looking, threw on a coat and tested the new lock. It worked. One

less thing to worry about in our little game of hot potato, or ‘pass the purse’.

Higher stakes than usual, of course. Whoever gets stuck goes to jail.

*

“I’ve been through everything. It isn’t here.” Matt sprawled half onto my desk, his

head propped up with one hand. He seemed ready to give up.

“I’ll check for myself.” An hour later I was ready to join him. The purse wasn’t

here, which meant it could be anywhere in the company’s offices.

Matt yawned. “You know what I figure? At this very moment she’s probably out

there combing the city for a public phone to call in an anonymous tip.”

I tapped my nails on the desk. “You think she’d go that far?”

“Why not? She upped the ante once, didn’t she? She made sure the cops knew all

about the purse. This is the next logical step.”

“Yeah… maybe next time she’ll accidentally confess.” We tried to laugh, but it

sounded hollow. If she succeeded, we were done like dinner. I got up and opened

the door. The view was a labyrinth of cubicles, but from where I stood I couldn’t

see a single soul. And no one could see me. “The server room is right next-door,”

I said. “No one would’ve seen her go in.”

Matt perked up. “You keep it locked, don’t you?”

“The key’s in the desk. I might’ve mentioned that to her, awhile back.”

Any room containing several dozen rack-mounted computers has to be kept cold.

The steady throb of the air conditioner was nearly enough to drown out the throaty

purr of two or three hundred cooling fans, and it meant we could barely hear

ourselves think. I closed the door and waved at Matt to start looking. It didn’t take

long; other than the computers there wasn’t much furniture.

Matt put his mouth near my ear. “Could it be inside one of ‘em?”

The guy’s not as dumb as he looks. I walked the line of rack cabinets, keeping my

ear close. I know what computers sound like. When something’s not right, I can

sense it. Right now, my freedom might depend on it.



56

On the back row, in the furthest rack from the door, down at the bottom: one fan

was straining to get enough air. I slid the computer from the rack, grabbed a

screwdriver and opened the side panel. Busted.

Matt crowded in. “Is it there?”

I shouldered past him and rummaged through the tool drawer for an antistatic bag.

Using a pair of pliers I extracted the purse and dropped it in the bag, which was

opaque so we could carry it around without being noticed. I motioned to the door.

“Let’s get out of here.”

I was headed for the elevator when Matt pulled me aside. “Listen, I hate to bail on

you, but my boss says I gotta put in some time. We’re backed up on a couple of

projects and I’ve already missed two whole days.”

Work was the furthest thing from my mind. “No worries. Do what you have to do.

I’ll get this thing out of here.”

“Yeah, but… What are you gonna do with it?”

“I’ll hide it in my car. In the trunk, under the spare tire.”

“That’s dangerous, man. They could stop you—”

“I know. What I’d like to do is put it in Ella’s car. Trouble is, we don’t know where

it is. But I’ve got an idea.” I came closer and touched his arm, which is what you

do when you’ve something sneaky planned. “I’ll swing by Ella’s place, wait for

the cops to leave, and get her spare car key. I know where she keeps it. After work,

you come to my place and we’ll put operation ‘trophy wife’ into gear.”

“Sure thing, boss. What are you gonna do until then?”

“What do ya think? Cross-dress like I’ve never cross-dressed before.”

*

Turning yourself into a woman is more of an art than a science. Oh sure, there are

procedures to follow; guidelines, certain things you have to do in certain ways to

get the result. Sometimes it’s a bit like engineering. But it’s the way you use the

tools and apply the procedures that matters. You need the hands of a painter, the

fingers of a sculptor, the eye for detail of a fashion photographer. Most of all, you

need a woman’s touch.

As I’ve said before, my preference is to start with a female body—which includes

a layer of lingerie—and then transform my face, and finish by getting dressed. At

some point during step two is when Chloé appears, as if by magic.
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I merged the Divine Aphrodites with my chest, gluing them in place and blending

foundation over the seams. Showing cleavage wasn’t part of the plan, but as my

dear mother was fond of saying, always wear nice breasts ‘cause you never know

when you’re gonna get hit by a bus. Or something like that.

Then my usual panty gaff, which vacuum-packed my junk under a tight layer of

spandex. I lay on my back while the glue set, then strapped myself into a black

underwire bra and a similarly dark panty brief with an elastic waist panel and

derriere pads. A thigh-length Van Raalte slip seemed the obvious choice to finish,

in midnight black with lace cups and two inches of chiffon-lined scalloped lace at

the hem. Basic stuff, not rocket science.

I unfolded my portable vanity and turned on the halo of soft white LEDs that

surrounded the main mirror. The top drawer of my dresser was open and the glow

fell on a box I’d almost forgotten about. The cover read, Have you ever wanted to

take a vacation from your own head? Hell, what cross-dresser hasn’t?

It was the Acme Feminization Stimulator I bought online but had not yet used.

Conditions like depression and insomnia have been treated with transcranial direct

current stimulation, but now it was being applied to other so-called disorders, like

gender dysphoria. “Disorder” seemed a bit over the top for simply being unsure

what gender you are, but whatever. Amazingly, the FDA had approved the device

for the purpose of ‘feminizing’ the male brain. Cool.

In the box was a headset and a separate controller to clip to your belt; the latter no

larger than a mobile phone. Built-in software modulated the voltage to induce and

amplify what it called ‘feminine brainwave patterns’ in the neurons of the brain.

The stimulator cannot and would not change who you are, the instructions were

careful to stress, but simply helps the woman within you to emerge.

I felt a surge of the hunger

that prompted me to buy

the item in the first place.

It sounded a bit dodgy,

but I just had to do it.

To get Chloé through

the evening without

being arrested, or

worse, she’d need all

the help she could get.

If all it took was a bit of

electrical brain feminization,

then I was willing to give it a try.
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The unit wasn’t charged, so I plugged it into a wall socket. The headset wrapped

around the hair pinned atop my head, with the side labelled ‘FEMALE’ facing

backward and the electrodes stuck to my temples, behind the hairline. The blurb

continued: Use feminization stimulation to enhance the feminine characteristics

that already exist within you. With the proper modulation of your brainwave

patterns, the woman you truly are will fully awaken. Sounds like a plan. I toggled

the power switch. The skin under the electrodes began tingling.

There were five levels of stimulation, with the top two available because the unit

was running on household power. The tingling increased as I dialed the strength to

level four, but you get used to it pretty quick. And since I didn’t have a whole lot

of time, I went all the way to level five. Full feminization.

I wasn’t wearing a belt, so I tied a sash around my waist and nestled the device

into the small of my back. I pressed the headset firmly against my skin and turned

my attention to the next order of business—fixing my face so that Chloé could

pass as the upscale wife of a hard-driving young lawyer with too much ambition

and too little control over his drinking.

Smooth, supple skin was the canvas I needed. I had already washed and shaved

upon arriving home, and the emollient I applied—Clinique’s Moisture Surge

Intense—had been fully absorbed. My skin felt like warm velvet with an elastic

underlay. The ship had already sailed on this face ever being called male.

I don’t normally use a facial primer, but Clinique’s Superprimer had come in a kit

I bought last Christmas. I applied it to face and neck, and wiped my fingers. Why

had I never used this stuff before? I’d barely begun and already I could see Chloé

emerging. What would a real trophy wife do with raw material like this?

I popped the cap on the kit’s All About Eyes concealer. Colin was prone to a bit of

shadowing under the eyes, so I daubed on pale cream and blended the edges with

a small sponge. Reduces puffiness and won’t settle into fine lines.

I dotted Superbalanced liquid foundation across my forehead, cheeks and chin,

then worked it over the rest of my face. The shade was cream chamois, which

sounds awfully feminine but that wasn’t why I chose it. I’m serious! It matches

my natural skin tone; the cute name is just a bonus. And thanks to the primer, it

went on like liquid silk.

The cosmetics seemed to evoke a kind of zen. I felt strangely at peace as my

fingers worked to blend the foundation and erase any obvious lines. I used a

triangular makeup sponge to spread the liquid past my jawline, tapering onto my

throat. It may seem strange that the goal of all this makeup is to create a finish that

looks like you aren’t wearing makeup at all, but that’s how the game is played.
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I thought about the cover story I’d need. A cocktail party, perhaps, in the home of

the senior partner, to entertain a rich client from overseas. That would call for a

more refined look. I returned to the kit for a liquid illuminator, which came in two

shades. A sheer bronzer along the jaw and under each cheekbone; stripes on either

side of the nose; and small patches on the temples. Sheer beige for the bridge of

the nose, the middle of the cheeks, the creases that form when you smile, and

under each eyebrow—to lift the brow and brighten my eyes.

There was a tickling sensation behind my forehead. Probably the makeup working

its way into my skin. I brushed a matte pressed powder over everything in sight,

but the sensation didn’t go away. In fact, it got worse.

In yoga, I’ve been told, the true challenge isn’t physical, it’s mental. You have to

learn to ‘get out of your own way’. In other words, clear your mind of the

background chatter which is always there, whether you can hear it or not. The

human brain seems to have no choice but to maintain a running commentary on

your life and it usually manages to find something negative to say. Like you’re not

doing it right. You’re not pretty enough. Seriously, you’re not even a girl!

But for the first time in pretty much ever, that voice had nothing to say.

No doubts, no drama. I was simply dusting my cheeks with mocha pink blush, but

it felt like exactly the right thing to do. I swept the brush back towards my ear,

blending all the way. Keep to the upper part of the cheek and you add lift and

clarity to your face. I’m sure I read that somewhere. And it certainly sounds like

something I would want to do. The healthy glow is just a bonus.

Inner peace is a remarkable thing. My hands were rock-steady as I penciled my

brows—slightly darker, to add lift—and shaped my eyes with a deep brown liner,

feathering the edges to soften the impact. Then came eye shadow in two shades;

daybreak under the brow, sahara sun on the lid, and blending to erase the lines. At

a party, I knew I would be judged in accordance with the quality of my blending.

Then again, since the party was a figment of my imagination, maybe not so much.

Whatever. Blending is the right thing to do.

It was almost too easy, turning myself into the kind of woman who might marry a

young lawyer. Before, I’d never managed to put on mascara without getting it all

over my eyelid, but this time around it was no problem. With fingers that could

have belonged to a surgical robot, I wiggled the brush back and forth at the base,

then swept it up through my lashes; first the top, then underneath, then the lower

lashes. For a thicker look, I added a dash of baby powder between coats.

Finally, I filled in my lips with liner a shade darker than my natural color. I had an

inkling that my lipstick, a dark red cranberry, would have to last for awhile.
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The tingling died away after I turned off the Feminization Stimulator. Hard to say

if it had done much of anything. I felt calmer than usual, my actions more assured,

but that might be an attribute of the shiny new Chloé gazing back me from the

mirror. She seemed more mature than the girl I knew. More in command.

What should a young trophy wife wear? The present state of Chloé’s wardrobe

didn’t give me a lot of choices. Something short, obviously. I settled on a cobalt

blue shift dress; thigh-length, with short sleeves and a scoop neckline. Not

technically evening wear, but appropriate for a get-together that might begin in the

late afternoon and extend into the twilight hours. The zipper crawled up my back,

sealing me into the dress. Then I released my hair.

The change was remarkable. “You never looked more like her,” I said to myself,

taking a brush to my hair. With the Chelsea blowout restored to its former glory,

the mirror reflected an image that could have been Caitlin Claybourne herself, in

the hours before her fateful encounter with Ella. Well, almost.

A fresh scent for a new woman. I applied Calyx to my throat, behind my ears, and

to both wrists. Finally, a necklace that at least managed to look expensive.

It was time to go.

*

When Matt arrived, I buzzed him in and headed down to the lobby. On a whim, I

let him pass me on the stairs, without saying a word. He nodded and half-smiled,

but—spectacularly—failed to recognize me.

I waited outside, seated on the stone balustrade, purse in hand. When he got back,

he took a longer look this time before coming over. “Congratulations, you got me.

Great look. Still confused as to your gender of choice?”

I smiled. “Not at the moment. Let’s get a move on, shall we? My husband has had

a few too many, and you know what that means. Gimme shelter.”  �
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A warm evening lay ahead, which was just as well because a trophy wife trying to

get away from a drunk husband probably wouldn’t have taken the time to retrieve

her coat. Matt opened the back door of a car I didn’t recognize. He looked at me

and laughed. “You think I swiped this, don’t you?”

I wasn’t sure what to say. The thought did cross my mind. This was the same guy

who’d been dangling from a ten-storey building only four days ago.

“Mine’s in the shop,” he said. “I borrowed my Dad’s Bentley.”

