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CHAPTER ONE



"So, you're going, right?" she asks.

I allow my head to fall back dramatically, letting it hit the couch cushion behind me. "I don't want to."

She twists and looks at me. I know what's coming, and I preemptively roll my eyes. "No one thinks that way about you. I wish I could convince you of that."

Everyone thinks that way about me. It's impossible to take one look at me and not. And she expects me to stand up on a stage in front of a crowded room, just so my bosses can accept some award while everyone in the audience stares at me? And they all would. There are just six of us, so I couldn't even hide behind someone, my go-to defense whenever I have to do something like this. "You know that's not true, Ti. You might not see it, but everyone else does."

"I wish you could see it from someone else's perspective. Just to prove how wrong you are." Ti takes my hand, and that tingling warmth pours from her fingertips into my skin and rolls up my arm to my chest, where my heart pumps it out through my body. I close my eyes and feel it moving through me. It happens every time we touch each other, so I should be used to it by now. But I'm not.

I sit there for a minute, enjoying her touch and the silence that we always fall into when we have this discussion, but then I open my hand and stand up. "I'll go. You know I will. I think I just like to whine sometimes." I smile at her. It's just my imagination, but even with her sitting and me standing, it seems like we're eye-to-eye.

"Only sometimes? I always knew you were delusional, but that's extreme, even for you." She curls her lip into a sneer and then laughs. "Do you want me to go with you?"

I snort. "As a sympathy date, or as a way to showcase how short I really am?"

"Neither. To support my best friend. And maybe to get some free food. I've always been curious what they serve at these things."

I shake my head and go to the kitchen. "Do you want anything while I'm up?"

"And you do realize you're not even that short, right? It's not like you're a little person. You're just a little on the shorter side of normal. So what?"

I take the clip off the bag of cheese puffs and pop one into my mouth before carrying the bag back to the couch. "I'm 5'2". That would be 'on the shorter side of normal' if I were a woman. For a man, that practically makes me a freak." I tilt the top of the open bag toward Ti, and she takes a handful.

"Hey! I'm not going to let you say that about yourself."

"It's true. That's why I'm the only 25-year-old virgin in the entire United States. Maybe in all of North America. Women aren't exactly lining up to spend time with me."

"I'm here."

"Says the lesbian woman eating all my cheese puffs. You know what I mean."

In the corner of my eye, I see her shake her head. "Just relax and be yourself. You'll find the right girl someday."

"Says the single lesbian woman who hasn't found her own right girl yet."

She bumps her shoulder against mine. "Someday."


CHAPTER TWO



After Ti leaves, I open the browser on my phone and type "suits for very short men who really do not want to wear a boy’s suit to a fancy event." It's a joke so I don't expect anything, but the page is filled with results on selecting the right suit for shorter men. The only problem is that most of those articles talk about selecting a suit for a short man who is 5'7", practically a giant in my mind. In the middle of the page, though, one result catches my eye and then makes me chuckle as I read it.

Savile Creations

Bewitchingly Bespoke Suits and Captivating Couture Gowns for hard-to-fit clients. A master tailor, trained in London by the best practitioners in the lost art of...

The copy ends there, so I click to see what mysterious lost art they're claiming to know. But their website is nothing like the search result. Pictures of handsome men in suits and beautiful women in gowns. Just like any other site. Just as I'm about to tap the back button, a window pops up. At first, I assume it's the typical Give us your email address, and get 25% off offer that websites always seem to have. But it isn't. "Schedule a free consultation to see what magic we can perform for you." Then there's a phone number. No signup form. No link to another page. What would it hurt? I save the number in my phone and close the browser tab.

[image: ]


A man answers when I call the number on Monday afternoon. He sounds older and has an accent that I can't quite place. At times I'm convinced it's English. Then I'm sure it's Australian. There are even a few moments where it sounds like he's from the American South. When I hang up, I try to think of the different things he said and the way he said them, but it just leaves me confused. All I know is that I have an appointment right after work. I'm not sure how good the company can be if they're able to get me in that quickly, but the address he gives me is in one of the most affluent areas of the most upscale street in town. There's no way they can afford the rent there if they aren't successful. And extremely expensive. But I'm willing to spend for something that will look good on me and last for years.

Savile Creations is between a jewelry store and a shoe store so high-end I've never even heard of them—I take a selfie in front of the shoe store and send it to Ti, knowing that she'll be jealous and wondering if she'll recognize the name. If it weren't for the bright pink numbers above the door, I would have walked right past the tailor's shop in the middle. The walls are a black matte, and there's no sign. Just the name painted in a glossy black above the door. It's elegant and understated, but also almost impossible to read. But they probably don't have to worry about walk-ins. I'm sure their clients are the type to make appointments.

The inside is nothing like I expect. I had imagined a small counter with a woman standing behind it. Her white blonde hair would be pulled back so tight it would look like she had a shaved head from a distance. She would be wearing something impossibly modern in all black or all white, and after she checked me in, she would walk me to a sleek waiting room where everything was made from concrete and leather. She would offer me a glass of champagne and tell me that "the master tailor" would be with me in just a minute. But there's no counter and no woman and no waiting room.

The inside is navy blue. Everything. The walls, the carpet, the dress forms. The room somehow even smells the way navy blue should smell—of prestigious old money, solid and unconcerned with brighter colors because it knows it will always be right here while they come and go. There are at least a dozen dress forms in different states of dress. Some have the beginnings of suits, grey and black and even green, lined with white marks. A couple have long dresses flowing down from their curved shoulders to the floor. And there are some that hold completed suits.

I walk toward one of them. Even a few feet away, I can tell this isn't the typical suit fabric I'm used to. The weave is so tight I can barely see it. When I run a finger along the cuff, it feels smooth like a silk, but it's obviously not. It's too firm and sturdy for that. Whatever it is, I shudder when I think about how much it must cost. No wonder they can afford to be in this area.

"You must be Mr. Thatcher. Welcome. I'm Charles Roberts." Just from the few words, I know it's the same man I spoke to earlier. His accent that seemed so varied and out-of-place over the phone fits this place perfectly.

I turn to look at him. He's tall, easily over six feet, and his hair is an almost even mix of black and grey. A true salt and pepper. He has just a hint of five o'clock shadow, and he's wearing a navy blue vest over a white dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows. His pants taper gracefully to a pair of dark brown oxfords that look to be old but cared for. They glint under the overhead lights. Everything together makes him look elegant but practical, like a silver set that has been polished over and over but whose age sometimes peeks through proudly.

"Call me Grayson, please." I extend my hand to meet his. He smells like cotton and leather.

He looks me over, but doesn't make a point of looking down at me the way so many people do. Instead, his brown eyes come quickly back to mine. "So you're interested in a suit. As you know, there are many different types. What specifically are you looking for?"

I shift my weight away from him just a little. No, I didn't know there were different types of suits. I thought it was always just a pair of pants with a jacket and maybe a vest if you're looking for something old-fashioned. "I, uh, I'm not really sure. There's this big industry awards ceremony, and my team at work is being honored. So I need something for that. But I'd like it to be something I can wear to other events too."

He takes a step back and really looks at me now. The way his eyes bore into me makes me feel like a specimen being analyzed before a dissection. But he doesn't notice my discomfort. Every so often, he nods as he mutters to himself. "Shawl... single... no vent... certainly flat... Turn please."

It takes me a moment to realize that he's talking to me and not himself, and it makes me jump a little. Hopefully not enough that he notices. When I'm facing away from him, I look over my shoulder, and he has his hands raised, framing me the way an artist might.

"Ah, stand straight but relaxed, please."

After standing like that for a minute, I hear him step closer to me. Then he wraps a tape measure around me. He seems to take measurements almost every inch from the top of my chest down to my ankles. Then he measures the length of my inseam, the distance from the floor to each knee, the distance from the floor to my waist, and then the distance from my waist to my shoulders in the front and the rear. I've only been fitted for a suit one other time in my life—when my ex-friend Adam was married two years ago—and it was nothing like this. The woman that day probably only took four or five measurements. This man might have almost one hundred by the time he's finished.

"Thank you," he announces when he's done. "I believe I have enough to work with, at least until our first fitting. Before I begin, do you have any requests for me?"

I laugh. "Well, it would be great if this suit could make me taller."

