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CHAPTER ONE



I don't want to open my eyes. As soon as I do, he's going to be there. Brian. Sitting beside me. I didn't have to deal with him while l was asleep, but the jolt of the wheels and the sudden roar of the plane's reverse thrust slowing us down and throwing us forward in our seats make it impossible to even pretend to be sleeping now. I slowly crack open my eyes and look at him without looking. He's staring down at his phone, but as soon as I stretch my leg just a little, he looks at me.

"Can you believe this?" He holds his phone up, but the screen is too bright, and my eyes aren't awake enough yet to make out anything other than a blur.

I shrug my shoulders. "Work texts already?" Half of the Biloxi office quit within the last month, so the company fired the regional manager and sent us to do damage control until they can find a permanent replacement. At least the weather will be a lot better than in Chicago. I almost want to laugh at everyone back home bundled up against the snow while I walk around in shorts.

"Not work," he says. "The Sea Eagles. They were up 3-1 in the 3rd when we left, but they blew it. Can you believe it?"

I shake my head. "They're always going to be losers as long as Schaftling owns the team."

"Right? Anyone with half a brain knows they need to spend the money to get a good defenseman, but he'll never do that."

I grunt as I look out the window. The airport seems tiny as we taxi closer to the terminal. Just three floors, and it looks like only a couple of runways. Compared to O'Hare, this is a toy airport. But it looks clean and modern with windows that seem to fill the whole walls. The bright blue skies and sunlight reflecting off the glass helps. Back home, the weather has been so grey that most people probably assume the sun is no more real than a fairy tale filled with magic godmothers and handsome princes. Despite my bad luck on every dating app I tried in the last few years, I think handsome princes are more common than the January sun in Chicago.

Even before we pull up to our gate, the other people on the plane begin their shuffling. Seatbelts unfasten. Overhead compartments open. Bags and purses and backpacks are pulled down into laps and across shoulders. I look around the cabin to take it all in. The noise of impatience always causes a nervous energy to bubble up through me. I twist in my seat and wait for Brian to step into the aisle so I can stand up without bashing my head on the compartment above me. But he isn't moving. He's leaning back against the headrest, and his eyes are closed.

I nudge him. "We can get our stuff now."

His lips curl up, and he turns to face me. "Despite what everyone apparently thinks, that doesn't actually get you off the plane any quicker."

"I just like to be ready."

I'm not sure if he says hmm under his breath or if it's just my imagination, but I do know that he closes his eyes again and leans back in his seat. I clench my fist, and wonder if it would be rude to climb over him. I let out a low groan and settle into my seat. His grin widens just enough to let me know that he heard it, but he still doesn't move.

Finally, when the plane stops and the murmur of antsy people becomes a full roar, he looks around the cabin, stretches, and then winks at me before slowly standing up. I move with him, almost pushing him with my body, and wait while he opens the door above us. When he does, he hands me my black backpack, and I sling it over my shoulders. Was that so hard? I want to ask him.

"See? We still have plenty of time to sit here and wait."

I root through my bag, hoping he'll think I need something. I wish I had asthma, so I could pull out an inhaler just to make him feel bad. But the best I can come up with is the half-eaten baggy of gummy bears that I packed before leaving this morning. I pop three of them into my mouth and don't offer him any.

When the door finally opens, he stands in the aisle and blocks traffic so I can get in front of him. All I want is to get off this plane and into the terminal, but the woman in front of me stops to let everyone out. Even the people who haven't gotten their carry-ons yet. I sigh each time. Louder with every stop, and once she looks back at me from the corner of her eye. But we still continue our slow stop-start walk to the front.

I pass by her on the jetway. My steps rattle the structure just a little, but each one takes me closer to the terminal. I sigh when I walk through the door and see the black vinyl-upholstered seats all lined up on the pebbled carpet. It's almost comforting knowing that it's always the same in every airport. When I get to the aisle, I stop and turn around. Brian is only a few people behind me. I'm surprised. I thought he would still be leisurely strolling off the plane.

"Can't wait to get to the house?" he asks when he catches up with me.

"Nope." I hate waiting for anything.

When I step from the carpet to the shiny tile of the main walkway, my footsteps turn from a dull thump into a rubbery slap, and I lead us further into the building. We go down an escalator that takes us under a wood and metal sign. "Welcome to Gulfport-Biloxi." The font is a little too thick. Like the designer took one look at the boring letters and decided the best way to spice them up was to make them yawn even louder. When we get to the baggage claim, the belt isn't even turning yet. I blow out a breath, and tap my foot to an invisible rhythm that not even I can hear.

"What's that?" Brian asks. He points to the wall above the carousel. "'Become what you were always destined to be…' A help wanted ad for baggage handlers?"

I look up. The words are printed in a dark navy font running across the wall. There are strange symbols surrounding the phrase. At the very bottom, almost too small to see, it says Vanshana. "Probably some ad for a voodoo place trying to lure gullible tourists."

Even before my words are out, the belt starts up, and I inch to the edge. The metal board presses against my shins as I lean over it. There are several thunks and thuds behind the wall, and then my black suitcase glides out. The first in line. I take it and pull it toward the door. One of the wheels is sticky and chirps with each rotation. Probably from a baggage handler tossing it around.

When I get outside, I take a deep breath without even thinking. It's not hot. Barely even warm, but it feels wonderful. I woke up this morning in winter, but now I'm in spring. I expect daffodils and hyacinths to be exploding into color, but even here, it's a little too early for those blooms.

"So, does it feel like being home?" Brian walks up behind me and asks.

I take the keys from him, unlock the rental SUV, and throw my suitcase in the back. "I'm from Georgia, not Mississippi. And I haven’t lived there since I was 17."

"Close enough. Just like home." He puts on a fake Southern accent and smiles as he gets in the car. The accent I spent the last seven years working to get rid of.


CHAPTER TWO



"There has to be more to it. An addition in the rear. Something." I pull into the driveway of the house the company rented for us. It's turquoise blue with white shutters on each window and a full-glass front door. It looks like it's taken care of, but it's practically a shed.

Brian doesn't say a word as we walk up the front steps and I unlock the door. I should be grateful that the company managed to find a house so completely inadequate that it silenced even him, but the disdain filling my mind doesn't leave room for anything else. The two steps I take inside don't do anything to convince me that this house will work.

There isn't an addition to the back. From the tiny front living room, I can see straight through to the backyard. Green and full of trees and shrubs and none of them flowering yet, because despite what my body tells me, this is the middle of winter. Just a winter that years of living in the north has made me forget.

I stand in the middle of the room and look around. It doesn't take much to take it all in. A sofa, a chair, a television, some end tables. The room is open to the kitchen. It's the same size as the kitchen in my first apartment after college. But at least there's room for a dining room table here. Not that we'll be using it. I don't plan to sit down to any meals with Brian, and I'm sure we're not going to entertain anyone in this tiny space.

"I like it," he says. I snort as I spin to look at him. Of course he would like it. "It's... quaint. What you would expect from a seaside house?"

"Quaint? You mean puny. And this isn't a seaside house. We're supposed to live here for... we don't know how long. Probably at least a couple months. They're not going to get someone permanent in here sooner than that."

Brian straightens one of the light green throw pillows on the chair. "You never know. And this is only two blocks away from the Gulf. That's practically seaside. We can hang at the beach on the weekends when it's warm."

The beach? We've worked together for three years, and he doesn't know me at all. I walk down the hallway. There are three doors. One opens onto a bedroom decorated all in yellow. One onto a bedroom decorated in the same blue as the exterior of the house. And one onto a bathroom that is barely big enough to hold a toilet and a bathtub.

"One bathroom? Seriously?" I toss my hands up as I flick on the light.

"What did you say?" Brian peeks around the corner from the kitchen.

I said that this whole trip is a joke, and I can't wait for Simon to call and tell me to come back home. "Nothing." I look at the bedrooms again. The yellow room seems a little bit larger, so I walk inside. There are two white dressers, and the closet might be the largest thing in the entire house. It's bigger than my one back home. But with only one suitcase of clothes, it's all wasted space.

"This room is mine." I yell so he can hear me this time.

"Okay." It's almost a whisper, but I jump and spin to face him. I can't help the snarl on my mouth as I walk past him. He has some nerve sneaking up on me like that.

I take the keys out of my shorts pocket and click the button to open the back hatch. It rises, and I slide under it, pulling my suitcase out. The wheels clack as the case drops onto the concrete, and I ratchet up the extendable handle. I look at Brian's suitcase still sitting in the back, and for a second, I think about bringing it into the house for him. But we're going to be living together, and I need to have clear boundaries between us.

"Back's open. Go get your bag." I toss the keys on the entryway table as I wheel my suitcase into my bedroom and then heft it onto the bed. The mattress bounces under its weight, and I fumble with the luggage lock before finally unlatching it.

"Hey, wanna go get something to eat real quick?" Brian calls from the living room, and I hear the keys jingle.

I look down at the suitcase. I haven't eaten since this morning, and I'll do almost anything to put off unpacking. "Yeah, sure."

He's standing in the doorway, and when I get close, I feel the cool air flowing inside through the screen door. I hold my hand out, but he just looks at it. "Keys. The seat's already set up for me."

"It's a power seat," he says. "It's not that hard to change."

"I get motion sickness if I don't drive." It's a lie, but he doesn't know that. He shrugs his shoulders just enough that I notice and hands me the keys. I walk out. The fact that the screen door doesn't slap closed tells me that he's following me.

There's a fast-food restaurant just down the street from us. Its orange and white striped paint is faded from years of weather, but the sign out front looks new. The shrill voice of the girl working the drive-thru makes me wince. She sounds like she might be eight and way too eager to deal with customers all day for fast food wages. But she's quick. It's only a couple of minutes before we have our food and are headed back to the shanty.

I tip the bag up and dump everything on the kitchen counter. I didn't get any fries, but I steal a few from Brian. They aren't bad. A little undercooked, but better than I thought they would be. I unwrap my burger and lean back against the kitchen sink.

"We have a table. You could actually join me like a civilized person." Brian spreads a napkin like a placemat and then sets his food on top of it. I take a bite and watch as he unfolds the yellow wax wrapper, smoothing out the creases, so it lays as flat as he can make it. He moves his burger to one side and shakes the fries container so they all slide easily and gently onto the space he made for them. He’s even annoying when he eats.