Whatev. We swung by my Ford to pick up Caitlin’s purse, with its incriminating

cargo of jewelry and identification that belonged to neither of us. As Matt drove, I

handed him Ella’s spare car key. “Her plate number’s on the tag. I’ll text you the

address if I can, but your best bet is to follow when they take me there.”

“Got it. What about using that ‘find your friend’ app?”

“Umm… I’d rather she didn’t know where I am.”

“Oh, yeah… You said the shelter has staff parking out back? I’ll just hang out in

the alley. Any idea what kind of car you’ll be in?”

“Hell no. I don’t even know who I’ll be talking to.”

He sighed. “Sure hope this works. I’d hate to get stuck with this stuff.”
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I touched his shoulder. “Stop here, please. Matthew. I’ll walk the last few blocks.

It should help me look the part.”

He threw me a puzzled glance, but pulled over to the curb. That might’ve been the

first time I ever used his proper name, but it felt right. Matt could be such a boy at

times, which I found difficult to understand. With my fresh-from-the-box sense of

inner peace I didn’t just look like a woman, I felt like one too.

I stepped onto the sidewalk and took a moment to adjust the hem of my dress. It

doesn’t take much for a slip to slide into view, and any girl with an ounce of self-

respect will make good and sure her lingerie stays under wraps. Matt cruised by in

the Bentley but my gaze never left the sidewalk. A woman out on her own knows

better than to make eye contact with strange men.

*

The New Start shelter for women was located in a heritage house in the middle of

a street that had otherwise been handed over to condos, most with storefronts at

ground level. The yard contained several chestnut trees of similar vintage, but was

otherwise a neatly trimmed lawn that gave no cover to rogue males who might

harbor ill-will toward the women who arrived here.

My feet already ached from the dressy pair of peep-toe pumps I chose because

they were just so darn cute—but at least that made it easier to slip into the bad

mood I was planning to fake. My hair was nicely mussed as well. I flicked it back

and went inside.

A young black woman, barely old enough to be out of school, looked up from her

desk. She introduced herself as Janine, offering up a seat and a cup of tea. It was

surprisingly easy to sound flustered as I stumbled through my cover story. A hard-

ass young lawyer for a husband, who recently made partner in his law firm. A man

with a temper, who can’t hold his liquor and doesn’t know the meaning of the

word ‘stop’. Unfortunately, she’d heard it all before.

We were new in town and I only knew a few of the other wives. I couldn’t turn to

them for help because then everyone would know. My husband might lose his job

and I’d be in even more trouble. I just needed a place to stay for a day or two, until

my sister could arrange for a flight. I’d be staying with her for awhile.

“You can bunk here, no problem,” Janine said. “We’ve got a room upstairs.”

“Mmm, no. He knows about this place. I told him I came here before. Isn’t there

somewhere else? Ella said you have a safe house somewhere in town?”
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“You spoke to Ella? You should’ve said. She’s not here right now, but I could call

her for you. I’m sure she’d—”

“No, no. She probably wouldn’t remember. It was weeks ago. Just a quick chat to

let me know what New Start can do. I haven’t been back since.”

“All right… The thing is, we don’t operate a safe house ourselves, other than this

location. We do work with a number of women who have agreed to put people up

in their own homes. I can call around and—”

I tried to sound fearful. “Ella talked about one in particular; run by an older lady,

someone she’s known for a long time. She sounded so nice. Could I go there?”

That was the whole point: Ella wouldn’t hide out just anywhere; she’d go where

she knew someone. It had to be that safe house.

Janine shrugged, no doubt having dealt with demanding women before. “That

would be Ursula. I’ll see if she has room.” She picked up the phone. Bingo.

We departed the shelter via the back alley, in her little red Smart Fortwo. I looked,

but there was no sign of Matt or his father’s Bentley. The fool had better not be out

there staking out the wrong house.

Janine drove too fast for my liking; more like a man would, in my humble female

opinion. “I guess most lawyers’ wives have jobs these days, huh?” she asked.

Sneaky way of asking what I did for a living. What, a trophy wife can’t just be a

homebody anymore? I told her setting up the new house was keeping me busy and

I hadn’t found time to get out and look. “I’m taking sociology,” Janine said,

without being asked, “with a minor in gender studies. That’s why I took this job.

And all the psych courses I can. Nearly everything is psychology, when you get

down to it. Except the hard sciences, I guess. Yuck to that.” And of course she

wanted to know my line of work.

I almost said ‘network administrator’, but that wouldn’t fit the image I was trying

to project. I couldn’t afford to look like anything other than the wannabe socialite

I was pretending to be. What courses would an up-and-coming socialite take?

This being the sort of woman who’d marry an ambitious lawyer straight out of

college. I wanted to say ‘music’, but I couldn’t play a note to save my life—and

I’d be up a deep brown creek if Janine happened to have a clarinet stashed under

the seat. English lit? The only novels I could name were the all-time classics of

sci-fi and, sadly, that too would not fit my feminine image.

I settled on ‘cosmetology’. I knew enough about that to fake it. Not that I had to.

Janine shot me a poisonous look—like I’d just told her my dream was to be a kept

woman and all-around drudge. At least it killed the conversation.
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Janine went in first to make sure the coast was clear; you never know what sort of

drama might be going on in a safe house. That suited me fine because it gave me a

chance to text Matt. Not once on the way over did I see any sign of the Bentley,

which meant that either he was seriously good at tailing vehicles without being

seen—or the dude was lost. I know what’s getting my vote.

I couldn’t see the street number, but “big white house at corner of whatever and

whatever” should be pretty clear, even to him. There was no sign of Ella’s car

either, but she might have parked somewhere other than directly in front of the

house. Hopefully so, or I’d turned myself into a battered woman for nothing.

Ursula was an impressive lady; tall, gray-haired and given her age, only slightly

overweight. She welcomed me into her home like an old friend she hadn’t seen in

ages. Janine left after the introductions. Ursula led me to a spare bedroom on the

third floor. Her other guests, she said, all had rooms on the second floor. The bed

was freshly made.

“Size six, that right?” She rummaged through the dresser and handed me an old-

fashioned cotton nightgown. “I love your dress,” she said, “but this is a bit more

comfortable for sleeping. Not to worry, it’s brand new. We get remainders from all

over.” She also gave me a toothbrush. “It’s the little things that make a house feel

like home,” she said, smiling.

I thanked her, and meant it. Easy to see why Ella spoke so fondly of her.

“I’ll leave you to get changed,” she said. “The panties in the top drawer are new as

well. The clothes are second-hand, but they’re clean and you’re welcome to any

old thing that fits. But if you want to go straight to bed, that’s fine too.”

I listened to her footsteps fade away down the stairs, then quietly locked the door.

On the back of it, a satin hanger swung from a wooden peg. On impulse, I slipped

out of my cobalt blue shift dress and hung it up. The nightgown looked like a good

fit, but it wasn’t late enough for that so I opened the closet.

Oh my. It was stuffed to the gills with dresses and skirts and blouses, and more

female footwear than I’d ever seen before, neatly arranged in a four-tier shoe rack

that spanned the closet from one end to the other. Not all of it would fit, of course,

but even so… As a cross-dresser this had to be some sort of baptism by fire. I was

changing from one set of women’s clothes into a whole new outfit, all of it

unfamiliar, without a shred of male clothing in sight—so there was no going back

even if I wanted to—and I was stuck in a house full of the fair sex who were under

the impression I was one of them. And part of me did kind of want to run straight

back to being a guy, because this was scary as hell.

“Calm down, Chloé,” I told the mirror. “You are one of them, remember?”
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The tingling in my head returned, albeit briefly, and I shivered. Maybe that’s all

part of being a woman; oftentimes you can’t be entirely sure who you’re supposed

to be. Wife or lover, career woman or bride, mother to children yet unborn. When

even your gender is in flux, a bit of confusion is par for the course.

I kept my slip and added a drop-waist pleated skirt and a sleeveless blouse, both in

basic black; a pair of ruby-red kitten heels, and a cream cardigan for warmth. I ran

a brush through my hair, added a rhinestone barrette I found in the vanity, then

peered out the window. Part of the back yard, off the alley, had been paved for

parking and three out of the four spots were occupied. The light was fading, so I

couldn’t tell if Ella’s car was there or not, but it bode well for the mission.

I opened my purse and checked my phone. There was a text from Matt: done.

With a tight smile gracing my lips, I unlocked the door and wandered downstairs.

Ursula was in the kitchen, seated at a big wooden table, staring at the screen of a

laptop computer. I asked if coffee was available. “Help yourself.” Her hand waved

me toward the stove. “It’s just decaf, at this hour.” She fiddled with the touchpad

and shook her head.

“Anything wrong?” I found a mug, filled it and added milk.

“Nothing you need to worry about, dear.” She looked up and smiled. “I love that

skirt on you, by the by. It gives those hips a nice kick.”

In the distance, a siren wailed. I sat down, feeling sick. Something was wrong.

Ursula looked disgusted. “I had a call from the security company. Someone tried

to break into a car around back. Probably just some neighborhood kid, but you

never know. The way some husbands react to their wife leaving…” She turned the

laptop toward me. “Does that look like a kid to you?”

Nope. It looked like Matt, opening the trunk of an old sky-blue Corolla and hiding

something inside. The video was a little grainy, but not nearly enough to keep him

from being recognized. Game over.

Ursula slid her chair back. “I told them it wasn’t anyone here, so they went ahead

and called the police.” She picked up the laptop. “Stay as long as you like, luv. I

need to wake someone up.”

I followed her to the second floor, keeping my distance, and watched her hesitant

knock on one of the doors. My hands quivered, gripping the bannister. Behind that

door was the woman who had done all this; assaulted poor Caitlin, framed me for

the crime, and led us on a merry chase all over town. I wanted very badly to march

in there, shake some sense into the girl, and maybe beat a confession out of her.

But I couldn’t. I just couldn’t.
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Ursula wouldn’t let me, for starters. She was 

a lot older, but she was bigger too and I got 

the sense she was fairly strong. Colin didn’t 

have much going for him by way of muscle 

mass. No bad thing, for a cross-dresser.

Besides, going in there would blow my cover. 

I’d be outed as a man disguised as a woman 

who had lied his way into a women’s shelter, 

and I was pretty sure that would be enough 

all by itself for Cassandra Dixonette to slap 

me in jail and toss the key in the lake.

Then there was the small fact that I was now 

the prime suspect in a case of serious bodily 

harm. The police would search Ella’s car and 

find Caitlin’s purse, but now they knew it was 

Matt who put it there. He and Ella might be 

considered accessories, but it was yours truly 

that the good detective had been gunning for 

from the very beginning.

Dammit. I couldn’t go in.

Reluctantly, I mounted the stairs and returned 

to my room. I doused the lights and changed 

into the nightgown Ursula had given me, then 

opened the door a crack and sat next to it, 

listening, with my head against the wall and 

my hair trailing over one shoulder. I hugged 

myself to stay warm, and wondered where 

it all went wrong. My life, that is.

I regretted not deep-sixing the damn purse 

in the lake myself, when I had the chance.

I cried a little, wiped my eyes and waited

for the police to arrive.  �
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It’s hard to get much sleep when you’re disguised as a woman in a shelter for

women, and terrified that at any moment the police might stroll in and arrest you.

The next morning—Thursday of the longest week of my life, according to the

calendar—I didn’t fully wake up until I was in the shower checking on the status

of the glue holding my chest in place. No worries there.

Ursula was in the kitchen, stacking the dishwasher. “I saved you a plate,” she said.

I gave thanks and sat down to a soft-boiled egg, whole wheat toast and various

chunks of fruit. The other ladies had apparently come and gone. “You know,” she

said absently, “if you don’t have enough clothes that fit, do try the closets in the

other rooms. The girls swap back and forth all the time. Knock first.”

I was wearing the same black skirt/blouse combo from the night before. It never

occurred to me that doing so might be some sort of female faux pas. “The panties

are fresh,” I said. So was the half-slip under my skirt, but the bra was my own. I’d

been told that women often wear brassieres for days before washing.

“Glad to hear it.” Ursula set the washer running and sat facing me, coffee mug in

hand. She seemed to be studying me, which was a bit unsettling. I patted my hair

and kept eating. I could’ve done with more but wasn’t sure how to ask, or if that

was something your average woman would do. Then again, I should probably

think about losing weight. What could be more womanly than that?
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Ursula leaned forward. “I hope you don’t mind my saying so, Chloé, but for a

transgender woman you certainly do have lovely hair.” I’d given my hairdo a

thorough brushing that morning, rather than washing it. Pinned back with a plastic

barrette, it lay draped over my shoulders like a tired panther. But I must have

reacted like someone had stuck a pickax between my shoulder blades.

Ursula looked surprised, then dismayed. She apologized, but I waved it off. “It’s

not about the hair.” I just wanted to know how she knew.