He stares at me for more than a minute. "I won't make you taller," he says with complete seriousness, like I wasn't joking, "but there are things I can do to make your height appear more... normal to everyone who sees you. But normal is no fun. That which makes us different is that which makes us who we are."

Yeah, well, I wish I wasn't me. I nod and grit my teeth for an instant before smiling at him.

"Do you mean that? That you wish you weren't you?"

My jaw drops. I didn't say that out loud, did I? Oh God, he must think I'm an idiot. I try my best to laugh, so he'll think that it's a joke. "Of course not. I just..." Of course I do. Would anyone blame me for thinking that?

The man clucks and then covers his mouth with the tips of his fingers. His eyes run up and down my body several more times and then back to the tablet where he recorded my measurements. "There are a couple of directions we could take. I won't know which is correct until we begin journeying, as it were… I need two weeks," he says with a loud finality. "Come back in two weeks."


CHAPTER THREE



Ti and I walk into the little shop right at noon. She moves a few steps ahead of me and then stops to take it all in. The smile on her face grows as she looks around the room. "I never knew places like this existed. Is this how the top 1% is living?"

"It's how I'm living." I wink and laugh. There's no sign of the tailor, so I stroll to the other side of the room, to the area where he took my measurements. There are two large tables set up here with fabrics and papers spread all over them. I peer down, but I'm not able to tell if any of them are mine. When I look up, a flash of red catches my eyes.

One of the dress forms pushed against the wall has a red suit jacket on it. It looks like any other blazer here except shorter, and for a second I wonder if it's mine. It looks like it could be the right size, but red? I run my hand along its back. Wool, just like so many suits, but it's supple and almost seems to dance as I run the tips of my fingers down its length. I don't know where this guy gets his fabrics, but I suspect that's his real secret. I lean my head against the wall, so I can see the jacket front without moving the mannequin. Under the jacket there's a red and black floral turtleneck, and I feel stupid as soon as I see it.

"Ooh, stylish." Ti leans against my back as she looks down on the jacket. "Is that yours? Are you getting bold in your old age?"

It takes me so long to catch my breath that I worry my lungs have completely stopped. But finally I'm able to slip away from her. "I'm pretty sure I don't qualify as old by any definition, and no, I don't think it is." I look back at it one more time. It's not bad. If not for the girly shirt under it, I might even like it. But like she said, it's bold. And that's not me.

"You'd be old for a woman in the Middle Ages. You should have already had great grandchildren by now."

"Pretty sure that's not physically possible. Even if this was the Middle Ages. And if I was a woman."

"Grayson, please forgive me." The room is filled with fabrics, but the tailor's voice still somehow reverberates. "I was delayed on the phone. Problems with a supplier. Oh, and I see you've brought a friend today. Lovely to meet you, I'm Charles Roberts, master tailor, and the man charged with transforming your friend's life."

The way his voice curls the word friend makes it sound like he thinks there's something more between Ti and me. A lot of people think that when they meet us. It's embarrassing to admit, even to myself, but I thought there might be a chance of that when we first met. But that will obviously never be. I normally correct people, but it doesn't seem worth the effort today.

"I'm Kristina Evans." Ti shakes the man's hand. "So you really think one suit can change a person's life?"

The man's eyes seem to twinkle, and the side of his mouth quirks up. "I've seen it many times. Our clothes are a simple but powerful way to change everything about us. This jacket, for example." He spins the dress form holding the red blazer so it's facing us. "You see this, and you automatically think the person wearing it must be assertive and, dare I say, even bold. But would you believe that she's actually terribly modest and even shy? At least until she wears this." His last sentence is so quiet that I wonder if it was meant for us.

Ti giggles. "At first I wondered if that was part of Grayson's suit."

The tailor looks from the blazer to me. "Oh no. This wouldn't fit him. Not unless.... But I suppose we should get to our business. No doubt you two are very busy today."

Not really. We have reservations at an escape room after this. Ti has wanted to do one for as long as I've known her, and even though I have no interest, I agreed to go with her today. I hope after this, she can scratch it off her list, and I won't have to hear over and over about how fun they must be.

"Right this way, please." He guides us to a different area of the shop. There are scraps of fabric and scissors and a tray full of pins on this table too, and when we get there, he holds one of the fabric pieces against my chest. "Normally, I like for you to wear the same undergarments for your fitting as you will when you wear my creation, but for today, this will do."

I look down at the faded black t-shirt and jeans that I have on. I never thought about dressing up for this. Should I have worn a button-down shirt? My dressiest pair of boxers? I have to bite the inside of my lip to keep from chuckling.

"That's going to fit?" Ti asks, and it makes me look at the scrap of fabric against my chest. Or what I thought was a scrap. It's pinned in several spots and lined in dashes and dots that look like road markings leading in all directions at once. Now that I look more closely, I see that there are sleeves and the beginnings of a thin lapel. Ti is right to question it because there's no way that it's going to fit. I can already tell it will be too tight across my shoulders.

"Not quite," the tailor answers. "There is still plenty of fabric left to make all the adjustments we need. For these fittings, we settle for almost perfect and move closer and closer to our final goal with each one."

I suppose I should have asked before ordering, but I just assumed after all the measurements he took last time that I would only need one fitting. "How many fittings will there be? I need this in a few weeks."

"As many as it takes to make sure all is exactly as it should be." His face is firm at first but then softens. "Everything will be finished on time. I've never missed a deadline. Now, let me help you into this. Careful, so none of the needles poke you." He holds the jacket out behind me and slips it over my arms as I extend them.

When it's on, he hums to himself as he moves pins and draws new lines. At a couple of points, he cuts away what I assume is excess fabric. All the time, I watch Ti's face for any sign of what she thinks. But she's so enraptured by the man's movements that her face is blank.

"Tell me, Grayson, what do you want this suit to announce when you walk into the room?"

I snicker. I suppose when handcrafting high-end clothes is your living, you take it seriously, but sometimes he seems to go overboard. What on earth could a suit possibly announce? "I don't know. I just want to look like I fit in. For once."

Ti gives me a sympathetic smile.

"You want more than that," the tailor says. "Don't be shy. I'm remaking you into something new and exciting, so tell me what you want that to be."

If I thought he was being overly dramatic before, he just flew so far beyond that he might as well be on a different planet now. What I want is to tell him that it's just a suit. It's not a heart transplant.

"I just want to look good in it."

"Yes. And?"

"And... I don't know." I try to visualize myself walking into the ballroom of the downtown hotel. I picture red carpet lining the entrance and round tables covered in white table cloths. There are white plates sitting on golden chargers with gold silverware arranged carefully on the sides. Suspended from the ceiling, there are white and black and gold balls, all lighted and all different sizes. The room is dim, like a three-star restaurant, but the stage is so bright it draws my attention to it. There's a clear plexiglass podium holding a single thin black microphone. Behind it, the red backdrop is the same color as the carpet in the entrance.

I imagine walking onto that stage with the rest of my team. The moment that we've all spent years working toward, and the moment that I've been dreading for months. My shoulders hunch, and I look around for someone to hide behind. That's it right there, isn't it?

"Confident," I say. "I want to feel confident and look good. No, sexy. I want to feel confident and sexy." For once, I want people—not just people, women—to notice me for something other than my height.

"Very good. And..." The tailor looks from me to Ti. "Is there a specific person who you wish to attract?"

She and I both snort at the same time. "Not her," I say. "I'm not really her type." Ti looks down, but I stare at her for a beat longer. No, not her type, as much as I used to wish I could be.

"Ah, I see." He holds his tape against my left shoulder and then records the measurement in his tablet. "Indulge me for a moment, if you will. What type of woman do you wish to notice you?"

I catch myself chewing on my lower lip. This is twice now that he's known what I've been thinking. Am I that obvious? "Someone fun, I guess. Someone who will push me out of my comfort zone."

"Amen to that," Ti whispers. I shoot her a dirty look that forces her to clamp her mouth tight.

"Someone willing to share everything with me and always be there. Pretty standard stuff, I guess."

The tailor looks from me to Ti again and then nods. "Pretty standard. And all very achievable. Yes."

"Hey, if you can make that happen with this suit," I say, "then I'll pay double."

"Not this suit. But by the time we're finished, I will."

I look at Ti to see what she thinks. She shrugs her shoulders, and I just shake my head. Apparently, she doesn't know what to make of this guy either.


