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Chapter 1

PICTURE THE SCENE: all my friends were there.  We'd gathered, as usual, at my buddy Remi’s place.  

This was nothing to write home about.  Remi's I didn’t get fired this week parties had become a fixture.  For slackers like us, getting canned is a constant concern.  But that’s not what this story’s about.  It’s about friendship, and disillusionment, and being in love with a social misfit.  

But that’s all I’ll say for the moment.  I don’t want to spoil it for you.

Now that my friends and I all had “real jobs,” we had to make a point of seeing each other on a regular basis.  That, or lose the friendships we'd maintained so easily throughout college.

It was a big deal, inviting Casper to Remi's party.  We didn't usual bring people from outside our friend group unless they'd become crucial elements in our lives.

Everybody's jaws swept the parquet when they got a glimpse of Casper.  

“You’re dating... a guy?” my friends all asked.

“I wouldn’t call it dating,” I stammered.  “We’re just...”  

My whole posse turned in unison to stare at poor Casper as he dripped plum sauce down the front of his shirt. In that moment, I hardly wanted to admit we were sleeping together.  Why did he have to be so painfully awkward?  

And they say clothes don’t make the man...

“Now I understand why it took, like, a year to introduce us to your mysterious partner,” Naomi said.  The teasing pitch of her voice stabbed like an icepick through my eye.  “We were starting to think you had an imaginary girlfriend.” 

“I’m not sure that guy’s much better,” Charvee laughed.

“Not nice!”  I tried to be nonchalant about pressing my thumb into my eye socket to relieve the pain my ol-buddy-ol-pals had inspired.  

These people were my best friends, and even they gave me constant grief.  Not that I could blame them, really.  

With a few healing blinks, I brought my hand away from my face only to realize all my friends were staring me down.  Their vicious gazes demanded a reason—why was I dating this... guy?  

So I lowered my voice and admitted, “You wouldn’t know it to look at him, but Casper gives head like you wouldn't believe.”

Their eyes grew wide in unison.  “Seriously?  Him?” 

Now I had them by the balls.  

“I know.  I don’t get it either.”  Total fake-out.  I knew exactly why Casper was so good in bed.  A woman knows what a woman wants.  “I don’t even know how this thing got started.  We just ended up back at my place one day after work.  Suddenly I was naked and she was eating my pussy.  I came so hard I could barely breathe.  When I looked up at the clock, like, two hours had gone by.  She ate me for two hours and didn’t want anything in return. She says she gets from giving.”

Charvee gave me a weird look.  At first, I figured she probably didn’t believe me, even though every word was true.  Then, when I thought back over what I'd just said, I realized I'd used the wrong pronouns.  Well, the right pronouns, actually.  Just the wrong ones for this context, this setting.  That outfit.

Finally, Charvee cackled and said, “You are so full of shit, Nav.  I’d say this Casper guy was after your money, if you had any.”  

Of course Charvee would say that.  Charvee and I went out for a while.  She always was the jealous type.

“I don’t know what the deal is,” I went on, not wanting to argue.  “She’s a weird choice, but I’m totally addicted to her tongue.”

“Whose tongue are you totally addicted to?” Remi asked.

Shit.  I did it again.  Wrong pronoun for this party.

“Casper's,” I said, feeling flustered beyond measure.  “Who else would I be talking about?”

Remi raised an eyebrow as he bounced a rubber ball on a ping pong paddle, trying to keep it airborne.  “You said she’s a weird choice.  You keep saying she.” 

For an instant, I couldn’t breathe.  Every pronoun slip turned my lungs to ice.  Worse when it happened at work.  I couldn’t get over how difficult it was to force the word he through my lips when I knew in my heart that my “boyfriend” was as much of a girl as I am—aside from her anatomy, that is.  

I’d worked with Casper for months before he revealed Cassandra to me.  Cassandra, the beauty, the woman inside, clawing to break free.  We’d been buds before that.  Buds with a spark.  But Casper knew I was a lesbian, and he didn’t force the issue.  When he introduced me to Cassandra like a shy little girl showing her mother the pretty pony she'd drawn, my attraction was instantaneous.  

We’d been a couple ever since.  

The pronoun shift was instantaneous, too, which sort of sucked because Cassandra was still buried in the back of the closet—under a big pile of polo shirts.  I had to be super-careful with pronouns at work, and still I slipped.  

Just like I'd slipped at Remi’s party, with all eyes on me and no clue how to diffuse the situation.  My friends had caught me referring to Casper with feminine pronouns, and you know what I wanted to do?  Tell all.  I wanted to dish, dish, dish.  Casper would make so much more sense to them if they knew he was, at heart, a she.

But Casper being Cassandra—being trans—wasn't my secret to reveal.  And it was a secret, that's for sure.  I couldn't tell my friends, no matter how much I wanted to.
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“I DON’T LIKE LYING to my friends,” I told Cassandra when we got to the car, after leaving Remi's place.  