“Oh, well…” She smiled. “You pass amazingly well, if that’s what you’re worried

about. It’s just that, when you’ve been around women and children as much as I

have over the years, you get a feel for that sort of thing. I’m not even sure what it

was that gave you away. Most people wouldn’t notice.”

(And that, gentle reader, is how I spell relief.)

“In any case, it certainly doesn’t matter to me. As far as I’m concerned, if you’re

wearing a skirt you’re one of us—at least until metrosexual men figure out the

appeal of a sweet little A-Line in crushed velvet.”

“Thanks. For understanding, I mean.” I placed my knife and fork side-by-side on

the empty plate. She asked if I wanted more. I shook my head.

“You’re not the first, luv. There’ve been a few transwomen through here over the

years. The way I see it, whether you’re a cross-dresser, a transsexual—pre-op or

otherwise—or the wife in a gay marriage, you’re just as likely to have man trouble

as any other girl.” She touched my hand, briefly. “And, might I add, just as

deserving of respect.”

I swallowed hard. I’d thanked her too often already; it was getting repetitive. “It’s

mostly extensions,” I said, for lack of something better to say, and my hands

fluttered up to make sure none of it was out of place.

She let out a quick laugh, but looked sad. “You’re the second person to tell me that

in the last twenty-four hours.” She stroked the rim of her coffee cup. “I’m sorry,

Chloé. This isn’t about you. I’m still upset about last night.”

Join the crowd, sister. I was upset too, although I was in no position to say so—or

why. Off-handedly, I asked if she was worried about the car break-in.

Ursula shook her head, but it didn’t seem to mean no. “That poor girl,” she said,

more to the mug between her hands than me. “Never had much luck in life.” Her

eyes met mine. “You’d like her, I think, Chloé. The two of you are a lot alike, in

some ways. Very similar hair, for a start.”

A lot like Ella? Fat chance! Still, before all this happened, I would probably have

agreed—and even felt flattered, though not so much about the hair.
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“She ran away,” Ursula said, talking to the cup again. “I went to tell her about the

break-in, and showed her the video. She said she didn’t recognize the man, but I

don’t believe her—not for a second. I’ve known that girl since she was a baby.

She’s never been able to get one by me.”

That got my attention, all of it. I needed information. “Would that be… Ella?”

She looked surprised. “You know her?”

“I spoke to her once, at New Start. That’s how I heard about this place.”

“That girl. She’s always been good to me, even though I don’t need it. Just like I

was to her, I suppose.” She flashed me a haunted look. “I would’ve taken her

myself, you know. Raised her as my own. Only I couldn’t. My husband at the

time…” She grimaced. “Look where we are. You can guess, I’m sure.”

“I didn’t know you two went that far back.”

“Yes indeed. I was working for the DHHS back then. Health and Human Services.

The child welfare system, right here in town. It wasn’t my case, but I remember

the day she came to us as a little baby. Straight from the hospital, no more than a

few months old. You don’t forget something like that.”

That sounded normal enough. “There was something different about her?”

“Not about her, no.” A bitter laugh. “You’re close. There was something different

about him. She was male at the time.”

Whoa. But I’d seen the lab report myself. Ella was female.

Ursula took a deep breath. “Right from the moment she learned to talk, she told us

she was a little girl. ‘I’m a girl,’ she’d say. And she was right. We finally had her

tested, just to shut her up. DNA doesn’t lie.”

I was confused. How could anyone make a mistake like that?

“She was what they call intersex, or some such. Ambiguous… genitalia.” She

pronounced the word with obvious distaste. I’m told that it would have been easy

to correct surgically, at least early on.”

“They didn’t find out in time?”

Ursula shook her head. “I’m sure that’s why her birth parents rejected her.” She

set her cup aside. “By the time we found out, it was too late. We were in cutbacks

and there was nothing in the budget for what they termed ‘cosmetic surgery’.”

So Ella didn’t lie after all. She really was trans. I mentally erased my plan to have

the Club d’Eon drum her out on the basis of having lied to get in. They’d just have

to settle for giving her the heave-ho as a plain old criminal.



70

“They altered her records, of course,” Ursula said. “You don’t need a budget to

change someone’s name and update their birth certificate. But still… who’d want

a little girl who needs a major operation just to be a proper girl?”

“So that’s why she never got adopted.”

“She had behavior problems too. Who wouldn’t, dealing with all that? She ended

up bouncing around the system. A lot of foster parents gave up on her. And she’s

been alone ever since. Hell of a life for some people, isn’t it?”

Not completely alone, I thought. She has a sister.

*

The sky was overcast and Ursula insisted on giving me a blazer from her own

closet, for my supposed trip to the airport for a flight to Minneapolis that my

nonexistent sister had not arranged. “It hasn’t fit me for some time,” she said. “I’d

like you to have it.” It was a vintage floral print with bright flowers on a cornsilk

background, which nicely offset my black skirt and cami.

I shouldered a small carryall containing my purse and leftover clothing, and set off

for the bus stop a few blocks away. Ella’s car was still out back and there was a

police patrol parked across from the house—but they’d be on the lookout for poor

old Colin, one of those awful cross-dressers. They took no interest in me.

I sat as close to the front of the bus as I could, just past the seats you’re supposed

to leave for the infirm. Male eyes were upon me as I smoothed my skirt and held

the carryall in my lap. Funny thing, how women seem to have a sixth sense for

that sort of attention. Most men are discrete enough to not look straight at you, but

sidelong stares and oblique glances are pretty obvious in their own way.

It’s not much of a mystery. If you’re an attractive woman in this world, it’s easy to

feel like prey. The same way a rabbit knows the wolf is watching, or a field mouse

senses the barn owl is about to fall from the sky, I felt male interest like a battery

of laser rangefinders aimed at the back of my head.

Curiously, the tingle in my temples returned. And in one respect at least, it was

oddly comforting; I wasn’t at all concerned about being ‘read’, which for most

cross-dressers is second only to death as a mortal fear. Quite the opposite. My

silent prayer was that none of these guys was that one-in-a-multitude creep who

was willing and able to take his interest to the next level.

Ursula was right: anyone wearing a skirt can have trouble with men. There are

exceptions, of course, but Scotland was a long way off. I felt like a field mouse.
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The bus took a lot longer to traverse more or less the same route Janine had taken

on our way out. It was indeed bound for the airport, but I wasn’t planning to go

that far. In fact, I didn’t really have a plan at all. I couldn’t stay with Ursula and

the cops would be watching my apartment, and probably my workplace as well.

What did that leave? Matt’s place was out. No one else I knew would appreciate

me showing up at their door in drag, and on the lam to boot. As for coming out as

a transvestite to my parents—now was definitely not the right time.

My only consolation was that my adversary was in pretty much the same boat.

Which begged the question: where would Ella have gone? She’d left in a big hurry

last night, leaving her car behind; maybe she’d even taken the same bus I was on

now. The route ended at the airport. Where would she get off?

I let my head rest on the metal window frame. The vibration reminded me of the

Feminization Stimulator, although it felt rather improper to be using it in public.

After a few minutes I managed to relax, finger-combing the tips of the tresses that

trailed down my chest. Where could Ella go? Where could she hide?

She was born as a girl they thought was a boy, rejected by her parents, avoided by

couples looking to adopt, dumped by various foster families, and spit out of the

system into a world that had no use for her. I could see why she might have issues.

But none of that explained why she attacked Caitlin. If Ella was targeting any and

all orphans who managed to get themselves adopted, then call out the national

guard because she’s a bigger threat than your average mafioso.

The world has laid out some pretty strict guidelines for who gets to be a man and

who gets to be a woman, so where do you go when you don’t fit the mold? Heck,

where did I go when I finally plucked up the courage to step out of the closet

wearing a little black dress and a pair of peep-toe pumps? The club.

The Club d’Eon was a refuge for the transgendered, housed in a heritage building

(what else?) that was a venue for live theater in the Art Deco era, but had long

since fallen out of use. It was donated to the club years ago and fixed up with a

grant from the local heritage society. Leo, the club president, lived upstairs and he

had a couple of spare bedrooms people could use. And it was only a few blocks

off this very bus route. Gotcha! You can run, Ella, but you can’t hide.

I debussed in front of the big Barnes & Noble at Main and Broadmoore. It was

nearly lunchtime and there seemed to be a lot more guys wandering around in

office gear than there should be. I was struck by laser rangefinders from all sides,

but what can you do? I shouldered my carryall and kept moving.

Avoid eye contact. Show no fear. They’re more scared of you, or whatever. I tried

to bring back the tingling in my head, but the effect seemed to have worn off.
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Here’s the thing. Cross-dressing at home is nice and safe. Driving around town in

your car isn’t much different; you’re still insulated. Walking around the ‘hood at

dusk is a big step, but there aren’t many people around; if someone reads you,

who cares? What’re they gonna do? Even a feminist convention is an artificial

environment where people treat each other differently. For most of my life en

femme, I’d only been around two or three people at any given time. But this?

Welcome to the real world, babe. People and more people, and there’s no letup;

they just keep coming. An attractive woman stands out in any crowd. It’s ironic,

isn’t it? You go to all that trouble, fixing yourself up to look nice and sexy, only to

end up wishing you’d spent less time brushing your hair and more time wrapping

it up in a tight and utterly sexless bun. I was back to being a field mouse, only now

there were a lot more predators on my case. Nose down; find a burrow.

The marquee of the Linton Theater was a welcome sight. It curved prominently

out over the sidewalk, displaying its false promise of a Hitchcock double feature:

Murder! and Psycho (the original). It was Leo’s subtle way of saying, ‘Don’t mess

with us, suckers—or we’ll cut you. Bad.’

I found Leo in his chaotic office on the first floor. I figured he wouldn’t know who

the heck I was, given that my distaff disguise was beyond excellent, and I was all

set to reveal my true identity in dramatic fashion. But there was no need. Word

gets around. Everyone in town knew what had happened to Caitlin, and my name

was linked to hers as the ‘prime suspect’. One news website had printed a grainy

photo of me manning the reception desk and wearing the purple-and-cream sheath

dress that got me into this mess in the first place. All of which led me to wonder

just how up-to-date people like Janine and Ursula were with current events.

Leo sprang from his chair the moment I walked in. “Jesus, Colin—is that you?”

He cleared a second seat and offered it to me. “I mean Chloé, a’ course. Sorry.”

I asked about Ella. “She was here,” he said. “Crashed in a spare bed last night. She

went out for awhile, but she’ll be back. Why?”

Why? Where to begin? “She set me up,” I said, surprising even myself by the tears

that threatened to flow. “I didn’t attack Caitlin, she did.”

Leo shook his head. “Didn’t know what to think, truth be told, when I heard the

news. You sure ain’t the type to do somethin’ like that. Wouldn’t a’ thought Ella

was either, though. You sure about that?”

I nodded, fumbling in my purse for a kleenex. “She planted the evidence so I’d get

blamed, Leo. Including that dress they showed on the news.” I told him the whole

story, including Caitlin’s purse flying back and forth like a hot potato and how I’d

finally been stuck holding the bag. The potato. Whatever.
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Leo put his arm around me. “Things’ll work out,” he said, unconvincingly.

I blotted the corners of my eyes; luckily, I wasn’t wearing much makeup. “I just

need to talk to her.” What I’d actually say was another matter, along with what I’d

do when she was finally standing in front of me. There weren’t any good options.

How could any decent person beat a confession out of a neglected orphan?

Leo offered me his hand. “C’mon, we got some newbies in this morning. Let’s go

see how they’re doin’.”

I followed him up the hallway that led backstage. There I recognized Georgette,

one of our senior members, pushing sixty but looking ten years younger and fond

of channelling the spirit of Joan Crawford. She was dressed to the nines and was

lecturing two much younger women on the perils and pitfalls of life as a cross-

dresser. Several other club members occupied the front row; some dressed, others

not. I’d been there myself, in the past; on stage and off.
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Georgette’s message was simple: as a cross-dresser you’re always on display,

always playing a role, and you better not forget where you are and who you’re

supposed to be.

“Pretty obvious someone dressed ‘em up to come here,” Leo said.

No kidding. They were both decked out in prom gowns—not the sort of thing you

usually wear around town—with near-flawless hair and makeup. They could’ve

been a couple of girls getting ready for a homecoming dance, but their expressions

and even the way they stood betrayed their true gender.

“They don’t look awfully happy,” I whispered.

“Nope. Probably got caught dressin’ and marched off to the salon. Those ain’t

wigs, either. Looks more like extensions. Seems to be a lot of that goin’ around.”

He glanced at the loose waves falling over my shoulders.

I tried to smile. “You know me. It’s all about the hair. Who brought them in?”

“Dunno. They just showed up at the door. I’m gonna guess their mom is the one

who got ‘em fixed up—they’re brothers. Otherwise, take your pick: older sister,

domineering aunt, playful girlfriends. Round up the usual suspects.”