CHAPTER FOUR



The woman working at the escape room seems almost glad to see us. There are no cars parked outside, so I wonder if we're the only customers she's had all day. After we sign the disclaimers, Ti and I put our phones into a locker, and I slide the lanyard with the key around my neck.

Ti is so excited she's bouncing up and down, and as soon as the worker closes the door behind us, she turns to me with a huge grin on her face. "There's gonna be a jailbreak!" She takes my hand and drags me behind the bars to what is supposed to be the warden's desk.

"You're a dork."

"A dork who has to break her brother out of jail before the gangs get to him. He's too pretty to survive on the inside." She yanks open the drawers and searches through the papers, looking for the key code that will open the door to the next section.

I shake my head and scan through the papers she hands me. "A dork who invented an entire backstory for this game?"

"Damn it, Grayson, he's innocent and you know it. The system failed—Hey, what about this?" She stiffens and, after a breath, points to the inside of the drawer. There are 4 letters carved into the wood. H-N-A-G.

"Well, the last three letters are certainly right. But come look at this. I noticed this safe on the wall when we came in." I walk around the desk to the safe and look at the dial. There are 10 letters around the outside and then 10 numbers below them. I try twisting the knob to H-N-A-G, but nothing happens. I go the other direction, but it's still locked. "Damn it. Hold on. Try these numbers on the door."

I read her the numbers that correspond with each letter carved into the warden's desk. When she presses the last one, the door beeps and the speakers in the ceiling play a loud clanking sound, a recording of a jail cell door opening.

"Hell yeah." She bounds down a short hallway and into the next room, and I have to almost run to catch up with her. "They didn't realize my boy and me mean business."

"Oh nah, they didn't." Despite myself, I'm actually starting to have fun as I look for the next clue. I flip the levers at the guard station to see if any of them do anything. As far as I can tell, they don't. There's a torn and coffee stained paper titled Seven Facts I Bet You Never Knew. I skim the list quickly, noting that at least number four—"Jupiter is the fourth planet from the sun"—is false. At the bottom, it says Rock Island Almanac, pg 44.

"Wait..." That can't be. I take my glasses off and read the name of the publication again.

"Did you find something?" Ti is holding a mop that looks like it may have been used for years to clean an actual jail.

I look from the paper to her and back again. This is... how? I fold my glasses and slip them into my jeans pocket. "Maybe, but it's my eyes. I'll explain later. No time now." I glance up at the digital clock on the wall. The red numbers are huge and tell us that we have only 30 minutes left and we still need to clear two more rooms after this.

My pulse quickens as I think that we might not make it. I set the paper down and turn to the wall behind the desk chair. There is a series of red and green lights. Seven of them. It can't be a coincidence that there are seven lights and a list of seven facts. "Look for something that has seven switches or buttons," I call out to her.

"Already found it. In the janitor's closet."

I have her flip a switch and the light changes from red to green. This has to be it. We work through the fact list, flipping a switch up and turning the light green for every statement that is true and pushing the switch down for every one that's false. Neither of us is sure about number five, but since we know the others, it's easy to try it both ways. When we mark it as false, the speakers play the sound of a cell opening again, so we hurry into the next passage.

This one is low and dark. I don't have to duck, but when I hear a thud and then Ti muttering a curse behind me, I know that she should have. "That's what you get for being six feet tall, you giant."

"I'm only 5'11" and a half, thank you. And that hurt. They should put super reflective yellow and black caution tape on it to warn people."

I chuckle. The ceiling did have that tape on it, and apparently, she even saw it before hitting her head anyway.

"Keep laughing, and I might just have to shank you."

I shake my head and walk into the next room. There are three cells in here. Pale yellow bars separate each one. The first two are open, but the last one is closed. I see the hallway to the next section behind its closed gate. So, that part is straightforward at least. I go into the cell on the right, leaving the one on the left for Ti.

I'm only two steps into the cell when I hear her breaths. They're hard and forced, so I turn to see what's wrong. "Did you hit your head so hard you can't breathe now?" She doesn't say anything. She just stares into the cell. There's a wooden chair overturned on the floor and a frayed piece of rope tied to a grate in the ceiling. How are we supposed to believe that a prisoner got rope and a chair inside his cell?

I put my hand on the small of Ti's back, and she jumps. "Hey, are you alright, for real?" When she turns, I see the gleaming path of tears down her cheeks and my insides knot. "What is it? Do you need to sit down?" I try to nudge her to the cell bed, but she doesn't move.

"Grayson..." Her voice is more frayed than the ends of the rope above her head.

"Babe, what is it?"

She wraps her arms around me so tight that it makes my chest ache. "Get me out of here." She sounds like a five-year-old girl with a squeaky voice, and as the last word clears her throat, her body tenses in one sob and then another.

"I'm right here. You're safe." I squeeze her. "Hey, can you hear me?" I yell to the woman monitoring the room, but I'm so loud that people in the building next door can probably hear me. "We need out. It's an emergency. We need out!"

There's a camera in the corner of each room, so the woman working the desk can track our progress. I look up at it, and hope that between that and the microphones in each room that she told us about before we started, she'll notice us and do whatever she needs to do so we can get out. And she must. The room speaker plays the recording of the unlocking jail cell, and then the woman comes on. "It's all open. Just follow the hallway. Do you need paramedics?"

I don't know what to tell her. I look up at Ti. For a second, she doesn't say anything, but then she finally shakes her head and her grip around my back loosens. "Please don't leave me."

"I'll never leave you. I promise." I take her hand and pull her out of the cell. "No paramedics," I announce to the lady at the desk.

As soon as Ti is out of the cell, she relaxes. She doesn't clench my hand so tightly, and her breathing isn't nearly as loud as it was just ten seconds ago. But I still don't let go of her as we walk through the last cell and back into the warden's office—what was supposed to have been both the first and last room to clear, but its door to the lobby is open now.

The woman is standing just outside the doorway. Her face is pinched up and her hands are clutched tight in front of her. "Is she okay? What's wrong?"

"I don't know. She hit her head in the hall, and then just... I don't know."

"I told them that was a problem. Are you sure you don't want me to call an ambulance?" Her voice sounds like she's almost pleading for Ti to let her do it.

But Ti shakes her head. "Just home. Please?" She looks at me. The tears are still pouring down her cheeks. Her face is as red as the suit jacket we saw earlier.

"Sure, babe. Of course. I just need to get our things." I take the key from my neck and try to slip it into the lock, but I'm shaking so much that I can't get it to fit. "Fuck." I try again, but I still can't get it.

"Here." The worker takes the key from me and opens our locker. I take our cell phones and the keys to Ti's car and thank the woman. She looks like she could cry now. I tug Ti's hand to get her out of the room before she starts. It's the last thing Ti needs.

Her grey SUV is still the only car parked outside. I walk her to the passenger door and help her slide in. The seat is pulled up for me, so she bangs her knees against the dash but doesn't say anything. The fact that she doesn't jokingly curse at me tells me she's still not alright. "You need to tell me what's wrong Ti. Do we need to go to the hospital?" I hand her the seatbelt. She looks at it for a second, but then fastens it.

"No. Just take me home. I'll explain then." She sighs and closes her eyes.

I take her hand between mine and give it a squeeze as I lean in and kiss her cheek. I don't know why I do it. I'm not even thinking. I just want to let her know that I'm here for her. She doesn't react, and I shut the door and hurry to the other side, afraid to leave her alone even a second longer than I have to. As soon as I'm in the car, I hold my hand out for her, and she takes it.

Neither of us speaks on the ride home. As I pull her car into the garage, she lets go of my hand. "I'm better now." She still sounds shaky, so I know that's a lie. But it's a good sign that she's talking.

"Let's get you inside." I go around to her side of the car and help her out. We go up the two steps into her kitchen and I take her right up the stairs to her bedroom. She starts to pull away from me as I peel back the blanket, but I grip her hand tighter. "You don't have to sleep, but you need to rest." She sighs when I guide her to sit on the edge of the bed.

As she lies down, I slip her shoes off and pull the blanket over her. Then I get in on the other side of the bed and slide until my body is pressed against hers, the blanket between us. I tuck her hair behind her ear and run my hand along it and down to her shoulder, where I let it drape across her. "Tell me what's wrong."

She pulls in a deep breath and holds it before blowing it out between her pursed lips. "I don't like to talk about it."

"Tough tuna, Ti. Now spill."

She chuckles, and the sound makes me smile. "Tough tuna?"

