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Prologue

“That’s enough, Jason. I’ve said my piece and I expect you to find suitable arrangements within two weeks,” dad said in his all-too-familiar parental tone.

I didn’t expect him to use my chosen name. That didn’t make it sting any less. There was no room to argue, but that didn’t stop me from trying, “Is it really that big of a deal, dad?”

He glared at me and curled his hands into fists, “I told you not to call me that anymore. The press is having a field day with this and having you prance around town ruining my good name is just an embarrassment. Where did I go so wrong with you that you ended up like this?”

Warm tears spilled down my cheeks and I shook my head, “You didn’t. Being transgender isn’t something you did to me, but kicking me out? That’s not something you can just sweep under the rug.”

My mom stepped into my room from the hallway. “You’d be surprised at what Henry can make go away. I had high hopes for you, Jason, but I’m disgusted by you now. After everything we did for you?”

“Except love me?” I asked, more in frustration than out of malice. “I just want to be happy, I’m not hurting anyone!”

I didn’t even have time to register my dad’s movement before a burning pain erupted across my cheek. “Don’t raise your voice—” dad stopped for a moment. “Pack a suitcase, Jason. I’ve said all I have to say. Your money for graduation is the last thing you’re getting from me. If you’re still here when I get back, I’m calling the sheriff to have you removed.”

Dad offered his arm to mom and she gladly took it. Her sneer as she walked out of my bedroom shattered my reality. For the first few minutes after they left, all I could do was cry into my pillow.

When I finally did get enough of a grip on myself to pack as much of my belongings into my blue sedan, I drove immediately over to my best friend’s house apartment complex. That was an instinct I didn’t know how to break. When I was hurt, I went to Carmen. But Carmen wasn’t home anymore. She’d enlisted in the Army and was currently in boot camp.

I needed her to be here for me right now. With no one else to turn to, I was helpless. My family was openly and deeply conservative and I couldn’t think of a single person that would be willing to give me a place to sleep for a little while.

The bottle of pills in my glove box didn’t seem nearly as worth it as they did when I first got them. But what kind of life would I be living if I couldn’t be true to myself? This might not have been the way I wanted to start my adult life, but it was the path in front of me.

In three years, Carmen would be back and we could finally escape somewhere more liberally minded. We’d go to a place that people didn’t have to be afraid of being themselves, just like we talked about since we were little… But that was three years from now.

With nowhere to go and no place to call home, I checked my bank account and let out a deep sigh. The substantial sum my father gave me would be enough to at least get started, but I didn’t want to spend that on rent or bills. I wanted facial feminization surgery, that would take almost all of the funds in my account right now.

That was just the start of my semi-nomadic life. Every place I tried to put stakes down fell through. Someone inevitably clocked me as transgender and that led to things being uncomfortable for me. Admittedly, it wasn’t always others that made me feel like I didn’t belong. Two years later, I managed to add in enough of my own money to the graduation money my father gave me and was finally able to get the surgery I’d been after for years.

After all of my struggles, I finally found a town I could call home that was only about half an hour away from my hometown. My low-paying job as a cashier at the local grocery store was enough to keep me afloat and all things considered, I was happy.


Chapter One

Becoming an adult was the hardest thing that I never wanted to do. The past few years had left me a little apprehensive about the human condition. That was something I didn’t want to think too much about at the age of twenty-one.

Carmen, my best friend, told me that she would be coming back soon. As difficult as these past few years had been on me, I needed her back in my life, but I didn’t even know how to connect with her anymore. She didn’t even know I was transgender. Heck, for that matter, she didn’t know much at all about the struggles I was going through.

The military had leave days or something like that and I guessed that was what she was meaning when she said she would be coming back. They were supposed to be something like a paid vacation, I didn’t understand her world anymore. Where we used to be able to talk openly about almost anything, I felt like she’d become different after her time in the military.

I didn’t have the guts to tell her that I wasn’t living at my parent’s house anymore. She didn’t need to have my problems projected onto her. As much as she was doing for our country, she deserved to have as clear of a head as she could.

“Annika, is everything okay?” a soft voice asked. My coworker and one of the few people I considered a friend, Hayden, had walked right beside me without even noticing. His short brown hair was windswept to the side, those sparkling green eyes that I’d come to adore expressed the same concern that his voice had.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” I said.

Hayden put his hand on my shoulder, “If you need to talk to me, you know that I’m here. I won’t pressure you, but I know you better than that.”

A pang of guilt bit into my conscious. He only knew the version of myself that I presented here. Sure, I was thirty minutes away from my hometown, but that may as well have been across state lines.

“You know that I’d tell you if something was wrong, bud,” I said. He cringed a little and I quickly corrected myself, “Sorry, it’s a habit.”

Hayden put his hand on his hip, “I get it. I really wish you would tell me what’s wrong. You’re never this quiet and you haven’t called me bud since I told you that it makes me uncomfortable.”

“It’s just a whole lot of junk that I don’t know how to start unpacking, you know?” I asked.

“Well, you start at the beginning. Want me to ask a few questions to help you get started?”

He was always such a caring friend, but I didn’t know if he understood when he was crossing lines. I knew that he was trying to help, but I wish he’d just leave this one alone. I didn’t have the heart to turn him down though, “If you want to.”

“If you had to use one word to describe how you feel right now, what would it be?”

“Uh, agitated?”

“Is it about a guy?”

“Is it ever with me?” I asked.

He smiled, “Well, there was that time that Peter kept asking you for your number every time he came through here for a month straight.”

I rolled my eyes, “That was borderline stalking, I don’t think that counts as dating problems.”

“Okay, so then if it isn’t about a guy, is it about your parents? I know it’s a sensitive subject for you, but I just want to help.”

I let out a low sigh and nodded towards an approaching customer, “I’ll talk to you more after I’m done here. My next break isn’t too long from now, I’ll let you keep digging then.”

He smiled weakly. “Of course, just don’t forget that I’m here for you. I know it’s hard getting settled into a new place, but you’re not alone.”

“I wish I was still new enough in town for that to be a decent excuse, Hayden,” I said as he walked away.

The woman that approached my register smiled warmly at me, “Annika! How are you, are your tomatoes growing well?”

“Thanks to you, Mrs. Lockhart, if you hadn’t shown me what fertilizer you use, they’d probably be dead by now.”

She smiled and nodded, “I’m sure you would have figured out a way to save them, sweetie. As pretty as you are, you could probably sing to them and bring them back from the dead.”

My cheeks warmed at the comment. She was such a nice person, but I didn't think any of these people would treat me the same if they knew that I had been born a male. Everyone in my hometown was accepting of me when they thought I was a feminine straight male. Even when all signs pointed to me not being masculine in any way, they still tried to keep their perception of me positive. When I came out as transgender, that’s when shit hit the fan.

I would have imagined being disowned would hurt more. In reality, after the initial shock, I just felt sorry for everyone involved. The people I used to hold in such high regard were so quick to turn on me.

From the townsfolk to my very family. It made me question how much I really meant to any of them. After all the time I spent volunteering at the shelter. The hours I spent helping the firefighters with their fundraising sales. The house that I helped rebuild for the Jeffersons after their unfortunate fire. None of that meant a thing to the majority of those people once they found out I didn’t consider myself a man.

It was a constant battle of trying to admit that I am capable of being independent while still having people I can rely on when I need them. People like Hayden. His heart of gold made me worry about him. I didn’t want to make a big deal about it, but I could tell that he wasn’t quite straight. From the comments he made about other guys to me, he was trying to probe me out to see if he could trust me. I wanted him to be able to trust me, but I also wanted to keep him from getting too close to me.

After moving here, I realized that I’d only set myself up for another uncomfortable reveal at some point. My sexuality never changed. Just because I transitioned didn’t mean that I suddenly liked men. With the number of guys that tried to take me out on dates here, it was only a matter of time before someone eventually figured out that I was lesbian.

“Well I appreciate the compliment, Mrs. Lockhart,” I said as I started scanning her items.

She smiled at me and nodded, “Hayden is fond of you, you know?”

I giggled at the comment, “That’ll be twenty-six dollars and forty-seven cents.”

“Don’t work yourself too hard, sweetie. By the time I was your age, I was married with a baby on the way. There’s nothing wrong with settling down if you find yourself a good man,” she said.

“Oh, Mrs. Lockhart, I don’t think I could fit a baby in my belly. But even if I could, the cabin I’m renting isn’t quite big enough for a family! That’s no way to bring up a baby,” I said.

She chuckled and started coughing heavily. I hurried around the register to dig in her purse for her inhaler. She took it from me and took two puffs of it before putting it back in her purse.

After a few moments, she was breathing normally and sighed, “I’ve got to stop smoking. Now, what was I about to say? Oh, that’s right! Darling, life has a way of working out when it needs to. I promise you, get a baby in that belly of yours and I’m sure you’d find yourself in a bigger house with the means of taking care of your child. God does good things for good people.”

I got back behind the counter and she offered me the bills to pay for her groceries, “You should try to quit smoking. If you don’t, you might not be able to see my baby when they do come eventually along.”

As I put her bags in her cart, she spoke softly, “I hope I’m around to see that. I’ll see you around, Annika.”

When she left I let out a deep breath and smiled at the next customer that was making her way towards my register.

Her voice called out and my heart froze, “Sounds like you’re in the same boat I’m in. Everyone telling you that you should be starting a damn family when you’re not ready for one.”

The raven black hair that hung neatly around her chin and those bright blue eyes were unmistakable. She had on a loose fitting pair of cargo pants and a solid black tank top. Her style used to be far more feminine, but I guess that she either picked that style up in the military or she’d never really been all that feminine in the first place.

I knew her well enough to know that it was probably the latter.

Even after three years, I would have been able to tell my best friend from anyone else in the world. But she didn’t tell me she was going to be back in the area any time soon. And she definitely didn’t mention that she was going to be here!

So if Carmen hadn’t told me anything, what was she doing here?


Chapter Two

The cashier’s jaw dropped. I couldn’t help but feel like I was looking at a sweet little puppy. Still, she hadn’t said anything and that was starting to worry me, “Did I say something wrong?”

I cussed, but was that really a problem? She looked like she was about my age. Surely, she couldn’t have been so conservative that she wouldn’t be fine with a cuss word or two? Especially not after making the little quip she did to that Mrs. Lockhart person. Practically said the woman would die if she didn’t stop smoking.

“No, sorry. I just…” the woman’s voice trailed off. She seemed familiar to me, but I couldn’t place where I could possibly know her from. I would have remembered someone as beautiful as her. Her blonde hair was mostly straight, but towards the ends it started curling. The brown eyes seemed to glitter with a familiarity that I hadn’t seen in years.

I’d met a lot of people in the military. She was probably just someone that looked like of my higher-up's daughters. They were easy to be impressed by and similarly terrified of.

“You just what? It’s fine, you can tell me that I sound like an asshole,” I said teasingly.

“It’s not that!” she squeaked.

I smiled at her and she seemed to quiver for a moment. There was something going on with her, but I didn’t know what it was. She didn’t seem like she was a threat and I couldn’t imagine she was the type that was on drugs, but something was off here.

“Well, if it makes you feel better, I think I sound like an asshole most days. But if you don’t, then I don’t see why I can’t ask you if you’d be interested in telling me who the hell sells the candied apples year round?”

She smiled and my heart skipped a beat. “David McAdams does. His four-year-old adores them so he learned how to make them. The town has a bit of a sweet tooth, but let me tell you, you won’t find a better treat anywhere else.”

So she was one of those types. Quick to talk about anything but herself. “Well, I hope Mr. McAdams doesn’t kick my ass for not getting one right now, but I don’t think I’d want to eat that in my car.”

“Why would you eat it in your car?” she asked.

“I haven’t found a place to rent yet and I’m not too thrilled about staying in a hotel. Waste of money if I’ve ever seen one. I’ve slept in worse conditions when I was training in the Army. And besides, it’s pretty comfortable outside, even at night. I’ll be fine,” I said.

She shook her head, “That won’t do. Are you okay with sleeping on a couch?”

My eyebrow raised as I asked, “You’re comfortable offering your couch to a complete stranger?”

“You’re not a stra—” she cut herself off and sighed before extending her hand. “Annika. You were in the military. Any woman willing to serve our country deserves better than sleeping in the car.”

I shook her hand, “Carmen. I’m glad you feel that way. I’ve heard a lot of shit about women serving, it’s nice to know that not everyone has their heads stuck in the forties.”

Before she could continue, I pulled my hand away, “Now, ring this up so I can awkwardly ask you to write somewhere down to take you for dinner on the receipt.”

Her eyes went wide, “You don’t have to do that.”