To me, Cassandra was always Cassandra, even when she looked like Casper.  Even when I had to grit my teeth and actually call her Casper—like at that stupid party with all my stupid friends—she was forever my girl.

“But were you really lying?” Cassandra cooed.  “Did you ever explicitly say: my partner is NOT a t-girl?”  

Cassandra always challenged my statements and it bugged the hell out of me.  I didn’t like splitting hairs when it came to honesty.  I guess that's why I said, “Please don’t refer to yourself as a t-girl, Cassie.  Makes me seem like a greasy chaser.”

“I can refer to myself anyway I want to,” she replied.  “It's my identity, after all.”

“Fair enough,” I gave in.  “Anyway, I feel like I’m lying.  Why can’t you just be you with my friends the way you are with me?”

“Do you even need to ask?” Cassandra balked.  “What if one of your friends knows someone from work, or what if they know my mother, or my aunts, or whoever?  What if word got out about me being trans?  I’m not ready for that.  Plus, it’s a safety thing.  I don’t know how those people might react...”

“Those people are my friends, Cass!”  My skin sizzled every time she made broad sweeping assumptions about the group.  “I’ve known those queers longer than I've known you.  I know what kind of people they are.”

“Do you?” Cassandra pressed.

“Yes!  They’re going to welcome anyone I bring to the party.  If you showed up as Cassandra instead of Casper, they'd welcome you with open arms!”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes!” I squeaked.  Why wouldn’t she believe me?  “What, you think my friends are a bunch of transphobes?  Most of them are gay to the nth degree.”

“Gay is one thing, Nav.  Gay doesn’t automatically mean you accept trans people.”

I clicked my teeth, even though Cassandra hated the sound.  Maybe I did it to get on her nerves, who knows? “That’s ridiculous.  Why would anybody in the LGBT community be prejudiced?  It’s like being racist against your own race.” 

Cassandra went quiet for what seemed like a very long time.  Finally, she just shrugged and said, “Okay.”

We didn’t talk for a while.  

Cassandra switched on the radio and we listened to the smooth jazz my favourite radio station played between seven an ten at night.  I was glad we’d left the party early.  It sounds horribly middle-aged, I know, but I’d rather spend an evening arguing with my girlfriend than partying with my friends.  

When we pulled up to my rented house, my lungs released a sigh of domestic relief.  Maybe I was getting too old for Remi’s weekly get-togethers.  I’d rather veg on the couch and watch movies with Cass on Friday nights, now that she was staying over nearly all the time.  

Cassandra even kept things at my place—and I’m not talking a toothbrush and change of underwear.  My closet was more her clothes than my own.  She kept a makeup case and travel breast forms and her spare wig in my linen closet.  

I unlocked the front door and switched on the hall light.  As I watched the reflection of Cassandra crossing the threshold in my hallway mirror, I nearly leapt out of my skin.

“What’s got into you?” she asked as I spun around to make sure my eyes were deceiving me.  It was Casper.  The person who’d just walked through the doorway was the “man” I worked with, dressed in his khaki pants and plum sauce-stained shirt.

I smiled, and abandoned the last of the irritation I’d brought in from the car.  

“When you walked through the door,” I said, “I saw you in the mirror.”

She didn’t understand.  “Who were you expecting?”

“No, I mean I saw you, Cassandra.  I didn’t see Casper.  Even though you’re wearing boy clothes, no makeup, no wig, the person I saw was definitely a girl.”

A grin spread across her lips.  Even without lipstick, hers was a girl’s mouth.  She kissed me, and then wrapped her arms around my body and squeezed the hell out of me.  I knew what it meant to her that I always saw her as a girl.  

She said, “You’re sweet, you know.”

“It feels weird hugging you when you have no breasts,” I laughed.

Gliding up the stairs to grab her makeup case, she said, “That’s easily remedied.”  

I followed her upstairs and into the washroom, sitting on the edge of the bathtub as she shaved her lovely face and applied her various lotions and potions.  The whole process fascinated me.  I don’t wear makeup, and I’m really not sure how she decides which shades of eye shadow go with which colours of lipstick.  

There must be method to her madness, because she always looks great.  

Her brunette wig with a hint of curl looked more natural than the hair growing out of her head.  When she tucked, slipped on her bra and her cheapie set of breasts, she was herself again.  She was always Cassandra on the inside, but in her wig and black satin robe, it was much easier to see Cassandra on the outside.

“I can’t believe I saw you in the mirror,” I said, shaking my head in amazement.  “That’s the first time I’ve ever looked at Casper and seen Cassandra—visually, not just in my heart or my mind.”

She came over and sat beside me on the edge of the tub.  She opened her mouth to say something, but instead of speaking, she leaned in and kissed me.  

I placed my hand at the back of her neck
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