I shrug even though she can't see it. "What's wrong, sweetie? We tell each other everything. So tell me."

"I've never told anyone this. Only my mom and my brother know." She rolls over to face me and presses her forehead against mine. Her breath smells like the slice of cherry cheesecake she had with lunch. "It's so stupid."

"Ti..."

She exhales, and it blows my hair into my eyes. I brush it off my forehead without taking my eyes off her. "When I was seventeen, my dad hanged himself. And that cell... that setup..."

"Oh, Ti." I pull her so tight there's barely room for the blanket between us. "That has to be so tough."

"That's the thing. It was, but it's not anymore. I still think about him all the time. The way we fought and fought when I told him I wanted to quit basketball in the ninth grade. Then the next day, he took me out for ice cream after school. He made the girl behind the counter mix cherry cordial and chocolate and vanilla for me because he knew that's how I ate it at home. And he never said another word about basketball. He never gave any sign at all that he was mad at me after that. About anything. I thought everything was fine..."

"Honey, it's not—"

"I know it's not. I guess. He did it right after I left for college. I saw a therapist there for months. She told me over and over that it wasn't my fault. That it was just mental illness. And at last, I got to the point where I mostly believed her, and that made it bearable."

"The first time you went back home must have been so hard."

She pulls away and looks into my eyes. She's not crying. She probably doesn't have any tears left. But somehow she looks even sadder now. "I didn't go back." She pauses, and I think she's waiting for me to say something. But there's nothing to say. I'm not sure I would have gone back home that first year, either. "I've never gone back." The words are barely louder than her breath.

"Ti—"

Her lips press against mine, and for four or five heartbeats, I'm not sure what she's doing. Then her tongue slips between my lips and slides against mine. She's kissing me? As soon as I realize it, my body goes weak. I should pull away. I should push her back. But isn't this what I've wished for since I first met her?

She rolls me over onto my back and then swings a leg over me. I'm cocooned in the blanket and held in place by her legs now as her mouth continues to press against mine. Her hand slides down to my chest, and she massages my nipple. Even through the blanket and my t-shirt, her touch feels incredible. I can't help myself. I moan against her lips. She giggles.

"That's my girl." My core burns, and my dick swells when she calls me that. I try to wrap my legs around her, but I'm trapped in the blanket and can't move. "You were so good to me today. You're always so good to me. I want to thank you." She slides down and her mouth follows. Moving along my chin and my neck and then to my collarbone. She sucks on the skin, drawing it into her mouth, and I never knew it could be so sensitive.

We shouldn't do this. The voice in my mind is tiny. Almost drowned out by the rush of blood and the soft moans we're both making. We shouldn't do this. We shouldn't do this! I press my head back into the pillow. My long hair catches and pulls, and it jolts me. My long hair? We should not be doing this! "Ti... God damn it."

"Mmm." Her lips vibrate against my skin and make me lose my breath.

"Ti, stop." Fuck that. Please don't ever stop.

"No." She slides a hand down my belly and presses against my hard dick through the blanket.

I gasp. She can't mean this. I know she doesn't. "Ti, stop it now." I try to pull a hand free, so I can grab hers, but I can't get loose. "Ti, I mean it. Stop this."

She freezes and then lifts her head up. Her dark green eyes are dancing, and her lips are parted. Her breaths coming fast between them. "Don't you want this?"

"You know I do." My cock pulses, and she must feel it because her lips turn up into a grin. "But you don't."

"Oh, but I do." Her hand squeezes around my dick, and I have to close my eyes and take several deep breaths to stop myself from coming right now.

I shake my head. "Ti, you don't even like boys, so why are you doing this?"

"You're not really a boy, though, are you? Don't you want to be my girl?"

Fuck! I growl and roll over, getting away from her touch before I burst into flames. Why does it feel so good when she calls me her girl? "Not today, Ti. You're not thinking straight today. Just lay back down, and I'll..." Go masturbate before my dick explodes? "I'll go make us some dinner. Just something quick."

"No." She draws the whining word out so long it becomes a guttural croak. "Stay right here with me."

I bite the knuckle on my thumb. Does she know how much she's torturing me right now? "Promise me you'll stay on your side of the blanket, and you won't try to touch me again like that."

She whimpers but then slides off me. "I promise—for now—but you have to be a good girl and stay right here with me. Deal?"

"Deal."

She reaches behind her and somehow her hand goes right to my cock. "That's not good enough. You have to say it."

I grind myself against her palm and then pull my hips back. "I promise I'll be a good girl and stay right here with you," I say.


CHAPTER FIVE



I don't take Ti with me to the fitting this time. I haven't even talked to her in the last week. I don't know if we're both avoiding each other or if I'm just avoiding her, but I know I can't talk to her. Every time I think about her, I hear her calling me her girl, and every time, it makes my body tingle even though it's so obviously wrong. I'm not her girl. I'm not a girl, period. I know we need to talk about it eventually, but I'm not ready for that. She was just emotional and didn't know what she was doing. And I was... what? What's my excuse for the excitement I felt every time she said it?

The tailor is standing in front of a mannequin when I walk through the door. He's wearing the same navy blue vest that he has worn every time I've seen him, but this time he's practically covered in fabrics. There are black cottons draped over one shoulder and a gold sequined fabric over the other. The table behind him is a mess of blacks and golds and silvers and one streak of sheer red that looks like a river cutting through it all.

"Grayson, wonderful to see you. You've caught me quite literally with my hands full. Give me just a moment, please." He leans forward and pins the gold material onto the dress form. It runs diagonally from one shoulder to the opposite hip. A sash for someone who just won an extravagant contest. He carefully lays the rest of the materials on the table and then turns to me, his smile as broad as the sparkling sash and almost more brilliant. "You did not bring your girlfriend today?"

My face instantly heats to a temperature that could melt iron. "She's not my girlfriend."

"Maybe not yet." He winks and stands in front of a different dress form, blocking it from me before I can see what's on it.

"And no. She's not here today."

He clicks his tongue against his teeth. "Such a shame. She would love seeing this. Take off that shirt."

The black button-down shirt I wore specifically today because I thought he would want to see how the suit jacket fit over it. I want to toss my hands up, but he's the expert. I unbutton it and then set it over the back of a chair. The room is chilly in just my thin white undershirt.

"Now, close your eyes." When I don't do it right away, he cocks an eyebrow at me, and I give in. "Very good. Keep them closed, please. Remember, this is just a preliminary fitting. Think of it as a rough draft with many changes still to be made, including some dramatic ones. But I have a feeling you'll love this."

His voice pitches up little by little with each of the last few words, and at the end, I almost feel an electricity pulse through me. When I feel the fabric slide up my left arm, my eyelids fight to open. I have to clamp them shut—it takes almost all the concentration I have—but the tickling that runs across my skin under the suit makes it hard to focus on anything except the million twinges rolling up my arm and racing to the far ends of my body. Even my breaths are falling under the rhythm of those waves. When the jacket is on, I shrug and take a deep breath. It's like the air is completely different now. It's not the stale smell of fabrics and time. There's something light about it. Floral and unconcerned.

My eyelids flutter just a bit, but as soon as they do, a hand presses against them. His hand. His skin is worn rough, each ridge of his fingerprints a mountain scraping against my skin with the slightest movement either of us makes. "No peeking." His voice is everything that his hand isn't—soft and smooth, understanding. With his other hand, he tugs on the jacket, and my shoulders wobble. But then it stops and his hand pulls away. He takes a deep breath, and he's not as close to me now. "I already see some areas that will need adjustments, but open your eyes."

I blink at him and wait for him to tell me more, but he motions behind me. There's a mirror set up there, and I gasp as soon as I see myself. "This..." I brush the hair out of my eyes and tuck it behind my ears.

"Almost perfect. Well on the way to stunning, if I do say so myself."

My eyes flow down the black satin lapels to the deep V that forms just between my chest and my waist. There's just one button holding it here, but it's holding it tightly against my belly. The way the material is cut makes it look like—no. I run my hands down my sides, smoothing it. The only thought that comes into my mind is that this isn't wool. It's softer. So much softer. And there's a very faint pattern to it, but the more I stare to see what it is, the more it seems to blur. As my hands press lower, they draw in at my waist before widening at my—oh my God.

