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Shawn passed her the phone. The light
flickered against her skin as she watched. The video lasted less
than 20 seconds.

“No way,” she said quietly.

Then she watched again, and a third time. She
shook her head in disbelief.

The video depicted a woman – pretty, short, with shoulder-length
blonde hair – dressed in a white bathrobe, the very robe Lucy often
wore in the mornings here. She stands before the camera for a
moment, then closes her eyes. She seems to concentrate hard. Then
in nearly an instant – so quick you can hardly believe it’s real –
her body grows, and suddenly she’s a man, several inches taller,
square-jawed, with similar enough features to be a sibling, still
with shoulder-length blond hair, standing on the same spot, still
wearing the same bathrobe. Shawn watched Lucy’s eyes as she let it
play over and over, seemingly looking for the tell that what she
was seeing was a trick, a special effect.

Finally, she looked back up at Shawn. The
last vestiges of denial and doubt were trickling down her wide-eyed
face. “You… can’t.”

“I can,” Shawn said. “I don’t always
like
to, but it’s not always my
choice.”

“What do you mean it’s not always your
choice?”

Shawn let out a resigned sigh. He stood
and produced that very robe from his closet, wrapping it around himself. He closed
the distance between himself and Lucy somewhat but still kept a
respectful space between them. He leveled his gaze at her, and she
watched him back.

“For the last ten years or so,” Shawn said,
“I’ve never been a man or a woman for longer than eight months or
so. 250 days is the record, to be exact.”

“This happens every eight months?”

“No, sometimes it’s shorter,” Shawn said.
“It used to be totally involuntary, but over the years I’ve learned
to harness it. Then,
after I’ve transformed, I can’t change again for 6 weeks, so I have
to be very careful about whether I do it deliberately or not. It’s
not a choice I make lightly. But then sometimes, the choice gets
made for me… if I’m stressed or anxious or upset.”

Lucy stood still for a moment. She backed up
and leaned against the door jamb. Her body was still facing Shawn’s
though, which was a good sign as far as he was concerned.

“We’ve been together for almost two
months,” she said – she had clearly been doing some
mental math. “You could
transform at any time now. You will transform within the next six months.”

“End of April at the latest,” Shawn
nodded.

“You just… won’t be a guy anymore.”

“Yeah.”
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1.


The bar was called
McMurphy’s. It was
located halfway across the city from the University campus. This
was a calculated move on the part of Lucy’s fellow TA’s: pick a
place to drink that was far away from students and profs alike,
somewhere they could shoot the shit about everyone they knew
without being so concerned about running into anyone from class.
The bar was in the heart of the financial district, so if some
banker bro wanted to pick Marlo up, that was just a benefit as far
as she was concerned – she was even wearing her tightest, most
ass-emphasizing jeans. Danny was less enthused about the location,
but eager to be out of the house – his boyfriend was away
travelling for work, and he wanted desperately not to be home
alone.

“I’m so glad I’m with Bergen,” Lucy said as
she sipped her wine, “Grant always gave me the creeps, he’s got
those roving eyes.”

“Ugh, girl, he’s an old bag, let me tell
you,” Danny scoffed as he passed shots around. Lucy passed at
first, but Danny pushed it back toward her.

“Aren’t we a little old for this?” Lucy
asked.

“I personally don’t plan on being too old for
anything until I’m 50,” Danny said downing his pornstar shot, “I’ll
still be doing Tiktok dances when my hair is gray.”

“And you’ll look fabulous doing it,” Lucy
smiled. Danny nudged another shot her way and she rolled her eyes
as she gingerly downed it.

“So tell me about the mens, babe,” Danny
said, “Any action of late?”

“Ugh,” Lucy grunted, “A wasteland. I don’t
know why I try. I’m getting spiderwebs down there.”

“Same,” Danny said, eyeing Marlo as she
chatted up some bouffant-haired 24-year-old investment banker at
the bar. “Even if I’m practically married, I know I’m not having as
much fun as some people.”