It's just a few more bites before I can shove the rest of the burger into my mouth. I turn around to wash my hands and head toward my bedroom. I don't know why I always dread unpacking on trips. It's just a couple outfits and some soap and shampoo. A few hangers and a couple of drawers. That's all I need. Still, I take a deep breath as my fingers find the zipper's pull and slide it around the edges.

"What the fuck is this?" I mutter and close the suitcase so I can examine it. The same black case. The same white scratch in the same exact spot. Even the tag is red. I flip it open and look at the name. Jordan Vickers. That's me, but this isn't mine.


CHAPTER THREE



I slam the phone down beside me, and it bounces on the sofa cushion. "How is it this hard?"

"No help?" Brian is sitting across from me. So close in this tiny room he probably heard everything.

"You'd think things would be tracked more closely these days. What's the point of having the barcodes on everything if they can't track down the people who handled it? I don't suppose ragged shorts and a faded t-shirt would make a good first impression tomorrow." I stand up so he can see what I'm wearing. My usual flight clothes. Grey knit shorts and a shirt that over the years has gone from the color of a ripe orange to the pale orange of the sky just after the sun lifts above the horizon.

Brian looks me up and down. "Maybe if that shirt didn't have tiny little holes all over it from washing it a thousand times. I would offer something of mine, but it would look like a dress on you. So you might as well wear the real thing in that case." He chuckles. "Why don't you just go to the store and—"

"I'll see what's in the suitcase," I say. There has to be something that will work."

The suitcase is still sitting there on my bed. I run my fingers along the scratch and then the lock. Did someone pick it? Did I forget to lock it? Is this someone's idea of a joke? I open the case and start to pull the clothes out. The first three things are dresses. A pink one, a grey one, and a blue one with white flowers. I toss them on the bed. Next is a shirt—probably technically a blouse—but it's plain white and has buttons running down the middle. Just like a man's shirt, basically. I set it to the side, smoothing the wrinkles from it, and turn back to the suitcase. There has to be an appropriate pair of pants in here.

When I finally find a black pair that looks like it will fit me and that isn't obviously women's at first glance, the pile of clothes next to the suitcase looks almost three times the size of the case. How did they cram all of this in there? I need to take lessons from them.

I pull off my t-shirt and shorts and slip into the button-down shirt—not a blouse—and pants. They seem to fit. The mirror above the dresser is tiny, but I study myself the best I can in it, twisting left and right. They aren't that different from men's clothes, really. In fact, I'm not sure I would notice the difference. But I need a second opinion. I roll my eyes as I walk into the living room. I can't believe that I'm about to do this. "Hey, so how does this look?"

Brian glances up from the television and his head snaps back a tiny bit. "You were serious. Uh... I guess it's okay?"

"Not too girly?" I spin slowly so he can see it from every side.

"You know, you could just buy—"

I toss my hands in the air. "Dude, yes or no. I don't really have any other choice here, so I hope this works."

He squints at me and raises an eyebrow. "Then, yeah. That looks fine. I mean, the buttons are backward, aren't they? But I don't think I'd notice if I didn't already know."

I can almost feel my chest puffing out as the weight is lifted from me. "Thanks." I smile at him and turn back to my bedroom. When I walk through the door, I look at myself one last time in the mirror. He's right. This does look good. Good enough, at least. I grin, but when I see the bed over my shoulder, the smile falls from my face.

What a disaster. I can't just leave it there. It takes up the whole bed. And it will all wrinkle if it hasn't already. I throw open the closet doors and blow out a grateful breath. Two racks stretch from either side of the door to the far wall. I walk in and look around. It's more than big enough to hold everything in the suitcase. There's even a shoe rack. I forgot about shoes. I look down at my feet like somehow magic is real, and it's going to make a pair of shoes materialize for me.

I walk back to the suitcase. There's no way these shoes will fit me, but I have to look. Somehow, there are still clothes left inside. A couple of nighties and bras and panties. I brush them aside, and oh my God! I jerk my hand back and hop away. Is that...

I lean forward, bending over it like I'm peering down at a poisonous snake inside a tank. Nestled between the pumps and flats and the loafers that I wanted to look at is a mammoth black dildo. I lower my hand toward it, ready to jump back at the slightest movement. Who would pack a dildo in their luggage? My lip curls up in a sneer, but then I stop. It's not that someone packed it. Whoever did this to my suitcase put it in here on purpose. Now I know this is all someone's idea of a practical joke, and it feels like someone turned a propane heater on full blast and pointed it right at me. The anger boils through me when I think about someone—some pathetic loser hiding behind his security clearance—breaking into my bag, dumping my real clothes out, and then putting all this in there instead. He probably laughed especially hard when he dropped the dildo inside. Well, fuck him. I wrap my hand around the silicone toy and yank it out. The head flops and bounces with the sudden movement, and I stare at it. The thick shaft is lined with ridged veins. Now that I'm holding it, I don't know what to do with it. I look around the room. I can't just leave it laying out. And I can't walk it out to the trash. Not past Brian. I hold it away from my body and walk to the other side of the bed. That's it. I pull out the bottom drawer of the nightstand. It's empty, so I quickly push the dildo inside and slam the drawer shut. I'll never have to see it again. Let the next person who lives in this house deal with it. Maybe they'll actually enjoy it.

As I turn back to the bed and the mess on it, it's like my mind blocks out the dildo and by the time I tip the suitcase upside-down and the shoes tumble onto the bed, I'm not thinking about it at all. All my focus now is on these shoes. There's one pair that could pass as men's, but they're so tiny that they might as well be for children. I pick one up and look inside. Size 7. I guess I should have known. My shoes are flung on the floor between the bed and the door. A pair of ratty brown slip-on loafers that I got from my dad when I was sixteen. The only thing he ever gave me that was worth a damn. But now they're scuffed and stained and so stretched out that the only time I wear them is when I have to get through security at airports. They slip on and off almost easier than a pair of flip-flops. Not what I want to wear on the first day at a new office when I'm trying to project authority. But I don't have a choice. It's not like my feet would ever fit into any of these other shoes.

By the time I finish hanging all the dresses and tops and skirts and pants and putting the shoes on the shoe rack, the closet is full. I take a step out of the door and look at it all. Clothes line both sides of the walk-in closet. How did they all fit in the suitcase? I turn around and look at it lying on the bed. It's like a clown car. I never would have believed that it all came from there if I hadn't been the one to unpack it. Even now I only half believe it, but I'm not going to worry about it. The only thing I'm going to concern myself with is getting my real clothes back tomorrow. The airport baggage desk opens at 7am, and I'm going to be on the phone right then. I won’t rest until they find my things, find who did this to me, and fire his ass. Maybe I'll even involved the police. This is theft, after all. But first, I need to get some sleep.

Putting everything away drained whatever energy I had left. I zip the suitcase and wheel it into the back of the closet while I strip down to my boxers. I just let my shirt and shorts lay on the floor where I drop them—I'll get them whenever I get a chance to do laundry—and slide under the covers. Almost as soon as my head settles down into the soft, puffy pillow, I fall asleep.

[image: ]


I'm so tired the next morning that I don't even recognize the alarm at first. The room is white and yellow, and there's a golden cast to everything. It takes me several seconds to remember where I am and then several more before I can find my phone to turn off the alarm. I fall back into the pillow and dig the heels of my hands into my eyes. I've been asleep for nearly ten hours, but it feels more like ten minutes. Lying here isn't going to change anything though. I hop up and make my way to the bathroom. There's no sign of Brian. I stand in the bathroom doorway and listen. Maybe he's in the kitchen. But a pair of birds cooing outside the bathroom window is the only sound, so I slip in. I'll hurry, so he'll have plenty of time.

By the time I'm finished in the bathroom, I'm humming to myself. I almost don't want to leave the warm, steamy room, but I wrap the towel around my waist and open the door, swaying a little side-to-side as I do.

"Morning," Brian mumbles from the living room sofa.

His light brown hair is shooting out in every direction, and his face looks sandpaper rough. "Good morning. Hurry while the bathroom is still warm." He blinks several times like his eyes aren't working yet, but I raise up on the toes of one foot and spin back toward my room. It's a couple of minutes before I hear him groan as he stands up. By now, all the hot air will be gone. I tried to warn him.

The not-a-blouse and pants are spread across the bed. No one will think there's anything suspicious at all about this outfit. There's no way. I toss my towel onto the bed next to them. My eyes start to search around the room, but I stop and my stomach falls. I didn't even think about underwear. How could I be so stupid? I pick my boxers off the floor, and raise them up so I can sniff at them. But just holding them in my hand, I know I can't wear them again today. Even if they smell like a field of flowers, just knowing I wore them yesterday and then didn't wash them is too much. Fuck.

I sit on the edge of the bed and rub the fabric of the pants between my thumb and fingers. It's soft. And there's not much of a zipper. Maybe I could wear these without underwear. I slip them on and walk around the room, but my balls and dick rub with each step. And even the short zipper is too much. Its teeth scratch along my skin, and I know I'll be raw by the end of the day if I don't have something separating me from the metal.

I sigh as I sit back down. If Brian weren't so much bigger than me, I could borrow something from him. If I weren't so small... A thought just sparks at the edge of my consciousness, and my mind throws water at it before it can form into something more. But it still ignites and flares so brightly that it fills my head. If the pants fit me, the panties probably do too.

I laugh and look around to make sure I'm alone. The thought is so crazy, I don't want anyone near while I'm even thinking it. But who would know? I go to the dresser and open the top drawer. All the panties and socks are still folded neatly where I put them last night. There's so much pink and lavender and lace I almost slam the drawer shut without even looking, but I search through it anyway. Buried at the bottom is a pair of light blue cotton panties. They have a lacy waistband, but the rest looks almost like a pair of men's briefs. There's no fly in the front, and they are lower cut than any briefs I've ever worn. But they might work.

I take the pants off and pull the panties up. They feel different. Lighter. Almost like I'm not wearing anything. But in the front, they cradle my cock against my body. I close my eyes and focus on the feeling. It's comforting. This isn't going to be bad at all. I pull the pants back on and then tuck the not-a-blouse into them and look at myself in the mirror. I twist so I can see the front and the back. There are no panty lines, so I'll be safe. And more than that, I look good. At least until I put my shoes on. It's embarrassing. If I could just go barefoot, I would.