"The primary fabric is my own variation of a silk ciselé velvet. It's something that you'll not find anywhere else in the world. The lapels and welt pockets are made of a satin, of course, and—"

"Hips?" With my hands on the beginnings of their curves and the jacket darting in so tightly at the waist, there's no doubt as I look at myself in the mirror. "Why do I have hips?"

"I do believe, my dear, the vast majority of humans have hips."

I turn on him. Several strands of my long blonde hair fall in my face as I do, and I have to tuck them away again. His face is twisted in a friendly smirk. "These. I didn't..." Exactly what am I thinking? That I didn't have hips like this before I came here? That's absurd. My bones didn't just suddenly transform. It's the suit. Its cut. "Is this too tight?"

He brushes my hands aside and tugs on the jacket. First down and then out to the sides. Then he takes three steps back, his head tilting a little more with each one. "Turn for me." He draws a circle in the air with his index finger, and I spin. "Not at all. When you have a lovely figure, as you do, you ought to show it off. Drawing in the waist is just one way I added a little femininity to what could otherwise be a very masculine garment."

I nod as he says it, and the material choices make sense now. Satin and velvet. Just another way to set it apart from a man's suit jacket. I wonder what the pants will be made of. Why doesn't he have me try those on too? "Are there—hold on, femininity?" The word catches on my tongue, like even it can't believe that it could be right.

"Of course. A lovely young woman such as yourself surely wouldn't want to wear a suit designed for a man. Would you?"

No, obviously not. My face pinches tight as a bolt of pain sizzles through it. "I'm not a woman?" I'm not. I repeat it silently, over and over. I'm not. I'm not. But I'm not sure. Not until I see the tailor's face. It's placid. Not a ripple even while my mind is being sheared into a froth by unbearable winds. "I'm not!"

"Aren't you?" He smiles and reaches out for me. His hand would feel so warm and comforting right now, and isn't that what I need? Something to calm me and help me see clearly. I smile just thinking about it. It's almost like slow motion, but it's so close now. I just need to accept it.

I scream and back away into a rack of dresses behind me. My voice seems to be higher pitched than it was before, but it's the same as it's always been. "What is wrong with me? You!" His hands are clutched in front of his chest like he's praying, and he still has that same warm and welcoming look on his face. "How is this... What are you doing to me?"

"Grace, I'm giving you everything you wanted."

"I wanted a fucking suit!" The words are so loud they distort and crackle in my ears.

He takes a step back, putting a table between us, and I start to relax just a little. "You wanted to be someone else," he says. "Someone whose height wouldn't be seen as a disadvantage. Someone sexy and confident."

"A man. A sexy and confident man."

"And you wanted Kristina to love you. Could she ever love you as a man?"

I shake my head, and all my rage boils so hot that it overflows. I slam the mannequin beside me to the ground and then glare at the tailor. "So you did that to her last week?"

He looks confused, and I think it might be genuine. If I saw that look on anyone else, I would know that it was. "I did nothing to her."

"Bullshit. You made her say that to me. You made her…" I spit the words at him, even though I somehow know he's telling the truth. My fingers tremble as I struggle to undo the one button on the suit. When it finally slips free, I rip the jacket from me and toss it to the floor. "I'm done. Undo whatever it is you've done to me because this is over." I look down at myself. What did he do to me? Nothing seems different, but can I trust myself?

"Grace, I do apologize, but it doesn't—"

"Don't call me that!" I clench my fist as I back away from him, toward the front door.

He holds his hands out to calm me. "Grayson... you may leave. And given time, things will return to what you think of as normal." He picks up the crumpled jacket and smooths it before draping it over his arm. "But I will continue to work on your garment, perfecting it, in case you decide to come back."

I snicker. "There's no way I'm coming back. Not ever."

"There are two possibilities open for you to choose. Take your time deciding."

"I don't need time." The door knob presses into the small of my back. "I know what my choice is." I jerk the door open and stumble outside. The sun is too bright. The air is chilly. I forgot my shirt, but he can have it. There's no way I'm going back in there for it. Not for anything.


CHAPTER SIX



My hands are shaking as I call Ti. I don't know why she would want to talk to me after what happened. After what I let happen. But her message said that she does.

"Hey," she answers.

"Hey." My mouth is suddenly clogged, and I swallow, hoping it clears everything away. "So I need to apologize. I need to do more than that. A lot more than that."

"Who... is this?"

My stomach sinks. There's no way her phone didn't show her who was calling before she picked up. Unless she deleted me from her contacts. Would she have done that? "It's me. It's Grayson."

"It is? Are you okay?"

No. After everything that's happened to me, I am not okay. Not close. "As okay as I can be after what I did to my best friend."

"You sound different." Her words are slow and hesitant, like she still doesn't quite believe that it's me.

Damn it! It's that asshole and these changes. It has to be. But I can't tell her that. Oh, remember that tailor who's making a suit for me? Yeah, turns out he's some kind of evil wizard or something, and he's trying to transform me into a girl. She wouldn't think I was crazy if I told her that. No, not at all. "Yeah, it's just allergies or something. Southern California in January, you know how it is." I try to sniffle, but my nose is dry and it just sounds like a normal inhale.

"I didn't know you had allergies. Anyway, it doesn't matter. I'm so sorry about last weekend. I don't know what got into me, but I should have never done that. And I—"

"You? I'm the one who fucked up. You were emotional, and I took advantage of that."

Ti snorts. "You practically pushed me off of you because I was making a fool of myself. I can't imagine how hard it was for you to do that when this is something you've always wanted."

My breath catches. "That's not true." I sound so weak and distant.

"Grayson, it's obvious. And I feel terrible that I couldn't be into you that way, because other than that little bit between your legs, you're perfect. I wish almost perfect was enough for me."

I should make a joke that the bit between my legs isn't little. It could give us both an easy way out of this conversation, but this doesn't feel like the type of conversation that has an easy way out. It sounds like the type that's going to end with us in tears. "Are you saying—I mean, I get it, and I don't blame you. So I guess..."

"I'm saying come over." She rushes the words into the space I was leaving empty. "Right now, or... whenever. I want to see you."

I look down at myself. At my changed self? How could I explain this to her?

"Please?"

I blow out the breath I'm holding. "I can be there in half an hour."

[image: ]



I've made the drive to her house so many times that I'm sure I could do it while passed out and in the backseat. But today I make three wrong turns on the way, and what should have been a thirty-minute drive takes closer to an hour. When I pull into her driveway, she's sitting against the back bumper of her SUV.

"Did you get lost?" She chuckles as I get out of the car.

"Just three times."

She walks toward me, but stops when I close the door behind me. "What the hell?"

Her eyes are wide, and she's covering her hand with her mouth. Shit. I looked in a mirror before I left home. I thought the shirt was baggy enough to hide anything different. Apparently it's not. "Do I have something in my teeth?" I smile at her and hope that she'll do the same, but she doesn't. She just stares. "Ti?"

"This doesn't make any sense." She doesn't move her hand when she speaks, so her words are flattened and mumbled. But I could have known what she said even in a different language. How could she say anything else?

I shuffle up to her until I'm so close we could hug each other. But we don't. She still just stares down at me. Her body looks permanently rooted to the concrete beneath her feet. "It's never going to make sense, no matter what I tell you. Can we just pretend that everything is normal?"

"Are you trans? Even if you are, that doesn't... Is it—How does this happen in a week?" She reaches toward me, and I hope that she's going to touch the side of my face. Just that one touch could destroy everything between us, but I need so badly for someone to touch me right now. I need that feeling of someone else's warmth signaling to me that it's all going to be okay. Because deep inside, I don't think anything will ever be okay again after this. But she doesn't touch me. She touches my hair. Pulls it out to the side. Tugs it until I say ouch. And then drops it.

"I told you it won't make sense." I smooth the hair back down. "Do you want to go in?"

She scrunches up her face, and I'm afraid it means the answer is no. That she'll never want me anywhere near her again. And when she shakes her head, I wish that her SUV would slip into gear and crush me under its wheels. "We're going somewhere. Get in."

"Where?"

"You'll see." She finally smiles at me as she goes to the driver’s side and opens the door. I follow suit and lift myself up into the passenger seat, feeling even more like a child because the seat is still set for her. I tense as I remember what happened after the last time we were in here together.

She doesn't say a word to me as she drives, but she does keep looking over at me. Sometimes shaking her head. Sometimes biting her lip. Sometimes clucking her tongue. Sometimes just silently. Those are the times when she looks at me the longest. At every stoplight, her face turns toward me, and my face burns.