“I don’t have to, but if I’m going to be staying the night at your house, it’s only fair. I don’t do charity, Annika.”

She let out a quiet sigh and went through the process of ringing up my items. When she finished, she mumbled, “Thirty-seven dollars and eighteen cents.”

“Shit, that’s a lot cheaper than it would have been in Cali,” I said.

“Yeah, well Tennessee has its upsides,” she said and offered me the receipt.

There was no reason for me to tell her I grew up around here. Not yet. If she thought I was just passing through, I wasn’t going to correct her. For now, I wanted to get to know her slowly. If there was any chance in hell that I could see her again after tonight, I’d have to take it. Then again, women in the south didn’t have a reputation for being open about their sexuality if they weren’t straight.

I smiled at her and crossed my arms, “That doesn’t look like you’re writing where you want to go.”

She huffed for a second before scribbling down the name of what I could assume was a local restaurant. Certainly wasn’t any chain I’d heard of. “Be there at seven.”

“I’ll show up early, just to make sure I don’t miss you coming,” I teased.

For a second, I could have sworn I saw Annika blush. I wasn’t going to pretend that I wasn’t flirting a little, but I didn’t expect her to respond to it. At least, not positively.

“I’ll see you then,” she mumbled.

I’d embarrassed her enough and there were more people coming through the line. As I grabbed my bags, I couldn’t help but check her out as I walked past. She certainly could use a little more meat on her bones, but damn, she made those tight jeans look nice.

I put my bags in the back of my car and headed back to my hometown. There wasn’t much of a reason for me to go there anymore, but I’m sure that Jason would love to see me. After all these years, it would be nice to see him too. We’d been texting and I was excited to see him. Lately, the texts he sent felt a little odd.

Before, he was so excited to see me that he was volunteering to pay for my plane ticket so I could come visit him. What he didn’t know was that I’d been saving my leave days so that I could get out just a little bit earlier. I got to sell a chunk of them back and still had enough to get out a month early.

Of course, he didn’t know that. Why would I tell him? That would just ruin the surprise.

When I made it there, not much had changed. Well, that was putting it gently. The place was still the piece of shit I remembered it being. There were no new restaurants, the only thing there that anyone could call entertainment was still the run-down cinema. In short, it was just like I remembered. A hell hole.

I drove to Jason’s house and got out of my car to knock on the door. It never ceased to amaze me at how much money Jason’s dad pumped into his home. The three-story home stuck out like a sore thumb. After I knocked, his mom opened the door and her frown caught me off guard.

“Hey, is Jason home?”

She shook her head, “I haven’t seen or heard from him in about four months. He took off. Don’t know where he went or why, but if that’s how he’s going to treat his family, we’re better off without him.”

“You’re not worried that he was kidnapped?” I asked. If I hadn’t been texting him, I would have been more concerned. Still, I figured he would have told me if something was wrong. Then again, he was acting strange lately. Maybe someone else had his phone?

She shook her head, “No, of course not. He sent a postcard from Maryland a few weeks ago.”

“Maryland? But didn’t you say you hadn’t heard from him?” I asked. None of what she was saying was adding up. For the second time today, I found myself questioning what exactly was going on with people. I knew Jason’s mom pretty well. For a long while, we were friends and they even invited me over for family game night most weeks.

“This is a hard time for the family, Carmen. I hope you understand and respect that,” she said. Her cold tone didn’t exactly incite sympathy. She closed the door and I didn’t bother knocking again.

I walked to my car and grabbed my phone to text Jason, ‘Yo, your mom just said you ran away four months ago and they got a postcard from Maryland. What’s the deal with that?’

After a few minutes of not getting a response, I let out a deep breath to calm myself. He usually texted back within this timeframe. It was possible that he was just busy, but maybe he was just done with me after being confronted about moving away. I could understand needing to get away from this town, but why did he make me feel like I was his lifeline just to lead me on?

I checked the time on my phone and muttered, “Fuck.”

Forty-five minutes until I was supposed to meet Carmen. I’d have to question why Jason would do something like this to me another time. As much as I hoped he was okay, I couldn’t ignore the bitter taste in my mouth. What reason did he have for not telling me that he was moving away?

The only thing I could think of was that he found some person and got into a relationship. That would be about the only way I could imagine him moving away, and it might account for him running off and not telling me. He was always a soft person, maybe not telling me was his way of trying to avoid dealing with breaking his promise to me.

As silly as it was, I held onto the idea of us moving off together and living out our lives as an inseparable duo. I’d always been the Jay to his Silent Bob…


Chapter Three

I turned off my car and grabbed my purse and then walked into Bonnie’s. Carmen’s text earlier really upset me but I couldn’t let her know what really happened. If my parents were telling people I just ran away, that was fine. She might have heard from someone else and if she didn’t show up to our dinner date, I knew that I would be busted. Then again, if she did show up, I still might be fucked.

Carmen didn’t deserve to be lied to and I hated that I did. But how could I tell her something like this? After all that we’d been through, I wasn’t sure she would be okay with my transition. Sure, she said that she would have my back until the end, but what if my gender identity made her uncomfortable?

It wouldn’t be the first time people that I thought would be there for me ended up turning their backs on me. I didn’t want to imagine Carmen doing the same thing, but I couldn’t pretend that it was impossible either.

For now, she seemed to like who I was and I wasn’t going to pretend that I didn’t like seeing this side of her. I’d always been her ‘little brother’ when we were growing up. She was protective over me and while it was embarrassing at the time, having her stand up for me and keep the bullies away had been nice. Unless I just completely misread the incident earlier, she was flirting with me. That wouldn’t have been so awkward if I hadn’t offered to let her sleep at my house.

My phone buzzed again and I opened it to see a second message from Carmen. ‘Hey, Jason, I’m not mad or anything. I just need to know if you’re okay. I’m back in town if you didn’t pick up on that. I was hoping to surprise you. I don’t have a lot of money, but I could make it up to Maryland and hang out for a week or two. I might be able to pick up a job there if you still wanted to go halfsies on a place together.’

I had my phone in my hand, thumbs hovering over the keys when Carmen walked into the restaurant. She looked a little flustered at first, but when she saw me, she smiled wide and hurried over to my table.

“You said you’d be early,” I said jokingly. The situation could wait until later. I had to do what I could to take her mind off things. How was I supposed to tell her that Jason was right here? She was already about to be in Jason’s house. Except Jason didn’t exist anymore. That part of my life was done. If only I’d told her before…

She smiled, “Yeah, I did say that. But you know how it goes. You meet a woman, she tells you to find a really obscure place, then you have to deal with the locals who don’t know you and don’t trust you. After saying my prayers to the earth so I could commune with nature, I eventually found some carvings on the side of a rock that had directions here.”

I laughed and shook my head, “Sounds like you had a really interesting day, druid.”

“Oh shit, you play games?” she asked.

“Doesn’t everyone?”

She shrugged her shoulders, “So I haven’t been able to ask someone this in a while, but do you think I could check out your inventory later?”

“Carmen, these puns, they’ve got to stop.”

“Fine, can I cleanse your den of evil?”

“Carmen!”

“I get it, I get it. So, on a more serious note. You want to be a cellar dweller with me tonight and play games until it’s bedtime?”

My cheeks hurt from smiling already and my concerns from earlier were fading away. As horrible as what I was doing to her was, I hoped that I could make her forget about it for now.

“Only if you promise to let me save my game before you send me to bed,” I said.

The waitress came over just before Carmen could continue making me nostalgic of our time together in the past, “I’m glad your date showed up. What can I get you started with?”

I shook my head, “Oh, no, she’s not my date! Not that there's anything wrong with her! Oh god…”

“I’m sorry, I didn’t get a menu. What is there to order? I mean, do you have steaks and burgers?” Carmen asked.

“Yes ma’am we have those,” she said to Carmen before turning to me, “Sorry for the mistake, Annika. I don’t mean to assume, I just haven’t seen you out with a man since you’ve been here.”

Carmen must have thought the worst of me right now. Just to get this over with, I called out, “I’ll have the southwestern salad and get her a cheeseburger with steak fries, please and thank you.”

“Coming right up, sweet tea?” she added.

“Yeah. Sweet tea for both of us,” I said.

As the waitress walked away, Carmen chuckled, “I wouldn’t be offended if you did say I was your date. Seems like she would have been impressed.”

“I don’t think that she would represent the majority,” I mumbled.

Carmen leaned forward and spoke softly, “I get what you mean. People down here aren’t exactly the most accepting. You sound like you’re not that kind of woman.”

I nodded, “I’m more tolerant than most, but I can’t say too much about that. I don’t know how comfortable I am talking to a stranger.”

Carmen extended her hand, “Carmen, Again. Now we’re not strangers.”

Why was she so much easier to talk to than she used to be? I took her hand and whispered, “I’m not interested in guys. Everyone keeps trying to push me into dating someone down here. But I just can’t do it. I don’t find men attractive and while they can be so sweet and kind and protecting, I can get that same thing from a woman.”

She smiled and ran her free hand down my arm. My skin drew up and I struggled to keep from gasping at the sensation. “Don’t worry, I’m not here to judge you. If anything, I have to say that I tend to be a little on the protective side. So if I start getting uncomfortable to be around, you just let me know. Otherwise,” she pulled my hand up towards her lips and kissed it softly, “you’ll have to get used to me telling the guys around here to leave you alone.”

I could feel a few sets of eyes on us. There was no way that this wouldn’t be the gossip of the town. Within hours of Carmen knowing the new me, she’d already managed to do what no one else in this town could. I wanted her. Childhood friend or not, there was no denying that she was a completely different person now.

There were still plenty of elements that were the same, sure. But that didn’t take away from the fact that Carmen would have never done anything like this if I were still Jason to her. She was making it too hard to want to be honest with her. I didn’t want to give this intimacy up, even if it was fleeting. I didn’t know what her plans were and if she did decide to strike out for Maryland on a wild goose chase for the old me, I couldn’t pretend I’d have an answer for that.

“Don’t get used to it if you’re not going to be sticking around,” I mumbled.

She smiled and shrugged her shoulders, “I can think of a few reasons to stay here. I’d have to find a job though. My savings can hold me over for a while, but I’d rather not live paycheck to paycheck once I do find a job. I thought I’d be making different plans once I came back to Tennessee.”

“Back to Tennessee?”

Carmen nodded, “Born and raised here, sadly. I’ll be honest, I didn’t really talk to nature earlier. I was trying to get in touch with an old friend to see if some old plans were going to hold up. I promise I wouldn’t have skipped out on the date either way.”

Every part of my rational brain was screaming for me to tell her the truth right now. But my heart was scared that logic would ruin whatever was happening between us tonight. As selfish as it was, I simply asked, “What kind of work do you do?”

“Construction or security. Hell, just about anything would work right now. I’m not going to be picky about how I find a way to stick around for a little while,” she said.

“Just a little while?”

Carmen let go of my hand and sat back against the booth, “That depends on what kind of game you want to play. If it’s single player, I’ll just have to start my adventure elsewhere.”

The waitress came back and sat down our sweet tea, “Your food will be out in a few seconds, can I get you anything else?”

“Do you have hot sauce?” Carmen asked.

I pointed to the small tray near the window with the condiments, “Right there.”

The waitress giggled and Carmen’s cheeks flushed as she muttered, “Ah, well don’t I feel dumb.”

I smiled as the waitress left, “Nothing wrong with missing some details. That’s what your co-op partner is there for.”

“I’m obviously not going to be playing a support class,” Carmen grumbled.

“Don’t worry,” I said while smiling at her, “I’m most comfortable when I don’t have to take the lead.”

Carmen sighed and relaxed in her seat, “That’s not going to be a problem. As long as you speak up when you’ve got something to say, I’ll happily drag you into dungeons.”

“Which kind of dungeon?” I asked and immediately slapped my hand over my mouth in shame.

She chuckled and locked eyes with me, “Well that depends on what kind of game we’re going to be playing, doesn’t it? You didn’t strike me as that kind of girl, but I’m sure we could test the waters.”

The waitress came back with our food and saved me from the conversation at hand for the time being. The conversation while we ate was very light and mostly just light teasing from Carmen’s end. By the time we left the restaurant and got ready to leave for my place, I knew that tonight wasn’t going to be easy for me.

Having your best friend take you on the best date of your life usually led to some conflicting feelings, after all…




Chapter Four

“Your place is a little small, isn’t it?” I asked.

Annika walked to the porch of her cabin, “I got a really good deal on it. Besides, how can you argue with this kind of view?”

“The air is a little thinner, I can’t imagine that you have internet out here, and I just hope that you’re not going to be visited by a big bad wolf,” I teased.