They looked like sisters now. The brunette was about my age, with a more mature

look; the blonde a few years younger, which better suited her dress. Betty and

Veronica, I thought. Georgette reached the end of her performance. She drew

herself up and looked down her cigarette holder at the recruits. “Well? After all

you’ve just heard, do you so-called ‘girls’ still wish to be proper ladies?”

They hesitated. “Yeah… sure,” Veronica said at last. “I totally wanna be a woman.

It’s, like, all I ever wanted to be—right?”

Betty was no better. “Me too. I’m, like, totally a girl already—aren’t I?”

Georgette threw us a despairing look. Kids these days! Still, the club wasn’t in the

habit of turning anyone away, and there was certainly a chance these two might

someday become the kind of polished young ladies who could pass anywhere. But

it would take practice, and lots of it.

I left my carryall in Leo’s office and stepped outside, purse in hand. Lunch was

over and the streets were less crowded. Where would Ella have wandered off to?

Home and work were off-limits; maybe she was getting something to eat? Buying

fresh underwear? Checking the news to see if I’d been arrested?

I strolled up the block, then kept on going. Three blocks later the street merged

onto a highway, so I crossed and returned on the other side. The adjacent streets

were mostly residential. Maybe she’d hopped a bus and gone further afield.



75

And then, there she was. Standing in front of the Linton Theater, right under the

old marquee, and for once its assertion of ‘psycho’ was spot-on.

It was shocking to see her at all, let alone with the long hair she now sported—a

Chelsea blow-out that looked an awful lot like mine. It was beyond strange, after

weeks of urging me to get extensions, for her to go and get them herself. Then

again, the police were looking for someone with a pageboy. And it’s amazing how

much a woman’s hairstyle can change her appearance.

I couldn’t easily cross the four lanes of traffic that separated us, but it occurred to

me there was an easier way to bring Ella to justice: let the cops do it. One 911 call

later and all I had to do was wait. By that time she was staring back at me with

what looked to be the same disbelief I felt. And she was talking into her phone.

Irony abounds. As I later found out, she was dropping a dime on me at the same

time I was lowering the boom on her. Last night, the plan had been for Matt to

make an anonymous call so the police would search Ella’s car and find Caitlin’s

purse. So that made three attempts to rat each other out, and it didn’t work out

spectacularly well for any of us.

On impulse, I touched Ella’s name in my favorites list. She stared at her phone,

then back at me. In retrospect, I suppose we both wanted the same thing: to keep

the other busy until a squad car could get there. Her tinny voice burst from my

phone. “I recognize that jacket,” she said. “I know who you stole it from.”

Stole it? “Screw that, she gave it to me! Jesus, look who’s talking.”

“Whatever you’re blathering on about, I am so not interested.” She heaved a sigh.

“I suppose you’re to blame for that lame attempt to plant evidence in my car.”

“Tit for tat, Ella. No more than what you deserved.”

“Right back at ya, Chloé. Nice ‘do, by the way. I knew you could pull it off.”

“Likewise. Who knew you’d end up being jealous of me?”

“Check your ego at the door. This is nothing to do with you.”

“Yeah, sure. It’s all about Caitlin, isn’t it? Why would you do that, Ella? Why hurt

someone you never even met—before that night, I mean.”

“I might ask you the same question. Or maybe the cops will.” She gave her hair a

calculated flip, back over her shoulder. I suppressed an urge to do the same.

“We’re not live on stage, you know.” I waved a forefinger at her. “This is just you

and me—right here, right now. We both know what happened. What I want to

know is why. And why frame me, for that matter? I thought we were friends.”
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“Oh, boo-hoo. God, you’re such a girl.” Her voice was harsh. “Go have yourself a

good cry, babydoll. Maybe get your nails done. You’ll feel better.”

I was lost for an answer. Could she be right? I did feel like a girl, and I had shed a

few tears of late—and having my nails done probably would make me feel better.

But I wasn’t about to tell her that.

I didn’t have to. The front door of the Club d’Eon burst open. Betty and Veronica

came rushing out, heels clicking loudly enough to be heard all the way across the

street. They grabbed Ella and hustled her to the curb. Through the phone I heard

her say, “What the fu—” followed by a babble of voices. A black SUV with tinted

windows pulled up and Ella was bundled inside, followed by the two ‘girls’.

A man’s voice said “Dammit, hold her!” And the line went dead.

A moment later the SUV slipped back into traffic, as quickly as it had come. The

vehicle was out of sight before I remembered my phone was still on. I stared at the

‘CALL ENDED’ letters on the screen. What the hell just happened?

I was outside the club talking to Leo when a squad car finally showed up. Ella was

long gone, but they were more than happy to arrest me.

Really hard to tell who won that round. It sure as hell wasn’t me.  �
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10

Detective Dixonette leaned back in her chair. “One more time, if you don’t mind.

Exactly whose idea was it to put the purse in Ms. Niemands’ car?”

Nothing had changed. The same questions, the same bleak interrogation room, the

same gay detective with the wonderfully thick ponytail. “Mine,” I said, not for the

first time. “All my idea.”

“Of course it was. It always comes back to you, doesn’t it? What I’d like to know

is, was it your intention all along to frame Ms. Niemands for this crime? Or was it

more of a ‘spur of the moment’ decision after a falling out?”

Heavy sigh. “How many times do I have to say this? I didn’t do it! She’s the one

who set me up. She hid the purse in a server at work. I was just giving it back.”

“Did anyone see the purse in this server? Anyone see you find it?”

“Matt was there. Ask him.”

“Mr. Underson is your co-conspirator. He is also the man who pretended to be

suicidal while dangling off the downtown Hilton.” She managed a gentle sneer.

“As I’ve said, not a reliable witness. Besides, you yourself said she was only

returning the favor after you stashed the evidence in her underwear drawer.”

“My life would be a lot simpler if you people had actually found it there.”
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“We were looking for Ms. Niemands at the time and she wasn’t there. Unless it

becomes necessary, our officers are discouraged from trolling through a suspect’s

lingerie drawers. It’s in the handbook.”

“I only put it there because Ella hid the stuff in my apartment.” I tapped the table

with a forefinger. “She started the whole thing. She tricked—”

Dixonette lifted her hand. “We’ve been through this. Ms. Niemands tricked you

into leaving the apartment, then let herself in and stashed the purse amongst your

numerous purses, and the jewelry in with your generous stash of costume jewelry,

and the identification in a plastic bag taped to the back of a Veronica Lake poster.

And the only witness to all this was a certain Mr. Underson.”

“Believe whatever you want. It’s the truth.”

She managed to look disappointed. “It’s always someone else’s fault, isn’t it? Ms.

Niemands is the one who attacked Ms. Claybourne, then hid the evidence in your

apartment, and at your workplace, and somehow lured you out to the Claybourne

lake house. Mr. Underson took you to the movie, and of course you had no idea he

was going to be on top of the hotel. The hairdresser lied about how the dress came

into your possession. To sum up, the only person in this entire scenario who is

completely and utterly without blame—is you!”

I blinked a few times, thinking. “Well… yeah.”

Dixonette leaned across the table. “Why should I believe that? You’re a goddamn

freak. You dress up like a girl, you fix your hair to look like this woman you

profess to admire, you wander around town pretending to be a woman, when you

most certainly are not—and you expect us to take you seriously? Not on my

watch, sweetheart. As far as I’m concerned, you’re a freaking clown.”

Maybe she was trying to intimidate me, but it had the opposite effect. I’ve heard

too much of that sort of thing from people who ought to know better. I sat up and

shook my hair back. “Madam, cross-dressing is not a crime.”

“Maybe not, but impersonation is. Have you been passing yourself off as someone

else lately, hmm? Been using a name that isn’t on your birth certificate?”

“You know I have.”

“I’m sure the real Chloé Childe would not appreciate her name being misused.”

“That’s not fair. I’m not pretending to be whoever she is, or anyone else with that

name. I haven’t written any bad checks. It’s… a nickname.”

“Sure it is. Back in college I knew a whole bunch of guys named Colin, and we

called all of ‘em ‘Chloé’ behind their backs. Who wouldn’t?”
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Ursula’s voice crept into my mind: respect. “I don’t deserve to be mocked,” I said.

“Cross-dressers should be treated with respect, just like anyone else. All trans-

women should. Frankly, a lesbian should know that.”

Dixonette stood up. I thought she might hit me, but instead she moved to the door

and knocked. “Bring him in.” She glanced back at me, looking more thoughtful

than angry. Then Matt was escorted into the room. The officers left.

“They got you too, huh?” He dropped into the chair next to mine. “I didn’t tell ‘em

where to find you. In case you were wondering.”

I shook my head. “I know you wouldn’t.”

“Sorry I messed up the drop. Guess I’m no James Bond.”

“Not your fault. A security camera was watching the cars. By the time I found out

it was too late to warn you.”

“Too bad. I was texting the cops about Ella’s car when they found me. What really

sucks is they impounded the Bentley. Dad had to come down and fork over three

hundred and fifty bucks to get it back.”

I sagged in my chair. “Sorry. More and more people keep getting dragged into

this.” Caitlin was hurt, Ella was gone, the police had all the evidence they needed,

and Matt and I were off to prison. Game over, everybody loses. “None of this

would’ve happened if I wasn’t so fixated. On hair.”

“How is this your fault? You can’t help who you are. Nobody forced Ella to attack

that woman. Why not just blame her?”

“It’s not that easy. I used to talk her ear off about Caitlin; what a terrific person she

is, how nice her hair looks… that’s what pushed her over the edge.”

“You can’t think that way. If she resented you so much, why not just shave your

head instead of someone else’s?”

I clutched at the hair trailing over my shoulder. “She called me a clown, Matt. Just

because I dress like a woman.” The tears threatened to return. “Don’t you get it? If

I wasn’t a—a cross-dressing freak, none of us would be in this mess.”

“She’s full of it, Chloé. And I don’t care if she is listening on the other side of that

one-way mirror. You’re not a clown.” He touched my arm. “You know how I

know? I’m totally not attracted to clowns. They’re not my type. I went to a circus

once, saw a whole mess of clowns—didn’t do a thing for me.”

I clutched at his hand for a moment—not too long; I didn’t want to give him the

wrong idea—while I fought to bring the waterworks under control. “Let’s not do

this again, okay? But… thanks.”
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“No problem. But I gotta warn you—if we end up as roomies in the slammer, I’m

gonna look pretty damn good to you after awhile. Like, in five or six years.”

I tried to smile but failed. Five years might be optimistic. “Did they say anything

about Ella? I told them she was abducted, but no one seems to care.”

Matt had no clue what I was talking about, so I told him what had happened at the

Club d’Eon. “Christ,” he said. “Who would do something like that?”

“Wish I knew.” I dabbed at the corners of my eyes with a tissue. None of it made

sense.

Dixonette returned a few minutes later. She leaned over the table, her ponytail

dangling below the level of her chin. “Let me offer you ladies some advice: the

sentencing for perps that ‘cooperate’ is a hell of a lot more lenient than it is for

dumb-asses who fight the inevitable all the way to trial.”

Silence. She glared at us; we stared back. Finally I said, “It’s obvious you want us

to confess. Mostly me, I guess.” I glanced at Matt. “But I can’t do that. I won’t lie.

I’m not that kind of—”

“—girl,” Matt said. He wasn’t smiling. “And neither am I.”

Dixonette slapped a typewritten sheet of paper in front of me and added a pen to

the mix. “Dammit, this ain’t Sunday school! This ain’t goddamn Sesame Street. If

you don’t sign this confession—and I mean now—how on earth am I supposed to

help you? If this goes to trial, you”—she jabbed a finger toward me—“are looking

at ten years. You might get away with half that,” she told Matt.

I touched his arm. “Does your Dad know any good lawyers?”

“If that’s the way you want it—” She took the paper back. “You better not come

crying to me when the judge pulls the plug on you two weirdos.” She slid the pen

into her jacket pocket. “Okay, you’re free to go. But don’t leave town.”

My mind boggled. “You’re letting us go?”

She opened the door. “The family has declined to press charges. Get out.”

We looked at each other. Matt shrugged.

Before we reached the door, Dixonette blocked my path. “Don’t get me wrong,

trixie. I’m not giving up. You’re involved in this up to your pretty little earlobes.

The stolen goods charge may be off the table, but once we find that poor girl’s

missing hair—that’ll give us a DNA link to the freak who attacked her.”

She flashed a grim smile straight through me. “Then, Ms. Childe—we won’t need

anyone’s permission to arrest your sorry ass.”

*
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The next morning, the sun turned the lake into a mirror. Clear and flat. Dead calm,

like the eye of a storm. Matt stopped by on his way to work. “I’m on thin ice with

my boss as it is. But at least I can tell him it’s all over. Aren’t you going in?”

