

























Joel adjusted his tie in the mirror for what felt like the hundredth time, letting out a heavy sigh that fogged up the glass. New Year, new beginnings, he muttered sarcastically under his breath, tugging at the knot in frustration. The tie wasn’t cooperating, much like everything else in his life lately.

New Year’s Eve was supposed to be about fresh starts, but this year, the idea felt like a cruel joke. How was he supposed to celebrate the dawn of a new year when he couldn’t even shake off the weight of the last one, Emily’s parting words three days ago still rang in his ears, sharp and bitter: You’re too predictable, Joel. Too safe. I need someone who makes life exciting.

Predictable. Safe. The words clung to him like an itchy sweater he couldn’t take off. He tugged at the tie again, gritting his teeth.

You’re seriously still in there, Michael’s voice cut through the air from the other side of the door, loud and impatient. It’s New Year’s Eve, man, not a funeral. Let’s go.

Joel groaned, his shoulders slumping. It might as well be a funeral, he muttered to himself before reluctantly pulling open the door.

Michael stood in the hallway, leaning casually against the wall. He was dressed to kill in a sleek black shirt that hugged his athletic frame and dark jeans that looked expensive enough to come with a warning label. His hair was styled just right, effortlessly messy in that way that probably took twenty minutes of meticulous planning.

And, of course, there it was: that signature smirk plastered across his face, the one that seemed permanently etched into his features like he knew a secret the rest of the world didn’t.

Joel stepped out, his tie still crooked, and gave Michael a tired look. Do you have to look so smug all the time.

Michael straightened up and eyed Joel critically, his smirk widening. Hey, not my fault I was born with good taste and an excellent jawline. He took a step closer, cocking his head as he inspected Joel’s tie. You, on the other hand,

Joel frowned, batting Michael’s hands away as he reached for the tie. I can do it myself.

Clearly, you can’t, Michael said, ignoring him and stepping in to fix it anyway. You’re out here looking like you’re about to give a PowerPoint presentation at a middle school career day. What is this, A Windsor knot, Man, you’re hopeless.

Joel scowled, standing stiffly as Michael tugged and adjusted. I didn’t ask for a critique, GQ.

Michael grinned as he finished, giving the tie a sharp tug to straighten it. There. Now you look like you’re going to a party instead of a boardroom. Barely.

Joel rolled his eyes and brushed past him, muttering, Remind me again why I agreed to this.

Michael followed, clapping a hand on Joel’s shoulder as they headed down the hall. Because I’m your best friend, and I’m not letting you sit at home sulking all night like some heartbroken teenager watching rom-coms and eating ice cream straight out of the tub.

I don’t even own ice cream, Joel shot back.

Exactly, Michael said, wagging a finger. And that’s why I’m here to save you from yourself.

Joel sighed, stuffing his hands in his pockets as they stepped into the elevator. I’m not exactly in the mood to ‘celebrate,’ if you haven’t noticed.

Michael leaned against the wall of the elevator, crossing his arms. Joel, you broke up with Emily three days ago. Three days. You’ve been moping around like it was a ten-year marriage and she took the dog and the house.

It wasn’t just ‘three days, Joel muttered. It was three years with her. And then she dumps me right before New Year’s, probably so she could kiss some random guy at midnight and call it a ‘fresh start.’

Michael let out a low whistle. Ouch. Harsh. But, hey, look at it this way, you’re free now. No more Emily. No more predictable, ‘safe’ Joel who always plays by the rules. Tonight’s your chance to cut loose, live a little. Maybe even kiss a random girl at midnight. Who knows.

Joel snorted, shaking his head. Yeah, because that’s exactly what I need, a meaningless fling to remind me how miserable I am.

Michael smirked, raising an eyebrow. Oh, come on. Don’t knock it till you try it. Besides, you’re forgetting the most important part of tonight.

Joel glanced at him warily. Which is.

Michael grinned, his eyes gleaming mischievously. I’m going to be your wingman. By the end of the night, you’ll be thanking me.

Joel couldn’t help but laugh, despite himself. You’re ridiculous, you know that.

Ridiculously good-looking, yes, Michael said, flashing a toothy grin.

Joel groaned and pinched the bridge of his nose. Why do I even put up with you.

Michael clapped him on the back as the elevator doors opened. Because you’d be lost without me. Now, come on. There’s a party waiting, and I intend to make sure you actually have some fun tonight.

As they stepped out into the crisp night air, Joel pulled his coat tighter around him, already dreading the evening ahead. But Michael, ever self-assured, strode forward with the confidence of a man who’d never once doubted himself.

Joel sighed again, shoving his hands deeper into his pockets as he followed. By midnight, you said.

Guaranteed, Michael replied without missing a beat.

Joel shook his head but couldn’t stop the faint smile tugging at the corner of his lips. Maybe the night wouldn’t be so bad after all.

The party was already in full swing by the time they arrived, the house buzzing with a chaotic energy that only New Year’s Eve could conjure. People spilled out of every room, red Solo cups in hand, music blasting so loudly it vibrated in Joel’s chest. The air was thick with the mingling scents of cheap cologne, perfume, and the unmistakable waft of someone’s regrettable decision to spike the punch with something stronger.

Michael, as expected, gravitated toward the bar almost immediately, his radar for attractive women kicking in like a heat-seeking missile. Joel barely had time to open his mouth before his friend disappeared into the crowd, leaving him stranded in a sea of strangers.