When we pull in off the 154, my stomach fills with butterflies. "This is where we're going?"

She grins and slides her hands up and down the steering wheel. "Yep."

"You remembered?" She nods but doesn't say anything.

One night when we'd both had too much to drink, we curled up on the ripped and stained sofa in my small studio apartment. I was sitting with my back to her, and she had one arm around my belly while she stroked my head with the other. I was wasted, but the moment is seared into my memory because I tried to convince myself that it meant there could be something between us. Even though I knew she was a lesbian and I was straight, I wanted to believe. We sat like that all night, telling each other stories of our lives before we met. I told her about the last few years before college, living in a base house at Vandenberg before my parents separated. "As soon as I got my license," I told her, "I'd drive to Cachuma Lake every time my parents would start arguing. I'd just sit along the shore and look at the hills rising above the water on the other side." The hills never screamed obscenities at the lake. The lake never threatened to leave. For a sixteen-year-old boy who was used to everything changing, it was as close to permanent as I could get. By the time I left for college, it wasn't my mom or dad or even my friends that I missed the most. It was the lake.

"Did you ever go out on the lake?" Ti asks as she pulls into a parking space.

I shake my head. "I'd just sit against an old tree and look out."

"Good. You're going to do something new today, then." She's out of the car and walking toward the marina before I even have my seatbelt off.

I rush to catch up to her, but between her long legs and my short legs, she's at the door before I can. "What are you doing?" I ask, but she doesn't answer. She just walks to the counter and introduces herself to the woman there. Once she does, she finally turns and tells me that she called ahead to reserve a boat. The worker walks us through all the paperwork before finally handing the key to Ti with a "You ladies be safe out there" that makes my face redder than the life jackets tucked under my arm. I don't even wait for Ti. I whip out the door and down the concrete steps to the ramp and the rows of waiting blue boats below.

"You can't blame her." Ti calls out when I stop.

"I know." I look at the algae-covered stones under the water.

Ti walks past me and stops at one of the boats. "This is us." It's not much bigger than a canoe. It might even be a canoe that someone stuck a motor on. But we get in. The boat sways dangerously as we do. I drop to the wood bench that serves as a seat as soon as I can, but Ti tries to stand up a little too long. I gasp, certain that she's going to tumble into the marina, but she catches herself and sits down with a sigh.

"Have you ever been on a boat before?" I ask her.

"Been saving my first time for you." She winks as she starts the motor.

She takes us through the no-wake zone and across the lake into a small bay. Almost as soon as we're in the channel, she kills the motor and we drift to a stop in the still waters. There's no one around us.

Ti moves to the bench beside me, even this little movement amplifying through the boat. "Do you know how many times I wished for this, Grayson?" She slides a finger down my arm, and it gives me chills.

"To go boating with me?" I giggle nervously. "Maybe next weekend we can go out to the Channel Islands."

"To be attracted to you. I meant it when I said you were almost perfect." She cups her palm on my knee. "But I suspect you might be more than that now." Her fingers inch up, and I'm sure they're burning holes in my jeans. But I can't look down to see. I can't even look at her. There's a blade of grass taller than the others on the shore. The wind keeps trying to knock it over, but each time it stands up tall again.

"You won't tell me what's going on?" she asks, and I shake my head. Her fingers are just inches away from my crotch now. But she doesn't move her hand any closer. Instead, she tucks my hair behind my ear and kisses my neck. Sucking the skin into her mouth so hard I know there's going to be a mark, but I don't care. I want her to mark all of me.

"Tell me no, Grayson." Her hand leaves my leg and goes to my chest. To my nipple, and I moan as she swirls her thumb around it. "Tell me to stop." I can't breathe, so there's no way I could ever speak. But I don't want to. I could never tell her no now. I could never tell her to stop. Not when I've waited so long for this. Not when I'm sure this is what we both want.

"I mean it. You just have to say the word. Tell me you don't want this as badly as I do, Grayson."

Her lips are just inches from mine now, but she's stopped moving. Her lips hovering so close to mine that I can feel them even though they aren't touching me. "Call me Grace." I press my lips against hers, and the boat could capsize right now without either of us noticing it.


CHAPTER SEVEN



As soon as I get out of the car, Ti takes my hand and holds me against her side. "Are you sure?" She and I have talked so much about this over the last two weeks that I don't know if there's anything let to say.

She didn't believe it when I told her the truth about what had happened to me. And why would she? But it didn't matter. We were happy. We were together the way we'd both always wanted to be. But then the changes started to reverse. One night, she ran her hand down the side of my body and said that I felt different. My hip didn't jut out as far. We both joked about it because neither one of us took it seriously. But a couple of days later, my hair was half the length it should have been when I woke up. It felt like someone was crushing my chest when I looked in the mirror and saw it. My lungs couldn't expand to take any air. I grabbed the sides of the sink and gaped at myself in the mirror. A me I almost didn't recognize anymore. A me I didn't want to recognize.

That's when Ti finally believed that somehow, despite all logic and everything we've ever been taught, the man inside this building was responsible for what had happened to me.

I wanted to storm down here right away and demand he undo whatever was happening, but Ti held me off. "Let's both live with it for a while longer and see what we think. Maybe this will be good enough." And it was for a few more days. But then my stubble and body hair came back and my voice deepened. Ti tried to treat me the same. She said it didn't matter, even though her eyes told me the opposite. But even if she would have been fine with it, I wasn't. I was back in the same body I'd hated for the last ten years of my life. But the hatred was deepened because I knew there was a way out. For such a brief moment, I loved my body, and I knew that was possible again. "I have to go see him," I told her. It didn't matter what she said, but when she nodded, all the weight that had been building fell away from me.

I squeeze her hand and look up into her eyes. The eyes that don't see me the same way anymore. "I'm sure. Are you?"

She swallows hard. "I am." I shut the car door, and we walk the half block to the front of Savile Creations.

The tailor is hand stitching the lapel on what looks like a tuxedo jacket when we walk in. He doesn't look up from his work, just mutters, "Be with you in just a moment, please."

I suck in a ragged breath when he says it. There's still time to walk out the door. And why wouldn't I? What man would ever do this? A man who always felt trapped by his body. A man who would take any chance to live a normal life, no matter how extreme. I run my thumb along the side of Ti's hand and look up at her. Are you sure about this? The question hangs in her eyes. It makes me smile—she makes me smile—and I know that no matter what other reasons I have, she's the only reason I need.

We wait in silence for at least twenty minutes, even though I'm sure it's really only one or two, and when he finally looks up at us, my body straightens and Ti grips me tighter. "Grayson..." There's a question in his tone, but he quickly covers it with a smile. "And Kristina. I am pleased to see you both. What can I do for you?"

I give Ti's hand a quick pump. "I'm here for my final fitting."

The tailor beams. "Excellent. I promise you'll love it. It really is some of my best work. If you'll follow me to the dressing room in the back, please. Just you. We want this to be a surprise for Kristina, yes?" He winks.

"Wait," Ti says. "We want to know how this works with everyone else first. Will they remember Grayson after this? Will I?" Once I convinced her I was sure about doing this, that became Ti's only worry. What if it makes me forget this version of you? I tried reassuring her that it didn't matter, but she insisted that it did.

"For everyone else, it will be as if Grace has always been," he says. "But it will be different for us. Think of it as being in the eye of a hurricane. We're at the center of forces that will swirl and whip around us, but their effect on us will be slightly different. Have you ever seen a photograph that was double exposed? The primary image is still clear, and it's what you see when you first look at the photo. But if you look longer, you can see another image under it all. Both existing at the same time on the print. Grace will always be the dominant image for all of us, but if we focus, our memories of Grayson will still be right there." His dark eyebrows quirk up as he waits for Ti's response, and in the corner of my vision, I see her nod her head.

She pulls my hand so I'm facing her now, and she leans down and kisses me. I know the feel of my stubble against her chin disgusts her, but she holds her lips against mine. "I love you so much," she whispers.

"And I love you even more than that." I tap my lips against hers before I let go of her hand and walk away. Toward the back. Toward the end and beginning of everything for me.

The tailor has his hand held out for me, and when I get to him, he puts it on the small of my back. "How do you feel?"

I laugh. Does he actually care? "Terrified... excited. Ready."