“I took the week off. What happens after that, I don’t know.”

“Some holiday.” He took a sip from his Starbucks cup. “Whaddya mean by that?

It’s all over. We’re in the clear, aren’t we?”

“Hardly.” I stood at the window in my housecoat, arms folded beneath the breast

forms freshly glued to my chest. “They still think we did it.”

“Yeah, but they got no evidence. And they never will, right? If there was any hair

stashed in your apartment, someone would’a found it by now.”

“I guess.” A chill crept down my spine, remembering the way Ella flipped her hair

back as we were talking on the phone, just before her abduction. I hadn’t told Matt

about my awful theory of where Caitlin’s missing tresses may have ended up, and

I still had trouble believing Ella could do such a thing. I’ve heard that psychopaths

often take trophies from their victims, but it’d be tough to come up with a more

twisted way of hiding a trophy in plain sight.

Matt studied my face. “So what’s the problem?”

I checked my phone. The Find My Friends app was active, but Ella’s icon was still

absent. The battery was probably dead by now. “I checked this last night, after I

got home.” There was a map of the city laid on the kitchen table. “She showed up

here.” I pointed at a red ‘X’ in a subdivision on the edge of town. “Then her phone

travelled halfway across the city, and stopped—right here.”

Matt bent over the map. “At a hospital?”

“Saint Madeline’s. It’s a private clinic. That’s where Caitlin is.”

“You think Ella went after her again?”

“Don’t be silly. Ella was using her phone when they grabbed her. It probably fell

under a seat and got stuck there. And every time the car hit a bump, it woke up.”

He stared at me, mouth agape. “I don’t get it.”

I sank into a chair. “Haven’t you heard? Caitlin woke up last night. And who do

you think they’d call when that happened?” I tapped the rectangle that was Saint

Madeline’s. “Her phone stayed there for nearly an hour, then went straight back

out to the burbs.”

He peered at the ‘X’. “Ritzy part of town. The properties are huge.”

“It’s Caitlin’s home, Matt. Her parents live there.”

Silence. “You think Caitlin’s parents kidnapped Ella?”
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“Why else would they drop the charges? They know she did it, probably from the

moment the police showed them her picture.”

“Then why does that detective still figure we did it? Mostly you.”

“Because whatever Caitlin’s parents know, they didn’t share that information with

the police. And now that they’ve got Ella, they just want everyone to leave them

alone—and that includes us.”

Of course, I couldn’t prove any of that—which Matt was kind enough to point out.

He left for work after making me promise to tell the cops everything I knew. But

that was a little white lie. Dixonette was so certain of my guilt, she’d probably toss

me in the slammer for withholding information. My momma didn’t raise herself

no muppet. There was only one person in our fair city who might be able to

answer the questions rattling around my brain. Caitlin herself.

I couldn’t just walk in and demand to see her. Questions would be asked and my

answers wouldn’t get me past the front desk. But there was another way. I shed

my housecoat, revealing the plain white shift dress I’d been given for my weekend

in the lockup. From what I could see of nurse outfits online, the jail must share the

same clothing supplier as the hospital—that, or all they had in my size that day

just happened to be a nurse’s uniform.

Either way, the right clothing is only half the battle; the rest of it is a concept we in

the cross-dressing biz call self-assurance. Actually, it’s more like eighty or ninety

percent. If you can walk the female walk and talk the female talk, you can get

away with practically anything. Simply looking like a nurse wouldn’t get me past

reception; I needed to speak and act and even think like a nurse as well. For this to

work, I had to convince myself I was the real deal.

For that, I turned to the Acme Feminization Stimulator, cranking it all the way to

max power—full feminization—while working on my face. A subdued look was

my goal this time around; very few nurses slap on much makeup before going to

work. Just enough to bring out my inner beauty…

Easy-peasy. I’m a diva with a blush brush. I got these smooth moves straight from

the mother ship, watching from the floor, entranced, while she prepped for another

day in the wards. Did I mention Mum’s a nurse too? Funny how that works.

All the while, the tingling in my neocortex intensified. “You’re a nurse, Chloé… a

nurse,” I murmured, endlessly, like someone had set my lips on repeat. It wasn’t a

hard sell either; as a little girl, I really did want to be a nurse—just like Mum. I’m

not kidding; that’s how I remember it. Now.

After fixing my face and adding a small pair of earrings, I lay down and closed my

eyes. By then the tingling had blurred into white noise and “You are a nurse” had
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taken the tone of my mother’s voice, telling me to do the dishes—right now,

young lady, or no cheerleader camp for you. Like, whatever.

I visualized what I had to do. Ponytail my hair. Catch the bus; can’t risk driving

Colin’s icky old car. Tell the nice lady at the desk I’m here for a practicum in the

long-term care ward—but I lost my cap, can I borrow one? Up to the fourth floor.

“Hello, I’m in Professor Marchand’s class at the college?” (I checked; that’s who

teaches the third-year acute care practicum.) “She told me to come here today and

help out. No way, she didn’t tell you?” Pout; look vulnerable. “I mean, can I hang

around anyway? I can sort out the paperwork tomorrow.”

I arose as though in a trance. The white noise stopped, although the voice in the

back of my mind was still there. Things to do. I stood at the mirror and drew my

hair back, pinning it high with a clip in the shape of a black bow tie.

Mother would be so proud.

*

The nurse at the duty desk frowned, but I could tell she was only pretending. “The

hospital does have rules concerning this sort of thing. We can’t allow just anyone

to wander in and interact with patients.”

I let my lower lip tremble, just a bit. “Please? I’ve got classes all next week and

then midterms, and I don’t know when I’ll get another chance.” I tried to stand up

straighter. “I know what a candy striper can and can’t do, ma’am.”

Who can resist a pretty face? Not to mention a cute pony, bobbing around the back

of my neck like a yo-yo. Just like that, I had the run of the ward. The junior nurse

on duty, Ruth, showed me around. I wasn’t allowed to give medicines or anything

like that, but I could talk to the patients and bring them juice and help change their

bedclothes, and even empty their bedpans because for the regular nurses that sort

of thing gets old really fast. Which I totally get.

Caitlin was in a private room at the far end of the corridor, with a big window that

looked out over the river. The Adamantine’s a few blocks away, but it’s all houses

that direction so you can see the water clearly. She was sleeping, so I went and

talked to a nice man whose wife was recovering from a stroke. I laughed at his

jokes and brought them both juice. The time just flew by.

Ruth went home at two o’clock. I followed her replacement around the ward as

she checked up on each patient, and after she left Caitlin’s room I went inside.

Poor thing. It’s awful for a woman to lose her hair, especially when it’s as pretty

as hers. I’d just curl up and die if that happened to me.
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She was awake. God. What should I say? All those years of looking up to her, and

now here she was, looking more like a cancer patient than a glamorous socialite. I

hovered next to the bed, my confidence evaporating like rain on a hot sidewalk.

Our eyes met. She studied me for a moment, then managed a smile. “Nice hair.”

My fingers toyed with the tip of my ponytail. “Thank you. I sort of modelled it on

your…” I had the presence of mind to look horrified. “I’m sorry, I didn’t—”

“That’s all right,” she said. “It’ll grow back. What’s your name?”

“Chloé. I’m a student nurse. Can I get you something?”

“Water would be nice. Are my parents here?”

“Not right now. I heard they were here last night.” I filled her cup from a jug. “Are

you serious—it’ll grow back? That’s awesome. They said on the news it was some

kind of chemical that stops hair from growing.”

“The patient is always the last to know.” She sipped at the water. “You heard right.

But apparently my body doesn’t react the same way most people do. According to

the doctors, mine went into toxic shock instead.”

“So… instead of losing your hair, you just went into a coma?”

“Just?” She laughed. “I see your point. Long hair is a woman’s glory. So yeah…

assuming I survive, it’s all gravy.”

I touched her hand. “But you’re gonna be all right now?”

“So I’m told.” She gestured at the chair. “Sit. I could do with company.”

This was it; my chance to find out what she knew. “Do you remember much?

About the attack, I mean. The article said you were drugged.”

Caitlin sighed. “Not much. I remember being at the conference.”

Careful. “I saw that woman’s picture,” I said, “the one they said served you the

wine. Ella something-or-other. She must know you from somewhere, right? Why

else would she want to hurt you?”

“I suppose. I never saw her before.” She gazed out the window. “The police were

here this morning. They said that woman might be involved, but the prime suspect

was someone else—a man who was caught wearing my dress, if you can believe

it. How weird is that?”

I bit my tongue and agreed it was totally weird. “Some people say it was Ella who

set that guy up to take the blame. Maybe he’s just a regular cross-dresser. We

learned about them in Abnormal Psychology.”

She made a face. “He was cross-dressed as me. I think that qualifies as seriously

creepy, even if he wasn’t the one who attacked me.”
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Time to change the subject. “I wonder if anyone else in your family has the same

chemical sensitivity you do. It might be worth getting them tested, just in case.”

Of course, I knew perfectly well a test like that would be pointless, but as an avid

reader of Nancy Drew I know how to probe for information.

Bingo. Caitlin mentioned she was adopted. I feigned surprise. “Gee, I had no idea.

So I guess you and your sister were sent to different families, huh?”

Her eyes narrowed. “What makes you think I have a sister?”

Oops. I toyed with my hair, trying to look clueless. “Don’t you? I thought the

article said something about a younger sister.”

She threw a glance at the bedside table, where today’s issue of the Daily Bugle lay

right where I should have seen it earlier. “I read what was in the paper,” she said.

“It certainly didn’t mention that.”

Caitlin was fully awake now. She wiggled herself upright, her eyes scanning me

like laser beams. “You do seem familiar. Chloé, is it? Didn’t I see you at the

conference that night? Your hair was down at the time.”

Busted. “I was working at the coat check,” I said, feigning as much innocence as I

could muster. “I don’t remember seeing you there.”

“I didn’t bring a coat. The women I was with checked theirs. I remember thinking

that your hair looked quite a bit like mine.” She reached out and held the tip of my

ponytail, rubbing the strands between her fingers. “It’s fake.”

Busted again. “They’re extensions,” I had to admit. “It’s human hair, though.”

Her eyes got big. “Oh… my God. You’re that guy, aren’t you? The one the police

are after—the one who dresses up like me.”

Shit. Disaster protocol. “You spoke at an LGBT benefit last year, Ms. Claybourne.

I wasn’t there, but it was in all the papers. So I know you aren’t biased. Against

people like me, I mean.”

“You’re quite the little news junkie, aren’t you?”

“I’m not a freak. I’m just a regular cross-dresser who—”

“I’ve met lots of transgender people. None of them ever tried to impersonate me.”

My turn for wide-eyes. “I wasn’t! I just admire your style, that’s all. In particular

your hair. A lot of women do; it’s gorgeous. I mean, it was—it will be—” Crap.

Her anger was on the rise. “None of those women got themselves arrested wearing

the dress I had on when I was attacked.”

“It was a gift. From a friend.” Damn, that sounded lame even to me.

“Why should I believe someone who wears a disguise half the time?”
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“I’m not! I just like long hair, and the dress—”

“Oh, for God’s sake—you’re disguised as a nurse right now!”

“Well, yeah… just so I could get in here, to talk to you.” Against the crisp white

sheet, my fingernails looked disturbingly like streaks of blood. “I—I didn’t know

it was your dress. I thought it was just a copy. But Ella knew I wouldn’t be able to

resist wearing it. That’s why she sent it to me.”

“So you could pretend to be me.” She was staring at my hand.

“Sort of, I guess. It was just for fun. I never tried to use your name.”

“Great. So we can drop ‘identity theft’ from the list of charges at your trial.”

“But I didn’t do anything wrong! Ms. Claybourne, I’m as much a victim in this as

you are. Well, almost.” I literally couldn’t stop myself from touching my hair.

Her face clouded over. “That lady detective told me she’d stop at nothing to bring

you to justice. I think I’ll give her a hand.” Her finger stabbed at a large red button

on the bed frame. I didn’t have to be a real nurse to know what that meant. Help

was on the way.

I stood up. “I talked to her already, a bunch of times. She let me go. You wanna

know why?” Caitlin shook her head, but that was a lie—of course she wanted to

know. “They dropped the charges, that’s why. Your parents.”

“Why would they do that? She said it was you!”

“Ask your parents. They’re the ones who want this case to go away.” I edged

toward the door. “You know why? Because they know I didn’t do it, that’s why.

And they know who did. That’s why they kidnapped Ella.”

“What on earth are you talking about?”

“She’s your sister, Caitlin. Your parents know who she is, and I bet they’ve got a

pretty good idea why she attacked you too. Go on, ask them! But you didn’t hear it

from me, okay? Seriously, your parents have something to hide and I’m afraid of

what they might do to make sure it stays hidden.”