Of course, Joel muttered to himself, rolling his eyes. He made his way to a quieter corner, grabbing a drink from a passing tray and doing his best to blend into the wallpaper. He wasn’t exactly in the mood to mingle, but he also didn’t want to look like a complete recluse. The drink was a decent distraction, though he had no idea what it was, some kind of fruity concoction that tasted like regret in a glass.

By the time the clock crept toward eleven, Joel was already considering calling it a night. The party wasn’t bad, in fact, it looked like everyone else was having a fantastic time, but it wasn’t doing much for him. The laughter, the music, the clinking of glasses, it all felt distant, like he was watching it through a foggy window.

His breakup with Emily was still too fresh, the sting of her words lingering in the back of his mind. Too predictable. Too safe. The phrase had become a taunting mantra, playing on a loop every time he tried to let go and enjoy himself.

Finally, he decided he needed some air. He slipped through the crowd and out onto the balcony, the cool night breeze hitting him like a refreshing slap to the face.

The city stretched out before him, glittering with lights that sparkled like diamonds scattered across the darkness. Cars zipped along distant streets, their headlights tiny pinpricks of movement. Above it all, the sky was unusually clear, the stars shining bright against the inky blackness.

Joel leaned against the railing, taking a slow, deep breath. For the first time that night, he felt a little lighter. The noise and heat of the party faded behind him, replaced by the quiet hum of the city below.

As he stared at the sky, a streak of light suddenly cut through the darkness, a shooting star, brilliant and fleeting.

Joel blinked, caught off guard. He hadn’t seen a shooting star in years. For a moment, he just stood there, watching the tail of light fade into the night. Then, almost without thinking, he closed his eyes and made a wish.

I just want to meet the perfect girl. Someone who understands me. Someone who makes me happy.

He opened his eyes, feeling a bit foolish. Wishes didn’t come true. They were the stuff of fairy tales and cheesy rom-coms. Still, the thought lingered, a small flicker of hope buried under his cynicism.

Joel.

Michael’s voice jolted him out of his thoughts, and he turned to see his friend stepping onto the balcony, a beer in hand and a curious look on his face.

Hey, Joel said, trying to sound casual as he leaned back against the railing.

Michael raised an eyebrow, his smirk as sharp as ever. What are you doing out here, The party’s inside. You know, the place with the music, the drinks, the people.

Joel shrugged, swirling the last of his drink in his glass. Just needed a moment.

Michael took a long sip of his beer, his eyes narrowing as he studied Joel. You look,  weird. Like, weirder than usual. What’s going on.

Joel hesitated, glancing back up at the sky. Do you ever,  He trailed off, shaking his head. Never mind. It’s stupid.

Michael snorted. Oh, now you have to tell me. Come on, what is it, Did you see a UFO, Finally decide to join a cult, Wait, don’t tell me. You’re secretly auditioning for a Hallmark movie.

Joel rolled his eyes. I saw a shooting star, okay.

Michael blinked, then burst out laughing. A shooting star, Seriously, What did you do, make a wish.

Joel’s ears burned. Maybe.

Michael’s laughter grew louder, and he clapped Joel on the shoulder. Oh, this is priceless. Let me guess, you wished for world peace or a winning lottery ticket.

Joel glared at him. I wished for you to shut up.

Michael grinned, clearly enjoying himself. Well, sorry to disappoint, but I don’t think the universe works that fast. He leaned against the railing, taking another sip of his beer. So, what’d you really wish for.

Joel hesitated, debating whether to answer. Finally, he muttered, I wished to meet the perfect girl.

Michael froze mid-sip, then slowly lowered his beer. You’re kidding.

Joel sighed. Look, I know it’s dumb, okay, Just forget I said anything.

But before Michael could respond, a strange pressure filled the air, like the moment before a thunderstorm. Joel straightened, his heart suddenly pounding in his chest.

Do you feel that. he asked, his voice tight.

Michael opened his mouth to reply, but the words never came. A faint, golden glow began to surround him, flickering like firelight.

Joel’s stomach dropped. Michael.

The glow grew brighter, enveloping Michael completely. Joel shielded his eyes, the light so intense it felt like staring into the sun.

Mike, Joel called out, his voice cracking as panic sent him stumbling back a step.

Michael didn’t answer. He didn’t even flinch. He stood frozen, his beer slipping from his hand and crashing to the balcony floor with a sharp crack, foam spraying everywhere. Joel barely noticed, though, because the air around Michael had begun to shimmer, alive with an eerie, electric hum. It set his nerves on edge, the fine hairs on his arms standing upright.

And then it began.

At first, it was subtle, a faint distortion in the air surrounding Michael, like ripples on the surface of water. But soon, the distortion turned into a radiant golden glow, wrapping around his body like molten light. The glow pulsed and flickered, forming a cocoon that seemed to tighten around him with every passing second. Joel’s heart pounded as Michael’s silhouette began to warp, the edges of his figure softening and shifting in ways that made Joel’s stomach flip.

Mike, are you okay,, Joel shouted, his voice rising with panic. But Michael didn’t answer. He just stood there, motionless, as though the light had frozen him in place.

The first change came suddenly. Michael’s broad shoulders, once wide and imposing, began to pull inward, their sharp angles softening. Michael gasped as a strange warmth spread across his shoulders, a tingling sensation rippling through his muscles and bones. It wasn’t painful, but it was disorienting, like his body was being melted and reshaped from within. His shirt, once stretched tightly across his chest and shoulders, began to sag, the fabric looking awkwardly oversized as his body became slimmer.