She giggled and unlocked the door and stepped inside, “No wolves. Just insects during the summer. They can’t get enough of me.”

“Can you blame them? You smell like strawberries and if you didn’t let me eat before I came over, even I’d be tempted to eat you,” I teased as I followed her inside.

Annika tensed up for a moment before speaking quietly, “We’re going to hope that you were making a dark joke. Right?”

“Er, yeah. Something like that,” I said. At the restaurant, she seemed fine with my flirting. I might have to tone things back a little if she was uncomfortable now that there weren’t other people around.

She showed me around her one bedroom house. “It’s really not much, but it’s affordable and no one bothers me out here. The privacy is priceless.”

“I can imagine,” I said and sat down on her sofa. It was cheaply made and I swear I could feel a board jutting up to meet my ass. “So how long have you been here?”

“In this cabin or in the town?”

“The cabin,” I clarified.

She walked over to her flimsy entertainment center and grabbed two controllers. I shouldn’t have let myself look at her ass when she bent over, but damn. Thin or not, the woman had curves where I liked them. Her breasts were tiny, but that didn’t make her any less attractive in my eyes.

Annika handed me a controller and the slid down onto her knees to put a game into the console, “About two months. Why? Is it easy to tell?”

“It reminds me of when I had to move in the military. Kind of something I imagined I’d be able to avoid when I found a place. Then again, I also imagined I’d be splitting the bills with someone else when I did get out of the military,” I said.

“Girlfriend?” she asked.

I chuckled, “Best friend, the person I was trying to visit before we grabbed a bite to eat. At least, I thought he was. I never told him I wasn’t into guys, but I don’t think I ever needed to. He was a cool guy that I thought would be around until the end, you know?”

She nodded her head somberly. “What happened with you two?” Annika turned down the TV as it came on and handed me the remote, “If it’s still too loud, you can turn it down.”

“It’s fine,” I said. “I don’t know what happened. His mom said he ran away. But that doesn’t sound like something he’d do.”

“Maybe that’s not what happened,” she said. “I can’t pretend I know the situation, but if you knew him like that, wouldn’t it make sense to trust your gut?”

I nodded and selected a character to play with her. The game wasn’t new by any means. It was one I used to play with Jason quite often, but it didn’t really lose its replay value.

“You know, I’d love to. But he didn’t text me back when I told him what his mom said. Maybe he really did run off. Or maybe something worse happened? I don’t know, I honestly don’t. Can we play the game?” I asked.

She nodded and let me select a zone to clear, “I didn’t mean to bring up bad memories.”

I smiled and bumped her with my shoulder, “Don’t worry about it. I’d rather make some good ones instead.”

Annika leaned against my side and started following me around the game after it loaded. She wasn’t all that great at the game, but she did a good job at keeping my health bar full. By the end of the night, we’d finished almost a quarter of it but she was yawning almost constantly.

“We can stop,” I offered.

“I don’t want to. I’m not even tired,” she said before yawning for the millionth time.

I chuckled and paused the game and put my controller on the floor. She grumbled for a few moments before putting hers down on the armrest. “Why’d you pause it?

“Because you said you didn’t like to lead. But I’ve had a great time so far tonight, Annika. I don’t know why I told you what I did about my situation, but I feel like I can trust you. I don’t get that feeling often. But I also don’t feel like doing this with most people either,” I said.

Her eyebrow arched for a second in confusion and I closed the gap between us. My lips pressed against hers and she froze for a moment. I was just about to pull away when she put her hands on my sides and opened her lips just a little.

My heart thundered in my chest. I hated taking chances on things like this, but even if Annika kicked me out after this, it would have been worth it. Her soft lips finally pulled away from mine and she whispered, “I’m a little tired.”

I chuckled and gave her a gentle peck on the lips, “Then go get some sleep. I’ll be here in the morning unless you want me gone?”

“Why would I want you to leave?” she asked innocently. Her hands slid away from my hips and she stood, “I’ll bring you a cover and a pillow.”

“You sure I can’t sleep with you?” I asked jokingly.

Even though I would have followed her into her bedroom if she agreed to the teasing offer, I knew that there were limits. Just because she kissed me didn’t mean that I could push things too far. As attractive as she was, I had to keep myself reasonable. She didn’t seem like the kind of woman that would appreciate a quick fling.

She hesitated for a moment, “Not yet. You’ve only known me a day. Maybe after we beat the game.”

“Sounds like you’re offering me to stay a few more nights.”

“Only if you want to. I’m not going to make you, Carmen. But I’d enjoy the company.”

Annika headed into her room and came back a few moments later with a blanket dragging behind her and a pillow in her hand, “I’m not giving you my big pillow.”

I smiled and took the offered pillow, “Getting the boss’s loot without beating it just feels like cheating.”

“Something like that,” she said and yawned again.

“Go get some sleep, sweetie,” I said softly.

She started away and then stopped shortly after she was out of sight, “Please be here in the morning, okay?”

“I wouldn’t leave unless you made me,” I called out.

Annika’s door closed shortly after and I sat in the quiet living room looking up at the ceiling. As wrong as it was, as soon as she headed into her bedroom, I slid my hand into my shorts. I knew that I was a guest in her house, but I’d managed to work myself up more than I thought I would with that kiss.

I bit my lower lip to keep myself quiet as I rubbed my clit to the images of Annika in my mind. She wasn’t the curviest woman I’d ever met, but her ass was to die for. If she caught me doing this, there was no doubt that she would probably think I was one of the worst people alive. I pressed my heels into the couch and lifted my hips in an attempt to grind harder against my fingers.

The added friction wasn’t enough. I slid my hand further down my pussy and pushed two fingers into myself. This wasn’t a slow self-care session, it was quite the opposite. I slammed my fingers into myself as quickly as I could, desperate to try and satiate the lust that was consuming my every thought.

Biting my lip didn’t help keep me quiet for long. The faster I worked my fingers into myself, the louder I got. It was a risk I’d have to take. Besides, maybe if Annika caught me, she might find herself interested in helping me finish.

That possibility was the final straw for me. But even as I felt my core tightening, I didn’t bother to stop pumping my fingers into my drenched folds. The fantasies that flooded through me weren’t of Annika’s soft brown eyes looking up at me while she ate my pussy. They weren’t even about her cute little ass.

All that I could think about as my juices gushed from my pussy was Annika’s perfect smile, her beautiful body, and her still-lingering strawberry scent. Ecstasy rippled through my very soul as I rode the blissful waves until they slowly ebbed away.

After my core stopped spasming, I let out a deep breath and awkwardly wiped my fingers clean on the cover that Annika brought me. After a few moments, my relaxed state of mind started slipping away and I was left with my thoughts about the situation I was in.

With everything that happened since I came to this town, I wasn’t sure that I wanted to leave. The only thing that could convince me otherwise was Jason. I pulled out my phone and sent him another text, ‘I met someone, Jason. I think she’s pretty cool. Reminds me a lot of you, but I doubt you want to hear about it. Man, I don’t want to abandon you, but you’re abandoning me. If you could just text back and let me know if I should stay here or come up there, that would help a lot right now.’

I locked my phone and sat it on the floor beside me. There was no response, but I didn’t expect one. Jason had abandoned me when I needed him. What happened to those dreams of growing up and finding partners together? Being there as the other’s godparents. It must have been nothing more than a game to him. Jason didn’t seem like the kind of person to do this to someone.

I just hoped that he had a damn good reason for ignoring me if he did finally text me back. There was no reason for me to hold onto a friendship that seemed to mean little to someone else. If I’d busted him earlier about moving away to Maryland then he should have just come clean. If that wasn’t the case, I could only hope that he was busy and that he would get back to me later.

If that failed, at least I had this chance with Annika. Even if this couch was probably less comfortable than sleeping in my car, the sentiment meant a lot more to me than I cared to admit.


Chapter Five

I awoke to the smell of eggs and sausage being cooked. At first, I almost panicked and then remembered that I wasn’t alone for once. I got out of bed and pulled my pajama pants back on. Revealing that part of myself to Carmen might not be the best thing to do right now, especially not after the text I read last night.

She was suffering and I knew she was. The right thing would have been to tell her what was going on and explain why I didn’t text her back initially. But that would mean that whatever we had right now would probably go away. I couldn’t imagine her being interested in me if she knew that I was the person that she used to dig in the mud with.

There was too much history between us. I knew I was being selfish, but Carmen seemed happy last night. If things went well, she would never find out about my transition. After all, once I told her that I still had my penis, she would probably be long gone before I could tell her anything else.

If I would have known that she was going to kiss me last night, I would have told her that I was transgender then. It’s not something everyone needed to know. Someone that wanted to be intimate with me, though, they should probably know my secret.

I worked hard to get to the point where I could pass as a woman without too much effort. Lots of hours in the gym, a lot of dieting, and even a facial surgery. Some people would have called that a vain way to spend my graduation money, but it was my choice. After I realized I wouldn’t be able to stay in my hometown, I refused to be clocked as a male by appearance alone.

My shuffling around must have attracted Carmen’s attention, “Hey, I’m making breakfast. Seeing as how you had this shit in your house, I’m going to assume you eat it?”

“No, I keep it for the insects. I wouldn’t want them to eat me instead,” I called out on my way over to the door.

By the time I opened it, she was already walking back to the kitchen, “Right on. Where would I go to start putting in applications around here?”

That was a question that I didn’t really know how to answer. I mean, I knew, but I didn’t know if it would do her any good. “You’re going to have to get in with the people around town. I mean, I could ask around for you?”

She shook her head, “I’ll do it myself first. Not that I don’t appreciate you offering, but I’d rather try and get my face out there if this place is anything like my old town.”

We ate breakfast and by the time I finished, it was close to time to get ready. “I’ve got to be at work soon. Lock the door when you leave,” I said.

“Oh, speaking of, could I get your phone number so I can text you?” she asked.

I froze for a moment. I couldn’t give her my number. If I did, the jig was up. This was my chance to do the right thing and let her know what was going on, but I couldn’t do that. Not when things were going so well.

“Not yet. If you find a job, I’ll think about it. I don’t want to get my hopes up just yet, Carmen,” I said.

She nodded, “I understand. When will you be back here?”

“Around five,” I said.

“Okay. See you around then, I’ll remember to lock the door after I finish cleaning up the mess I made.”

I headed into the bathroom to shower and change. After I put on some makeup, I headed into the kitchen and wrapped my arms around Carmen’s shoulders. She looked at me with a curious grin and I gave her a peck on the lips.

“Good luck out there today. Just remember what is on the table if you do stick around,” I said.

She chuckled and kissed me again before whispering, “It might just be you at some point.”

My cheeks warmed and I quickly pulled away. “That was implied,” I mumbled as I hurried to get out of the door.

The silence in my car was deafening. I couldn’t stop thinking about what would happen when Carmen found out. At this point, I couldn’t even say that she might not discover who I was. I could get a different phone, sure, but that was money that I really didn’t have to spend. As much as I wanted to live this fantasy, I knew that it would come to an end soon.

When I arrived at work, Hayden approached me, “Hey, I was a little bummed out when you didn’t visit me on your break.”

“I didn’t mean to brush you off,” I said. “Really, I’m sorry. I had someone come back into my life that I wasn’t quite expecting. It really sent me for a loop and I’m still not sure how to feel about it.”

He smiled, “I’m not mad at you. I just really felt like I should have pushed a little harder to get you to open up. Did you want to talk about it now?”

I sighed and looked down at my feet, “You know, at this point, I’m not sure if I can. I want to trust you, Hayden, but this isn’t something I could expect you to keep private.”

“What reason do I have to do anything to hurt you, Annika?” he asked.

If anyone had any chance of understanding this situation, it would be Hayden. As much as I didn’t want to fill him in, I needed to get this off my chest.

“Promise that you won’t tell anyone? I do mean anyone. I can’t afford this getting out, again,” I said.

“I promise,” he said. For once, his tone wasn’t light. Hayden sounded like he was serious and I had to put my faith in him to keep this between us. It felt wrong, even as I thought about letting someone in. If I didn’t, I might just explode.

I glanced around to make sure no early bird customers were around. “There was a person that came in yesterday. Her name is Carmen and I’ve known her for years and years. Since I was seven, to be exact.”

His eyes lit up, “Fourteen years. That’s a long time, how long has it been since you’ve seen her?”

“Three years. She enlisted in the army. But that’s not the part that’s important. There’s something you don’t know about me, Hayden. Something that people here can’t know. Especially Carmen.”

“Are you gay too?” he asked and then clamped his hands over his mouth.