I managed to get out and close the door before the duty nurse arrived. “I asked her

about the attack,” I said, opting for sheer naiveté. “Now she’s all riled up.”

“I’ll handle this,” she said. “I believe you were instructed not to upset the patients.

Maybe you should just go home.”

I was down with that. And I made it all the way out of the building and halfway to

the bus stop before the cops caught up and hauled my butt down to the station.

*
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And right back where I started, facing Dixonette across that too-familiar table.

Only this time we were both sporting ponytails; a fact that some quirky part of my

brain found terribly amusing. With difficulty, I managed to smother the giggle that

threatened to burst from my lips. Just think about Ella.

“The charge is impersonating a nurse,” Dixonette said, followed by a long pause.

“Or it would be, had you actually stated at any time ‘I am a nurse’.” She sighed.

“However, we can find no evidence that you did. And ‘impersonating a student’

just isn’t in the same league.”

I was tempted to say, “So I’m free to go? As long as I don’t leave town?” But I

didn’t. You don’t mess with the person who gets to decide whether or not you

spend the night in jail. Faced with the choice of sushi, a hot bath and my own bed

on the one hand, and prison food plus a thin mattress in a cold cell on the other, I

knew where to park my vote.

“The college isn’t involved,” Dixonette continued, “because you didn’t pull this

little stunt within its jurisdiction. And the hospital has expressed no interest in

pressing charges. They want the whole thing to go away.”

I sensed a common theme emerging, with regards to my previous encounter with

the justice system, but hunger got the better of me and I didn’t press the point.

There was a really good sushi joint only a block from my place, and their delivery

boy didn’t seem to care whether I was in male or female mode, bless his heart.

Dixonette leaned on the table. “Let’s start with the basics, shall we? What made

you think it was a good idea to sneak into the hospital room of the woman you’re

suspected of putting there in the first place?”

I did my best, even though she’d heard it all before. It wasn’t me, it was Ella. Ella

might be Caitlin’s sister. Her parents wanted everyone else out of the way so they

could deal with Ella themselves, which they were probably doing as we speak, so

why not break out the SWAT team and raid the Claybourne mansion and save Ella

so we can finally find out what the heck’s going on?

No effect. Her ponytail swung slowly—appearing first on one side of her head,

then the other—as she reiterated that her prime suspect was yours truly and no

amount of absurd speculation was likely to change that. “Your allegations are

ridiculous. The Claybournes are among the finest citizens this city has to offer.”

She aimed her finger at me. “You’re free to go. But don’t leave town.”

I was beginning to wonder if the Claybournes were paying her salary.  �





89

11

Saturday morning. Hard to believe it had only been a week since Yasmin offered

me the dress that got me into this mess. I should’ve told her where to stuff the

thing. It isn’t nice to lead a man into temptation, and it usually ends badly. Still, I

couldn’t shake the lingering thought that this mess was all down to me.

Whatever. Cross-dressing got me into this and cross-dressing was gonna to have

to step up to the plate and get me out of it. My plan was to go all the way upscale

and turn myself into the kind of flashy arm candy that wouldn’t look out of place

in this burg’s richest suburb. It’s a common strategy in the animal kingdom; the

transvestic equivalent of a wolf rolling in the scent of its prey.

To that end, Leo had managed to borrow a genuine Jenny Packham from another

member of the Club d’Eon. He delivered it the previous night, carefully packed in

a garment bag to avoid wrinkling. A delicate duck-egg blue—silk, of course—

with a V-neck button-front top, lace overlay on the bodice, three-quarter sleeves,

and a pleated skirt down to the knee. All cross-dressers should be so lucky.

Leo had also brought me a half-empty atomizer of Chanel No. 5, one of the most

expensive perfumes known to womankind. I used it to quite literally cloak myself

in the scent of the sort of people who had taken Ella. Classic jujitsu, I decided,

cross-dressing version: use your opponent’s strength and schnoz against him.
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Leo’s VW van was a ramshackle monster in periwinkle blue, balanced on the cusp

of falling apart. But it had tinted windows and that suited our purpose. Next to Leo

sat Ursula, who greeted my arrival with a smile and soft applause. They cared

enough about Ella to put their rear ends on the line, although they weren’t the ones

about to commit a felony. That was down to me and my sidekick.

Matt whistled the wedding march as I joined him on the back seat, until I whacked

him in the shin with the tip of an Ivanka Trump slingback. By accident, of course.

“Nice outfit,” Matt said. “But where in the secret agent handbook does it say you

have to look like a million bucks to break into someone’s house? Me and the

Hardy Boys go way back, but I don’t remember any of them putting on a fancy

dress to get Chet out of a jam.”

“If they had,” I said, “maybe I wouldn’t have stuck with Nancy Drew.”

There was barely enough room for me to wedge in next to him. The bench behind

the driver was piled high with junk, which made it hard for anyone to see into the

back—all part of the plan. “Still doesn’t make sense,” he muttered.

Matt was wearing a suit himself, probably left over from his high school grad. I

had to admit, stick the guy in a black blazer and a sky-blue paisley tie and he

cleaned up rather nicely. Who knew? “It’s the middle of the day. If someone sees

you wandering around in sweatpants and a ski mask, what’re they gonna think?”

I brushed the dust from his trousers. “This way, if and when we’re seen they’ll

assume we belong there. We’re visitors. We got lost. Keep it simple, stu.”

“Great.” He opened his jacket. “How are you gonna explain my Dad’s hacksaw?”

“I won’t have to, if you can keep it in your pants.”

“Won’t be easy. Carrying this stuff nearly undressed me.”

I fanned myself. “Goodness. The sacrifices a girl has to make.” I hefted my purse.

“I’m packing too, you know.”

“I bet you are. Lemme guess—lipstick, a compact, kleenex, and one of those little

perfume spritzers that looks like a pen. And breath mints.”

Lucky guess. But there was more than that: cell phone, variable wrench, multi-

function screwdriver, and the Swiss Army knife my father gave me for Christmas.

Be prepared for anything, he always said, which goes double for girls.

“That stuff’s tiny. You could club an elephant with the wrench I brought.”

“I don’t have a lot of room, Matt. No pockets.”

He shook his head. “Doesn’t seem fair. This was your idea.”
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“Pa-lease. You think guys have it hard? You’re lucky you don’t have to deal with

all this hair.” The wind had thrown loose curls all over my shoulders and I spent a

few minutes finger-combing them into a semblance of order. Matt just sighed. I

knew what he was thinking, though, and he was spot on. I wouldn’t trade this head

of hair for all the lingerie in Victoria’s Secret.

Leo had a map of the city in his lap, on which I had marked the route and circled

our destination. His job was easy; just drive and look like a slob, which I had to

admit he was knocking out of the park. Ursula would have to lie through her smile

and keep the Claybournes occupied for a while. Matt just had to shut his yap and

look clueless, which was right in his wheelhouse. No worries there.

As for me, all I had to do was look pretty and act lost, while trying to channel the

spirit of a certain feisty female detective. How would good ol’ Nance handle a

situation like this? Let’s call it Nancy Drew and the Mystery of the Transgendered

Orphan. Too bad I never read that one.

*

Ursula got us through the front gate by claiming to represent the adoption agency;

which at one point in her life she had, of course, so she was able to bring a level of

legitimacy to the role that left me wondering whether she was still consulting for

Health and Human Services. As Leo steered us up a driveway that straddled the

grounds like an anaconda, past ponds and more shrubbery than most city parks,

Matt and I wedged ourselves deeper into the pile of salvage. A musty elevator

blanket covered our heads. “Remind me again,” he asked, “why we’re putting our

butts on the line for this chick.”

I’d been asking myself the same question. Leo and Ursula were convinced there

had to be something more behind Ella’s actions; people just don’t go off the rails

like that for no reason. Then again, Ella never tried to put them in jail.

We listened to the clatter of Ursula’s heels on concrete and the boom of the big

door as she entered the House of Claybourne. “Go-go gadget ‘minion’,” Leo said.

That was code. Somebody was coming.

“You can’t stay here.” It was a male voice, distinctly nasal.

“Why not? I like it here,” Leo said.

“You’re an eyesore,” the man said, dismissively. “We have neighbors.”

Leo grunted. “Am I the eyesore, or the van?”

“Does it matter? Shoo. I hear there’s free parking down by the docks.”
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“I’m waiting for the lady,” Leo said. “You wanna make her walk that far?”

Long pause. “Drive around back. You can park by the kitchen. I’ll bring her out

the servant’s entrance.” Bingo. That was the plan. Leo’s van was something no

upper-class egomaniac would want parked on his front lawn. So predictable.

The engine rattled to life. I touched Matt’s knee. “It’s complicated.”

“What is?” He sounded startled.

“Why we’re here. I thought about it too.” I managed to suppress an urge to sneeze.

“I guess it goes back a few years. Not long after we met. I was going through a

tough time. Dumped, looking a job; that sort of thing.” I touched my face with

both hands. “It was sometime in May. She and I took a long walk; down Lakeside,

around the headland, over the bridge, up the river, back through town. It was a

good day, you know? We talked—really talked. About everything.”

“Uh-huh. She say something profound that put your life back on track?”

“She bought me an ice cream cone.”

“That’s it?”

“Yep. Real ice cream, not that soft stuff. Two scoops. Rocky road.”

Matt sighed. “So on the one hand she tried to get us thrown into jail for a crime we

didn’t commit—but she did—and on the other hand, you got a nice treat. That’s

why we’re putting our butts on the line.”

“Pretty much.”

“At least it evens out. Everybody knows a good ice cream cone is worth ten years

in the slammer. On another matter, I hear that George Bush is planning to make up

for the Iraq War by buying everyone in the country a root beer float.”

“Whatever. It showed me our friendship meant something to her.”

“Sure it did. About three bucks. Four for the good stuff.”

“Five, these days. There were two whole scoops.” The van swayed around another

corner and ground to a stop. “You know what I mean. There has to be a reason.

She wouldn’t have sold me out for nothing.”

“You got me there. Ten years not in jail sure as hell ain’t nothing.”

“Pipe down back there.” Leo kept his voice low. “I’m goin’ in.” The driver-side

door slammed shut. I knew it was coming, but it still felt like a kick in the head.

Whoever was inside the house was meant to hear it.

Matt peeked out the window. “The door just opened. Can’t see who it is.”
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I picked up my purse. “Anyone else in sight?”

He shook his head. “He’s inside. Coast is clear.”

We extracted ourselves from the van’s back seat. Outside, I tugged on the hem of

my Jenny Packham, brushed my hair back and smoothed down the loose ends as

best I could. “How do I look?”

“Gorgeous. When did you get so uptight about your looks?”

“The moment I turned into a deb.” I straightened up and flexed my shoulders. “We

belong here, remember? We were invited. Relax.” We headed for the back door, as

though returning from a stroll around the grounds. A ventilation fan wafted us the

enticing scent of dark chocolate.

I pushed on the door, careful not to act tentative. As planned, Leo had managed to

leave it off the latch. I let it swing open and called, “Put your phone away, pookie.

It isn’t locked.” I strolled inside like I owned the place.

There was no one around. The door to the kitchen was close by but the room was

empty. A short corridor led straight into the house. The floor was tiled but I was

wearing soft-sole shoes. Matt, on the other hand, in his grad-ceremony wingtips,

sounded like a tap dancer. We passed what appeared to be the door to a bathroom

and heard water running inside. That would be Leo.

The corridor opened into a much larger hallway, with hardwood floors, paintings

lining the walls and a stained-glass skylight. No point hesitating; one direction

was as good as the other. I gave my hair a toss and turned left.

We weren’t alone. There were two guys in the hallway and they were headed our

way. One was about my age, the other a few years younger. Both were sporting

thick ponytails. They looked every bit as surprised as I felt.

“Hello, boys.” I smiled, deliberately speaking down to them. “We’re looking for

the games room—” Doesn’t every mansion have one? “—and I wouldn’t say no to

the ladies’ either. Is this the right way?”

“Games room?” The older one looked suspicious. A cell phone emerged from his

pocket. The younger one was less circumspect. “You’re that lady from the club!”

Oh, crap. It was Betty and Veronica. Those ponies; I should’ve known. You don’t

get rid of fancy hair extensions that easily. Veronica grabbed Betty’s arm. “Shut

up—are you sure?”

“Sure I’m sure! Only she’s no lady, just like the rest of them.”

Veronica’s lip curled in my direction. “I bet you’re looking for her.” The phone

twitched in his fingers. He was that close to dialing.
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We had two choices. One was to attack, no holds barred. But even if we managed

to grab the phone, no way could we stop them from running—or screaming—for

help. Not to mention I’d probably mess up my hairdo. Screw that noise.