Michael’s breathing quickened, his chest rising and falling as an unfamiliar tightness settled in his torso. His stocky frame began to shrink, the bulky lines of his body melting away into leaner, more graceful proportions. His ribs seemed to compress slightly, and he felt an odd, squeezing pressure as his torso narrowed. The sensation wasn’t painful, but it left him breathless, his heart pounding in confusion.

"What the hell," Joel whispered, his voice trembling.

Michael’s neck shifted next. He winced slightly as a subtle tickling sensation ran down his throat. His Adam’s apple seemed to retreat, shrinking until it disappeared entirely, leaving behind a smooth, elegant curve. Michael’s hand twitched, instinctively reaching up to touch his neck, but he froze as his arms began to change.

The thick, muscular build of his arms softened as they grew thinner and more refined. A prickling warmth spread through his biceps and forearms, his veins fading beneath his skin, which now looked smoother and softer. His hands began to tingle, almost like pins and needles, as the large, blocky palms shrank. His fingers stretched and thinned, their tips becoming more delicate. Michael shuddered as his nails gleamed faintly, smooth and manicured as though they’d never been bitten or rough.

Joel’s attention snapped upward as Michael’s face began to change. Michael felt a strange pulling sensation in his jawline, as though invisible hands were molding his features like clay. The strong, angular lines of his jaw softened, rounding out into a delicate curve. His cheekbones ached faintly as they lifted and sharpened, giving his face a striking, symmetrical beauty.

Michael’s nose tingled, a faint pressure spreading outward as the bridge narrowed and the tip became smaller, slightly upturned. His lips felt swollen, a strange warmth spreading through them as they plumped, growing fuller and softer. He blinked rapidly, his vision blurred as his eyelashes lengthened, brushing against his cheeks in a way that felt foreign and strange.

He tried to speak, but his voice caught in his throat, a soft gasp escaping his fuller lips instead. His reflection, faintly visible in the glass door behind Joel, was unrecognizable.

And then, Michael’s hair began to grow.

Michael’s scalp began to tingle, a warm, prickling sensation spreading across his head. He reached up reflexively, his hands trembling as he felt his hair lengthen beneath his fingers. It was like a gentle tugging at his roots, an almost soothing pull as the short, spiky strands dissolved into silky smoothness. Within seconds, his hair unfurled like ribbons of ink, tumbling past his ears, brushing his shoulders, and cascading further down his back in a glossy waterfall of jet-black.

The weight of it felt strange, a constant reminder of how much had changed. He shook his head slightly, the motion sending the long strands swaying against his neck and shoulders.

"Mike," Joel tried again, his voice cracking. But Michael remained silent, his transformation far from over.

Michael’s chest began to shift, and he felt it. A deep, pulling sensation spread across his pecs, like a slow, steady pressure from within. His skin felt tight, his breath catching as the sensation intensified. Beneath the sagging fabric of his shirt, two small mounds began to swell, growing steadily larger. The pulling turned into a faint ache, like a deep stretch, and Michael shuddered as the new weight settled on his chest.

The shirt tightened, stretching taut over the forming curves until there was no mistaking what they were. The soft, unfamiliar weight made him hyper-aware of every breath he took, the fabric brushing against his sensitive skin.

Joel’s face burned crimson, his eyes darting away before glancing back, unable to look away for long.

The golden light traveled downward, and Michael felt his stomach lurch as his torso began to reshape itself. His waist pulled inward dramatically, the straight lines of his body giving way to a graceful hourglass curve. Michael gasped, clutching at his sides as a strange, squeezing sensation rippled through his midsection, his ribs compressing slightly while his stomach flattened into a toned, perfectly smooth plane.

His hips flared outward next, and Michael bit back a small gasp as a warm, stretching pressure spread through his pelvis. His jeans felt impossibly tight as his hips rounded into soft, dramatic curves. The snug denim clung to him like a second skin, accentuating every inch of his newly feminine figure. His balance shifted subtly, the weight distribution of his body entirely different.

But then, a new sensation struck Michael, and it was unlike anything he’d felt before. A deep, pulling warmth gathered in his groin, spreading outward in waves that made his knees buckle slightly. He gasped, his hands instinctively moving toward his lower body, but he froze, too overwhelmed by the strange, foreign sensations to stop what was happening.

The warmth intensified, turning into a steady, tingling pressure that seemed to travel downward. Michael felt a sharp, almost electric jolt deep within him as his manhood began to shrink. It wasn’t painful, but it was indescribably strange, like his body was folding inward, reshaping itself into something new. A hollow ache blossomed where his manhood had once been, followed by a sudden release of tension as the transformation completed.

Michael gasped softly, his cheeks flushing as he became hyper-aware of the new, unfamiliar anatomy between his legs. The warmth faded slowly, leaving behind a tingling sensitivity that made his breath catch. He shifted slightly, his movements awkward as the snug denim of his jeans pressed against his newly formed womanhood.

But then, something even stranger happened, Michael’s clothes began to change.

The loose, sagging shirt and tight jeans shimmered, their fabrics rippling and shifting as though alive. The cotton and denim seemed to fuse together, melting into a single piece of fabric that began to shrink upward. Joel watched, his mouth dry, as the material pulled tight against Michael’s body, hugging his every curve. The hemline climbed higher and higher, exposing more of his smooth, shapely thighs, until the fabric stopped just below his hips. What had been a casual outfit of jeans and a shirt was now a sexy, skintight mini dress, the neckline dipping low to frame Michael’s new chest.