"You ready?" As he calls out, I realize that I haven't heard the sound of the shower for a while. I wonder if he's been waiting long.

We still have twenty minutes and the office is just five minutes away, so we have plenty of time. But I always like to be early, especially on the first day. "Uh, yeah." I look down at my shoes again, and I nearly gag. "Be there in a sec."

I take my wallet from the dresser and reach behind me. I scrape my fingernail along the smooth, unbroken material over and over and then turn to look in the mirror. What the hell? I straighten my left side, and slip my fingers into that side pocket, but they only go in to my middle knuckle. I shake my head. How did I end up with the only pair of pants in the world with no pockets? It's too late to change now, though. I'll just stash my wallet in a desk drawer once I get to work.

The office is in the middle of a strip mall behind a nearly unmarked and very unremarkable glass and metal door hidden in plain sight between a shipping store and a nail salon. Tiny white print on the door says "JDK Enterprises," but there are no hours. No phone number. No indication of what we do. And that's fine. No customer would ever walk in here.

The inside is nothing at all like I expected when I parked the car in the front. It's enormous and well-lit. There are no windows, but it's so bright I would never know that. And there has to be enough office space and cubicles for forty workers here. Counting Brian and me, there are only seven.

I hand Brian the car keys as we walk in. He looks at me, but I just shrug. "I don't have any—"

"Hi, what can I do for you two?" The woman's accent reminds me of my cousin's. She walks around her desk and comes over to us. Her straight blonde hair is pulled back in a ponytail, and it swings from side to side with each step. Her eyes are as blue as the outside of the rental house, and they flit from me to Brian and back again.

Her smile is tight and suspicious. "I'm Jordan Vickers. This is Brian Coulas. We're from the Chicago office."

"You?" She looks us both up and down, and her gaze sends a shiver through me. Her shoulders droop. "Oh. I'm Savannah. I'm glad to meet you." She doesn't sound glad.

"Savannah, as in the city?" Brian asks.

She nods. "That's where I'm from. You don't know how bad teasing can be until you grow up as Savannah in Savannah." She forces a giggle and extends her arm to shake our hands. When she does, I see her nails. Pink, long, and a couple of them have a symbol painted on them. It's almost like a snowflake, but the branches twist in the wrong directions. I've seen something similar before, but I don't know where.

Savannah catches me staring. "One of the perks of working here is the nail salon next door." She looks down at her nails briefly. “We've got two offices set up for you, and I went ahead and had some of the girls pull some paper records that I figured you might want to look through. Those are all set up in one of the meeting rooms for you.”

They have more than one meeting room here? That seems like a waste of space, but I guess they have plenty. "Sounds like you're prepared for us."

"I do my best." She turns and we both follow her as she gives us a tour of the office. Brian makes a point to repeat everyone's name back to them, but I don't even pay attention to them. There's no way I'll remember, so why should I bother? I'll learn them in time. Maybe.

Once we've seen it all, Savannah takes us to our offices and then the meeting room. There are two laptops and four stacks of folders on the table. Against one wall, there's a cart with a coffee maker and a microwave. She really is prepared. Just as she leaves us to get started, I knock a file off the table. I try to catch it before it falls all the way, but I end up having to pick it up off the floor. When I set it back on the stack, I notice Brian staring at me from the corner of my eye.

"Impressed with my reflexes?" I turn away so he won't see me roll my eyes.

"Are you..." His voice is as quiet as two sheets of paper slipping across each other. "Are you wearing panties?"

My heart stops and I clutch my chest as I spin to face him. His mouth is hanging open. "It's not like that. I didn't have any underwear this morning. What was I supposed to do?"

"Hmm..." His eyes drift down my body as he sits. Then he looks away. I growl and hope that he hears me. I want him to know just what I think about him and his judgement.


CHAPTER FOUR



"You almost finished?" Brian sets the keys on the edge of my desk. I glance at him briefly and then hold up a finger while I finish typing with my other hand. We've been here for five days now, and each day he stands silently and waits for me to finish work before giving me the keys so I can drive us home. At first it made my blood boil. I hate being watched while I work, and he should have been able to tell that when I didn't say anything to him. But he still stood there. Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday.

Yesterday was the same. He set the keys on my desk and asked if I was ready. I rolled my eyes. If I was ready, I obviously wouldn't be staring at my computer screen. But then he chuckled, and I looked up at him. At his smile. "Stupid question, I guess," he said. I couldn't help myself. My lips curled up just a little as I turned back to my computer screen.

Today, I hit the last few keystrokes with extra emphasis and then look up at him again. "Done. Week one is over." I feel like balloons should drop from the ceiling and the other workers here should come throw confetti at us. Instead, we're the last ones here. Just like we have been most of the week. The old manager was apparently not very organized and didn't believe in documenting much of anything. And from a few things that the workers have said here and there, I get the impression that no one here really liked him. I look down at the keys—a black key fob and two tarnished brass keys, one to the front door of the house and one to a back door that we haven't used once yet—and nudge them just a little on the wood top. "You can drive, if you want."

Brian takes a step backward and his eyes squint as they move from me to the keys and back again. "You sure?" He draws out each word like he's not sure what he wants to say. "What about your motion sickness?"

"Oh." I forgot that I'd told him that. I just shrug. "We'll see how it goes."

His hand inches toward the keys while his eyes stay locked on mine. He looks like he thinks I'll snatch them away at any second with a shouted "Can't believe you fell for that, you idiot." But I don't say anything or move until the keys are in his hand. Once they are, I stand up and walk around him. I'm halfway to the door when I notice he's not following me. He's stuck in place, staring down at the keys in his hand. "Coming?" I ask. His fingers close around the keys, and he turns toward me, his left eyebrow higher than the right. "I mean, unless you want to spend your Friday night here instead of at home watching the Sea Eagles."

That seems to snap him out of whatever stupor he's in. When he's standing next to me, he looks me up and down and then shakes his head before turning away. "No way I'm going to miss watching them kick St. Louis's ass all the way back home." He holds the front door open for me, and we both walk out to the car. The only one left in this part of the parking lot.
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"I'll get it." I kick out from underneath the blanket.

Brian's eyes follow me as I stand up from the couch. "Like that?"

I quickly peek down at myself and then walk toward the door. I'm wearing pajama pants and a matching shirt. What exactly does he think is wrong with that? The delivery person is waiting, and as soon as I swing the door open, she pulls the pizza boxes from her bag. The garlic is the first thing I smell, and I inhale deeply. I smile as I take the boxes from her.

"Thank ya, ma'am. Have a good evenin'" Her dark, brackish vowels glide between the tall cypress consonants that rise up and cast everything in the shadow of her accent. I shut the door behind me and pull in one more deep breath.

Brian stares at me with his eyes wide. "I figured that might happen," he says. That I might get high on this delicious smell? I cock an eyebrow in his direction as I walk toward the kitchen. I hear him stand up and shuffle behind me. "I figured she might call you 'ma'am.' Because of what you're wearing."

I set the boxes on the counter and throw my hands up. "What's wrong with what I'm wearing?"

"You don't think it's... a little girly?" he asks.

It's a navy blue satin pajama set with silver and gold moons. I'm wearing it with a pair of grey fuzzy socks. "I doubt if she noticed that it buttons on the wrong side for a dude."

"Not that. It's just... Never mind." He turns from me to the pizza and opens the boxes. As soon as he does, the smell of oregano and pepperoni fills the room, and I forget everything he was saying about my pajamas. Well, almost everything.

I hand him a plate and step back so he can get his food and then get back to the game. "It's not like I have a lot of choice in clothes right now. And this is kinda cute."

His hand freezes midway between the box and his plate, thick strings of melted cheese stretch and then droop from the piece in his hand down over the cardboard below. He looks at me. "Cute? And are you somehow getting shorter? Rapid onset osteoporosis or something? I swear you used to be a little taller than me."

"Whatever. Now I know you're just messing with me." I bump him out of the way with my hip as I slide in and fill my plate with pizza and garlic bread.

The game is already in the third period when we sit back down in front of the television. The Sea Eagles are up by two, but that doesn't mean anything. They're one of the worst teams in the league, and St. Louis is one of the top. Momentum and the will to defend their home ice against their rivals can only get them so far.

When St. Louis scores with fourteen minutes left, Brian and I just look at each other. He groans, and every muscle in his face sags all at once. We've both been through this often enough to know what usually happens now. We'll be lucky to even get to overtime at this point. I set my plate beside me, too nervous to eat any more.

But when the final horn sounds, the Chicago players sweep over the boards and onto the ice while St. Louis sulks away. Brian and I both fall back in our seats, as exhausted as if we'd been on the ice ourselves.

"I think I've had about all the fun that I can take for one evening." I look up at the clock. Thanks to the late start and way too many offsides penalties, it's almost 11:30pm, and I had to fight to stay awake for the last few minutes of the game. The blaring horn at the end made me jump awake.

"Wimp." Brian laughs. "I'm too wired to go to bed yet. Did you even see the end? All the shots that Järvinen saved? He was flying all over the crease. He's never played like that before, and you missed it."

"No, I saw it. Most of it—some, at least. I'm just so wiped out after this week."

He looks at me and nods. "Yeah, we both had a hard week of sitting around an office in fairly comfortable chairs."

"Shut up." I chuckle as I plod to my bedroom. When I get there, I peel back the covers and fall onto the bed. The springs send out a brief squeaking welcome, and I roll onto my back. The living room light sneaks in through the crack of the mostly-closed door and competes across the ceiling with the light from the streetlamp outside. The golden and bluish stripes cross each other, and I just stare up at them.

My brain is swirling now. Replaying everything that's happened since our plane landed. The walk to the baggage claim. The suitcase. The airline and airport both denying any responsibility for anything that happened. The stares from Savannah when she doesn't think I'm looking. I lie here and go through it all, and now I'm not tired.

I close my eyes anyway. I imagine the rocking clack-click-clack of a train. The pattering rumble of rain on the roof. I pretend that the mattress and pillow are giant and soft as clouds, cradling me as we float above anything below. But my mind won't turn off.

I sigh as I roll over and yank on the nightstand drawer. My hands are so dry that the skin will crack if I let them go all night. I always hate the thick, greasy feeling of lotion, but there's something about the air here that dries out my skin. I've asked Brian and a couple of the girls at work, and no one else seems to have a problem. But I need to moisturize almost constantly or the skin on my hands and face draws so tight that it will split.