Our other choice? Guile. Pure animal cunning; predator versus prey. Also known

as feminine wiles, when exhibited by someone wearing kitten heels and a designer

dress, and sporting a killer hairstyle. “You won’t want to do that,” I said, languidly

hooking a finger toward the cell phone.

“I’m callin’ my Dad,” Veronica said. “He’ll fix your little red wagon.”

“Do tell. I’ll level with you boys. I am that lady from the club, and I’m as much a

woman as you are. Or… as you could be. With my help.”

Betty stared at me, mouth agape. Veronica stopped dialing.

“You’re a lot like I was, not so long ago.” I placed a hand on my hip, the better to

emphasize my exquisitely female shape. “Young, naïve in the ways of the world.

Male.” I made the last item sound like something that should really be flushed.

Betty, at least, was hooked. “What did you do?”

“I wised up. For years I tried to do it on my own. All the YouTube vids I could

find, all the tutorials. I ordered makeup and clothing online. I practiced. But you

know what?” I trailed fingers through my hair. “It wasn’t enough.”

“That’s bull.” Veronica couldn’t bring himself to say a bad word, it seemed, which

one might take as a good sign. “She’s talkin’ out of her you-know-what.”

“Pulease. You know it’s true. I’m sure Mister Claybourne paid someone to fix you

up nicely, but you didn’t look half that good when you did it yourselves.”

It was Ronnie’s turn to look gobsmacked. “How’d you know that?”

“Been there, got the T-shirt. You think I learned this on my own? I got help.”

“We got help too,” Betty said.

“You think there’s going to be a beautician around every time you want to turn

yourself into a stone-cold sex kitten? You need to do this for yourself—and to

yourself—like I did.”

Veronica shrugged. “There’s classes…”

“For makeup, for speaking like a woman—but what about being a woman?” Only

then did I realize these two couldn’t possibly be members of the clan Claybourne.

Ella notwithstanding, Caitlin was an only child. The father on the other end of that

threatened phone call must work right here at the mansion, which meant they were

a long way from being rich. “You two have the bucks for all that?”
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Matt’s arm encircled my waist. Cheeky bastard. “That club of yours is free, isn’t

it?” He planted a kiss on my cheek. “Didn’t you once tell me that it’s where you

learned everything there is to know about being a woman?” Gotta give the guy

credit; he’s sharper than he looks.

“The dues are quite reasonable.” Coyly, I lowered my lashes toward the male, as a

woman might. “Your problem,” I told Betty and Veronica, “is that you’re pretty

much personae non gratae down there. Think ants at a picnic. We all know what

you did. In spite of everything, Ella’s one of us.”

Ronnie stared at the floor. “You got no evidence,” he muttered.

“I was there. Besides, your faces showed up nicely on the security video.”

Betty pointed at me. “Don’t you mind that she’s a dude?”

Matt laughed. “You got eyes, don’t you? Why would I?”

I nudged him playfully. “There’s more to gender than what you happen to have

between your legs. What’s between your ears is more important. You know what

they say—it’s all attitude. If you want to actually be a woman, and not just look

like one, you need to hang around people like me.”

Veronica stared at his phone. “Sure. But it’s too late.”

“Maybe not.” Cards on the table time. “I know why you did it. Jared Claybourne

is a powerful man. It’s pretty hard to say no to the dude who pays your father’s

salary, isn’t it?” Ronnie’s shoulders sagged. Bingo.

Betty’s ponytail bobbed up and down. “He said Pop would lose his job.”

“Of course he did. He knew about your little hobby, and he used that to make you

commit a crime. The people at the club—they’ll understand. Cross-dressers are

compassionate people.” Then I upped the ante. “I can tell the police too. They’re

not so compassionate, but I think you could get off with probation.”

Betty’s eyes went wide. “You’d do that for us? After what we did?”

“Certainly. If I get the chance.”

Veronica took his brother’s arm. “C’mon, blondie. Let’s hit the kitchen. I hear the

chef made double-dark chocolate cupcakes.” The phone vanished into his pocket.

He jerked his head back the way they’d come. “You should check out the wine

cellar,” he said. “Around the corner, first door on the right.”

Matt watched them go. “Impressive performance,” he said.

I flipped my hair back. “Feminine wiles, Matthew. They never had a chance.”
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*

The door was taller than necessary, wider than you’d expect, and made out of a

dark wood overlaid with metal straps. The top was a half-circle. In other words, it

was your stereotypical dungeon door, straight out of Tales from the Crypt.

An oversized skeleton key dangled on a rope next to the door. Matt picked it up.

“Who puts crap like this in a fancy new house?”

“Maybe it was here when they moved in.” I tried the handle. It wasn’t locked.

The staircase was wider than you might find in your garden-variety dungeon. The

walls were clean but the bricks looked old; salvaged, as might be, from the fabled

House of Usher. Lanterns flickered to life as we started down; electric rather than

gaslight, but a pretty fair illusion.

The passage corkscrewed through two full turns and then opened into a larger

space. The lights there came to life as we entered. It seems the modern dungeon

just isn’t complete without motion detectors at every turn. What we found was

beyond belief. “A bowling alley?” Matt inspected the ball return on the nearest of

four lanes. “Who builds a bowling alley beneath a mansion?”

“A man with guilty pleasures.” I scanned the alleys but that seemed to be a dead

end, with nothing but polished hardwood and a digital scoreboard flashing zeroes.

Behind the viewing seats was a well-stocked bar with contoured stools, a granite

countertop and a mirror that held the reflection of a rather attractive woman. Her

hair was a mess, I noticed. Absently, I plucked at the bits that stuck out. Was that

who I’d become—a woman who obsessed over her image even when someone’s

life was in danger? I felt sad and shallow, but I didn’t stop.

“You about done?” Matt had found an alcove behind the bar. The door there was a

half-scale model of the one upstairs, and it too wasn’t locked. Claybourne was

pretty cavalier about security for a man guilty of kidnapping and God knows what

else. Above the door was a sign that read WINE CELLAR. “This could be it,”

Matt said. Ya think? I took a moment to fire off a text: ‘basement. bowling alley.

wine cellar.’ Cryptic as hell, but useful in the right hands.

Opening that door triggered another light fixture. The result would barely pass as

mood lighting for a Halloween party; only the faux jewels glittering on the toes of

my Sycamore pumps showed me where I was stepping. Wooden racks full of

dusty bottles stood against both walls, followed by rows of stout wooden kegs.

And lots more of that specially-aged House of Usher stonework. “Is it just me,”

Matt said, “or does this guy have a serious drinking problem.”
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“It’s you.” I scanned the room, but found no sign of Ella. Did Veronica lie?

“This looks like something Poe dreamed up,” Matt said, peeking behind one of the

wine racks. “We should check for fresh mortar.”

I gripped his arm. “If Ella’s not here then we’ll have to… hang on.” The shadow at

the far end of the cellar, off to one side, was a deeper shade of black. I felt my way

forward. There was another opening there; but narrow, more of a cleft. I leaned

through, my hands slipping on the walls.

The air was silent. Fetid. “Ella?”

No answer.

I stepped through, tapping for the floor. The ceiling felt close. Behind me, Matt’s

tall figure blocked the entrance. I hissed at him, “You’re in the light.”

“Sorry.” He sidled through. A crimson glow splattered across the ground between

us. The walls were invisible, but a few feet away there was a circular opening in

the floor, sealed with a wrought iron lattice.

No way… I stepped to the edge, leaned over and called out. “Ella?” Loose tresses

slid past my face. Reflexively, I tucked them behind my ears.

A thin voice floated up, deep within the pit. “Colin?”

My breath caught. Finally. “It’s Chloé. Matt’s here too.”

Weak laughter. “The dynamic duo. Come to rub your victory in my face?”
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There’s a thought; had I? “We’re here to get you out.”

The voice strengthened. “Why would you want to do that?”

Matt crouched down beside me. “Good question, if you ask me.”

I shoved him. “Open it,” I said, pointing at the metal grating.

He tugged on the handle. It didn’t budge. “Wouldn’t you know it,” he said. “The

first door we find that’s locked and—”

“That’s why we brought tools,” I told him. While Matt attacked the lock with his

wrench and an intriguingly thick chisel, making noise aplenty doing so, I stuck my

phone through the bars and took a picture. The flash provided just enough light to

show Ella’s tiny figure sprawled at the bottom of the pit. She was looking up but

said nothing.

I checked the signal strength. It was low, as expected, but if I held the phone up to

the cleft there was enough. I sent the photo. Done. The tension in my back eased.

It was out of my hands now.

Matt hit the lock with his wrench, clearly frustrated. “No use,” he said, “it’s—”

Darkness. The light from the wine cellar vanished, blocked out.

“You’re wasting your time.” The new voice was decidedly deeper than Matt’s.

“You wouldn’t believe how much that lock cost. But if you happen to have a stick

of dynamite on you, that might to the trick.”

Jared Claybourne. Even in silhouette, the man’s square head and thick beard were

enough to identify him. I’d seen his image often enough in magazines and on TV,

as befits the richest narcissist in town.

At last we meet, I might have said—but didn’t.

Behind him, also hard to mistake for anything else, was a man decked out as a

servant—armed with a machine-gun. I’m no expert in firearms but that’s what it

looked like, although a weapon can be surprisingly hard to identify when you’re

staring straight down the barrel. I prayed we weren’t about to receive a first-hand

demonstration of its caliber and rate of fire.

Matt helped me up. I clung to him, teetering on heels that suddenly felt too high

and too narrow. I shook back my hair. Have life threatened by a man in a tux. At

least I could cross that item off my bucket list.  �
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Jared Claybourne was in an unusually good mood, considering that he had just

discovered intruders in a part of his home he’d probably rather not anyone find out

about. Maybe that was it; he’d found the intruders and paved over that particular

bump in the road. Or was about to.

“Very admirable.” He stepped into the chamber and bloody light splashed across

the entrance to Ella’s prison. “She doesn’t deserve it, you know. Not after what

she did to my daughter.”

“She doesn’t deserve this,” I said. “No one does.”

“I’ll be the judge of that.” He bent to insert an oversized novelty key into the lock.

It turned through ninety degrees, smoothly and silently. Like everything else down

here, the hardware only looked ancient. “Open it,” he told Matt.

The hinges on the other hand—no doubt by design—emitted a nerve-shredding

screech as they swung open. “You wanted to find your friend,” Jared said, “and

now you have. Down you go.”

Matt backed away. “Wait a minute, man. Let’s talk about this.”

The butler took a step forward and we nearly lost the light. Jared held up his hand.

“Please forgive my manservant. He has as much to lose as I do. Dear boy, there is

nothing to talk about. You’ve earned the right to share her fate.”
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I stared at the machine-gun, that absurdly thick beard, the dismal space we shared.

A sigh escaped my lips. Men. I didn’t belong here. My place, at least for the time

being, was down in the pit—with my own kind. “I’ll let you boys sort this out,” I

said, placing the toe of my Sycamore pump on the top rung; perhaps the first time

in the history of the world such a fashionable shoe had set foot on a gateway to the

underworld. One more for the bucket list.

The ladder was long and the shaft deeper than it looked. When I could see, I found

Ella with her back propped against the wall. I crouched down next to her. For lack

of a better opening line, I asked if she was all right.

She groaned. “How original. Gee, lemme think. I’m gonna say ‘no’. They don’t

do room service down here, you know.”

“Sorry.” My eyes settled on the top of her head. “What did they do to you?”

“Nothing gets past you, does it? That’s the first thing he did. One chrome dome

deserves another—that’s what the man said. Can’t blame him, really.”

“Does he know where all that hair came from? Who it came from?”

“You figured that out, huh?” Her voice fell. “Doubt it. I’m still alive.”

“Are you hurt? Injured, I mean.”

“Why do you even care?”

The question on everyone’s lips. “I just do, okay?” Then I noticed the plastic

bottle she held in her lap. She was gripping it with both hands, as though she

feared it might get away. “What’s that? Water?”

Thin laughter. “I wish. It’s my parting gift from the big man. He’s got a real nasty

streak, that one. You have to wonder what kind of father he’d’ve been.”

“What is it?”

“Same stuff I used on his precious Caitlin.” She shook the bottle, which sounded

full. “Dunno if he wants me to drink it, or just rub it on my head. Doesn’t much

matter, I suppose. All roads lead to hell.”

My blood hit the deep freeze. Ella was Caitlin’s sister. The chemical would be just

as toxic to her, and with no life-saving emergency ward handy… good night, Ella.

The bastard left her here, to either starve or drink from the poisoned chalice. Some

choice. I added my hand to hers. “You don’t have to do that.”