I smiled weakly, “Lesbian, but yes. That’s not quite what I was getting at though. Carmen doesn’t know me. At least, she doesn’t know she knows me. I’m transgender, Hayden. I transitioned while she was gone and now she’s back and last night, she kissed me.”

Hayden hesitated for a moment before hugging me tightly, “Your secret is safe with me, but how do you plan on telling her?”

“I can’t tell her, Hayden. We were supposed to get together after she came back from the military. Not like, dating together, but friends together. It’s something that we used to dream about and now she’s texting my number trying to get in contact with the person she used to know,” I said.

“Why don’t you just tell her?”

I shook my head, “Whatever is going on between us is going to stop if I do.”

“But what makes you think that it would be any better if she found out that you’ve been lying to her. That’s kind of manipulative, Annika,” he said.

“That’s why I’m telling you, Hayden. I don’t know what to do and it’s eating my soul.”

He tapped his fingers along his barely noticeable stubble, “Honestly, Annika, I think it’s best that you just tell her. After that, let her know how you feel about what’s going on between you right now. If she’s fine with it, then you’re going to be fine. If not, you might just have to accept that she has a reason to be angry. I think she’ll probably accept what happened if you explain yourself.”

“I can hope so, but I’m scared, Hayden,” I said softly.

“And you have a reason to be. Finding someone that you’re interested in down here has been impossible for both of us. If I had a guy, you bet your ass that I’d probably listen to most anything to make sure that we stayed together. Even if that means keeping our relationship completely secret. I understand what is going through your mind. But Carmen isn’t just your romantic interest. She’s your best friend, Annika. That bond isn’t something you can just throw away,” he said.

Why did he have to be so damn reasonable? I pulled out my phone and looked at it for a few moments before whispering, “I’ll tell her when it’s closer to the end of my shift.”

“Take your time, but you might want to do it in person,” he said.

Great. The advice I needed, I didn’t want. But I knew he was right. After the connection I felt last night, I knew that this needed to stop before it got too serious… Or could it possibly end up being exactly what I needed?


Chapter Six

The town wasn’t nearly as small as I initially thought. I bought a change of clothes and was thankful to finally get out of the panties I had on from last night. They were heavy with guilt, that, or the remnants of the mess I made. After that, I didn’t feel like wearing panties today, going commando couldn’t hurt anything.

Even though I showered this morning, I could still smell the shame on my fingers. It was probably all mental, but that didn’t make it any less uncomfortable when I was shaking people’s hands all day in an attempt to find work.

After striking out at a few places, I did manage to pique the interest of the high school. They were looking for a security guard with experience. Once I mentioned that I was fresh out of the army, they told me that I should bring them a copy of my resume.

Things were looking up. If I managed to get this job, I’d be able to possibly stay in town. Whether or not I could keep living with Annika was undetermined, but I certainly would love that. She was everything I could want in a person from I’d seen so far. The only issue was that I couldn’t be sure if she truly wanted to be with me.

After I ran by the library and used the computer to print out my resume, I brought it back to the school. It seemed like they were interested in me but they told me that they still had to run the background check.

“If you don’t hear back from us by Tuesday, swing on by again and we’ll get everything straightened up. I can’t imagine you not getting the job, darling,” the pleasant older woman behind the desk said.

“Thanks for the opportunity.”

Once I finished with everything I had to do, I really didn’t have much to do. Against my better judgment, I headed to the store that Annika worked at and grabbed a soda and headed to the checkout counter. Annika’s line was the longer of the two open ones, but I didn’t mind the wait.

Hearing her talk to the town’s people made my heart flutter. She was so damn sweet and everyone seemed to like her. This was what a community should feel like. Not the gossip-heavy town I used to live in. I couldn’t be sure that this town was much better after only a full day of being here, but I could hope that it was a place I could call home.

When I finally made it to the counter, she looked up and smiled. That smile faded quickly and she spoke softly, “We need to talk after I get off work.”

Seeing her cheerful demeanor shift in the span of seconds made my stomach fall into my shoes. “What’s wrong?”

“There’s something I haven’t told you that I should have. This isn’t the place to have this conversation. Just…”

“Just what, Annika?” I asked.

“Promise me that you’ll keep last night in mind when I tell you. Okay?”

I nodded my head. The request was a little strange, but I wasn’t going to deny her that. Last night was wonderful. I already missed those soft lips upon mine!

“I will. Can you give me a hint?”

“I wish I could, but that would only make things worse. I’ll talk to you soon,” she said.

That answer didn’t do much to prevent my mind from running all over the place. She seemed so sweet and carefree last night. If she meant to tell me she was bisexual or something, that was something I didn’t have a problem with. If her parents might be coming to town and she needed me to disappear for a few days, I could do that.

I understood that she wasn’t open with her sexuality and while I didn’t wear mine on my sleeve, I didn’t have a problem with that. What I struggled to understand was why she seemed so worried all of the sudden. It made me question if I did something wrong.

I drove back to Annika’s cabin and leaned against the door. After what felt like an eternity, her blue car rolled up the driveway and she got out. Her phone was in her hand and she called out, “Please don’t be mad at me.”

She looked down at her phone and started typing a message. I don’t know what book she was writing, but she finally spoke, “You should have a text.”

“How did you get my numb—” my heart stopped when I saw a message from Jason.

‘Carmen, I’m so sorry. I should have told you when you first enlisted, but I’m transgender. I’ve known since I was little, but I didn’t know I could do anything about it until I was sixteen. By then, I figured that my parents wouldn’t support my transition, so I waited until I turned eighteen. You were leaving a week after I started hormones and I didn’t know how to tell you.’

I stopped reading for a moment to glance at her and I could see the tears streaming down her cheeks from here. It wasn’t a prank. No one else would have a way to text me. After reading the text a second time, I couldn’t decide if I should be furious or happy. If the military taught me anything, it was how to accept things for what they were. That didn’t mean I had to understand them.

“Can you come open the door? I’d rather talk inside, Annika,” I called out.

She nervously trudged her way toward me, “I understand if you’re mad.”

“I didn’t say I was mad, Annika. I just really wish you would have said something sooner, before I—”

“Before you kissed me? Before you came back from the military? Before you left?” she asked in rapid succession. “You had enough on your plate and I didn’t know how to say what I needed to say. And then when you showed up here of all places and flirted with me, I was so unsure of what I should do.”

Annika unlocked the door and we stepped inside. I ran my hands through my hair and let out a deep breath, “Look, Annika, I’m not blaming you. I’m still worried about what happened to you while I was gone. Why the hell would your mom say that you ran away?”

“Because they didn’t accept my transition. Almost no one from our town approved of it and the few people that did couldn’t exactly make things better for me. Carmen, I didn’t want to tell you because I knew it would make things more difficult. But I couldn’t let you keep going on thinking that I didn’t care about you.”

“And I really appreciate that you told me, but I’m not sure how to feel about last night now. You wanted me to keep it in mind, and trust me, I really enjoyed that. But how do we move forward from here, Annika? I don’t like feeling so damn conflicted.”

She stepped closer to me and her strawberry perfume made me flinch. After knowing that this was Jason, I didn’t want to be attracted to her. Her gender identity didn’t bother me at all, but being lied to wasn’t my favorite thing. If anything, I would have never thought she would have done that. But thinking about over some of the things she said last night, maybe she was dropping hints all along? It was all so damn frustratingly difficult to pick a stance on.

“Then why can’t we try to move forward as both? I didn’t want to say anything because I’ve never been so interested in someone, Carmen. I don’t mean to sound crude, but I’ve had a lot of people offer to go on a date with me. You show up and I don’t know how to tell my left from right anymore. I understand that things are infinitely more complicated for you now, but I don’t want this to stop,” she said.

I put my hand on her shoulder and stepped past her, “I need a minute to think. Keep your phone on and try not to ignore me if I text you.”

She didn’t try to stop me and I was thankful for that, but she dumped too much on me at one time. I left and got in my car and drove to the sports bar not too far away. I ordered a coke and fries to at least pretend that I wanted to be there.

I didn’t like leaving her back at her cabin all alone, but I couldn’t think about the situation at hand while she was looking at me with those soft brown eyes. They were familiar to me yesterday and now I felt stupid for not realizing before. Then again, how could I have known? She was my best friend, that much didn’t change. If she told me about all of this from the start, we wouldn’t be in this situation.

A ripple of guilt tore through me. If she told me who she really was, I wouldn’t have soaked my panties to the thought of her. But I enjoyed last night. I couldn’t remember the last time a date went so well, even the ones that ended in a much more physical release.

I knew Annika better than anyone and that was something I needed to keep in mind right now. The bar continued to get busier as time went on and soon, there were too many people to think clearly. I paid my tab and went back outside and got in my car to start creeping back towards Annika’s cabin.

She’d always been the kind of person to hide in her shell to make her life as simple as it could be. If it came down to her wanting something that someone else did, she would give up her own desires for that person to be happy. Annika wasn’t a bad person, I knew she wasn’t. My stomach twisted into a knot as my headlights lit up her cabin.

Annika tried to stand up for something she wanted and I walked away from her. Even now, it was hard to blame myself for what I did. I needed the space to think. That didn’t mean I was proud of how I handled things, but as I parked my car and walked towards the front door, I knew what I had to do.


Chapter Seven

For the hour that Carmen was gone, I’d managed to chew my nails down as far as I could. After that, I started cleaning… Everything. My anxiety was getting the better of me and it was all my fault. I shouldn’t have told her. But I had to. Didn’t I?

If I let things go, Hayden was right, things would end up exploding in my face. Still, it didn’t feel right to me. All I wanted was to be able to lean into her side and play games like we did last night. To just spend time with her as the person she was interested in. It could only end up hurting me, in the long run, to not tell her about me, but at least that pain would have been in the future.

Not knowing if she would come back or even text me was eating away at my conscience. Doing the right thing felt like the worst choice I could have made. My mind played over her words again and again. Each time, I managed to find a different meaning to them and it was never good.

It had to be for the best. If Carmen never came back and never said another word to me, at least she would know the truth. That would have to be good enough for me. I shouldn’t have been so selfish in the first place, this was my fault these consequences were mine to deal with alone.

At least I had tomorrow off. If I had to go into work and be around people, I knew I would end up crying my eyes out in the restroom. Stress and I weren’t good friends.

“Ahem.”

The sound I heard came from behind me. I was bent over the counter scrubbing the surface clean and I couldn’t bring myself to turn to face her.

“Annika?” Carmen asked softly.

“Yes?” I mumbled.

She grabbed my shoulder and softly tugged, “Please look at me or at least stop cleaning for a second.”

I exhaled deeply and straightened up. Her tone seemed so inviting. The other foot had to be dropping soon. I turned to face her, “I can sleep on the couch, I’ll give you the bed. If you don’t want to split the bills, I won’t mind. Please don’t leave, Carmen… Please?”

“Shh,” Carmen said as she wrapped her arms around my shoulders and pulled me into her. “I don’t like seeing you this way. You can’t pretend that you’re not stretched thin right now. Not with me, at least. I’m sorry for stepping away but I needed a minute to clear my mind. I should have texted or something, I know. But I think I know what I want to do now.”

I held her tight and took a deep breath. If this was the last time I would see her, I wanted to remember everything about her. How warm she was in my arms, how smooth her neck was against my cheek, how she smelled faintly like cinnamon… Everything about her.

“Don’t squeeze me so tight, I’m not going anywhere. The only thing I want to know is if you’re out to the town or not. If you want to go on another date, I’ll need to know what story you want me to tell about how we met,” she said. Carmen’s left arm draped around my lower back and her right hand slid up to the back of my neck and she kissed the top of my head.

My heart slammed against my chest and I immediately relaxed my grip, “S-Sorry! I’m not out to anyone here, I don’t know if they’ll be like the people back at home or not.”

“I won’t tell anyone, but I don’t want to hide our relationship if we decide to get more serious, Annika.”

“We don’t have to hide anything, if you want me to come out I will. Just please don’t leave me.”

Carmen sighed and pulled away from me, “Didn’t I make it clear that I’m not going anywhere? And no one has to sleep on the couch. Don’t take it the wrong way, but we’ve slept together in the same bed before. A lot.”

“But I still have my…”

“Your dick? That’s fine. Look, I’m not interested in guys at all, but I’d be lying through my teeth if I said I didn’t enjoy a dildo every now and then. Just don’t expect me to suck it, at least, not until I’m ready,” she said.

My cheeks burned from how forward she was, “T-That’s not what I meant at all.”

“But it’s something that we need to talk about. I’m not going to pretend that I don’t enjoy sex, Annika. If we’re dating, at some point, we’re probably going to get intimate. Hell, last night I would have happily followed you to bed if you would have let me.”