I pump a little lotion into my hand, but I can smell right away that it's not lotion. I hold my hand just under my nose. The room is too dark to see, but I hope the scent will give it away. It doesn't, so I shine the light of my phone onto my hand and then into the drawer. When I see the bottle, I roll my eyes. Lube. The pink bottle is right beside the bottle of lotion. Right beside the black dildo from my suitcase.

I close my eyes and grumble. The last thing I want to do is get out of bed to wipe my hand off, but that's what I'm going to have to do. I swing my legs over the side of the bed and look down again. The black silicone catches my eyes right away, and I stop. It's like it's somehow glowing, but I know how ridiculous that is. I start to slide the drawer closed with my clean hand, but slip my hand inside instead and wrap it around the toy.

What would it feel like?

I hold it in front of me and look at it. Black matte in a black room, but I can see it clearly. My breaths are short and quiet and almost don't exist. Just the tip. There's nothing wrong with that, right? I only want to know if it hurts.

I drop the silicone cock onto the bed and squeeze my hand under my waistband, standing just enough to tug my pants down. Below my knees. To my ankles. Then I kick them off and sit back. I rub the lube onto the head of the fake dick. It glistens in what little light there is, and I see a bead run down the shaft toward my hand and the base. I slide my hand down to catch it and laugh at myself. It looks like I'm pumping someone's cock. I jerk my hand up and down a few more times and then pull it up to my face. I don't know why, but I want to know what it smells like now. What it tastes like.

When my tongue touches it, I recoil, expecting it to taste like rubber and oil and plastic. But it doesn't. It tastes like fruit. Like coconut... like mango? I lick it again, and I feel my cheeks blaze when I do. What the fuck am I doing? I fall to my side. My hand squeezes the slick toy as I move it behind me. It slips right between my parted cheeks. Right to my asshole. I gasp when it touches, and my heart races. Without even thinking, my eyes close, my mouth falls open, and I push it inside me.

My entrance expands to take its tip, so I slip it even further in. It doesn't hurt, but it doesn't send waves of pleasure through me, either. It just makes me feel full. Satisfied. I roll my head so my face is buried in the pillow and push it in further. Bit by bit, like I might break it if I push too hard. Like I might break myself. But then my entire body tenses. For just a split second, lights flash across my eyes.

I pull the toy out a little and then slide it back in. Oh my God! And now it’s like I'm not in control of my own body. The toy slides in and out. Slowly for the first couple of times but then faster. In and out. In and out. And I feel like each breath I take is a shriek, an exclamation of joy as the dildo slides against whatever magical spot this is inside me. My dick is hard and pushing against the mattress below. It's searching for something to pump into, but I'm the one being pumped now. I'm the one being fucked. And I never knew it could feel like this.

I keep moving in and out. My hand is flying now while the rest of my body trembles. I'm sure my cock has never been this hard. And I grind it into the mattress. I'm moaning. I know I need to stop, but I can't. I can't do anything except fuck myself. There's nothing else except that giant black dildo moving inside me. The ridges and bumps and veins tickling me. Bringing me to an edge. And then I push past it and it's like I've jumped into nothingness. I'm weightless. I hear the sounds around me. The squeaks of the mattress. My ragged breaths that sound more like pleas than moans. The slick slapping of hand and the silicone. And then it all stops and there isn't anything.

I drift back into myself, and as much as my body screams in protest, I pull the dildo from my ass. It's like a cork. After the slippery pop, I sink down and gasp for all the air that I never thought I'd need again just thirty seconds ago. My eyes flutter open. The room isn't so dark to me now. I bring my hand around and look at the toy again. It's the same and totally different. So much more than just a silicone imitation of a penis. So much more than I ever imagined it would be. I hold it out in front of me as I scoot to the edge of the bed. I need to sneak and clean up. I look at my door to see if the living room light is still on. That's when I see a shadow pass along the hall.


CHAPTER FIVE



Even in my office, I can hear Brian's growling voice. "... all over the counter. I don't even have room for a toothbrush." I shake my head and walk out into the main area. He's talking to Mitch, and they're both laughing. I know exactly what this conversation is about—I've already heard it this morning—so I don't have a problem jumping right in.

"It's because I have more things than you. Like I explained thirteen times already." I make a point of sighing dramatically and rolling my eyes when Brian turns to face me.

Mitch pulls his smile into a wider grin when he sees me. "Morning, Jordan." He turns back to Brian. "I should probably get to work. But I have a wife, so I get exactly what you're saying." Mitch chuckles and looks at me one more time before he walks away.

"And what are you saying, Mr. Coulas?" I smile at him playfully, and his eyes twinkle.

"I'm saying I'd like at least enough counter space in the bathroom to set down a cotton ball."

I wave my hand in front of him as I turn back to my office. "I suppose I can consider it. But do you even use cotton balls?"

He walks in behind me and closes the door before sitting in a chair across from my desk. "It's the principle. Besides, do you even use half of that stuff that you have spread all over the sink?"

I hold my palms up. "I use the things on the sink. Not so much all the stuff in the medicine cabinet though, but what else am I supposed to do with it?"

Brian scrunches his eyes. "Keep it in your suitcase? Hell, throw it away if you don't use it. What was that makeup stuff on the counter this morning? Why are you saving it?"

My cheeks get warm, and I hope I'm not blushing enough for him to notice. He's talking about a tube of mascara and a bottle of concealer. I forgot to hide them away this morning after I used them. But there's nothing wrong with a guy using that stuff. It's barely even makeup. I still wish I would have put it away before he saw it, though. "I don't know. I just... whatever. You seem to be getting close to Mitch." I hope he won't notice that I'm changing the subject.

"Jealous? He seems cool. I just thought it might be nice to have a guy to hang out with while I'm here." I clear my throat, and Brian's eyes dart down the length of my body even though the desk is blocking most of his view. "A guy who's not.... I mean another guy. In addition to you."

"A guy who doesn't take up so much room in the bathroom with his things?"

Brian grins. "Something like that."

I flip him off and turn back to my computer while he works through the stack of folders.
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The rest of the day drags. Nothing goes right. The entire file system I need to work on is corrupted, and there's no backup. Just the paper files kept in the dark and musty backroom. I make Brian go back with me while I pull what I need, and it's still spooky. I jump at every little noise and every time a shadow passes in front of me. Even when it's my own.

By the time 4pm comes, I've had enough. In our first week here, Brian and I already put in enough late nights that the company owes us at least one early day. Before I say anything to him, though, I walk over to Savannah's cubicle and plop in one of her chairs.

"Hey, long day?" she asks. Her blonde hair is pulled back into a low ponytail, but there are two loose tendrils that frame the sides of her face. She's wearing minimal makeup, and the colors are so natural it hardly seems like it's there at all.

I drop my head to one side and let my tongue flop out of my mouth. "The longest. You know that nail salon next door? The one you said you go to? Well, I think I could use it after the day I had today."

She drops her hand from the mouse and looks at me. "Oh." She doesn't say anything else. She just stares. And I wonder if I've crossed some boundary I shouldn't have.

It was foolish to ask. I'm technically her boss. Maybe a boss shouldn't invite his employee to get their nails done together. Maybe she doesn't even need to have her nails done. I look at her fingers. There's a little gap where her nails have grown out since her last manicure, but it's unnoticeable unless someone is specifically looking for it. Of course she doesn't want to go with her boss when she doesn't even need anything. "I'm sorry. I shouldn't have said anything. I just—"

"I'll go with you. If you really want to go, that is."

"Girl, I want the works today. Wanna go now? I'll go tell Brian to go home without me. I'll call for a car when we're done."

Savannah's eyes drag along my body, but then she nods. "Yeah. I guess if the boss tells me it's okay to leave early, then it must be, right?" She chuckles, but her eyes are still fixed on me.

"Right." I smile and walk away to find Brian. He asks me what I'm doing, but I don't tell him. I only say that I'm doing something with Savannah. I want this to be a surprise. If I let myself be honest, I want to see if he even notices. I don't think he will.

Savannah is waiting at the door with her jacket pulled tight around her when I get back to the front. The weather even seems chilly to me. I didn't bring a coat, but I wrap my arms around me as soon as we walk outside. The nail salon is just next door, but I still give a quick shiver as I walk inside its warmth.

A short woman standing behind a counter smiles at us when we walk in. Savannah greets her like they're close enough to exchange holiday cards and ask about each other's families but not quite close enough to hug each other. When she tells the woman that we want manis and pedis, the lady nods her head. Her long black hair bounces as she motions to a wall of nail polishes.

I'm not sure what colors I want, so I watch Savannah for a second. Her hand goes to a muted pink. It's pretty, but I want something different. I scan through the rows and stop when I see an icy grey-blue. It's the color of a snowy sidewalk just as the sky picks up a hint of twilight.

"Ooh, pretty. Fingers or toes?" she asks.

"Toes." I roll the bottle between my thumb and index finger and scan the wall for the perfect fingernail color. My eyes fall on it right away. A red the color of pomegranate seeds. I bite my lower lip as I reach for it. I didn't know it until I saw it, but it's exactly the shade I was looking for. Before I leave the wall, I pick up a third color, a vibrant white, and then turn to face the woman behind the counter.

She walks us back to a row of recliners. There are clear plastic tubs of blue bubbling water at the foot of each chair. Savannah and I slip out of our shoes and socks and roll up the cuffs of our pants. My face turns red when I see sparse brown hairs dotting my shins. I should have shaved this morning. But neither the woman nor Savannah says anything to me as I sit and plunge my feet into the warm swirling water. I close my eyes and let my head roll back against the headrest. I could sit here forever with nothing more, and I would be happy, and for a few minutes I think that I might just get the chance to do it. But then another woman comes from the back.

She and the original lady talk briefly in a language I don't understand, and then the new woman kneels in front of me and takes my left foot into her hands. She kneads her thumbs into the sole, and I moan just a little. Savannah looks at me and giggles. "Is this your first time?"

I nod. "But I already know I'm going to be a regular."

Her eyes glaze over just long enough for me to notice, but not long enough for me to be sure. Then she turns away. The woman massages along my arch and I forget all about it. I'm even close to forgetting that Savannah is sitting next to me. There's just me and this woman and the incredible things she's doing to my feet that I never knew I needed but that I now want every single day for the rest of my life.