“We’ve just got standards, is all,” Lucy
wrapped her arm around Danny with a warm smile. “That’s the
trade-off.”

“Hear hear,” Danny clinked another shot to
Lucy’s glass. “Now, about Grant, let me tell you what he told me
yesterday…”

But the sound of Danny’s voice was fading
away for Lucy as her attention was caught by a familiar presence across the room. At first
she didn’t think it was him – didn’t think it could be him, but the
longer she looked the more she realized that of course it had to
be. He was slight, and hardly seemed like the type of person who
would command attention, but that was part of his charm: not a tall guy,
or built, but skinny and pretty, with piercing eyes that flashed
even in the dim light of the cocktail bar, dressed in a tee-shirt
with a modest, slumped-shouldered posture that contrasted nicely
amidst the overconfident, suited-up, overgrown frat boy finance
guys who were crowded around. He held a pool cue to one side,
lingering by the table to wait for his shot. Lucy looked a little
longer. His short hair was elegantly messy on top, and his angular
jaw had a few days’ growth of beard, a look that worked for him. He
took his stance and she watched as several billiard balls found
their ways into the pockets. He had a quiet dignity to him that
made her hurt. She wanted him, knew it would probably only cause
pain, but felt drawn to him nonetheless.

“Danny, another shot,” Lucy said.

“Ooh, who are we trying to get the courage to
talk to? Can I wingman?” Danny said, craning his neck.

“Don’t look, don’t look,” Lucy said, “Be
cool. Short guy in the middle. Jeans and a tee.”

“Ooh, he does sort of look like your type,”
Danny said, raising an eyebrow. “What’s a guy like that doing in a
place like this? I wonder.”

“Me too,” Lucy said, downing her shot and
taking a deep breath. “We’ve got history.”


Lucy had first laid eyes on Shawn on
Halloween night a few years back. She was still in undergrad then,
and was dragged out to a basement club by some friends. The place
was a hot, sweaty dive with day-glow doodles on the walls and
barely enough room to move, let alone dance. She spent most of the
first portion of the night standing on the wall nursing
whisky-punch out of a red solo cup waiting until she felt
comfortable leaving. For this she had gotten dressed as Xena:
Warrior Princess. The leather corset was not worth braving the October chill.

There wasn’t anything particularly
noticeable about him, but he happened to catch her eye and make her
want to stay longer. He was dressed as Amy Winehouse – a beehive
wig, his broad shoulders squeezed into a low-cut tank top, with
tattoos drawn in sharpie along his modest bicep, and a tattered
skirt with jeans underneath as if he wasn’t willing to commit to
crossdressing. Something
about all that made a favorable impression on her. When she had a
chance, she sidled up next to him, real subtly, very cool, as if it
was all natural.

“I like your costume,” she said at the top of
her lungs, barely able to be heard above the pounding Usher song.
It was as good of an opening line as any on Halloween night.

He turned and made a hand signal that seemed
to ask whether she was talking to him. She nodded to confirm, yes
it was. He mouthed “thanks.”

She leaned in closer, craning her neck to
yell into her ear. “Half the people here, I don’t know what they
are!” It was too dark to see many of them, and half of the rest seemed to be some
inscrutable pun or other. “But I loved Amy!”

“Me too!” he said back at the top of his
lungs. “I cried when she died!”

That seemed unlikely – if true, it probably
wasn’t an indicator that he was straight, but the way he was
looking at her said otherwise.

“And Xena!” he said in reciprocal notice of
her costume. “That’s great!”

She briefly struck a fighter prose, then
canceled it, feeling silly. He smiled – a big, wide goofy grin. Her
heart could melt.

They didn’t really need to talk for the rest of the night.
They had found in each other a willing and enthusiastic dance
partner, so they let their bodies communicate, writhing and jumping
as the song dictated. After four songs, their lips brushed against
one another – neither was entirely sure how it got initiated, only
that they had both willed it into being – and once that barrier was
broken they began to hungrily make out with one another.