Joel’s gaze dropped to Michael’s feet as the sneakers on them began to change. The rubber soles thinned and hardened, the canvas uppers shrinking away to reveal glossy black leather. The toes narrowed into sharp points, and the back of each shoe extended upward, forming an impossibly tall heel. By the time the transformation was complete, Michael was standing in a pair of sleek, black stiletto heels, the thin 4-inch spikes adding a noticeable sway to his now-petite frame.

Joel could do nothing but stare as Michael’s legs completed their transformation. His thighs grew softer, fuller, the muscles smoothing out into graceful curves. His calves became elegantly toned, the perfect complement to the heels now perched beneath them. Even his feet had shrunk, their delicate arches fitting perfectly into the towering shoes.

Michael’s posture shifted as the transformation neared its end. His shoulders rolled back, his hips tilting slightly as he stood with an effortless grace that seemed entirely foreign. His movements, once stiff and masculine, now flowed with a lithe, feminine elegance that Joel couldn’t reconcile with the man he’d known moments ago.

Finally, the golden glow began to fade, flickering like the last embers of a dying fire before vanishing completely. Joel blinked, his mind struggling to process what he was seeing.

Standing before him wasn’t the Michael he knew.

She was stunning.

Her skin was smooth and flawless, glowing faintly in the city lights. Her waist-length black hair framed her delicate, heart-shaped face, her wide green eyes blinking in confusion. The short, tight black dress clung to her hourglass figure, accentuating her curves in ways that left little to the imagination. The 4-inch heels gave her an air of elegance and poise, their sharp design amplifying the natural sway of her hips. She stood about 5’7” now, her striking beauty leaving Joel utterly speechless.

Joel’s heart skipped a beat. He knew that voice. It was different, higher, smoother, but there was no mistaking the familiar tone behind it.

Michael, he whispered, his voice barely audible.

The woman’s expression shifted, her wide eyes filling with panic. What the hell just happened,, she shouted, her hands flying to her chest. The moment her fingers made contact, she froze.

Oh my God, she breathed, her hands trembling as they moved downward, tracing the curve of her waist and the flare of her hips. Her breathing quickened, each sharp inhale sounding more frantic than the last.

Joel opened his mouth to say something, anything, but no words came out.

Joel, the woman, Michael, snapped, her voice rising in pitch. What is this, Why do I, why am I,  She gestured wildly to her body, her hands shaking as she ran them through her impossibly long hair.

Joel took a cautious step forward, his hands raised as if approaching a wild animal. I, I don’t know, I swear, One minute you were standing there, and the next,  this happened,

Michael, or whatever Michael was now, stared at him, her mouth opening and closing like a fish out of water. This can’t be real, she murmured, her hands grabbing at the fabric of her small dress as if trying to convince herself it was all a dream.

Joel’s mind raced, his thoughts spiraling into chaos. This wasn’t just weird, it was impossible. Things like this didn’t happen in real life. And yet, here she was, standing right in front of him, every detail of her transformation etched into his memory like a fever dream he couldn’t wake up from.

I,  I think it was the shooting star, Joel blurted out, the words tumbling out before he could stop them.

Michael froze, her green eyes narrowing. What.

Joel swallowed hard. I made a wish. On the shooting star. I,  I wished to meet the perfect girl.

For a moment, there was silence. Then Michael’s expression twisted into something between disbelief and outrage.

You wished for this,, she exclaimed, gesturing to herself.

I didn’t wish for this specifically, Joel shot back, his face flushing. I didn’t know the universe was going to,  He waved a hand vaguely in her direction. , do this to you,

Michael groaned, her head falling into her hands. This is insane.

Joel couldn’t argue with that.

The air between them was thick with unspoken tension, the kind of awkward, charged silence that begged for someone, anyone, to break it. Joel and Michelle stood on the balcony, the noise of the party behind them a distant hum. Laughter, music, and clinking glasses spilled out from inside, a sharp contrast to the surreal quiet that hung over them like a fog.

Joel glanced at Michelle, his hands jammed in his pockets. She was still rubbing her temples, her delicate fingers brushing against the long, glossy black hair that now framed her face. Every time she touched it, her brow furrowed a little deeper, as though she still couldn’t quite believe it was hers.

Okay, Michelle finally said, her voice cutting through the silence. It still carried that familiar sharpness, but now it was softer, higher-pitched, a sound Joel wasn’t used to yet. We can’t just stand out here all night. People are going to wonder where we’ve been.

Joel nodded automatically, though his stomach was still twisting itself into knots. Right. Yeah. That makes sense. He hesitated, his lips twitching as he searched for the right words. But, uh,  are you sure you’re okay to go back in, I mean,

Michelle turned sharply, fixing him with a glare that was so Michael it almost made him relax. Almost.

Joel, I’m not going to sit out here and sulk just because the universe decided to turn me into,  She gestured vaguely at herself, her cheeks tinting pink as her hands swept over her new curves. , this.

Joel opened his mouth to respond, but she steamrolled ahead, her voice rising in frustration.

Besides, it’s not like anyone inside knows what just happened. To them, I’ve always been,  Michelle. She said her name with a flick of her wrist, like it was just another annoying twist in a long list of things she had to deal with.

Joel blinked, his brain working overtime to process that little nugget of information. Wait, what.