As she massages and scrapes and soaks and massages again and then trims and paints my nails, I drift off into something between relaxation and a nap. It's not until she taps the inside of my ankle and motions for me to slip into a pair of thin foam slippers that I realize she's done. The grey-and-almost-but-not-quite-blue nail polish shines under the fluorescent lights, and I'm sure my feet have never been this pretty. When I stand, I look at my socks and black chunky-heeled loafers pushed against the side of the recliner, and I think it's such a shame that I can't wear sandals to show off my pretty toes.

Savannah and I look down at each other's feet and smile while we cross the light grey tile floor to the tables at the other side of the room. The chairs here aren't recliners, but they are still padded. We sink into them and set our hands out on the table in front of us. The lady takes my left hand in hers and nods while I explain what I want.

I notice Savannah spy a couple of times as the woman extends and shapes my nails, but once it's time for the colors, I do everything I can to keep her from seeing. It's not that it's anything elaborate, but I just want to see her reaction to the final product, not the little steps along the way.

When we're finally done, the woman rubs a bit of cuticle oil on each nail, and I hold my nails out and to the right, away from Savannah sitting on my left. My heart skips every other beat as I look at them. A dark rich red with angled white French manicure tips. If it's possible for a man to fall in love with his fingernails, I'm in love with mine. I don't think I'll ever be able to stop staring at them. Not even when Savannah clears her throat behind me. Not even when she says, "Well?" Not even when she says "Jordan," as if me turning and looking at her is the most important thing in the world.

I scrape them along my legs, and I can feel them scratch through my grey pants. For a second, I imagine that I'm scraping them along Brian's skin—through the short brown hair twisting and curling on his chest—but then I shake that thought away. What a ridiculous thing to pop into my head. I flip my hands over, palm side up, and slide back toward Savannah. I clack the tips of my nails on the underside of the table, and her lip curls up. Finally, I decide she's had enough anticipation, so I set my hands on the table.

She draws in a quick breath. "Jordan..." I don't know if that's a good "Jordan" or a bad "Jordan" so I stare at her, waiting for more. Then her mouth twists from a grimace to a grin. "Those are gorgeous!"

I blush. "Do you really think so?" I look over at her nails. The pink is so pale, I almost wouldn't be able to tell that she has nail polish on if it weren't for the silver metallic flakes scattered on the surface. "Yours are really pretty too."

She smiles. "And a little more practical for typing than yours." I look at my fingers again. I may have gone a little longer than I should have, but now that they're finished, I can't imagine them ever being shorter.

"I'll just make Brian do all my typing for me."

"While you sit in your office and look pretty?" She giggles. "What's he going to think of them?" The way she asks it implies that I should care what he thinks. And even though I know I shouldn't, I do. I'm just not willing to admit that to her. Or to myself. I shrug.

Even though I don't want to admit that I care, I can't stop imagining his reaction during the entire ride home. Savannah insists on driving me. She's quiet the whole ride, running a fingernail just below her lower lip and stealing quick glances at me when she thinks I'm not looking. Every time I start to look at her, though, she focuses on the road and pretends she was never looking at me.

"Oh, this is cute." She finally breaks the silence when she pulls into my driveway.

I smile at the compliment. "Right? The perfect little seaside house. I was worried it would be too small for us at first, but it's exactly what we need. Why don't you come in for a bit? We could order dinner. Brian's been home alone for over an hour, so it could be a disaster in there. But I can clean up well enough real quick."

She sighs and her face falls like someone let go of all the strings holding it up.

"You don't have to. You're probably busy, so I understand. Thanks for the ride. "

"It's not that," she says. "I need to talk to you. I have to tell you something that you're not going to like. In fact, that's an understatement."

Now it's my turn for my face to fall. "I think I already know. Today was really, really fun, but I should have never asked you to go to the nail salon with me. There needs to be a line between boss and employee. I didn't mean to cross it, but I suppose I did. I'm sorry."

"It's not that." Savannah closes her eyes, and I hear her swallow before she takes several deep breaths. "Did you really have fun today?"

Her eyes open, and her burning gaze makes me shift away from her and against the door. I nod, and she smiles. It's not a full smile, but her blue eyes still twinkle.

"I did too," she says. "I can't stay and visit today, but next time I will. I promise." She puts her hand on my arm and looks almost sad when she touches me.

"You'd better. Now what did you want to talk about?"

I put my free hand on hers to comfort her. She seems like she needs it. "You really had fun today? Like really really?" she asks.

"Of course, I did. What's wrong?"

She just shakes her head. "It's nothing that can't wait. We can talk about it later. Let me know what Brian thinks about those." She looks down at my hand and chuckles.

I'd forgotten about him for a few seconds, but now my stomach flips over when I wonder what he's going to say. "I'll text you tonight." I grab my bag from the backseat and slip it over my shoulder as I get out of the car. "See ya tomorrow."

I wave goodbye, and she slips the car into reverse as I walk up the steps to the front porch. The door is open a crack. I don't know if it's because Brian remembered I didn't have a key or if he forgot to close it all the way.

"Hey, there you are." Brian looks up from the chair as soon as I push the door open. I smile and give him half a wave before remembering that I don't want to show him my nails just yet. His eyes go to my waist where I have my hands curled into fists. His eyebrows furrow as he looks at them, and I know I pulled my silly little wave back too late. "I didn't make anything for dinner. I didn't know what time you'd be home. Want to go get something?"

"Sure."

I barely even say it before he stands and tosses me the keys. I wasn't expecting the throw, so I twist my body sideways. They hit the fleshy part of my arm above my elbow and fall to the wood floor. Brian and I both look at them laying there, and I wonder if he did this on purpose. I bend over to pick them up, and he blows out a breath.

"Jordan, what has gotten into you?"

And with just that one sentence, I want to cry. I hoped for a Damn, those are sexy, but I knew I shouldn't expect anything more than Yeah, I guess they look alright. But I never imagined this. "What do you mean? Nothing has gotten into me."

He huffs like he's blowing out a candle. "The nails, Jordan. That's what. The way you dress." He looks at me and shakes his head. "The little bit of makeup you put on this morning that you thought I didn't notice."

My heart beats a little harder with the knowledge that he pays enough attention to notice that. "I don't know what you're talking about."

"You're even starting to pick up the accent. At least I can understand that. You're from the South, so it's probably natural. It's everything else that—Don't you dare cry. I didn't mean to make you feel bad."

No, obviously not. Who could have ever predicted that being attacked as soon as I walk in the door could possibly make me feel bad? "What's wrong with trying to look good?" My throat is swollen, and I have to choke back the tears. "I just wanted to look pretty." The last words come out as nothing more than a bare hiss of air.

"You're a man. Men don't do this stuff."

He reaches for my hand like... what? He wants to hold it while he insults me? I yank it back and walk to my bedroom. "I'm sorry I'm not manly enough for you." I don't know if he can hear the words or if they're drowned out by the sobs that pour from my throat.


CHAPTER SIX



Brian doesn't even knock when he comes into my office anymore. I tell myself it doesn't matter. We're coworkers. We live together. We're with each other almost 24 hours a day. But the way he does it isn't about familiarity. It's about aggression and disrespect. Just like the look on his face every time he sees me. The sneer when he looks down at the heels I'm wearing. Or the So you're wearing lipstick now? he shot at me yesterday morning.

"I'm going out after work," he announces. "I already talked to Savannah. She'll give you a ride home."

He turns around without even giving me a chance to reply. "Where are you going?" He's already in the entrance when I ask, and I'm sure he'll pretend he didn't even hear it.

But he stops. "Just out." He doesn't turn back to look at me. Another disrespect, but in a way, it's better than seeing the disgust on his face. "I don't know when I'll be home." He starts to lean back into my office, but he hooks his hand on the doorframe and uses it to pull himself out.

"Tonight?" It's silly, but I'm suddenly worried that he's moving out.

"Tonight. Probably late." He's in the broad open area outside the office and his voice is muffled by the distance as it bends through my door to me.

I lean back in my chair, and it tilts so I'm staring at the ceiling on the other side of the room. Just out. I don't even deserve to know where he's going anymore? Is this payback for getting my nails done Tuesday? I push away the thought as soon as it occurs. It's definitely not that. It's more. I just wish I knew what. I hold my nails out in front of me. Seeing them still makes me smile. One of the only things right now that does.

I barely do anything the rest of the afternoon. I'm too busy replaying everything that has happened between Brian and me in the last couple of weeks and then trying to convince myself that I don't care anyway, so it's all just a giant waste of time. When Savannah knocks on my door, I jump.

"Hey girl. Sorry. Just checking to see if you're ready." She looks at my empty desk and the computer screen behind me that turned to energy saver mode a long time ago and laughs. "If you're not too busy to leave."

I scan the office, but I don't even have anything to put away, so I grab my purse and try to smile at her, even though I'm sure it looks as forced as it is. "I think I can pull myself away. Thank you for doing this."

I make it all the way to the car before I ask her if she knows what Brian is doing. "I don't know," she says, "but he and Mitch left together. So whatever that means."

"Probably a bar." I say it more to myself than to her as I click the seatbelt in place. Brian isn't a drinker. Not really. But I get the feeling that Mitch is. And the way Brian has been acting recently, I don't know what to expect from him anymore. "Does he seem different to you?"

She looks at me as she makes the left turn onto Popp's Ferry Road. "Brian? I guess maybe a little? But I've only known him a couple of weeks, so I don't really know." Her eyes stay on me so long that I start to worry she might not notice the stopped traffic ahead of us. "What about you?"

"I think so, yes. He seems a lot different."

"No, I mean you. Do you seem different?"

I chuckle. "Me? I don't think so. Same old Jordan Vickers I've always been. Do you think I do?"

She stares straight ahead. "Don't worry about Brian. Men are... strange sometimes. They bottle everything up until they can't hold it anymore, so he's probably just blowing off some steam tonight. It has to be tough coming to a new place and helping to redo an office when you don't know anyone."

"He knows me. And it's all new for me too."

Savannah laughs a little but then bites her lower lip. "I forgot. It just seems like you've been here forever. That might be another part of his problem. It's tough for some guys to work under women. Even sexy boss babes like you."

I roll my eyes and stare out my side window. It's starting to rain, and it's making an already early darkness even deeper. The roads are black and shiny under the lights of all the cars filing from stoplight to stoplight. "Do you think he... never mind." Just thinking about it is embarrassing.