They found themselves out in an alley,
away from the crowd, where the cool air was now a respite from the hot stifling
environment inside. He pressed her against the wall and breathed
her in, his kisses passionately gracing her lips, her neck. His
hands meandered around her body, and she let him plant them firmly
on her butt. Genetics had seen fit to bless her with a round
behind, and she liked it when guys took notice.

With an unexpected amount of bashfulness, he
gasped into her ear, “Should we… go somewhere?”

“My place is just two blocks away,” she
answered back.

“That’s perfect. Lead on. I’m Shawn by the way.”

“Lucy,” she said between shallow breaths. She took him by the hand.
It was a quiet night on campus. At every crosswalk they continued
to make out until the light changed.


In the morning, Lucy was a very satisfied
woman, suddenly very glad she
had let her friends drag her out to the party instead of spending
the night at the library. She stretched out in her bed, letting
every vertebra in her back, every bone and muscle in her arms and
legs have its moment as the sun shone through her window – it was a
clear, blue sky for November 1. Between her legs she still felt the
remnants of pleasure from the night before, a trick no previous
partner had performed. The man she had bedded was like a finely
tuned machine just for her. She opened her eyes and saw her lying
propped up in the bed, watching over her.

“Mmm, morning,” she cooed. Could he tell her
skin still felt warm and aglow with his touch?

“Hi,” he said with a quick smile. “Sorry,
is this creepy? Should I look away?”

“It’s creepy if I don’t like you,” she said,
tracing a line along his shoulder with her finger. “But luckily I
do.”

She threw the blanket off and bared her light
brown breasts. She watched his eyes flicker, paying them a quick
glance and clearly pleased at what he saw there. He had sure had
fun with them the night before.

He pressed his lips to hers again and they
started another makeout session, her arms wrapped around his
shoulders, his on her hips. She loved how he seemed to enjoy the
terrain of her body, and
she could tell, down below, that it was eliciting a favorable
reaction. She felt her own body become charged at the
thought.

“I hate to do this,” he grunted between
kisses, “But I’ve actually got to go.”

“Are you sure?” she pouted as he broke off
their embrace. She didn’t want to let on that he was the best sex
she’d ever had – not that her only other two previous partners
could even come close to comparing – but she wanted to make a
strong case for him to stay. “Counter offer: stay a little longer.
Fifteen… twenty minutes?”

“Ahh,” he winced, “I’ve got class. In like,
ten minutes across campus. I really just… didn’t want to go without
saying goodbye.”

“Boo,” she stuck out her bottom lip. He kissed her
there.

“You’re making it hard,” he said softly.

“That’s the point,” she said with a wry grin.
She sighed. “If you must, you must… at least I get the satisfaction
of knowing you’re doing the walk of shame in an Amy Winehouse
costume.”

“It’s not like I have to wear the skirt and
wig,” he said, rolling lazily out of bed to pull up his jeans.
“I’ll probably just drop them in the trash.”

“Go ahead and kill my dreams,” she sighed
with a laugh as she rolled over.

As he headed for the bedroom door, she threw
a stuffed bunny at him. “Hey, you.”

He turned to look at her. Those eyes, that
smile, it all made her go unnff inside.

“Text me,” she said.

“I plan on it,” he said with a sideways
grin.


And he did – they had some very playful
back-and-forth for a few days afterwards and she was elated that he
agreed to see her again.
But then something came up – he wouldn’t say what – and the texts
began to drop off. It became clear that he simply wasn’t into her,
and to pursue any further would mean letting herself get strung
along.

It burned her inside. She was a great
girl, he seemed to like her, and they had a great time. Even if he
was only using her for sex, why only the once? Wasn’t the point of
men that they always wanted to
have sex? So why toss away a willing – enthusiastic, even –
partner? Even if he didn’t want to be in a relationship with her –
although he would, if he knew what was good for him – what had she
done to scare him off? Why was she such a failure when it came to
men?