Michelle rolled her eyes, planting a hand on her hip, another gesture Joel instantly recognized as classic Michael, despite the fact that it now looked entirely different coming from her. Don’t you get it, Whatever cosmic bullsh,  She caught herself, sighed, and started again. Whatever this is, it rewrote everything. As far as anyone else is concerned, I’ve always been Michelle. Michael never existed. It’s like I’ve been living this whole other life that I only now am realising i have memories of.

Joel stared at her, the weight of her words sinking in. So, wait,  Everyone inside the party thinks you’ve always been, you.

Ding ding ding, Michelle said, twirling a finger in mock celebration. Glad to see you’re catching on.

Joel ignored the jab, his mind spinning. So, like,  does that mean your job, Your family, Like, your whole existence is different now.

Michelle let out a dry laugh, brushing a strand of hair behind her ear. Oh, I don’t know, Joel. I haven’t exactly had time to pull out a scrapbook and take inventory of my new life.

Joel frowned, his brow furrowing. But what about me, I mean, I still remember you as Michael. Does that mean I’m the only one who knows the truth.

Michelle tilted her head, her expression softening slightly. Apparently. Lucky you.

Joel rubbed the back of his neck, his gaze drifting over her again. It was still so surreal. The way she stood, the way she moved, it was all Michael, but wrapped in this completely unfamiliar package. Every time she shifted her weight or crossed her arms, it sent his brain spiraling. He’d known Michael his entire life, and yet now,

Are you seriously staring at me again, Michelle’s voice snapped him out of his thoughts, her green eyes narrowing dangerously.

Joel’s face flushed. What, No, I wasn’t,

You were, she said flatly, folding her arms under her chest, which only made things worse, because Joel’s eyes immediately flicked downward before snapping back up to her face like he’d been caught stealing.

Stop doing that, he blurted out, his voice louder than he intended.

Doing what, Michelle asked, her eyebrows shooting up.

That, The,  the crossing-your-arms thing, Joel gestured wildly, his face turning redder by the second.

Michelle glanced down, realized where his eyes had gone, and then groaned in exasperation. Are you serious right now, You’ve known me for twenty years, and this is what throws you off.

Well, excuse me for being human, Joel shot back, his voice cracking slightly. You don’t exactly look like you used to, in case you haven’t noticed.

Oh, I’ve noticed, Michelle said dryly, gesturing to herself again. Believe me, Joel, I’m very aware of the changes. You think it’s weird for you, Try being the one stuck in this body.

Joel opened his mouth to reply, then thought better of it and clamped it shut. Michelle let out a long sigh, pinching the bridge of her nose.

Look, she said after a moment, her voice calmer now. Let’s just get through this party, okay, The last thing I need is for someone to come out here and find us fighting like an old married couple. They’re going to think I’m dumping you or something.

Joel blinked. Dumping me, What, why would they think that.

Michelle smirked, leaning in slightly. Oh, come on. Look at us. You’re the awkward guy in the corner nursing a drink, and I’m,  She gestured to herself, her smirk widening. , well, me. Of course they’re going to assume you’re lucky to have me.

Joel stared at her, his mouth opening and closing as he tried to find a comeback. You are so full of yourself, he finally managed.

Michelle shrugged, brushing past him toward the door. Hey, I didn’t ask for this, but if the universe is going to drop me into a perfect ten body, I might as well own it.

Joel groaned, following her as she reached for the door handle. This is going to be the longest night of my life.

Michelle glanced back at him, her smirk softening into something almost playful. Oh, relax, Joel. You’ll survive. Just try not to stare too much, okay, I know I’m irresistible, but let’s not make it weird.

Joel let out a strangled noise of frustration, and Michelle laughed, pushing the door open and stepping back into the party like she owned the place.

Back inside, the party was in full swing, the energy in the room almost palpable. The music was louder now, the bass thumping through the floor in a way that made Joel feel like it was rattling his very bones. People were packed onto the makeshift dance floor in the living room, their movements chaotic and carefree as laughter and conversation filled the air.

Joel trailed behind Michelle as she made her way through the crowd, weaving between clusters of partygoers. Her movements were oddly fluid, almost too smooth for someone who had spent most of their life stomping around like a linebacker. But even with the new body and the unfamiliar grace, there was still something undeniably Michael in the way she carried herself. She walked with a kind of casual confidence, her head held high, her expression daring anyone to say something stupid.

They finally reached the bar, where a harried-looking guy in a backwards cap was pouring drinks like his life depended on it. Michelle turned to Joel, planting her hands on her hips. If I’m going to survive the rest of this night, I need a drink. A strong one.

Joel frowned, glancing nervously at the bottles lined up on the counter. Are you sure that’s a good idea, I mean,  you’re,  uh,  He gestured vaguely at her body, as if that explained everything.

Michelle raised an eyebrow, her lips curling into a smug smirk. What, You think I can’t handle my alcohol just because I’ve got curves now.

That’s not what I, Joel started, but she cut him off, leaning casually against the bar. Her long black hair spilled over one shoulder, catching the light in a way that made Joel’s brain short-circuit for half a second.

Relax, Joel, she said, waving a hand dismissively. I’m still me. Just,  in a different package.

Joel rubbed the back of his neck, unsure how to respond. Yeah, but,

Two shots of tequila, Michelle interrupted, leaning forward to address the bartender. She tapped the counter with the confidence of someone who’d been ordering drinks her whole life, and Joel couldn’t help but marvel at how quickly she was adapting.

By the time the bartender set down the shots, Joel had barely managed to come up with another protest. I just think you should maybe,  ease into things. You know, take it slow.