I felt like crawling into a corner and dying from embarrassment. How could she be so calm and casual about this? She’d always been a little open about her opinions on sex, but I never would have dreamed that I’d be on the receiving end of her teasing.

“S-So now what?” I asked.

Carmen chuckled and reached for my hand, “Now? I think we can get back into the game and let things get back to normal. That’s what we used to do, right?”

I smiled and let her lead me into the living room. At first, I sat as far away from her as I could but she pulled me against her side, “You don’t seem to be as interested in me as you were last night, sweetie.”

“Last night you didn’t know that I was your best friend. I don’t know, I just thought this would be a lot more difficult than you’re making it,” I said.

She chuckled and put her hand on my thigh, “Trust me, this isn’t easy for me. I think you’re the most attractive woman I’ve ever met, so physically, yeah, I want you. But if you are serious about this dating thing, I’m going to treat you like I would a girlfriend. Sure, things aren’t as easy as it would be if we were really getting to know each other, but maybe that’s a good thing. I already know how you are and I know that I want you in my life. All that’s left is figuring out how to make this work as lovers.”

I quickly handed her a controller and took mine. The thought of having sex with her wasn’t unappealing in the slightest, but I didn’t want to think about it right now. Carmen chuckled and slid her hand further up my thigh, “Someone’s nervous.”

“A little,” I said shakily.

“You remember when we went swimming in high school?” she asked.

I cocked my head to the side and looked at her, “What does that have to do with this?”

Carmen’s hand darted to my crotch and she gently grasped the bulge in my pants, “Sometimes it’s best to just jump in the cold water and let yourself get used to it instead of whining about how cold your feet are.”

I didn’t want to tell her that this was my first time being touched like this. I didn’t want to tell her to stop. I didn’t want to tell her to keep going. All I could do was let out a soft moan as I clenched my thighs together, trapping her hand.

“Is something wrong?” she asked innocently as she rubbed her hand back and forth as best she could with her limited range of motion.

“N-Nope.”

Carmen smiled and used her free hand to cup my chin and turn my head to face her. I squeezed the handles of my controller so hard that I was afraid I might break it as she leaned in and kissed me.

This was everything I thought I wanted. And I did want it. But I didn’t know how to react now that I was getting it.

When her tongue pressed against my lips, I instinctively opened my lips and let her deepen the kiss. My thighs relaxed enough to let her have her hand back. As soon as it was free, she took my hand from the controller and slid it between her legs and put it on her inner thigh.

I froze, unsure as of what she wanted. Carmen broke the kiss and leaned back into the couch casually, “I want you to touch me.”

“C-Can’t we wait on that?” I asked.

“If you want to wait, then don’t let me force you. But I’d rather just knock down this awkward barrier.”

I let out a huff of air, “Why do you have to be so reasonable?”

“Because I want this to be a mutual relationship if that’s what you’re wanting it to be. I’m not going to make you do this, but I think it would be for the best, Annika,” she said.

My hand inched closer to her crotch. I didn’t expect it to be so hot that I could feel the difference. As my pinky finger brushed against her heated desire, I paused, “B-Better?”

The downtrodden look on her face made my mind up for me. Still, Carmen spoke softly, “If that’s where you want to stop, then stop.”

I took a deep breath and moved my hand over her pussy and let my fingers rub her gently. Aside from the thin fabric of her jeans, I didn’t feel anything else covering her lower lips. I might have been willing to ignore that, but I could feel her dampness on my fingertips as I pulled my hand away from her.

She put her arm behind my back, “There, it’s out of the way now. I know what you have, you know what I have. Do you think it’s something you want to explore more of some other time?”

It took me a few moments to recover from her sudden actions. “M-Maybe another time? I, uhm. I’m hard? So I think I liked it?”

Carmen smiled disarmingly at me and nodded towards the TV, “I don’t want to rush things, but I think we needed to break the ice and the best way to do that is to just dive right in. At least, that’s how I do things. You should know that though.”

I slowly nodded and took my controller in both hands again, “Y-You’re not wearing any panties, are you?”

“Funny story about that. A little something to be embarrassed about, I guess, but I think you deserve to have a little dirt on me. Last night I masturbated to you. Totally gross, I know, but yeah… I ditched my panties this morning when I bought this outfit and couldn’t bring myself to put on another pair.”

The admittance was a little unexpected, but I couldn’t pretend it wasn’t flattering. “Wait, you touched yourself on my couch?”

She laughed and selected her character, “Don’t we have a boss to beat? If not, I’m sure you’d be perfectly fine with whipping out your dick and I’ll just touch you on your couch.”

I locked in my character and gulped, “I think he’s going to be an easy boss with our gear.”

“That’s what I thought.”

It was hard to believe just how quickly the tension in the air vanished as we started playing games. I ended up snuggling into her side with the cover over our legs while she brutalized the monsters and I followed behind her making sure to keep her alive. By the end of the night, my head was resting on her chest and her arm was around me. I didn’t mind her arm constantly squirming as she played the game.

After what happened earlier, this was all I could have wanted. A normal night with my best friend. My girlfriend.


Chapter Eight

It would have been a massive understatement to say that I enjoyed having Annika’s warm body pressed against me when I woke up the next morning. Her soft breathing was the perfect melody to wake up to and I hated that I needed to use the restroom so bad. If it wasn’t for biology, I would have been content to lay here beside her until she finally opened those beautiful eyes of hers.

I rubbed my hand across her stomach and spoke quietly, “Annika, I’ve got to get up.”

She grumbled and pressed her ass against me, “Not yet.”

“If you don’t let me up, I’m going to piss in your bed and it’s going to be no one’s fault but yours,” I threatened lightheartedly.

Annika rolled onto her stomach and unpinned my arm that had spent the night underneath her. It was going to hurt like a motherfucker when the blood returned to my arm, but that was inevitable and completely worth it. Even as I worked my way out from under the cover, I hated leaving her behind even for a second.

I might be getting a little too attached to whatever this was, but after plenty of time to think about the situation at hand, I’d come to one major conclusion. If there was anyone in my life that I truly thought could love me, it would be Annika. After all the things we put each other through growing up, all the secrets we knew about one another, and anything else that could be attributed to our friendship… I knew that she was the one for me.

Rushing into something this serious wasn’t normal for me. Then again, how normal was it that someone’s best friend transitions and goes out on a date with them?

I couldn’t imagine that number being very high. After I finished in the bathroom, I stepped back into her bedroom and smiled at her. Annika was sitting up on the bed, hunched over and idly toying with her pajamas, “Turn around.”

“Why?” I asked.

“Because I don’t want you to see me when I get up,” she mumbled.

I tilted my head to the side, “And why is that?”

Annika rolled her eyes, “Do I have to spell it out for you? Carmen, I’ve got to pee and I can’t sit here until this goes down!”

“No one’s asking you to wait until your morning wood decides to tip over.”

“But isn’t it a little weird for you? It’s a little weird for me.”

I laughed and walked towards her. She leaned back and I pulled the cover away from her. While she was making it sound like such a normal problem to have, I definitely understood why she might want to hide her morning wood from me. The bulge in her pajama pants was pronounced and if I was being blunt, the damn thing was a little shocking.

Even after teasing her last night, the jeans she had on must have made it seem like it was much more along the lines of average. Of all the things that could have come out of my mouth, I managed to let slip, “How the hell can you be shy with something like that?”

Annika huffed and shot out of bed. She stormed off into the bathroom and I waited outside the closed door, “I didn’t mean it like that! I’m just waking up, my mind isn’t working right.”

“Oh, you know what you were saying! You know, it’s a little uncomfortable to have someone see me like that,” she called back.

“I’d end up seeing it eventually anyway, Annika.” My rebuttal might not be what she wanted to hear, but I didn’t want her to think that this was something to be upset about. If she wanted to be my girlfriend, I told her as bluntly as I could that I wanted things to be physical.

Sex wasn’t everything in my life, but I wasn’t going to pretend that it wasn’t one of the most exhilarating things… Well, if it was done with the right partner.

She flushed the toilet and washed her hands before coming back out. Her eyes bore into mine and she quipped, “Don’t you dare look down! Now you listen here, I’m fine with things moving forward but you’re going to have to give me a little bit of time. This is new to me, I’ve never even been touched before last night, so don’t you act like this should be normal for me!”

If the words didn’t come from her mouth, I would have never believed Annika could be so firm about anything. She was the sweetest person I knew.

I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her in for a hug, “I didn’t know that. I’ll try to be more understanding moving forward. I know it’s not a reason you want to hear right now, but the military really desensitized me to how reserved people can be about their bodies.”

She let out a deep sigh and hugged me back, “I shouldn’t have yelled at you.”

“No, it’s better that you did. We both know I can be a bit dense at times, but I do want you to know that you’ve got nothing to be ashamed of. I’m not going to tell people about the things we do—”

“What if I wanted you to tell them about some of the things we do?” she interrupted.

I leaned back so I could look into her eyes, “You’re going to have to explain a little bit about what you mean there. I don’t quite think you’d want me to tell anyone that I tied you to the bedpost and rode you like a toy. That might be too much for you, wouldn’t it?”

Never in my life had I seen her turn so red in the face, “C-Carmen! I was trying to be serious!”

“Mm, so was I?”

She squeezed my sides, “That’s kind of good to know, but I just imagined this conversation being a lot more serious. I was hoping that you know, after a little bit of time, we could do something like go out on a date? Like a real date? And I wouldn’t tell the waitress it wasn’t a date this time?”

Her nervous behavior was melting my heart. All the years I spent with her before she transitioned rushed back to me. How many times had she coaxed me into talking to the teacher for her about a question she was struggling with? Probably a few hundred. She’d gotten good at making me want to take care of her.

But this wasn’t quite the same as her asking me to do something for her. That was the difference between now and then. The boy I grew up with had matured into a much more expressive woman. She took a little while to get to her point still, but at least she was actually saying what she wanted.

Those beautiful eyes of hers brought a smile to my face. What my girlfriend wanted was something I’d always wanted… The freedom of not having to hide behind lies to avoid people’s judgment. If anyone wanted to say something about our relationship, they’d have to deal with me, for one. Secondly, they’d be talking shit about something real instead of whispering rumors to one another about the two women who spend way too much time together. Gossip would happen no matter what, but at least this way, I could proudly have my arm around Annika’s waist while we were out.

“I’m all for that, Annika, but I do want to know something.”

“Shoot.”

I smiled and slid my hands down to her hips, “How do you feel about pet names and things of that nature?”

She stood on her tiptoes and whispered, “As long as they’re coming from you, I’d love them, baby.”

Annika closed the distance between us and kissed me softly. Before I could even deepen the kiss, she pulled away and looked to the side, “French kissing without brushing? Don’t be a savage, Carmen!”

I let out a groan and pulled away from her, “Then I’m going to use your toothbrush, fight me.”

“Ugh, you’re the worst. Do you have a change of clothes, by the way? Aside from the ones you were wearing when you showed up?”

“I have a couple sets of clothes, I had to downsize pretty significantly to fit everything in my car when I came back. Inactive reserves needed me to keep a few uniforms and that took up most of my space for clothes.”

She walked behind me and rubbed my back while I brushed my teeth, “Then why don’t we go get you a few outfits? Do you know what kind of clothes you’ll need for your job yet?”

After I finished brushing my teeth and got rid of the toothpaste, I let her take my place at the sink. “Not the worst idea, I could really use some more shorts. As far as work goes, they’ll be providing my uniform.”

While she was brushing her teeth, I couldn’t help but tease her a little. Annika’s ass was too easy of a target while she was slight me bent over. Besides, I didn’t know how well she’d react to that quite yet. Last night on the couch pushed things a little too far too quickly, but I felt that it had to be done.

Instead, I slid my fingers underneath her thin shirt and teased along her waistline. Annika moaned quietly and leaned further over the sink. That was all the invitation I needed right now. Her ass had been on my mind for too damn long!

I pushed my hands into her loose pajama pants and cupped her tight ass, “Tell me to stop any time you want, baby.”

She said nothing and continued slowly brushing her teeth. I hated that she was wearing thin cotton panties right now or I would have happily teased her so much more. For now, I could only tease her, later though, I fully intended on exploring her naked body if she’d let me.

Once she finally spat out her toothpaste, Annika pulled her hips away slightly, “I was kind of thinking that it might be nice to introduce you to my friend. We work together, uh, would you be okay with me inviting him over for dinner?”

“I don’t see why that’s an issue, but I feel like I should really ask. What things should I avoid doing with you while we’re alone?” I asked. As willing as she seemed to be, I still needed to know beyond the shadow of a doubt that it was okay to touch her like I wanted to.