"Do I think he what?"

I clamp my lips shut and stare at my reflection ghosted over the street outside. There's just enough light shining on me that I can see my blonde hair falling on both sides of my face. My eyes outlined in black. My lips painted a dark red that almost matches the color of my nails.

"We're besties. You can tell me anything." She puts her hand on my arm and squeezes.

"It's so stupid. It's probably just because he's been living with me, but it's been kinda nice having him there in the morning when I get up. And at night when I go to bed. Even if it is in a different bedroom. Even when he's being a jerk like he has been this week. You know what I mean?"

She sighs. "Oh girl. How bad is it?" She looks at me. We're just three houses away from mine, and I wonder if she's going to miss the driveway. But she doesn't.

"How bad is what?"

"How bad do you have it for him?"

I look back out the window. If I don't, I'm afraid I'm going to cry. Under the front window of my house, there are a couple daffodils that have pushed up. The yellow is just starting to sneak out of the bud on one. They're early this year.

"Let's go inside," she says. "In vino, veritas, as they say. Plus, I think you could just really use a mammoth glass of wine, regardless."

As soon as we're in the house, Savannah orders me to sit while she goes to the kitchen. I hear her uncork a bottle of wine, and then I hear the glug as she pours us each a glass. When she comes back out, she hands me one of the glasses—the one with more wine—and sits next to me, her body twisted so she's looking right at me. I don't look at her, though. I just hold the glass to my lips and tip it back.

"What do you remember from before you moved here?" she asks.

"Are you asking if I remember college? Some nights might be a little hazy, but I think I remember most of it." I giggle. She and I both went to Ole Miss. It's where we met. We had the same section in statistics with the same terrible teaching assistant who refused to explain a thing but who was so handsome no one in the class minded. At least not the girls.

Savannah sets her wineglass down and takes my free hand. She holds it in front of her face, held between her two palms. "I'm so sorry, Jordan. It was never supposed to be like this. What do you remember about Chicago?" I tilt my head as I look at her. Chicago? "What do you remember about being a boy?"

"What?" I want to assume that she's already had too much wine on an empty stomach, but she's barely touched her glass. I try to laugh, but something stops me. A boy? She's joking. Obviously. Why is my stomach knotted so tightly then?

"The old boss, Darrin, was an ass. Especially to the women. We literally had a party the day after we found out he was fired. Shelby brought in cupcakes. I bought bags of balloons, and we spent the morning blowing them up and then putting them in his office. The floor was covered when we were done."

"When was this?" It had to have been at least a couple of years ago if I don't remember it, and if it's that long ago, I'm not sure why she's just now telling me.

"A month ago. So many of the other workers quit instead of working for him. As excited as I was when he was fired, I worried that the next person would be just as bad. So I... did something I thought would prevent that." She pauses, and her head drops.

I chuckle. "I'm so confused right now."

"I know you are, babe." She presses my hand tight between hers. "I practice magic. Since I was a teenager. All the women in my family do it, and I happen to be pretty good. Maybe better than I thought. I cast a spell to ensure that the new boss would be a woman. I figured a woman probably wouldn't be a sexist pig who spends more time harassing the girls in the office than actually doing the work, right? I never meant to actually transform someone's sex, though. I just wanted to make the company hire a woman into management for once."

"So you're a witch? And you cast spells? I'm going to need a lot more wine before I'll believe this." I take a drink and end up downing what's left in my glass.

Savannah falls backward against the couch cushions and closes her eyes. "You really don't remember being a man? Living and working in Chicago?"

Should I play along? Tell her yes, that I distinctly remember all of it? The tingly feeling of a cock bouncing between my legs with each step or whatever it is men feel to make them so protective and insecure about what they have down there. Maybe if all of my genitals were just hanging out in the open like that, I would feel the same. "I definitely need more wine. Do you want more?" I ask, even though her glass is still full.

"You called the airport from your office the first day you were here. You yelled at them so loud we could all hear it. It was because they… damn it, the memories are even getting foggy for me. Something about a lost suitcase maybe?"

"My clothes." I whisper. "I thought someone at the airport tampered with the clothes in my suitcase." But that's not right. Is it?

"So you remember?"

Do I? Or am I just imagining all of this? I shake my head. "It's a good story, I suppose. And it took my mind off Brian for a bit, even if it does make me wonder now if you're sane." I stick my tongue out at her. "But I'm starting to get tired. I think I want to call it an early evening."

"Jordan, think. You're so close."

She stands and I stand with her, thinking that she's leaving. I wrap my arms around her. "Thanks for trying to make me feel better."

"I wasn't trying to. At least tell me you forgive me."

"Always. Even if I don't know what I'm supposed to be forgiving you for. You're my bestie, no matter what. Ride or die, bitch, and all that."

She laughs. "You've always been such a dork. I mean—"

"It's why you love me."

"Part of the reason," she says. "Call me if you need me this weekend, alright?"

"I promise." I close the door behind her and look at the clock hanging on the wall. It's only eight. I can't go to bed this early. I'm not 92.

I walk into my bedroom, peel my clothes off, and pull a nightie out of my dresser. I slip it over my head and grab my Kindle from the nightstand. I don't know what time Brian will be home tonight, but I want to wait up to make sure he's okay.

The blanket is already spread over the back of the couch. I sit in front of it and wrap it around me, leaving just enough of my arms out so I can read my book. I pull my knees up into my chest and open the case. The screen flashes on, and I swipe open the book.
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"You should be in bed."

I inhale as deep as my lungs will let me and blink open my eyes. Brian. I smile, but then I smell the beer and cigarettes on his breath. All the memories of this week drag back inside me with the stifling breath.

"Were you waiting up for me?" We both look at the clock. A little after midnight. I must have fallen asleep.

"I was just reading." He laughs, and it makes him wobble. He has to put his hand on the back of the couch to steady himself. It's just inches away from my shoulder, and I can feel the heat pouring off it. "I hope you didn't drive home like this."

He moves across me, his body spinning. Halfway through the move I'm sure he thought would be graceful, it becomes a fall, but the couch is there to catch him. The cushion bounces me up as he drops down on it. "I called a car. I'm not dumb."

"You just act like it sometimes." I mumble so low I know he can't hear me. "So, did you have fun? It smells like it."

"No. I was miserable all night. Do you know how many girls there are in Mississippi?" His words are slurred, and I lose track of how many extra syllables he adds to Mississippi. "And they all make me think of you. Every. Single. One. But none of them are you, and you're not them either." I'm sure he's trying to stare at me, but his eyes are so glassy and unfocused that he might as well be looking at the wall behind me.

I want to roll my eyes. "That's, um, really profound, Brian. So deep. Now that I know you're home, I'm going to go to bed." I unfurl my legs from under me and straighten up, but he locks me in place with his arms. His face is just inches away. His mouth is hanging open, and his breath is enough to get me drunk.

"You can't leave. I just got here. I didn't have a chance yet."

"A chance for what?"

His lips press against mine before I can even react. It's something so unexpected. I'm not sure what I would have done even if I did see it coming. But all I can do now is gasp. A gasp that opens my lips and that Brian takes as an invitation. His tongue slides into my mouth, and his kiss tastes even more like beer and cheap tobacco than his breath does. But I don't pull away.

When he slides on top of me, when he pins me between his weight and the cushions, I don't struggle. I don't push him off me. I hook my arms around him and hold him in place. My hands slip down his back, and he's so warm. I know it's probably just from the alcohol, but it feels like I slipped my hands into fluffy wool mittens. "We can't do this," I say. "You're drunk."

"Doing this is exactly why I went out tonight. First to get drunk, so I could stop thinking about doing this to you. Then to get so drunk, I'd have the courage to finally do it."

My head falls back, and he starts sucking on my neck. It almost overwhelms me, but I have to get him to stop. "Brian."

"I don't know how I got lucky enough to share a house with the hottest woman in the entire state, but I count my blessings every morning when I see you." His thick fingers knead into my breasts, and my back arches.

My breasts? She wasn't lying. Oh my God! "No, no, no, no, no, no. Brian, you have to stop. Right now. Please." I try to push up on him, but he's too heavy, and I'm not strong enough to budge him. "Brian, please. We can't do this." My lungs feel like they've collapsed, and I have to force the breaths in and out of my open mouth.

He lifts his body a little to look at me, and it's just enough room for me to squeeze under him. Thankfully, he's so drunk his reflexes lag by a couple of seconds. I'm standing by the time he tries to hold me in place.

"You don't want this. Not really. Neither do I." The warm ache between my legs screams to tell me how wrong I am, but I block it out. I can't do this. Not with him.

I look around me. I have to get away, but the house is so small there's nowhere to go. The front door is still open. I dash through it and down the driveway. I'm two houses away when I hear him calling out for me. His drunk and slurred "Jordan" sounds more like a bellowed "Join" as it echoes around the quiet street. It pushes me into a full sprint. My bare feet slapping against the concrete sidewalks.

I don't know where I'm going. I'm not even sure if I'm going anywhere. Just away. Away from him. Away from that house. Away from whatever happened to me. There's no traffic on 90 as I race across it. When I'm in the sandy, grassy median, I finally know where I'm going. I look behind me to make sure that Brian didn't follow me, then I make myself walk the rest of the way slowly. My heart is still pounding faster and harder than the drumbeat at a nightclub, but with each step past the street and through the parking lot, it calms a little more.

I've always been surprised at the way Biloxi just ends. Houses, and buildings, and hotels all just stop. From a distance, it looks like there's a giant hole that eats everything that gets too close. It's not until you hear the waves and feel the sea air that you realize it's the ocean. A thin strip of sand serves as the transition from civilization to the untamable sea.

The feel of the sand under my feet makes me smile. Even after everything. I used to hate the beach. I remember that. But I remember loving it too. Summers I spent as a little girl in the Florida panhandle. Mom and dad still together. Never divorcing. I would dart in and out of the water until the waves got too big and scary. Then I would walk along the coast, sticking the handle of my shovel into every hole. I was convinced that I would find a baby turtle.

But at the same time, there was the summer when I was a teenaged boy, and I snuck away from home with my best friend to go to Jekyll Island. It was just supposed to be for a day on the beach, but then his car broke down. We slept in his car that night, too scared to call anyone. But the next day, I finally called my dad, and he came to pick us up. He wasn't even mad that I went without his permission. He just yelled at me for not being prepared. "You can never count on anyone except yourself. You boys need to learn that lesson right now." He told us that over and over during the two-hour ride home until I never wanted to hear his voice again.