The memory of that moment, that slow,
simmering sensation as it dawned on her years earlier that Shawn
had rejected her and
mysteriously, unceremoniously dropped her cold, was swept back to
the forefront of her mind now, as she saw him by the pool table at
McMurphy’s. She had put him far out of her mind, even if in the
time since, all of the guys she had dated had only barely scratched
the surface of the satisfaction he had brought her that night. Not
just because of his impeccable lovemaking skills – she’d been with
some perfectly good partners in the years since – but because of
the energy, the ineffable vibe she had felt between them. It had
taken work to forget it and now it was all crashing back into her.
Was it the alcohol and the Halloween party and Amy Winehouse and
Usher that had done it? What was so good about him?

She didn’t know, but it was obviously still in effect as he
cleared the table with quiet confidence, not being showy about his
impressive skills as he mingled with his “bros.” That tracked – he
knew a thing or two about how to handle his stick, sure, and he
didn’t come off like he was desperate to show it off. She wanted to
hate him. She did hate him.
But hate wasn’t at the front of her brain now that he was actually
here in front of her. That was replaced by a curiosity, a
pulsing need inside of
her that needed to be filled, to answer the question of why. That
was what was drawing her back to him and overriding her wounded
pride. That was what she hated: herself, for overlooking his
slights and rejection and pushing her toward it once again now that
he was within reach.

Marlo returned to the table. “What did I
miss?”

“I’m about to do something stupid,” Lucy
sighed, indicating the table.

“Shorty in the Levi’s,” Danny said.

“Huh,” Marlo said, “He’s pretty cute.”

“Remember Halloween three years ago?”

Marlo’s eyes bulged out
and her jaw dropped. “No
way – that’s Amy Winehouse?”

“Uh huh,” Lucy grunted, painedly. It had
been such an intense night that even Marlo had heard about it at
the time. Of course,
they were roommates and did tend to get the news when one of them
had an outstanding lay – which happened to Marlo far more
frequently.

“Babe, what’s the plan here?”

“I don’t know,” Lucy murmured, “Curl up into
a ball and die?”

“Well, you’ve gotta do something,” Marlo
said. “Throw a drink in his face, give him your number,
whatever it is you want
out of him, this is your chance. Who knows when you’ll ever see him
again?”

Lucy gritted her teeth and stood. Without any
real plan, she began to walk on wobbly legs toward him there. His
back was turned so he didn’t see her approach. She tapped him on
the shoulder and he turned with a start.

His mouth fell open.
“Lucy…!” he finally
managed to say, the final syllable of her name lingering in the air
in a tone of surprise that signified surprise, but not clearly
positive or negative.

Still, he’d remembered her name. That was good… very
good.

“Hey Shawn,” Lucy said timidly, scratching at
the back of her neck. Every cell in her body was on fire and
screaming to run toward the exit, but she stood firm. “Long time no
see, huh?”

Shawn snapped into congenial mode,
wrapping his arm around her as if he were greeting an old friend. “Yeah, yeah, how are
you? God, this is so random.” He was clearly energized by the sight
of her – nerves? Fear? Excitement?

“It is, yeah,” Lucy said, playing coy, “I never come
here.”

“Me neither, not that often,” Shawn said,
although it seemed he may be lying, as his presence at the pool
table made him look like a fixture. “Let’s go somewhere and uh,
chat.” He handed his pool cue off to some other guy and led her
toward a booth in the back corner. He guided her by the small of he back. She was
mildly annoyed that he was being so touchy-feely with her so
automatically years after their brief tryst, but she was more
annoyed that she liked it and wanted more of it.


2.


Shawn found himself fumbling over his words. “So, how’ve
you been?”

“Good, good,” she said, as if she were
talking to an old pal and not a random hookup from years earlier.
“I’m
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