“Um, well, I don’t know? I mean, like, I enjoy it… When you were touching my butt, that was nice, but I don’t know what I should do?”

“There’s nothing to do in response. If it feels good, then enjoy it. If you don’t like it, tell me. If you want more, tell me. Besides, if I want you to do something, I’m sure I’d find a way to tell you. Communication is important here, Annika.”

She smiled and shrugged her shoulders, “Maybe, but I don’t know how much I can do for you. Just don’t ask me to get naked yet and I think we’ll be fine. And I swear to everything, if you touch my penis in public, you’re sleeping on the couch for a month.”

“That might still be worth it,” I said. She turned around and glared at me. “Joking, baby. I was just joking. That’s a reasonable request that I can definitely respect. It’s not like I’m going to ask you to do something unreasonable. I haven’t put you between my legs yet, have I?”

“Not yet, but I don’t know if I could do that just yet,” she mumbled. “I don’t know what I’m doing and I don’t think I could look at you for a week if we tried something like that right now.”

I nodded, “I’m not forcing you to do anything like that. If it comes up, it does. Until then, let’s just see how things go.”

“Good. Anyway, let’s go get some clothes. Do you mind driving? I want to text Hayden.”

“That’s not a problem at all. I’m kind of curious to meet him if I’m being honest.”

She giggled and ushered me back into the living, “Wait here, I’ve got to shower and change.”

I chuckled and called out to her as she walked away, “I wouldn’t mind joining you.”

“Only if you promise not to make it sexual,” she called back.

My teasing joke was just that, a joke. But there was no way in hell that I wasn’t following her into the shower!


Chapter Nine

I didn’t know just how awkward it would be for me to have someone else in my shower. Being naked around Carmen wasn’t easy in and of itself, but my shower wasn’t exactly large enough for two people to comfortably fit. Still, she wasn’t making a big deal about me constantly prodding her with my elbows as I cleaned myself.

“Want me to get your back, baby?” she asked.

This was my way of trying to show her that I would reward her for doing some of the things I asked her to. I didn’t know how interested she was in meeting Hayden, but I felt like if anyone should know about my new relationship, it was him. He’d been the sweetest person I’d met in this town that was supportive of me.

“S-Sure?”

If she wanted to see me naked, that was something I’d have to eventually get used to. As confident as I tried to sound when I told her she could join me, I already knew that this wasn’t going to be something I would be comfortable doing. But that was the entire point of me doing this to myself. She couldn’t take her eyes off me and that was surprisingly nice, but that didn’t stop my dysphoria from kicking my ass.

As often as people told me I looked nice or that I'd make a man really happy one day, that didn’t change how I felt about myself. I’d come a long way from where I used to be and I could at least look in a mirror without completely hating myself, but that didn’t mean things were perfect. Having Carmen in here wasn’t embarrassing because I was naked. Being naked wasn’t even uncomfortable for me when I was alone. It didn’t bother me in the slightest.

What bothered me was the fact that someone else was seeing me naked. Still, last night on the couch made a lot more sense to me now than it did in the heat of the moment. Carmen was forcing herself to deal with the uncomfortable aspect of possibly getting sexual with her best friend. This was something that needed to happen, even if it wasn’t exactly comfortable.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

I nodded, “J-Just a little shy.”

She took my loofa and put her hand around my waist to hold me in place as she scrubbed my back, “You don’t have to be. I know that doesn’t really help. The first time I had to take a shower with a bunch of other women in boot camp was extremely strange for me. Contrary to what a lot of straight people think, it’s not some kind of wonderland. Sure, some of the chicks weren’t bad looking, but that doesn’t make it any better for anyone. It’s rude to look at someone naked when you know that they’d much rather have their privacy. But I want you to know something, Annika. You’re beautiful and I think you’re perfect.”

Her sweet words helped ease my nerves just a little, “Thank you. Uh, I think you’re really pretty too.”

“You haven’t turned around to look at me since we’ve been in the shower, baby.”

“Y-Yeah, that’s because you’re naked,” I muttered.

She laughed quietly and ran the loofa down to my lower back and paused, “Did you want me to wash everything or is that sexual to you?”

“It’s f-fine.”

The second I felt her finger tease my naked ass, I tensed up and whimpered quietly. She leaned forward and kissed my neck, “If it would make things better, I can get out and let you finish up. I told you just a few minutes ago that if you wanted me to stop doing something, just say so.”

I took a deep breath and slowly turned around to face her. As hard as it was to not look down, I looked into her eyes, “I’ve never let anyone that wasn’t a doctor see me naked. You make this all seem like it’s so natural, but it’s hard for me. That doesn’t mean I want to stop. I want you to see me naked. Not because it might turn you on, but because I want to be comfortable with you in every possible way.”

She smiled and put her hand on my shoulders, “But we’re taking a lot of big steps already. We haven’t been dating for a full day, baby.”

“W-We’ve known each other for fourteen years, I think it’s okay to skip some of the getting to know you phase.”

“But that doesn’t mean we have to jump right into the getting to fuck you phase,” Carmen said bluntly.

I didn’t have an answer for that, but Carmen took my silence as an answer. She turned me back around and continued scrubbing down my back, “Annika, I know who you are. Maybe that’s not the right thing to say. I knew who you used to be. Three years is still a long time and you’ve changed a lot. Physically, obviously, but you can’t tell me that you haven’t come a long way. You’d have never said what was on your mind so clearly a few years ago. You used to be so willing to just take things that everyone else said as the end of the line.”

The loofa returned to my butt and I did my best to keep from pulling away.

“And you know that I used to be a lot more bullheaded than I am now. Or at least, that’s something I’ve come to understand about myself. The military changes people, but I don’t think it’s for the worse. I’ve got a good idea of who I am now, Annika. And I know what I want and I’m not afraid to do everything in my power to get it,” she put her hand back on my shoulder and turned me around again to put my back under the stream of water.

“Right now, I want you to be happy. Not just content, but truly happy. I don’t want you to make constant emotional compromises to try and make me happy. If this is supposed to work as a serious relationship, we’ve got to both treat it like one. I promise you, if you weren’t someone I cared so much for, I’d already have tried to sleep with you and I don’t just mean in the same bed.”

I let out a deep breath. She was laying herself bare to me right now. Carmen was right about more than a few things, but that didn’t make it any easier to try and figure out where to start.

“You’re not the only one that wants to have sex. I’m a virgin if that wasn’t abundantly clear. I can’t pretend that I’m not so damn curious to try it and see if it’s as great as everyone makes it out to be. But at the same time, I don’t want to just jump into things and end up feeling like my first time was nothing more than a party favor.”

Carmen sighed, “If that’s what you think I want this to be about, we might have to have a much longer conversation.”

I shook my head, “That’s not what I meant. I don’t want to lose my virginity because I’m curious. I want to lose my virginity to you because I love you.”

Carmen’s slack jaw hung open and I immediately regretted saying what I did. While I was debating on trying to cover it up with saying that I meant I loved her as a friend, she finally continued, “I love you too, but I know that there are varying levels of love. I don’t want to cheapen those words, baby. You have no clue how much you mean to me and I don’t know how to put it into words. I love you doesn’t cover it. Pretty much as long as I can remember, you’ve been in my life. Every time I had no one to turn to, you were there. When my mom committed suicide, you were the one that kept me from joining her. I don’t mean to make things too heavy right now, but seriously Annika, you’re the only reason I kept going for years.”

She leaned in and kissed me softly, “And you’ve always been someone I looked forward to seeing when I woke up. I don’t want to get all sentimental here, but dating isn’t my normal thing. If you didn’t come forward about who you were, I couldn’t promise that I’d have stuck around for Annika the stranger for longer than a month. A lot of people wouldn’t understand my personality and I couldn’t expect them to. You’re not Annika the stranger, though. You’re Annika, my best friend. My girlfriend. That might not mean much to some people, but I don’t want you to ever feel like you’re anything less than my world, baby.”

If I wasn’t already drenched with water pouring down my body, I would have wiped away the tears that were spilling down my cheeks. She was right about so many things, as she always was. Carmen had always been my guiding light and I felt like I was following along in her wake for so long. I knew I was important to her, but I never knew exactly how much I meant to her.

“You don’t have to worry about that,” I reached up and put my hands on either side of her neck. “If I could change things and tell you when I first saw you, I would.”

“No, you were right to not. I had plenty of time to think about it and I know myself well enough to know that I wouldn’t have even thought about dating you. It was one night of misdirection that opened my eyes to just how much you’ve changed. Yet, you’re still so much of the best friend I grew up with. If it wasn’t for that little date, this might have never happened, baby,” she said.

I hugged her and put my head on her shoulder. She hugged me back and rocked me from side to side a little. It was then that I realized just how close we were. Her warm thighs rubbed against my cock and I could feel her nipples against the top of my breasts. I awkwardly pulled away and put my hands over my growing member and turned back around, “S-Sorry, I don’t mean to ruin the moment but it’s still uncomfortable.”

Carmen’s hands fell to my neck and she started gently massaging them, “Don’t apologize. I didn’t expect you to get that close in the first place, but I’m not going to complain. Besides, I doubt you’d want to go clothes shopping in a down mood.”

She leaned in closer and whispered, “Anyway, you might want to stand behind me for a minute so I can clean up. I won’t be mad if you looked at my ass, I can’t pretend I wasn’t enjoying the view when you were cleaning up.”

I couldn’t help but smile as I got out of her way and faked an angry tone, “Oh my gosh, you just have to make it sexual!”

“You know me so well, babe.”


Chapter Ten

Annika seemed to have the time of her life dragging me around the various clothing stores in her tiny town. I wasn’t complaining for the most part. She insisted on buying me a few things that I showed even the slightest interest in. As sweet as it was, I didn’t like having her pay for my things. Not because I didn’t appreciate the gesture, but it reminded me that until I got my job, I’d be limited on what I could do for her.

The savings I had wasn’t the most impressive and until money started flowing in, I had to be a little more financially cautious than I wanted to be. My girlfriend was the one that was supposed to be getting pampered and showered with gifts, not me. I’d make it up to her somehow, some way.

When we finally finished shopping, the sun was starting to dip low over the horizon and Annika smiled over at me and spoke softly, “I guess we should head back to the house? Hayden should be ready to meet us there in about an hour.”

The warm orange light that lit up her face framed every angle in a way that I’d never forget. She hadn’t changed so much during her transition that I couldn’t recognize her as the person I grew up with if I paid close attention, yet everything was different about her.

“Yeah, I wouldn’t mind changing into fresh clothes. Think I could take a quick shower before he gets to the house?”

“Of course you could, but I’ll be making dinner for us. Hopefully, that isn’t an issue?” she asked.

A part of me wished she would have asked to join me, but that part also brought a large amount of shame with it, “It’s not an issue at all. I just hope he’s an alright dude and not just someone you’re having to be nice to because you work together.”

“Oh my gosh, Hayden is the best. I’m sure you’ll love him, but don’t get too jealous, you’re still my favorite.”

We headed to the car and she went back to texting. I didn’t have too much to say at the moment. My selfish desires were something I’d have to work hard to tame, but I’d do my best to be the person Annika deserved. She wasn’t the same as she used to be, but that wasn’t a bad thing. Instead of the feminine guy that I used to enjoy relaxing with and not having to worry about awkward expectations, I had an entirely different situation to deal with. Now, it was me that was putting awkward expectations into the mix. How could I truly expect her to be so compliant to all the things I wanted to do? Even the somewhat small things like cupping her ass while she brushed her teeth gave me pause for concern.

I couldn’t tell if she truly wanted me to keep on doing that or if she was just too uncomfortable saying anything. As much as I enjoyed seeing her in the shower, that was immediately after she just told me that she didn’t want me to ask to see her naked. So, if that was the case, why would she turn around and let me join her?

The best I could come up with is that she was uncomfortable, but it was on the fringe of being too far. Exploring boundaries always came with an air of uncertainty and I respected her even more for being willing to take these steps with me. Annika truly was one of a kind.

When we got back to the house, I hopped in the shower and changed into a t-shirt and my new pair of black cargo shorts, not the most fashionable but I loved them. People could say what they wanted about my taste in clothes, I loved utility!

I was leaning against the kitchen counter chatting with Annika when I heard a car pull up outside, “I’ll get it, baby. Try not to miss me while I’m gone.”

“Oh, no, whatever will I do without our conversations about why you drink your coffee black?” she teased as I headed away.

I headed to the front door and opened it just as a tall, lanky brown-haired guy stepped out. His bright orange muscle shirt and black skinny jeans certainly matched what I thought someone named Hayden would look like. He smiled warmly at me as he walked closer, “So you’re Carmen?”