I drop down and work my hands and feet under the sand's surface. It's still a little damp from all the rain we had earlier, but the sky is clear now. I stare straight up into it. At the millions and millions of stars that are twinkling above me. They're blazing on proudly because their world wasn't ripped in two. They haven't had everything they've ever known snatched away from them.

But aren't I happy now? For once in my life? I blow out a long breath like I can blow away the thought. But it's burrowed into me now. Am I? I let my eyes close and imagine the ocean rising and dragging me away from everything.


CHAPTER SEVEN



Something wakes me. I'm not sure if it's the orange glow of sunrise or the whimpering chirps of the sandpipers scurrying along the coast as they try to avoid the waves lapping in. But whatever it is, I instantly smile and take in the salty air and droning roar of the surf.

I could get used to this. I roll onto my back and pull the blanket up to my chin. I already have gotten used to this. And is that wrong? I've spent my whole life trying to prove something to other people. Trying to show my dad that I don't need anyone else. Trying to show everyone at work that I'm the one they should come to if there's ever a problem. Even trying to show Brian that I could handle this trip all by myself. Nothing has ever been for me, and what's that gotten me?

Am I happy?

Before I came here, the answer was easy. If someone asked me that, I would tell them I don't need to be happy yet. Happiness will come later. In school, it was always after the next assignment. Now, it's always after the next project. But it's never here for me now. And deep inside, I knew that was a lie. I knew that I would never have happiness, but that was fine. Happiness made people soft.

And maybe I am soft now. I brush a hand across my chest—across my breasts. I am soft in more ways than I could have ever imagined. But I'm happy. Not because I finally proved something to someone else. Not because I proved something to myself. But just because I am.

A pelican soars right above me. Its wings spread out as it floats along the currents in the wind until it disappears behind a high-rise hotel. The whole time I watch it, it never flaps its wings once. Why have I always insisted on flapping even when I don't need to? Why do I—

A blanket? The realization comes embarrassingly late to me. I didn't bring a blanket with me. How do I have one now? I sit up and examine it. It's mine. The same blue and white blanket that was draped on the back of my couch. I look around, my arms behind me, hands in the sand, holding me up. There's someone curled up in the sand on the other side of the green beach flag. His back is to me, but I'd know him anywhere.

I stand and shake the sand off the blanket and then brush it from me. But as my hand runs down my leg, I blush. I'm standing in the middle of a public beach wearing nothing but a hot pink nightie. I hurry to wrap the blanket around my shoulders and draw it tight across my chest and then tiptoe across the sand to Brian. When I get close, I hear his breaths. Not a snore, but too loud for someone who's awake. I stand there and watch his chest rise and fall for several beats, then I lower myself next to him. The sand shifts and piles under my feet and knees, but I'm careful to keep it from touching him. I don't want to wake him yet. I don't know what will happen when I do, so for now I just want to lie here and know that I'm with him.

When he sniffs and rolls over to face me, I smile. His eyes are still closed, and I think he's mostly asleep. But I can't wait. I pluck a blade of grass growing up from the sand and tickle it across his eyebrow. He doesn't respond at first, so I circle around his eye, then his eyelid, and down his nose. I stay away from his nostrils since I'm in the path of any sneeze. So I move to his mouth. His lips. First the top. I follow his bow from left to right. Then the bottom. Then I drop the grass and trace my finger along his lips instead.

"Mmm, good morning." His eyes are still, but he smiles at me.

I make my voice as deep as I can. "Good morning, sir." Unfortunately, that's not very deep anymore.

"I still know it's you."

"But do you know which one of me?"

He finally opens his eyes and leans across the sand to give me a quick kiss. He doesn't taste like old beer and cigarettes anymore, just morning breath. But I don't care. I roll over so I'm straddling him.

"There could only ever be one of you," he says.

Does that mean he doesn't remember the old me? My body goes limp for a second when I realize I'm already thinking of that Jordan as a different person. Not me. I don't ever want to forget him, but with my body pressed down on Brian's, I'm more sure than ever that I don't want to be him again.

"What are you doing here?" I ask.

"Keeping my girl safe." Every muscle in my body tightens when he calls me his girl. I draw in a loud and deep breath. My toes curl. And suddenly it's too hot for this blanket. "When you ran out last night, I knew you'd come here, and I wasn't about to let you spend the night alone on the beach."

I rest my head on his chest and work my arms through the sand under him. "I could have been going to Savannah's."

"It's too far to walk, and you didn't take your phone so you couldn't have called for a ride."

"Why didn't you let me know you were here?"

He strokes his hand through my hair. "You were angry. What would you have done if you knew I was here?"

I don't answer. I would have gone somewhere else. Anywhere to get away from him. No matter how long it took me. "The blanket?"

"Once you fell asleep, I snuck up and spread it over you. It was chilly, and you weren't exactly dressed for a night outside."

"Why are you so great when I just wanted to be mad at you?"

He chuckles. "You'll have to take that up with my parents. They raised me to look after the things I love. I guess I learned the lesson too well." My heart stops when he says it. And a few seconds later, he gasps when he realizes what he just said. "I don't mean... No, I do mean it, but I just didn't..." He stammers and spits the words.

"I love you too." I kiss his chest through his shirt, but then I make a gagging sound. "We really need to get you out of these stinky clothes, though. They're terrible."

"You're not into the scent of cheap beer and nicotine and nervous sweat?"

I make a show of pinching my nose. "I'm very much not. Come on. Let's go home."
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Everything feels different when we walk through the front door. It's the same white walls, the same light sea green pillows on the couch and the chairs. The same small rooms. But they aren't tiny to me anymore. They're perfect. Just what I need. Just what we need.

Brian presses me against the wall beside the television. His kisses trail along my jaw to my ear and then down to my neck as his hand slides down the satin of my nightie and toward my crotch. It throbs as his hand gets closer, but I push him away. "Do you believe in magic?" I ask him.

He snickers. "Not until I came down here and met you. Now, I'm sure it exists."

"Me too," I whisper. "But your old bar smell didn't magically disappear just because we walked inside my house. Shower, mister."

"Only if you come with me." He slips his hands under my nightie and lifts it up to my belly. I can't do anything but shriek and then slap at his arm. But his hands are already around my rear, cupping my cheeks and walking me toward the bathroom with him. We waddle down the short hall with our bodies pressed together. Then through the door, where he looks at the vanity and shakes his head.

I laugh. "I guess I do maybe see your point." The whole thing is covered in creams and toners and makeup remover and lotions and face wash and my small makeup bag, even though it's propped out of the way in the corner. "Maybe we should stop so I can put it all away now?" I tease him.

He reaches behind him and turns on the shower without looking. "I think there might be a more pressing matter to attend to first."

"Oh?"

He pulls my hand down and between his legs. His cock is so hard it's like touching a steel rod. A scary thick and long steel rod. "I honestly think it's going to burst if I have to wait even one more minute."

"Well, I definitely don't want that." I rub it through his pants while he rips the shirt above his head. When he unzips, I pull my hand away, but I look down. His boxer briefs look like the seams are about to rip out from the stress of his bulging cock.

"May I?" He nods, and I slip my thin fingers under his waistband and pull it down his legs. I start slowly, but when I see the anguish on his face, I hurry and yank them down. As soon as it's free, his cock springs up, lunging for me, and I bow my head, ready to take it here.

His hands sliding under my arms is the only thing that stops me. "Not yet. I smell, remember?" There's so much saliva in my mouth that I have to swallow it before I choke. At this point, I don't care what he smells like. I just need him inside me. Any part of me. "Come on, lift your arms." He raises the nightie above my head and then tosses it onto the floor.

He steps back as much as he can and just looks at me. His eyes move along my body, and goosebumps ripple my flesh. "Damn it, Jordan." He blows out a breath and the warm air tickles across my hard nipples. "Take off your panties. I want to see all of you."

I bite my lip as I lower them down my hips and my legs. When they drop to the floor, I lift my feet just enough to step out of them and then kick them to the side. The cool air hits my pussy, and a tingle goes through me. I've never done this before, but my body knows exactly what's coming. And it can't wait. I'm surprised I'm not dripping onto the floor.

Brian slips a finger between my legs, and I fall back against the wall. "Jesus." He raises the finger to his mouth and kisses its tip before licking it clean. His eyes are focused on me the entire time.

When he's done, I step into the shower and turn to look over my shoulder at him. His eyes have drifted from my face down to my ass, and I can't think of anything else I'd want him to be looking at right now.

"I promise I'm going to be better than that toy you were playing with the other night." So he was outside my room. I hope the hot water masks the embarrassment rising in my cheeks.

He presses his way into the shower, and as soon as the water hits him, I pull him tight against me. "That's probably clean enough."

He chuckles. "You sure you don't want me to take my time and get all nice and clean for you? I could let you lather every inch of my body."

As tempting as the thought is, that will have to wait for another time. Right now, I just need to feel him inside me. I growl, and he lifts me. His hands under my thighs as I wrap my legs around him. Then I feel his tip against my entrance. "Oh shit."

"Just wait until we actually start." He presses me against the shower wall and slides inside me, and I already want to scream. It's so different from anything I've ever felt before. So different from even the dildo I slid into a different hole just a few days ago.

He moves in and out of me. Slow at first, and I wonder if he's as scared of slipping on the wet floor as I am. But then he moves faster and faster, and I feel him bottoming out as he slaps against me. Again and again and again. And my head rolls back along the wall. It's useless now. Every part of me is. If he weren't holding me up, I would melt to the floor and through the drain.

"You feel so good around me." I can only respond with a long moan that makes him laugh. Add my throat and vocal cords to the long list of body parts that he's completely broken.

Each of his thrusts now builds something inside me. A retention pond that has been dry for years, but is inundated by record rains. The water rises and rises. The system that was designed to let it slowly percolate into the earth below is completely inadequate for this. And now the water is at the top, spilling out. Just inches—just a few thrusts away from catastrophic destruction. When it bursts, I let loose a wail that I'm sure rattles the shower door, and it just makes him push harder into me. Like his cock feeds on my ruin and won't be happy until I'm completely obliterated.