“I’m fungry now; you want me to hang around ‘til it gets worse? With the added

guilt of having you here too? No thanks.” She clutched at my arm. “Oh, Colin…

Chloé. Why did you come? You shouldn’t be here.”
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I took the opportunity to pry the bottle away from her. It wasn’t hard; she was

pretty weak. “I still owe you an ice cream. This girl pays her debts.”

That’s when Ella started crying, albeit softly. I’d never seen her do that before and

it isn’t something easily forgotten. I put my arm around her and we sat together in

the dark, just like we were back on the couch in my apartment watching the end of

Priscilla, Queen of the Desert. I wanted to tell her everything was gonna be okay,

but that seemed too much for anyone to swallow.

Feet scraped the top of the ladder. The grating slammed shut; a key slithered in

and out of the lock. Matt climbed down. He was no more than a shadow, but body

language was enough to communicate his discomfort. A crying girl has that effect

on guys. “I told him he should let us go,” he said. “All three of us—no fault, no

penalty, no cops. Dude won’t listen.” A shrug. “No reason to, I guess.”

He hunkered down a few feet away. “Is she okay?”

Ella groaned and slid further down the wall. I glared at him. “C’mon, Matt. You

know what she’s been through. They don’t have room service down here.”

“Sorry. My brain’s not all there. Forty-eight hours strapped to a bed in the psych

ward will do that to a guy.”

“Matt!” I would’ve slapped him upside the head but he was too far away. He

raised his hands in mock surrender. I threw the bottle at him. “Make yourself

useful and get rid of this.”

Matt shuffled from one side of the cell to the other. “Places like this have to have a

hole…” His muttering trailed off, followed by a gurgle and then a rushing sound.

“That’s weird. I’d swear the damn thing just… flushed.”

“Worse,” Ella said, her voice half-muffled against my side. “It’s a fucking bidet. A

fidét.” A half-giggle/half-sob escaped her lips. “Better step back.” Matt did, just as

a jet of what I took to be water narrowly missed his crotch.

“At least we won’t die of thirst.” Matt sank to the floor beside me. “One step up

from drinking out of the toilet, huh?”

My lips tightened. “That’s disgusting. Why are boys always so rude?”

“I’d have thought you’d have some special insight into that.” His laughter lacked

conviction. “Then again, maybe not. Seems like you made up your mind.”

No one had much to say after that. Ella’s tears faded and we waited; for what,

none of us quite knew. Silence poured into the pit like oil, more than enough to

entomb us there. Forever. Perhaps one day, centuries hence, our bodies would be

rediscovered; not having aged a day. Flies in amber.
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My eyes closed. What was taking so long? Maybe betting my life—all our lives—

on an aging tranny in a clapped-out VW wasn’t such a good idea after all. A blade

of fear slid through my belly.

Live and learn, I suppose. Even if the first part was looking a little iffy.

Shouting. My eyes popped open. The words were cloaked with distance; hard to

hear. I looked at Matt. He gave me a thumbs up. Always the optimist.

We waited. More voices spilled into our prison; some angry, some not.

The light grew, and grew again. I closed my eyes as a beam swept through the pit,

remembering only the stark contrasts. Dark stonework. Ella’s pale legs next to my

beige stockings; her bare head pressed into the dark waves of my hair. I bent,

clutching her to my chest. Everything was gonna be okay.

The light receded. A key clattered into the lock. The lattice squealed open.

I looked up; we all did. There, silhouetted against a harsh glare that seemed to fill

the chamber, dangled a thick ponytail. Right on time. “Come up out of there,”

Dixonette said, “all of you. Everyone in this whole effing house is under arrest.”

*

There was no applause when we emerged, blinking and bedraggled, from the wine

cellar. No one yelled “Surprise,” although the scene did resemble a surprise party.

Sort of. It was a bowling alley, after all. And it was crowded.

Two policemen had the butler folded over a ball return and were fine-tuning the fit

of his handcuffs. Betty and Veronica were huddled nearby, looking worried. Small

wonder, if the butler was their father. Jared Claybourne stood next to a well-

dressed woman I took to be his wife, Tatjana. He was in the midst of a vigorous

discussion with the detective, who was breaking the bad news that kidnapping and

forcible confinement are serious crimes and all the damn money on the planet

wasn’t going to do him a lick of good. Music to my ears.

As expected, Leo and Ursula were there to meet us. “Poor child,” Ursula said in

her best mothering voice. She guided Ella to a chair.

Leo showed me his phone. “That pic was worth a million words,” he said. “The

cops had to listen.” I imagined Dixonette flashing that photo of Ella in the pit—

damningly tagged with the GPS coordinates of this house—to Jared Claybourne at

the front door, demanding access and unwilling to accept anything less. For the

first time in my fractious relationship with the woman her pig-headed attitude

finally came in handy. No pun intended.
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Matt put his arm around me. “You did it,” he said, almost too softly to hear.

“Not quite,” I told him. “But I’m going to.”

I caught Leo’s eye as he stepped behind the bar. “She’s here,” he said. “Poor thing

only had a hospital gown when we sprang her. She’s getting dressed.”

The room hummed with voices, but all that came to an end when Caitlin arrived.

She was wearing black leggings, a white blouse, pink sneakers and a woolen tam

pulled tight over her head, but it might as well have been the scoop-neck mermaid

gown from last winter’s Mayoral Ball. She has that effect on people.

Most people, that is; Jared Claybourne being a rare exception. “What is she doing

here?” he roared. “Young lady, you get your ass right back upstairs and close the

door on your way! We’ll talk about this later.”

Caitlin gave him a frigid look. “I saw the picture.”

His voice fell. “We—we did it for you, kitten. After what she—”

“You did it for yourself. Isn’t that what you always do?” She stepped past him.

Leo spoke up. “Seriously, dude—why do ya even have a dungeon down here?”

“It’s personal!” Eyes wide, Claybourne’s gaze swept the room. “I mean, it’s called

thinking ahead. It—it’s what you do in… this business.”

Tatjana took her husband’s hand. “Stop talking, dear.”

I stood behind Ella, my hands on her shoulders, as Caitlin approached. Ella was

trembling as Caitlin slipped into the seat next to her. “So… you’re my sister.” She

touched Ella’s arm, as if to check that she was real. No one spoke. Finally, Caitlin

took a deep breath and sighed. “Why did you do this?”

“She saved your life,” I said. It all fit. Caitlin had been sick as a child. She needed

a bone marrow transplant, and you have to find exactly the right donor for that. 

Matt tapped me on the shoulder. “Uh—didn’t she sorta nearly kill her?”

“She was the donor,” I said, “for your transplant. Your only blood relative.”

“She was just a baby,” Ursula said. “Just a baby.”

I stared at the Claybournes. “They must’ve tracked down your parents—your real

parents, I mean—through the child welfare agency. But that’s against the rules,

isn’t it? So they spread enough coin around to make it happen.”

“The department got a big donation about the time Ella came along,” Ursula said.

“I had no idea where it came from, but I did wonder… And come to think of it, not

long after that the director bought himself a fancy new house.”
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Tatjana held out her hands. “You would have died, baby… it was the only way.”

Ella’s voice cut through the air like a razor blade. “They didn’t just find me. They

created me.”

Aha, I thought, the missing piece. The Claybournes must have traced Caitlin’s real

parents and paid them to donate their genetic material to the cause. One surrogate

mother later and they had the perfect donor to cure their daughter. Stuff like that

had happened before, only the parents usually received props for going the extra

mile to save their child’s life. What went wrong here?

Jared didn’t deny anything. “It was the only way.” His voice was empty.

“They couldn’t take the hit,” Leo said. “People like them—image is all they got,

right? Kind of embarrassing to run around bribing people, not to mention makin’ a

baby out of wedlock. Wonder what they’d say about that, huh? Down there at the

country club, or whatever fancy church they go to.”

“We saved her fucking life,” Jared yelled. “Get the hell away from my bar!”

“Make me!” Leo popped the cork on a fancy bottle—“Chivas Royal,” he said

grimly—and poured shot glasses for himself and Matt. It took two policemen to

restrain the elder Claybourne.

“No one’s saying you shouldn’t have saved her life,” I said. “You did what anyone

would do, if they had your resources. What I want—”

“They threw me away,” Ella said. She tried to hug her knees, but they slipped out.

“They took what they wanted and tossed the rest.”

Caitlin gripped her hand. “We would’ve grown up together. We should have.”

“She could’ve had her operation,” Ursula said.

“We gave them all that money,” Tatjana cried. “They could have fixed her!”

Ursula glared at her. “Shame on you. Her life wasn’t at risk. The reality is, in child

welfare there’s always someone who needs it more. You knew that going in—how

could you not? You could’ve had two wonderful daughters!”

“They were more worried about their reputation,” I said. “What’s worse, they

were willing to commit murder to cover up what they did.” I explained about the

chemical Ella had been given. The bottle was down in the pit, I said, available for

any test the police cared to run.

Tatjana screamed at her husband. “You did what? I thought—my God! You were

only supposed to keep her there until this blew over!”

Jared rolled his eyes. “Stop talking… just stop talking.”
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Caitlin stared down her adoptive parents. “Thank you for my life,” she said. “And

for hers as well. I’ll take it from here.”

Dixonette jerked her head toward the exit, her ponytail bobbing vigorously. The

Claybournes and their butler were marched out and up the stairs, onward to their

date with a judge. Betty and Veronica scampered upstairs as well, perhaps hoping

to be forgotten.

The detective stood over Ella. “I got a good mind to arrest the bunch of you,” she

said, hands on her hips. “Troublemakers, one and all. Not including yourself, of

course—ma’am.” She tipped her tail at Caitlin.

“They were only trying to help.” Caitlin’s gesture encompassed all of us—Ursula,

Leo, Matt and most significantly myself. I was thankful she’d managed to get past

the whole ‘impersonation’ thing, for which she had every right to be upset.

“I guess.” Dixonette threw me one last glare, as if to express her regret that I had

finally given her the slip. “But this one”—gazing down at Ella—“is guilty of

assault and God knows what else. Wasting a hell of a lot of police time, for one

thing. And I don’t need anybody’s ‘permission’ to charge her.”

“I know her better than anyone,” I said. “She wasn’t in her right mind.”

“Second that,” Matt muttered.

Caitlin put an arm around Ella. “Don’t worry. My family’s lawyer is the best. You

won’t go to prison. I’ll make sure you get the help you need.”

“Why would you do that? After what I did?”

“You’re my sister. Isn’t that enough?” She pulled off her cap. “Besides, we’re a

matched set.” A tear rolled down Ella’s cheek, followed by a bunch more from

Caitlin, Ursula—and, yes, me as well.

Matt rolled his eyes. “Women… why do they always have to cry at the end?”

I daubed at my eyes, hoping it wasn’t too late to stop my makeup from running.

“The short answer, doofus, is that men are emotional munchkins.”

*

Leo dropped us off in front of my apartment in the old church, from where Matt

planned to walk home. Saturday was winding down and there was a chilly breeze

off the lake, but after the stagnant air of the pit it felt like coming back to life. We

strolled down to the water’s edge and found an empty bench. Matt draped his arm

around behind me. I almost shied away but he felt warm, so I didn’t.
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Matt eventually broke the silence, asking what was going to happen to Betty and

Veronica. “Caitlin said she’d put in a good word,” I said, gazing at the lake. “They

grew up together and she figures they wouldn’t have done what they did without

being forced.” I tugged on the hem of my skirt. “In a few weeks I’ll take them

down to the club and let the girls work their magic. They’ll be okay.”

“Sure. And Ella gets to live in a fancy house, with all the surgery she wants. Kinda

funny, isn’t it? She’s the one who caused all this trouble and she ends up ahead.”

“She didn’t start it. The trouble began before she was even born.”

“Neither did Caitlin. Or you. Or me, for that matter. But we took the hit.”

“Maybe so, but we finished it. That’s what matters.”

Matt took out his phone and held it at arm’s length. The photo showed him next to

a woman whose failed attempt to smile only made her look tired. The river of dark

hair tumbling over her shoulders was a bit of a mess, but I had to admit—she was

beautiful. Maybe Matt was right. Maybe the decision was out of my hands, having

already been made when I wasn’t looking. Maybe you never consciously decide to

become a woman, you just wake up one day to find that you already are.

“You were right,” I told him. “I made up my mind.”

Matt looked impressed. “Took you long enough.”

“I decided to keep my hair like this. It’s so me.” I gave it a quick shake.

“Wow, stop the presses.” He switched to unimpressed. “But for Caitlin’s sake, you

might want to change up the style.”

Sure. Someday. Like, when my own hair gets longer I can lose the extensions and

change up the color a bit, adjust the highlights, tweak the frequency of the wave

train, that sort of thing. It’s what women do. We may copy each other like crazy,

but our look needs that personal touch. I’m not a clone.

But Yasmin was right. I am a Chelsea girl.  �
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