“Yeah, I suppose that makes you Hayden?” I asked and extended my hand for him to shake.

He looked at me as if I were a little off my rocker before taking my hand, “Yeah, nice to meet you.”

“Right on,” I said and pulled my hand away. “Before we step inside, I’m just curious. Did Annika tell you much about herself?”

“I’m sure I don’t know nearly as much as you do, but I’ve got a pretty good idea of who she is. And if you mean the transgender part, yes, I know that,” he said.

I nodded, “And you know that she doesn’t want to be outed to other people, right?”

“Hey, she knows my secret too!”

“I can see why you two get along,” I said teasingly.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” he huffed and crossed his arms.

I smiled and turned around and opened the front door again, “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

He groaned and followed me inside, “Yeah, that’s kind of why I asked.” Hayden called out in a voice much louder than I ever expected to come out of someone that seemed so reserved, “Annika! Carmen is being a butthole!”

“Yeah, she can be that way sometimes. What’d she do this time?” Annika called back from the kitchen.

I smiled and let Hayden step into the kitchen first. There wasn’t enough room for three people to comfortably be in there while someone was actively working in there, so I figured it would be best to let Annika spend some time with her friend. We’d spent the majority of the past few days together when we could and I imagined we’d be spending a lot more time together. No reason to make it awkward for anyone else to come around her.

Hayden jumped right into helping her cook, taking over the pasta, “She said that she could see why we got along. But she sounded really snarky when she said it.”

“That’s my girlfriend for you,” Annika said. Her angelic giggle made my heart flutter and hearing her say those words to someone else made our relationship feel like it was officially started. From this point on, at least one person was probably going to ask about us. That made a difference to me, even if it shouldn’t have.

“Wait, you’re dating her now? I mean, I knew that you were talking to her.”

I cleared my throat, “I’m right here, you know?”

Hayden shrugged, “And? Ugh, Annika, I’m so jealous. You go on one date and you end up finding someone that seems to make you really happy. I can’t even find someone brave enough to hold my hand in public. Do you know how awkward it is to pretend to be straight at a friend’s house?”

“Uh, I can’t say that I do,” Annika said.

“Yeah, well let me tell you that it sucks. I don’t even get to snuggle or hear sweet talk from them. Not like friends usually do that anyway, but still. It’s so frustratingly adorable to know that you’re already dating. It’s not fair and I’m super proud of you!” he huffed.

I couldn’t tell how serious he was about any of this, but at least his little rant gave me a good idea of what kind of person he was. Obviously gay, but that wasn’t what struck me as curious about him. In the short few minutes we’d spent together so far, I could already tell that he was a sweet soul that just wanted a little validation.

“Well, thank you, Hayden. I don’t know what kind of LGBT scene there is down here, but if we can’t find some kind of club to go to, I’ll figure something out. You just need to get out there more, bud,” I said.

“Don’t call him bud, baby. Don’t ask, just respect that,” Carmen said firmly.

I raised my hands defensively, “Sorry, I didn’t know.”

Hayden smiled at me and turned to Annika, “Thank you, can you get me a strainer in the sink, please? Your noodles are done, I don’t want them to get all bloated and stuff though.”

While Annika hurried to set that up for him, he turned back to me, “I don’t know how I feel about clubs. Have you been watching the news lately? It feels like every other week there is some kind of violent hate crime. Call me a pussy if you want, but that just terrifies me. I’d much rather be alone than dead.”

“It doesn’t have to be like that though. I mean, are you open about your sexuality?” I asked.

He shook his head.

“Well, that’s half the battle right there. I know that’s hard to do down here and if I had something to lose by coming out, I probably wouldn’t have. But you can ask my sexy girlfriend, the first night we were talking I came out to her. If you’re interested in someone, test the waters and see how they react to something. Like, maybe bring up a piece of trivial news that is related to a gay singer or actor, something like that? See how they respond to that person. If they’re homophobic, they might say something extremely rude, but at least you tested the waters,” I offered.

Annika pulled the skillet with the ground beef in it off the hot burner and put it aside, “Wow… That was a lot more than I expected you to say about that.”

Hayden dumped the noodles into the strainer and put the boiler back on the stove. As he was shaking out the excess water, he spoke softly, “But if they say something rude, that might ruin how I feel about them in the first place.”

“And if it does, then what have you lost? A douchebag of a person in your life? Fuck ‘em. And not literally, they don’t deserve that kind of fun with a person as wonderful as you,” I said.

He sighed and then put the noodles back in the boiler, “Annika, I don’t mean to step on any toes here, but I think I want your girlfriend’s number.”

Annika giggled and patted him on the back, “I’m sure she’ll give it to you. Oh, she might end up working at the school as a security guard. How cool is that?”

“Cool? The one time I skipped school my senior year, the security guard ended up calling my parents and getting me in super deep trouble!”

“Hey, don’t blame the guard for you getting caught,” Annika said. “When Carmen and I skipped, we always got away with it.”

“You skipped school?” he asked her incredulously.

I chuckled, “No, she didn't. She wasn’t the senior that had seven classes to go to, so when I skipped, it was just going back to her house for a while to play games because she was already finished for the day.”

After a few more minutes of finishing up the prep work for the spaghetti, we all took our plates to the living room. I let them have the couch while I sat on the floor with my back against the couch. Annika’s legs were on either side of me. I let them pick a movie to watch and while I wasn’t interested in dramatic movies, I couldn’t deny that I wasn’t a little interested in where the plot of the movie was going as it went on.

When it was finally over, I stood up and stretched out the stiffness in my lower back and legs, “Babe, my ass is numb. Rub it for me!”

“Not with Hayden here!” she squeaked.

Hayden chuckled, “Oh you know I wouldn’t enjoy that. As sweet as you two are, I’m pretty much allergic to women.”

Annika’s cheeks were light red as she mumbled, “But I might enjoy that and I don’t think I’d be comfortable with you watching us getting frisky.”

“Hayden, you’re a really awesome dude and I’m fine with Annika texting you my number… But that’s the closest she’s ever come to telling me she wants to tango, so it’s time for you to head home.”

He chuckled and stood up, “You don’t have to tell me twice. Have fun you two, I’ll see you tomorrow at work, Annika. Thanks for letting me come over and meet the missus!”

“Any time, Hayden,” Annika said in barely more than a whisper.

“Aww, look how cute she is when she’s embarrassed, Hayden,” I teased.

“S-Shut up,” she mumbled.

Hayden smiled, “Better be careful, Carmen, you wouldn’t want to ruin tonight with that mouth of yours.”

“On the contrary, I’m sure that’ll be part of the reason she loves tonight.”

Annika’s blush deepened and she stared down at her feet, “S-See you tomorrow, H-Hayden.”


Chapter Eleven

After Hayden’s car disappeared into the darkness, Carmen stepped behind me and wrapped her arms around my waist, “I hope I didn’t tease you too badly. It’s getting a bit late and I don’t know if he would have gone home if I didn’t find some kind of excuse.”

“So you don’t want to mess around?” I asked.

“I never said that. I just don’t know if that’s something you want to do. Babe, as fun as things have been so far, I really can’t tell what your stance on these things are,” Carmen said and then leaned in to kiss my neck.

Her tongue flicked against my sensitive nape as she kissed and suckled gently. A quiet moan slipped out of me from the sensation and I couldn’t think of any reason to hide how I felt from her. “I-I want to try things, but I don’t know what I’m doing at all. I don’t want to disappoint you.”

“If you enjoy yourself any at all, that’s all I care about,” she whispered in my ear before taking my earlobe into her mouth. Carmen’s teeth gently bit into my ear and she tugged slightly before licking it.

My cock was getting harder by the second as she did things to me that I’d only seen in movies. I could see why they were so popular in the films though. Each warm breath that came from her sent shivers down my spine and I couldn’t keep my heart from thundering in my chest.

“T-Then I want to try?” I asked as much as said.

She pushed her hips against my ass, “You know that if you don’t enjoy something we can stop at any time. And I do mean any time. I don’t care if I’m just about there, you say the word and it ends.”

I nodded my head and she slid her hands down to my waist, “Then come to bed, baby.”

Things happened so fast. Within seconds, I was in my bed on my back with Carmen on top of me, her lips pressed against mine as she ground hips on my thick bulge. I wasn’t innocent enough to have never touched myself, but this was already far beyond the pleasure that brought me.

Her warm body against mine, the taste of her lips, and the urgency I felt with her every motion had my body on fire with desire. Carmen broke the kiss and I opened my eyes to find out what was wrong. Instead of finding out there was a problem, I watched as Carmen’s t-shirt flew across the room. Her taut core was sexier than I’d imagined it. Carmen’s time in the military seemed to pay off in more than one way!

She sat up and ground against my cock more intently before calling out, “Is it okay to keep going, baby?”

I nodded and gasped as I clutched at the cover. If this was just foreplay, I couldn’t imagine how I’d ever last if things went further. But how could I disappoint her? And why would I rob myself of this experience?

Carmen got off me and hurried to the side of the bed where she stripped naked while facing away from me. I reached down and popped the button on my jeans before she called out, “Don’t you dare. Those are mine to take off, babe.”

“S-Sorry,” I breathed.

“Don’t be,” she said as she kicked off her shorts and panties. Carmen turned back towards me and I instinctively looked away from her naked body. She chuckled and reached across and cupped my chin and turned me to look at her, “This is as much your body as it is mine, babe. You might as well get used to seeing it.”

I gulped and nodded as she crawled back on top of me once more. I don’t know why I expected this to be so similar to the images I’d seen online, but I couldn’t be more surprised. Maybe it was the fact that she wasn’t caked with makeup and obviously faking her interest for the sake of getting paid. Maybe it was just that this was my best friend I was looking at. Either way, I couldn’t take my eyes off of her. Her beautiful blue eyes were only the start, but I knew that after seeing her like this, I’d never look at them the same.

The twinkle in her eye would always remind me of the night that I wanted to lose my innocence to her. In all my twenty-one years, I couldn’t think of a single time when I’d been more desperate for something.

She smiled down at me as she moved further back, between my legs, “Sit up so I can help you out of your shirt, baby.”

I did as she asked and lifted my arms for her. Once she pulled my shirt off, she reached behind my back and deftly unclasped my bra. I lowered my arms again so that she could take it off as well. I could feel the familiar warmth as my cheeks reddened once again.

Being naked with her in the shower wasn’t nearly as embarrassing as this was. That didn’t mean I wanted this to stop, especially not with the way she looked at me. I’d never really been able to consider myself attractive until Carmen came along. As silly and vain as it might have been, having my best friend call me attractive was a compliment that couldn’t be topped. The one person in my life who would tell me the truth no matter how bad it hurt had done nothing but bolster me up.

I let out a deep breath and laid back down on the bed with my arms away from my chest. If she wasn’t giving me a reason to be embarrassed, I would do my very best to show her that I could learn to be comfortable like this!

“Annika, I want you to know before we go any further that I love you. I really, really love you,” she said quietly with her hands resting on my thighs.

“I love you too, Carmen,” I whispered.

She smiled down at me and slid her hands up to my zipper and pulled it down. The pink lace panties I had on did bring a light blush back to my cheeks. Not because I was ashamed, but because I knew that Carmen would know I wore them for just for her.

I looked at her and she had a coy grin on her face, “You know, we never did beat that boss.”

“You’re really going to bring that up?” I asked.

She shrugged as she pulled my jeans further down my legs. The second my cock was no longer held down by the tightness of my clothes, it tented my panties and she quickly pulled my panties down, “Wouldn’t want that to rip your cute lace lingerie, would we?”

“N-No?”

“Exactly. I’d hate having to ask you to buy more for me to see you in,” she purred.

Carmen tossed my jeans to the side and my panties followed suit. Once she finished, she smirked as she wrapped her hand around my thickness and started slowly stroking it, “It’s a lot warmer than the dildos I’ve played with.”

“T-The commentary is a little weird for me,” I mumbled.

“Aww, baby I’m just trying to keep things from being silent. The fact that you’re talking to me means a lot right now,” she said.

Carmen leaned in closer to my cock and I could feel her warm breath washing over my shaft. But that’s as far as she got. Her blue eyes looked up at me and for the first time since we started, she seemed to be conflicted. Carmen’s tongue darted forth and she gave my crown a tentative lick that made my toes curl. The anticipation was killing me, but I knew something was wrong.

“Baby?” I called out softly.

She sighed heavily, “I can’t do it. I feel so damn pathetic right now, all I wanted to do was treat you to a good time and I can’t even bring myself to do this for you.”