"I promise it will be absolutely painless." He holds a curtain aside for me. "And you will love it. Give me one minute to get everything you need."

I step into the room. It's much larger than I expected. There are two armchairs in here and mirrors on three of the walls. The carpet is the same dense carpet that's in the front room of the shop. Still navy blue with brown lines swirled in it.

He isn't gone long, and when he comes back, he's holding a garment bag and a large box. "Well, I suppose this is the moment. Any last words?" He pauses, and I'm not sure what to say. "Just a joke. I've seen too many old movies. You'll want to start with these." He takes the lid off the box and hands me a pair of panties. They're black and incredibly thin and silky.

I rub the fabric between my fingers, amazed at how they glide over it. "So when I put these on, my... uh..." I motion to my crotch. "That disappears?" I'm surprised at how absolutely fine I am with it. I wondered if I would cling to it and refuse to lose it when it all came down to it. But I'm okay with losing it because I'm gaining so much more.

The man chuckles. "No. Not yet. Those are just normal panties. They do feel wonderful, though, don't they?" He looks at my hand, still rubbing the material, and I blush.

When he turns his back, I know what he expects. I peel off the t-shirt and sweats, and then stand there in just my boxers. I blow out a deep breath before taking them off too and sliding the panties up my legs. I can't believe the way they feel as they slide across my skin. They're so soft, and once they're on, it's almost like I'm wearing nothing. Well, it would be if something wasn't straining against the silky material. "Okay. I'm ready."

"Of course you are, my girl. You wouldn't be here otherwise." My body freezes when he calls me a girl. I'm just minutes away from that for the rest of my life. I force myself to take a breath, to search for any doubts that might have popped up at the last minute. There aren't any.

When I finally look at what he's holding in his hands, it's not what I expected. "A dress?"

"Suits do look fabulous on some women, but I thought this would be more appropriate for you. Please..." He crouches at my feet and holds the black dress out for me.

So this is it. I don't even hesitate before stepping into it. I truly am ready for this. As he pulls it up around me, I don't feel any different. There are no tingles or sparks or lightheadedness or choirs of angels in the background. Just me and the dress. I look in a mirror as he zips it. It's beautiful. Patterned velvet with a dark pink lace overlay. I chuckle. Is the pink an inside joke between us? It doesn't matter. The dress is stunning. I run my hands down the sides of my body, and that's when I notice the change. The drawn in waist. The flare of hips. It's back. My hair is tickling my shoulders, but as my eyes move up to look at it in the mirror, they're caught by something new. Breasts. I can't help myself. My hands go to them right away. I cup them through the material. They aren't too large—just a little larger than Ti's—but they're... nice. My breasts are nice. The thought makes me grin. "So this is—" My voice is back. I didn't realize until just now how much I've missed it the last few days.

"It is. This is you. The new and much improved you. What do you think?"

I look from mirror to mirror, and then I spin to see it all. "I think I love it." Already this body feels like home in a way that other one never did. My eyes float from my hair to my now delicate nose and chin. To my full lips. To my breasts and then the curve of my waist and hips. The gentle taper of my legs. Everything encased in a dress that makes no attempt at all to hide my curves. "Isn't this a little long, though?" I motioned to the dress pooled at my feet. It's something I was used to as a man. Everything was too long on me. Is this life going to be more of the same?

"Not at all." He turns to the box and pulls out a pair of heels.

My stomach flutters when I see them. They're too high. I'll never be able to walk in them. But when I slide into them. When I take my first steps, it's like I've worn heels my entire life. And I suppose I have.

"If you're ready, I believe Kristina would love to see you." He walks me to the door, but then stays behind as I enter the main store. Ti has her back turned and is examining a mostly finished dress as I tiptoe up behind her. She doesn't hear me coming or notice me standing behind her. It's not until I clear my throat that she jumps and turns to face me. As soon as she does, her hand flies to her mouth and clamps down tight. Her thumb pinches against the side of her nose, and I wonder if she can breathe.

"So?" I do everything I can to force down my smile as I hold my arms out, but it doesn't work. The grin bubbles up and takes over my face.

"Grayso—Grace, oh my God." Her hand is still pressed tight against her mouth and I can barely hear her, but I don't need to. The tears streaming down her cheeks tell me enough.

I wrap my arms around her and pull her tight against me. "It's done, babe. It's all done." The feeling of my breasts being smashed against her body is new and sends a wave down to my core. Oh my—I have a... my body trembles. How did I just forget that in the last five minutes?

"Are you... okay?"

I lean back. "No." I put on the saddest face I can. I wish I could make myself cry. But when she goes stiff, I know this is enough even without any fake tears. "I'm fucking ecstatic, Ti. How does this feel so much like me already?"

"You bitch!" She slaps my shoulder just hard enough that it stings. "Don't do that to me! I was scared for a second." She takes a step back and looks me over, and the tears roll down her face again. "That dress is gorgeous. You are gorgeous. Oh my God, Grace, I can't believe this. Even after I knew it was real, I still just can't... Oh my God."

"It still astonishes a little part of me each time too." The tailor walks toward us. "And I've been doing it for years. So, ladies, what do you think? Is she perfect?"

Ti nods her head quickly up and down. "Absolutely perfect. In every way."

[image: ]


"You should probably change so we can go home." Ti's arms are wrapped around me and her belly is pressed against my back. We're standing in front of a mirror. Me in my black full-length evening gown, and her in a pair of jeans and a crop top with a faded "Proud Santa Barbarian" printed over a rainbow and a drawing of a leather-clad woman holding a sword.

I lean back and bury the top of my head under her chin, purring. "I don't ever want you to let me go. And I don't ever want to take this dress off." There's an irrational fear bouncing around and telling me that all this will end as soon as I take the dress off. I'll go back to being who I was before and Ti will go back to being my best friend, not my girlfriend.

"I don't ever want to let go of you either, but I think this man would eventually like us to leave his shop." The tailor loudly sets his shears on a table just then, like he is agreeing with Ti, but is too polite to actually say it.

I bend my lips into a pout. "Fine. But you have to help me get this off."

She slides her hands lower down my front. "You want me to help you get naked?"

When her hands press between my legs, I gasp, and suddenly I want out of this dress right now. I work my fingers through hers and tug her toward the back.

Just as we get to the curtain, the tailor stops us. "If either of you ladies needs anything, you'll have to come and get me. The dressing area is totally soundproof." I swear he winks as he turns back to the pile of fabrics in front of him.

I pull her even harder toward the back now. When we get there, I draw the curtain closed behind us, and my lips fall onto hers as soon as I turn around. We've kissed before—so many times in the last few weeks—but none of the others made me feel like I turned to water. I cling to her shoulders, unsure if I can support myself if I don't. Even with my heels on, she's so much taller than me, but we fit together perfectly.

As our tongues dance around each other, she slides the zipper of my dress down. Her hands are like warm stones running down my spine. When it's unzipped, she pulls my arms away from her neck. I whimper. "I know baby," she says, "but I need to see you."

I slip my arms out of the dress and it falls into a puddle at my feet. I pick it up and carefully drape it across the back of a chair and then step out of my panties before turning back to Ti. She's motionless. "Say something. Please."

She doesn't at first. Her eyes just move up and down my body several times. But then she swallows. "Oh my God." It's at least the tenth time she's said that in the last thirty minutes, but this time I don't know if she means it in a good way or a bad way.

"I'd really like a little more input than that." I try to laugh, but it comes out as a nervous choke.

Ti walks up to me and presses on my shoulders, moving me backward. The backs of my knees press against the front edge of an armchair, and I fall into it. As I do, Ti, lowers herself to her knees and moves her hands to my breasts. She cups them and kneads them. And when her thumbs press against my nipples, I moan and my head rolls back.

I can't catch my breath as I stare at the ivory-colored ceiling. When I'm sure I can't take any more, she stops. Her hands move lower, tickling the fine hairs on my belly and giving me goosebumps. Past my belly button. To the tops of my thighs. She pries my legs apart, and I shiver as the cool room air hits the folds of my vagina. As she sees everything.

"I meant it," she says. "You're absolutely perfect." She lowers her head between my legs. Her tongue barely even touches me when I suck in a loud breath that sounds halfway to a shriek, but she doesn't let up and let me process these new feelings. Her tongue laps against me while her finger finds my clit. She looks up at me with a devilish grin. "This is going to be too easy." She presses against my nub, and I have to cover my mouth to keep from screaming. I pinch my eyes shut and let my head roll in any direction it wants to.