Michelle picked up one of the glasses, tilting her head as she studied him. Take it slow, she repeated, her voice dripping with mockery. What are you, my babysitter, It’s tequila, Joel, not rocket fuel. She held the glass up to him. Come on. Don’t make me drink alone.

Joel sighed, knowing he was fighting a losing battle. Begrudgingly, he picked up the other glass. Fine. But don’t say I didn’t warn you.

Michelle grinned. Cheers, buddy.

They clinked their glasses together, and Joel watched as Michelle downed her shot in one smooth motion, barely even flinching. He followed suit, wincing as the alcohol burned its way down his throat.

Michelle set her glass down with a satisfied sigh. Another, she said to the bartender, who was already reaching for the bottle.

Another, Joel asked, raising an eyebrow.

Don’t tell me you’re tapping out already, Michelle teased, her smirk widening.

Joel narrowed his eyes, his competitive streak kicking in. I’m not tapping out. I’m just trying to make sure you don’t end up puking in someone’s potted plant.

Michelle snorted. Please. I’ve got a stronger stomach than you any day of the week. Now drink up.

With that, they knocked back the second round of shots, and Joel couldn’t help but notice how much more relaxed Michelle seemed. Her shoulders, which had been tense since the transformation, were finally loosening, and the faint crease of worry on her forehead had smoothed out.

The alcohol was working its magic, dulling the sharp edges of the night’s chaos. Joel, too, felt his nerves starting to settle, though his mind was still struggling to reconcile the woman in front of him with the best friend he’d known his entire life.

She looked like a stranger, hell, she looked like a supermodel, but the way she laughed, the way she rolled her eyes at his awkwardness, the way she teased him mercilessly,  all of it was so unmistakably Michael that it made his head spin.

Come on, Michelle said suddenly, snapping him out of his thoughts.

Joel blinked, confused. What.

We’re dancing, she declared, grabbing his hand and pulling him toward the crowded dance floor.

Joel dug his heels in, trying to resist. I don’t dance.

Michelle turned back to him, her green eyes gleaming with mischief. You do tonight.

No, I really don’t, Joel insisted, his voice edging toward panic as she dragged him along. I have two left feet. I’m not built for dancing. It’s a safety hazard.

Michelle stopped abruptly, spinning around to face him. She crossed her arms, her expression one of exaggerated disbelief. Joel, we’re at a New Year’s Eve party. There’s music. There’s alcohol. And there’s me, your very attractive best friend, telling you to get out of your comfort zone for once in your life. Are you really going to say no.

Joel stared at her, his mouth opening and closing like a fish out of water. Wh-what does being attractive have to do with anything.

Michelle rolled her eyes and grabbed his wrist. It means you’ll look less like a dweeb if you’re dancing with me. Now stop whining and move.

Before he could protest further, they were on the dance floor, surrounded by a sea of swaying bodies. The music was loud, the bass pounding in his chest, and Joel felt a bead of sweat forming on his forehead.

Michelle turned to face him, her hands landing on his shoulders. Just follow my lead, she said, her voice barely audible over the music.

I don’t have a lead to follow, Joel called back, his movements stiff and awkward as he tried to keep up.

Michelle laughed, her eyes sparkling. You’re hopeless, she teased, grabbing his hands and placing them on her hips. There. Now just move with me.

Joel swallowed hard, his face burning as he tried to mimic her movements. She was annoyingly good at this, her body swaying effortlessly to the beat, while he felt like a malfunctioning robot.

You look like you’re trying to stomp on bugs, Michelle said, grinning as she leaned in closer.

I told you I can’t dance, Joel shot back, his voice cracking slightly.

Michelle’s laughter was loud and genuine, and for a moment, Joel forgot all about the strangeness of the night. Despite everything, despite her being him just hours ago, this was still Michael. The same Michael who had been dragging him into ridiculous situations since they were kids.

And as much as he hated to admit it, maybe dancing with her wasn’t the worst thing in the world.

The dance floor was a chaotic swirl of bodies and energy, the music pounding so hard Joel could feel it reverberating in his chest. He wasn’t sure how Michelle had managed to pull him into this mess, but here he was, surrounded by strangers swaying and grinding to the beat like they’d been born for it.

Michelle, on the other hand, moved like she owned the floor. She glided through the crowd with an ease and confidence that left Joel feeling even more out of place than usual. Her long black hair trailed behind her like a glossy curtain, catching the flashing lights above, and for a moment, Joel was struck by how different she looked.

She turned back to him, grinning, her green eyes practically glowing. Come on, Joel, she called over the music, grabbing his wrist and tugging him deeper into the throng of dancers.

I told you, I don’t dance, Joel protested, his voice barely audible over the bass.

Michelle just laughed, a carefree, melodic sound that made Joel’s stomach flip in a way he wasn’t entirely comfortable with. You’re on the dance floor, so guess what, You do now.

She stopped abruptly, spinning to face him. The movement was so fluid, so seamless, that Joel almost tripped over himself trying to stop as well. Michelle started swaying to the music, her hips moving in time with the beat, and Joel realized with a sinking feeling that she expected him to do the same.

I look like an idiot, Joel muttered, his body stiff as he tried to mimic her movements.

Michelle laughed again, her expression teasing. Oh, you absolutely do. But it’s kind of adorable.

Joel groaned, running a hand through his hair. This is humiliating.

Loosen up, Joel, Michelle said, stepping closer. It’s just dancing. Nobody’s watching you.

Joel glanced around, unconvinced. Knowing his luck, someone was watching, probably recording it to post online with a caption like Awkward guy tries to dance, fails miserably.