“Carmen, if you think doing that is something that makes or breaks this, you’re wrong. I want us both to enjoy this and that doesn’t mean we have to rush into the things we’re uncomfortable with.”

Carmen’s hand continued stroking my cock, “I can’t believe I’m asking you this. This was all so much easier in my head earlier… Baby, is it fine if I get on top of you?”

Hearing how uncertain she sounded was far more endearing than it should have been. As sure as she usually seemed about things, it was beautiful to see this side of her. I could relate to how she felt and that made it so much easier to whisper, “I want you to take my virginity, Carmen… Please?”

She let out a deep breath and crawled up towards me. Her lips pressed mine again as she pinned my cock against my stomach with her hips. Within seconds, her tongue was in my mouth while her delicate lower lips slid up and down my shaft.

Each time she ground against my sensitive cock, I moaned into our kiss. That seemed to spur her on further and soon, her slick juices had my cock coated. I clenched the cover as hard as I could as if holding on tightly to the cover would make me last longer. Without even being inside her, I could feel my climax building until I was dangerously close.

I pulled away from the kiss and desperately whimpered, “Slow down.”

She chuckled and put her hands on my shoulders and pinned me against the bed, “No.”

Carmen straighten up and worked her pussy quicker along my shaft. I’d heard about people being teased like this, but I never heard anyone admit that they came from the foreplay. Caught somewhere between embarrassment and bliss, I didn’t know if I should call for her to stop or just let this play out.

She bit her lower lip and let out a soft moan as she continued to grind herself against my cock. Each time the ridge of my crown rubbed against what I could only assume was her clit, we both let out a gasp.

I felt my balls tightening and my eyes widened as I whimpered, “B-Baby!”

Carmen let out a quiet grunt to acknowledge my statement but she didn’t stop. Even as the ecstatic energy building in me grew to its peak and my toes curled, she didn’t stop. Her soaked folds sliding up and down my cock felt better than anything I’d ever done to myself and I’d lasted longer than I thought I would.

I could at least be proud of that, right?

A loud moan ruptured forth from my lungs as the first hot spurt of my cum shot onto my stomach. Carmen leaned forward and put more pressure on my cock and slowed her grinding but she didn’t stop. She continued to milk my balls for every drop that she could get out of me. The warm globs of cum on my stomach rapidly cooled and when I finally finished, Carmen was panting heavily.

Instead of letting me apologize for cumming so soon, Carmen simply moved to the side of me and leaned over my stomach and licked the fresh cum from my stomach. Her deep blue eyes met with mine before she swallowed and then licked her lips, “There.”

I’d never felt so drained. I wasn’t exactly tired, but the deep satisfaction that massaged every nerve in my body had me feeling lethargic, “There?”

She smiled at me and climbed back on top of me. Before my cock could even soften, she pressed my sensitive crown against her entrance, “Not to sound rude baby, but I figured that if this was your first time you wouldn’t last long if we went straight into things.”

“B-But I need a second!” I cried.

Carmen smiled down at me and let her weight do the work. Her excessive juices were more than enough lubricant to help my thick cock slide inside her easily. She let out a quiet hiss as she adjusted to my girth.

“Baby, if you want me to stop say so. But I don’t need you to do anything but enjoy yourself,” Carmen purred.

Carmen’s pussy grinding against my cock felt unlike anything I’d ever experienced, but that paled in comparison to how amazing her tight walls felt as they squeezed my cock. If I could have uttered a single word, I would have begged her not to stop but all I could do was moan.

She didn’t seem to have any reservations about leaning over me once again and putting her toned thighs back to work.

With no prior experience to base it on, I didn’t know if I was just overly sensitive from having just came or if sex naturally felt this heavenly. Either way, if Carmen didn’t finish me a few moments ago, I would have probably came the second she started bouncing on my cock.

Her juices trickled down my thighs and all I could do was look up at the goddess on top of me. My best friend. My lover. My world.

Whatever I did to deserve her in my life, it wasn’t enough. I owed the world a debt for bringing Carmen back into my life and the only way I knew to pay it was to keep trying my hardest to make a positive change.

That would have to wait until I could do anything aside from softly whimper Carmen’s name between desperate moans.

Carmen’s own moans got louder and louder as she worked herself faster on my cock. Each time she lifted her hips and the cool air washed over my cock, it highlighted just how warm her pussy was around my shaft. The wet clapping sound our bodies made when she dropped herself back onto me got louder as did her moans.

I didn’t know what she was doing, but her walls seemed to squeeze and contract around my cock. Carmen had too many tricks up her sleeve for me to hold back any longer. “C-Carmen! I’m about to…”

Carmen let out a loud groan as she slammed her hips down onto mine one last time. Even as I felt my cock throbbing deep within her pussy, Carmen’s juices drenched my crotch. Her warm juices trailed down my thighs.

I put my hands on Carmen’s hips and held her weakly as my second orgasm pumped into her. She ground herself against me until I finally stopped letting out pathetic gasps. In the moments of stillness that accompanied our blissful climaxes, I noticed for the first time since she’d been on top of me just how wet the cover was underneath me.

As amazing as what she was doing was for me, I didn’t even register how much she must have enjoyed herself.

Carmen collapsed on top of me and panted heavily for a few moments before finally rolling off me. She looked over at me and groaned quietly, “I’m going to have to teach you how to eat me out, baby. Next time I work that hard for you to cum twice, I’m going to have to cash in that favor.”

I smiled and reached over to hold her hand, “I’d gladly learn for you, baby. Um, I don’t know if I should say thank you, but thank you?”

“You’re welcome. Just don’t expect me to be on top all the time, my legs are killing me,” she said. “But it was so damn worth it. I wanted it to be good for you.”

“I, uh… I finished inside you, Carmen.”

“Trust me, I know. If I end up getting pregnant, I can’t imagine why that’d be a huge problem. Besides, we both agreed when we were younger that we both wanted two kids, right? So we can pretend like that counts for us talking about it before we had sex?”

I smiled and kissed her cheek before whispering, “We can pretend. Now, get up and get in the shower. We’ve still got two hours before I even want to look at going to bed. We’ve got to beat that boss eventually.”

“I love you, but you’re going to have to explain how you can even think about gaming after that,” she mumbled.

“W-Wait, did I do something wrong?”

“Fuck no, baby. I just didn’t want to be the one to ask if you wanted to play after that.”


Epilogue

“Sir, are you sure I can’t come in tomorrow?” I asked.

“Annika, I really appreciate the motivation, but we just don’t need an extra pair of hands around the store tomorrow. It’s your day off, enjoy it,” my boss said.

I nodded, “Sorry, I don’t mean to be annoying about it.”

He smiled and shrugged his shoulders, “I get the feeling that you’re going to enjoy tomorrow. Spend some time with Carmen. Seven months from now, you’re going to miss sleep.”

“I guess I’m just a little worried about the expenses,” I mumbled.

“Don’t be, everything is going to work out just fine.”

Back at the house, I cooked dinner and waited excitedly at the door for Carmen to get back from work. When she finally pulled up, I rushed out to meet her at the car, “How was work? Anything too stressful? Did they give you enough breaks?”

“Baby, I’m only two months pregnant, I’m being careful, I promise. I know that you’re worried but you know that I want this baby to be healthy just like you do,” she said.

I smiled and let her lean in to kiss me. When she pulled back, I walked with her inside, “But they are giving you time off when you’re further along, right?”

“Of course, I’ve already talked to everyone. Am I smelling steak?” Carmen asked.

“Yeah, steak, mashed potatoes, and sweet peas. You mentioned you wanted something special for dinner tonight.”

Carmen led the way inside and we sat down to eat at the small table she’d bought not too long back. After we finished, she smiled at me, “I know this isn’t going to be a super popular thing for me to say, baby, but I want to lay down soon.”

“Oh, no, you need your rest. I understand baby, is it okay if I join you?”

She nodded, “When has it ever been a problem?”

It was a lot earlier than we went to bed, but after almost thirty minutes of snuggling, I fell asleep in her arms.

The following morning as I woke up, I reached back to pull Carmen closer to me, but she was gone. The grogginess that usually held me captive in the morning immediately let go and I shot out of bed. A quick scan through the house confirmed my fear. Carmen was gone. After a few panicked moments, I rushed for my phone and opened it to see a message waiting for me in my text from my boss.

‘Annika, if you could come into work tomorrow, it would be appreciated. Hayden needed to take tomorrow off for an emergency.’

My initial reaction was to tell him that I was too busy, but I instead ignored that text and called Carmen. Her phone went to voicemail immediately and she sent me a text seconds later, ‘Got a little stir crazy, didn’t want to wake you. I’m okay. Your boss caught me in town and we were chatting, do you think you could meet me at the store soon?’

My fingers were a blur as I furiously typed a response, ‘Do you have any idea how scared I was when I woke up? Not even a text or a letter to let me know? Carmen, I’m on my way over there but we’re going to have to have a serious talk!’

She responded, ‘K.’

My blood boiled in my veins at that message. She knew how much I hated short texts. I left the house in my pajamas, if my boss wanted to ask me to work when I got there, he could screw himself! My girlfriend had a lot of explaining to do, she must have known how I would have reacted to her disappearing while I was asleep!

I whipped my car into the parking lot and took the closest parking spot I could find. For a store that usually didn’t see too many customers at once, the parking lot was packed. I hurried into the store, not caring who might judge me for wearing my pajama pants with cartoon characters and a black tank top.

Inside, there was a small crowd of people gathered around blocking me from getting further into the store. I tried to act as civil as I could as I turned to the first person that seemed to acknowledge me, “Good morning Mrs. Lockhart, I hate to cut to the point, but have you seen Carmen?”

The elderly woman smiled and nodded, “Oh, I’ve seen her alright.”

My boss seemed to appear out of nowhere, “Ah, glad to see you could make it, Annika.”

“Sir, where is Carmen?” I asked.

“Is everything okay, Annika?” he asked.

I glared at him, “Sir, I really need to find my girlfriend right now.”

He smirked at me. If he wasn’t the person that paid me, I would have finally had a reason to hit someone. Even still, my fists curled into balls at my side and he quickly put his hand up, “Annika, please, calm down. She’s right behind you.”

“Carmen, do you have any idea how—” my heart leaped into my throat at the sight before me.

Carmen was down on one knee with a box in her hand, “Annika, you’ll have to forgive me for this one.”

She popped open the box and inside was a ring with a modest diamond, “They say to get a ring that’s a three-month salary or whatever, but I got the one that I could afford without taking food off the table.”

There were a few snickers around the store.

“But I don’t think the ring is the important thing here. You are. Annika, for the past fifteen years, you’ve been the one person in my life that I’ve always been able to count on. We’ve had our ups and downs, but everyone does. I don’t want to hold things up too long here, I don’t think Charles would appreciate me taking longer than the ten minutes I asked for,” she said.

My eyes snapped over to my boss. Since when were they on a first name basis? She cleared her throat and took the ring out of the box.

“Annika, you know me better than I know myself and somehow, I’ve managed to call you my girlfriend for ten months now but we’ve spent most of our lives together already. I don’t know if it’s fair for me to ask this of you, baby. But will you do me the honor of marrying me and letting me spend the rest of my life with you?”

Tears streamed down my face and I stammered a few times in an attempt to get something out… Anything. But the words wouldn’t come. Where my words failed me, I extended my hand towards her and nodded my head furiously.

There was a loud cheer from the crowd of townsfolk around us as Carmen slid the ring on my finger and stood up. She hugged me tight and kissed me deeply while rocking me from side to side gently. After a few seconds, the clapping died around and I mumbled, “Y-You could have told me.”

“Now why would I do that? That would be the smart thing to do,” she said.

I gave her another peck on the lips and she let go of me as people approached to congratulate us.

Once the majority of the people wandered off, Hayden walked up and hugged me tightly, “I’m so proud of you two! I’m so sorry that I couldn’t say anything, I promise I wanted to when Carmen told me about her plan.”

Carmen chuckled, “If you would have said anything, I’d have castrated you.”

“Woah, woah, calm down. No need for that!” he squeaked.

I smiled weakly and mumbled, “I’m still mad at you.”

“That’s fine, baby. I’m sure I’ll find a way to make it up to you somehow,” Carmen said.

Hayden let me loose and I pulled Carmen into another hug and held her close, “I love you so much.”

“I love you too, baby,” she said softly.

My life changed so much in the span of four years, but change wasn't always bad. The toxicity that I left behind helped shape me into the person I was now. Carmen might have never fallen in love with me if my life hadn’t played out the way it did and that’s something I didn’t even want to think about.

With a child on the way with my lover and soon to be wife, I could finally say that I felt like I knew what my place in this world was… I couldn’t wait to be a mom!
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