Between her tongue licking along my seam and her finger circling and pressing and circling, I feel like a herd of galloping bison is driving me closer and closer to a cliff. I only stop when I can't move back another inch. "Ti... please."

She stops, and I look down at her. Only her eyes are visible, but she's staring at me. "Please what?" she asks, and I don't know. Am I begging her to stop or to push me even further?

It takes me a moment to gather enough breath to even speak. "Please... more."

"That's my girl."

I do scream this time as she presses against me. As I plummet into an abyss that I don't ever want to come out of. I scream over and over as every muscle in my body clenches and then shudders. And she keeps going. Her tongue and finger are spurs, and she uses them mercilessly. I have no control over my body anymore. Everything I am belongs to her now. And with one last tremble, I collapse.

"Oh my God, Ti... what the fuck... was that?" I ask between broken gasps.

"The first of many to come," she says.


EPILOGUE


As soon as she puts the car in park, I wrap my hand around hers. "Are you sure about this?" I ask her for at least the thirteenth time today.

She turns to me. "No, I'm not sure, but I need to do it."

"No, you don't. We can turn around right now. We can meet them in town. Or we can fly them to California. It doesn't have to be in this house."

She gives me a weak smile that doesn't come close to her eyes. "Is that what you really think, or are you just trying to make me feel better if I decide to be a coward? Do you think I should run away from this again? Do you think Michelle would tell me to run away?"

Michelle is Ti's therapist. What happened in the escape room convinced her that she wasn't even close to over her dad's suicide. Together, we found Michelle. She specializes in grief counseling, especially traumatic losses, and Ti's been seeing her regularly for the last year. It was Ti's idea to come here—to introduce me to her family—but she never would have done it if Michelle didn't think she was ready for this.

I squeeze her hand so hard I'm surprised I don't hear her knuckles pop. "I just want what's best for you. Whatever that is. I'm not going to leave your side the whole time we're here. You need to go pee? I'm going with you, missy."

"I love you so much. Even when you're being silly. Now let's go. I want them to meet the woman I love." Ti opens her door and then looks at our hands.

"Oh. Yeah, I guess I need to let go. But just for now." I hurry out of the car and take her hand again as soon as I can. It's mostly for her. But I am a little nervous too. I've talked to her mom and brother on the phone, but this will be the first time to meet them in person. What if they hate me?

"You know you have nothing to be nervous about, right?" I swear, sometimes we can read each other's thoughts. "They already love you, and they'll love you even more as they get to know you better."

I really hope so.

We walk hand-in-hand up the four steps and onto the porch. The floor and ceiling are painted grey, the paint chipping in a few spots. It looks suspiciously clean. Like someone did it just for us, and that sends a little tingle through my body.

"It feels so strange to use the doorbell," Ti whispers, "but I'm not sure if we should just walk in."

I look around while we wait. The grass in the front lawn is so green it would look artificial if the wind weren't blowing the blades. The same wind that keeps threatening to lift my sundress if I weren't holding it down with my free hand. "Are you sure we shouldn't have brought something?" I ask.

"It's my family. We don't have to bring anything."

"I just feel bad. We did kind of cut them out of the wedding."

"We cut everyone out of the wedding. They understand. Trust me, they'd still be telling me about it if they didn't."

Ti and I didn't have a ceremony. Just a service at the courthouse. Small and quick and perfect for us. But I've felt bad for our families and friends ever since. Sometimes we talk about having a ceremony for them, but it's so hard to find a time when everyone is available.

Just then, a middle-aged woman pulls the door open. Her hair is short and has been recently highlighted, but other than that, she looks exactly like Ti. She's pretty, and I smile, thinking that Ti will look like this in another twenty years. "The door was unlocked. You coulda just come in."

Ti holds the screen door open for me while we walk inside. The inside is bright and old. It looks like the wood floors are original to when the house was built.

"You must be Grace. So nice to finally meet you in person." Laurie throws her arms dramatically wide before wrapping them around me and practically crushing me. "You're such a petite little thing."

I scrunch my nose. It's strange how being short doesn't bother me anymore. I never even think about it. Especially since I have Ti to get everything off the top shelves for me.

"Jake," Ti's mom yells toward what I assume is the kitchen. "Get out here and meet your sister-in-law. And say hi to Kris too, I suppose." She gives Ti a wink before embracing her. Unlike me, her bones don't pop out of socket.

"Just about done. The gravy needs to thicken a little more." A man calls out. I recognize the voice right away. "Hi Grace. Hey sis."

"Uh, hi," I say mostly to the doorframe between us.

When he does come through the door, he looks exactly like he does on our video chats. But so much bigger. Ti warned me that he was even taller than her, but I thought she just meant an inch or two. He has to duck his head as he walks into the living room. When he's just a couple of steps away, he sticks his hand out. I start to extend mine too, but he stops and looks down at the apron he's wearing. "Ah fuck it, c'mere." He hugs me, but not nearly as hard as his mom. I'm actually able to breathe, and I'm glad because he smells delicious. Pork and roast carrots and so many other wonderful smells that my nose can't decipher.

"You two sit while Jake and I finish getting everything ready. He's been cooking all day to get ready for this."

Jake throws up his palms and grins. "Not every day that my sister finally brings her wife home to meet us."

"Hey, you know you can fly to California sometime too," Ti says. "There's not an IQ test for getting on board a plane."

"Obviously not. They let you fly. " Jakes sticks out his tongue at her.

Laurie puts an arm around Jake and turns him toward the kitchen. "Alright, you two. At least let Grace relax a little before you scare her away with your antics."

"I am really glad you came back, sis. I'm proud of you." Jake looks over his shoulder at us as he walks away. His eyes are twinkling like he might be tearing up.

I take Ti's hand as we move to the couch. "So, how are you?" I whisper so her mom and brother don't overhear us.

"It's not as hard as I thought it would be. I don't think I want to go to the backyard, though. At least not on this trip. Mom had the shed torn down, but just knowing it was there..."

I pull her tight against me. She's leaning so close that our cheeks are touching. "You don't have to go out there. Just coming back is a huge step. And I'm so proud of you for taking it. Have I told you that I love you?"

"Not enough. You can never, ever say it enough."

"I love you, Ti Evans."

"And I love you Grace Evans."

I tilt my head back so I can look at her. "That reminds me. Do you remember me talking about Dave at work?"

"The asshole?"

"He's not that—well, yeah, I guess he is. But anyway, his cousin is getting married in a few months, and I overheard him saying he needs a new suit. I told him about that guy who made the dress I wore to the award ceremony last year."

"The ceremony where you were the sexiest woman in the room?"

I kiss her. "Second sexiest. You were the sexiest. Anyway, that guy makes suits too, right?"

"Yeah, I think I remember seeing some there. I'm sure he'll be able to help Dave."
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Paige knows it's the perfect gift for her best friend Gabe. A subscription to a self-help book club that promises to transform its clients into brand new people.

When the first book comes, Gabe assumes it's a joke. But he's hooked as soon as he reads the first paragraph. And when he feels more confident the next day at work, he wonders if maybe there is something to it after all.

As he reads more and more, he doesn't realize just how much he's changing. Not when he starts to wear blouses to work. Not when he starts answering to Gabby. Not even when he and Paige start to have feelings for each other.

SELF-HELP: MAGIC FEMINIZATION
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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.
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This bundle contains 8 MAGICAL FEMINIZATION books that have never been published in any other collection!

The men in these stories never knew that magic was real. And they certainly never imagined how it could change their lives forever.

TRANSFORMED: MAGIC FEMINIZATION BUNDLE


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.

HIDING: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

Being forced into witness protection could be Henry's chance at a new life—a life as Jessica. But that's only if the mafia doesn't find him.

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.

THE PERFECT GIRL

Sometimes a change of scenery can make our dreams come true. Even if it’s in a way we never imagined.

PROMISED: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

Parker knew life would change when she came out as trans. But she never expected an arranged marriage.

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.

SELF-HELP: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

It's the perfect gift: A subscription to a self-help book club that promises to transform its clients into brand new people.

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.

TRANSFORMED: 8-BOOK MAGIC FEMINIZATION BUNDLE

The men in these stories never knew that magic was real. And they certainly never imagined how it could change their lives forever.

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.
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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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