Michelle seemed to sense his hesitation, because she grabbed his hands and placed them on her hips. There. Now just follow me.

Joel felt his face heat up as his hands rested on the curve of her hips. I don’t think this is helping, he said, his voice tight.

It’s helping me, Michelle said with a smirk, moving her body in time with the music. Her hands slid up to his shoulders, and she gave him a playful shake. Come on, stop being so stiff. It’s not rocket science. Just feel the beat.

Feel the beat, Joel echoed flatly, his movements still awkward. Sure. No problem. Easy.

Michelle laughed again, and this time, Joel couldn’t help but smile. There was something infectious about her energy, something that made it hard to stay annoyed, even when he felt like an absolute moron.

As the minutes passed, Joel found himself relaxing, bit by bit. The alcohol in his system was starting to kick in, dulling his self-consciousness, and Michelle’s teasing encouragement wasn’t hurting either. He still wasn’t what anyone would call a good dancer, but at least he wasn’t actively embarrassing himself anymore.

See, Michelle said, leaning in so he could hear her. You’re not terrible.

That’s the nicest thing anyone’s ever said to me, Joel deadpanned, earning another laugh from her.

But then something shifted.

At first, Joel thought it was just the alcohol, or maybe the heat of the room getting to him. But as Michelle’s movements became more fluid, more deliberate, he couldn’t ignore the way his pulse quickened. She danced closer to him, her body brushing against his, and Joel’s breath hitched.

Michelle,  he started, but he wasn’t sure what he was trying to say.

Relax, she said, her voice softer now, almost teasing. Her hands slid down from his shoulders to his chest, her hips swaying dangerously close to his.

Joel’s brain short-circuited. This is Michael, he reminded himself, but the thought didn’t stick. Nothing about the woman in front of him looked, or felt, like the best friend he’d grown up with. Her touch sent a jolt through him, and he couldn’t tell if it was the tequila or something else entirely.

Michelle, meanwhile, wasn’t sure what was happening either. Her heart was racing, her skin warm, and there was a strange, electric energy coursing through her that she couldn’t explain. She tried to chalk it up to the alcohol and the music, but the longer she danced with Joel, the stronger the pull became.

Her body moved in sync with his, her hands lingering on his chest as she leaned into him. Every time their eyes met, she felt a thrill that sent shivers down her spine. She didn’t know why she was feeling this way, why her heart was pounding, why her breath caught every time Joel’s hands brushed against her waist, but she couldn’t seem to stop.

The crowd around them blurred into the background, the music pounding in their ears like a heartbeat. Joel’s hands tightened slightly on her hips, and Michelle felt a strange thrill rush through her. She smiled up at him, her green eyes sparkling, and Joel couldn’t look away.

Ten. Nine. Eight.

The countdown to midnight began, the crowd shouting the numbers in unison.

Seven. Six. Five.

Michelle’s gaze locked on Joel’s, her expression unreadable. Her chest rose and fell with quick, shallow breaths, and Joel swallowed hard, unsure of what was happening but unable to stop it.

Four. Three. Two.

Before Joel could process what was happening, Michelle grabbed the front of his shirt, yanked him down, and kissed him.

One. Happy New Year.

The room erupted in cheers, but Joel barely heard it. His world had narrowed to the warm, soft press of Michelle’s lips against his.

For a moment, Joel froze, his mind racing. This was insane. This was Michael. This was,

But then her hands slid up to his shoulders, and he found himself kissing her back, his grip on her waist tightening. The world around them melted away, and for a few brief, surreal seconds, nothing else mattered.

When Michelle finally pulled back, her cheeks were flushed, her breathing unsteady. She stared at Joel, her wide eyes filled with something between shock and exhilaration.

I,  she started, but the words caught in her throat.

Joel stared back at her, equally stunned. Michelle,

The moment hung between them, charged and electric, until Michelle suddenly broke eye contact, biting her lip. I need another drink, she muttered, turning on her heel and disappearing into the crowd before Joel could say anything else.

Joel stood there, his heart pounding, his mind reeling. He touched his lips absently, still feeling the warmth of hers lingering there.

Whatever had just happened, one thing was clear: everything between them had just shifted, and there was no going back.








Michelle weaved her way through the crowd, dodging elbows and half-empty glasses held precariously high. The thrum of the bass seemed to match the pounding in her chest. Her mind raced as fast as her heart, each beat echoing one thought, that kiss.

Oh God, that kiss.

It still lingered on her lips, warm and electric, like a live wire she couldn't shut off. Every time she blinked, she saw Joel’s face, those dark, knowing eyes, the way his mouth had curved just slightly before it had met hers. It was maddening.

She reached the bar and leaned against it harder than she’d intended, her palms pressing flat against the cool wood. Her chest rose and fell in rapid succession as she tried to steady herself, though it felt like the air in the room had been replaced with something heavier, something harder to breathe.

The bartender, a wiry man with a salt-and-pepper beard and a towel slung over his shoulder, raised an eyebrow at her. You look like you’ve seen a ghost, he said, his voice gruff but amused.

Michelle waved him off, her fingers brushing the air like she was swatting a fly. Something strong, she managed, though her voice betrayed her, trembling just enough to make her wince.

The bartender snorted. Rough night.

Something like that, she muttered.

Within moments, a tall glass of something amber and potent slid into view. She grabbed it like it was a lifeline, not even bothering to ask what it was, and took a long, unceremonious sip. The sharp burn hit her throat like a slap, but it was a welcome distraction from the storm raging inside her.