Somehow, even with everything flooding through my body, I'm able to feel his cock pulse as he unloads his cum inside me. Pulse and thrust and pulse and again until we're both so weak that we sink to the floor of the shower. The water patters against our heads and runs down into our faces, and he pulls me into him. For the first time, I feel like I'm home.


EPILOGUE


"Come on, 54! Hit him like you mean it!" I can't be more than a few feet away from him, but I still cup my hands around my mouth to make sure he hears. A few of the people sitting by me turn in my direction, but most of them know me so they just laugh.

Savannah slaps my arm. "You're bad. You're going to feel terrible if something happens now."

"Oh, if it's anything dirty, I'm going to go out there and throw down."

"Honey," she says, "you're smaller than me. Pretty sure you don't want to 'throw down' with some six-foot-tall hockey player."

I look at her and wink. "Small but fierce. And there might be one hockey player that I want to throw down with."

Savannah rolls her eyes and turns back to the rink. There are only a couple minutes left in the game, and we're down by four. Brian always says he plays because he loves the game and doesn't mind losing, but every time they lose, he's quiet for at least a day afterward.

When the siren sounds, the players shake hands, and Brian looks for me just like he does after every game. I hug Savannah goodbye and walk to meet with him, just like I do after every game. The wood board presses against my belly as I lean over it.

"You did good." I pull him in as much as I can with the waist-high wall between us. The sweat is dripping down his face, but I give him a quick kiss and then rest my forehead against his.

He shakes his head and growls. "We lost." He's going to take this loss even harder than usual because it's the Mobile Mayhem. They've won the southeast championship for three years in a row, and Brian thought a win today would help draw attention to our team and maybe get more sponsorship money.

"But you did so good out there. All of you did, but especially that ruggedly handsome winger. Maybe you could get me his number sometime? He really could use a shave, though." I run my hand down his rough cheek. He hasn't shaved all week. He won't admit it, but I'm sure he hoped it would bring luck for the game.

Brian catches my hand and kisses the back of my knuckles. "He wouldn't be so rugged looking if he shaved. Would you even be interested in him then?"

"I'd be even more interested."

His eyebrow quirks up, and he kisses me one more time. "I heard you telling number 54 to hit me, by the way. Is this still about the dishes last night?"

"Maybe. Are you going to start rinsing them off before you put them in the dishwasher?"

He slides backward just a little on his inline skates. His hand still holding on to mine. "I was, but if you're going to be abusive like that, I just don't know anymore." He chuckles when I sneer. "Gimme fifteen minutes."

"That's a long time. I might get bored. Maybe I'll wonder over to the visitors' locker room and see what 54 is doing."

"I'd take you a lot more seriously if this place even had a visitors' locker room."

Not surprisingly, Biloxi didn't have a lot of interest in hockey when Brian started this team. Ice hockey or inline. We had to practically beg to get rink time from the only rollerskating rink that was big enough to hold a game. And they only have two locker rooms. One for men and one for women. Even though we rent the entire rink during games, the owner keeps the women's locker room locked, so both teams have to share the same space. And I can't really blame her. I know how messy Brian can be in the bathroom, so I don't want to imagine what a team of twelve men could do.

"Fine, I'll be out in ten. Only because I love you so much it makes my jaw hurt."

"I think that's because of the check you took. Not me."

He shrugs as he turns away. "It could be both."

I reposition the purse strap on my shoulder and walk outside. The sunlight is blinding—almost too bright for early April—but after the cold winter we had this year, I'll take it. I know I look like a fool, but I hold my arms out and let the sun warm every inch of me. I tease Brian that he brought the winter with him when he finally moved here full time from Chicago last December, but I think the truth is that I'm not cut out for temperatures below fifty. Regardless of what I lived in that other life, I'm completely a southern girl now, heart and soul. And apparently accent. Brian tells me all the time that my accent is the first thing he fell in love with. I always tell him that his everything is the first thing I fell in love with.

I barely have time to get into my book before I hear the driver's door open. I swipe the app closed and watch as he slides behind the wheel. "Who are you, and what have you done with my husband?" I touch Brian's freshly shaved cheek, and he smiles.

"I left him tied up and stuffed in one of the lockers. I knew the minute I saw you in the stands that I had to have you. I could barely focus on the game."

I stick out my tongue. "So that explains why you lost."

"Your beauty left me so awestruck, I could barely skate. It's all your fault." I lean over and kiss his smooth cheek as he pulls out of the parking spot. "Tempt me not, you seductive maiden."

I sit back in my seat and run my fingers lightly along his arm. His dark hairs lie flat and then spring up as my fingers pass over them, and his breathing gets more labored. He pretends to watch the road, but every few seconds, I see his eyes flick over to me. At the two stoplights that catch us, he closes his eyes and leans back against the headrest.

It's only a few minutes later when we pull into our driveway. I smile when I see the turquoise blue house. "I thought we would never get here," he says and slams the car into park. As soon as we're stopped, he turns to me and his lips find mine. "Do you know what you do to me?"

"I think I have some idea." I think it's the same thing he does to me. Every touch from him sends hundreds of jagged bolts through my body. Every time I look at him, my breath catches and my body tenses. Each morning when I wake up next to him, I tell myself that I'm never leaving our bed—never leaving the touch of his arm draped over my waist.

"I can't believe how much my life changed when I came down here." His hand slips between my legs and massages my aching clit through my jeans.

"Yours?" He'd never believe me if I told him the way my entire world changed when I took what I thought was a temporary position here. "But it was the best thing that ever happened. Maybe we should finish this up inside where the neighbors can't see us? I'm a respectable lady, after all."


READ MY LATEST BOOK


ACCIDENTALLY ME: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE
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Sundays are Anthony's day to be himself. To be the woman he hides from everyone else. To be normal. When he's forced off the side of the road, though, everything changes.

As soon as he sees the man rushing to the side of his wrecked car, Anthony's heart races. And not just because this man could discover his secret.

When he feels his touch, Anthony's body feels like it could explode.

And when the man insists on seeing him again—insists on a date—Anthony knows that he has to say no. He can't let this man into his life. He has too much to lose.

But would one date really be that bad?

ACCIDENTALLY ME: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE


THE GIRLFRIEND RING


THE GIRLFRIEND RING: MAGIC FEMINIZATION
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I never believed in magic. Not until my best friend put on that ring.

We couldn't be more different. I'm a football player, and Austin is a scrawny kid who looks like he still belongs in high school. But since our freshman year, we've been best friends. So close that he told me his darkest secret. One I promised I'd never reveal to anyone.

As much as I encourage him to be himself, he stays hidden deep in the closet. Until the night he slides that ring on his finger. Now everything is different. He's different. He's finally getting what he's always wanted. But each change makes it more difficult for me to deny the way I feel about him.

THE GIRLFRIEND RING: MAGIC FEMINIZATION


THE CLUB BUNDLE


THE CLUB BUNDLE
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This bundle contains ALL 5 BOOKS in The Club series.

It's just an LGBT club. But for these men, it becomes so much more. It's a way of finding their true selves.

THE CLUB BUNDLE


WANT FREE STORIES?
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Join my mailing list, and you'll get access to bonus chapters and two full-length stories. All for free.

Click Here to Join

https://kenziemckaywrites.ck.page
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Or just point your smartphone camera at the QR code to open my signup page.


MORE BY KENZIE MCKAY


ACCIDENTALLY ME: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

Sundays are Anthony's day to be the woman he hides from everyone else. When he's forced off the side of the road, though, everything changes.

ALMOST PERFECT: MAGICAL FEMINIZATION

Nothing ever fits Grayson, so when he finds a tailor that promises to work magic on his new suit, he just has to give him a try.

THE CLUB BUNDLE

This bundle contains ALL 5 BOOKS in The Club series. It's just an LGBT club. But for these men, it becomes so much more. It's a way of finding their true selves.

FOREVER MADDIE

Matthew needs a new administrative assistant to replace the one he just fired. He doesn’t realize he’s the perfect woman for the job.

THE GIRLFRIEND RING: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

I never believed in magic. Not until my best friend put on that ring.

THE GIRLS SERIES BUNDLE

This bundle contains ALL 5 BOOKS in The Girls series. One company. Five executives determined to have their way. Five men who don’t know what they’re in for...

HER DRESS

No one else is here, so when I see the dress hanging in the closet, I have to try it on. Who would ever find out?

HER NEW DAUGHTER

Even as a grown man, Julian expects his mom to clean up his messes. But this time she’s had enough. And she knows a witch who can make him a brand new person.

HIS ASSISTANT: CROSSDRESSING ROMANCE

What happens when someone discovers your deepest secret?

HOMECOMING

My wife wants a daughter. But we’ve tried everything. There’s just no way…

THE INJECTED SERIES BUNDLE

This bundle contains ALL 5 BOOKS in the Injected Series. A new drug that transforms men into women has the power to change so many lives…

JUST PRETEND: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

He's my best friend. We love each other. How hard can it be to convince mom and dad that we're actually in love… And that he's a girl.

MOTHER OF THE REVOLUTION

I need a part-time job. Quick. When I see the ad for a historical re-enactor, I know it’s perfect. I don’t know it will transform my life.

A RESPECTABLE LADY: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

Jordan thinks living and working with Brian will be the hardest part of his new job. But when he opens his suitcase, he discovers something he never expected…

RENOVATED

After living with my outdated and broken kitchen for way too long, I finally hire someone to renovate it. The hot, muscular contractor wants to transform more than just the kitchen, though. Will I submit to the changes he has planned for me?

THE RIDE: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

When he hands me that little pink bag, I should refuse. I definitely shouldn't reach into it… I definitely shouldn't wear what's inside…

THE SECRETS WE KEEP

Dani thought she could trust him. She thought their love could survive anything. Then she told him her secret, and it blew everything apart.

THE TROPHY CLINIC BUNDLE

This bundle contains ALL 5 BOOKS in The Trophy Clinic series. The clinic is famous for transforming everyday women into gorgeous trophy wives. But these men are about to discover a secret — not every happy client started life as a woman.

WRONG CABIN: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

Evan is at rock bottom and has to get away. But a trip to his family’s cabin turns out to be so much more than he expects.


[image: Kenzie McKay]


ABOUT ME

I’m just your typical Midwest American girl who loves to feminize boys and watch the fun trouble they get into.

Subscribe to my mailing list, so you’ll always know about my new releases.

https://kenziemckaywrites.ck.page
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Point your smartphone camera

at the QR code to open my signup page.
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