What the hell was that,

Her fingers tightened around the glass as the memory surged forward again, unbidden and relentless. Joel’s hands on her waist, firm, confident, as if he’d done it a hundred times before. The way he’d leaned in, closing the space between them like it was nothing, like it was the most natural thing in the world. And then the kiss itself, God, the kiss. It had been soft and demanding all at once, his lips coaxing hers into a rhythm she hadn’t realized she knew.

She took another sip, this one smaller but no less desperate. The alcohol did little to dull the heat rising in her cheeks.

What are you running from, The bartender's voice cut through her thoughts like a knife, and she blinked up at him with wide eyes.

Excuse me, she said, a little sharper than she’d intended.

He shrugged, wiping down the counter with lazy strokes. You’ve got that look. Like you’re trying to drown something.

Michelle’s lips parted, ready to fire off a quick retort, but nothing came out. She snapped her mouth shut and took another sip instead.

None of your business, she said finally, though her tone lacked bite.

The bartender chuckled. Fair enough. Just saying, whatever it is, it’s not at the bottom of that glass.

She shot him a glare but didn’t bother responding. What would he know about it, anyway,

Her eyes drifted to the crowd, scanning the sea of bodies for a familiar face. She wasn’t entirely sure if she wanted to see Joel or avoid him entirely. Both possibilities seemed equally terrifying.

Michelle.

The voice made her jump, and she nearly spilled her drink. She turned to see Kara, her best friend, standing a few feet away with a curious look plastered across her face.

Oh, thank God, Michelle said, exhaling a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding.

Kara sidled up to the bar, her eyes narrowing as she looked Michelle over. You look,  flustered.

I’m fine, Michelle said quickly, too quickly.

Kara tilted her head. You’re drinking whiskey. You hate whiskey.

Michelle glanced at the glass in her hand as if it had betrayed her. It seemed appropriate.

For what, Setting your mouth on fire.

Michelle groaned, setting the glass down with a clink. Can we not do this right now.

Kara smirked, but there was a gleam of concern in her eyes. Okay, fine. I won’t push. But if you’re trying to drink away whatever just happened with Joel, it’s not working. You look like you’re about to combust.

Michelle’s stomach flipped at the mention of his name. I don’t want to talk about it.

Uh-huh. Kara leaned against the bar, crossing her arms. So, was it a good kiss or a bad kiss.

That’s not,  Michelle stopped, her cheeks heating again. I said I don’t want to talk about it.

Kara’s grin widened. Definitely a good kiss, then.

Will you shut up, Michelle hissed, glancing around as if the mere mention of Joel’s name would summon him like some sort of spell.

But Kara wasn’t done. I mean, if it had been bad, you’d be ranting about how he doesn’t know what he’s doing. But the fact that you’re all red and drinking whiskey,  She gestured to the glass like it was evidence in a court case. , means it was really good.

Michelle groaned again, burying her face in her hands. I hate you.

No, you don’t. Kara’s voice was smug.

She peeked through her fingers, glaring at her friend. Can we drop it, please, I’m trying to figure out what the hell just happened.

Kara shrugged. What’s there to figure out, He kissed you, you liked it, and now you’re freaking out because you don’t know what to do next. Classic Michelle.

Michelle opened her mouth to argue, but no words came out. Damn it, Kara wasn’t wrong.

She grabbed her glass and took another sip, the alcohol burning just enough to distract her from the truth.

Joel stood frozen on the dance floor, his feet planted like someone had bolted them to the sticky wood beneath him. His lips tingled, the ghost of the kiss still lingering, and his mind felt like it had been tossed into a blender. This wasn’t supposed to happen. This was Michelle, Michael. His best friend. The same person who used to steal his fries when they were teenagers and once spilled soda on his favorite video game controller.

But that kiss,

It wasn’t just a kiss. It had been something more, something real. Natural, even. And that was the part that scared him the most.

He finally snapped out of his daze, shaking his head like it might clear the fog. The crowd around him surged and swayed, but he didn’t notice. His eyes scanned the room, searching for her. He spotted her at the bar, hunched over a drink and staring down at the counter like it held the answer to some unsolvable riddle.

Joel pushed his way through the throng of bodies, muttering apologies as he caught elbows and bumped shoulders. When he finally reached her, he hesitated for a moment, unsure of what to say.

Michelle, he said cautiously, testing the waters.

Her head snapped up, her green eyes locking onto his. They were glassy, but there was a sharpness there, too, like she was daring him to say the wrong thing.

Joel, she replied, her tone flat but carrying an edge of irritation. You shouldn’t sneak up on a girl like that.

Joel winced. I wasn’t sneaking. I just,  Are you okay.

Michelle let out a short, bitter laugh, the sound cutting through the noise of the bar. Oh, I’m fantastic. Living my best life. Totally normal night. Her fingers tightened around her glass as she took another sip. What about you, Having fun, Enjoying the party.

Joel frowned, his nerves twisting into a knot. Look, about what happened out there,

Nope. Michelle held up a finger, cutting him off. Don’t. Don’t do the whole ‘we need to talk about it’ thing. I am not in the mood.

Michelle, I just think,

To what. she interrupted, her voice rising. To kiss my best friend, To completely lose my mind, To,  She trailed off, her eyes dropping to the glass in her hand. Her voice softened, the irritation melting into something more vulnerable. To feel things I don’t understand.

Joel’s chest tightened. He opened his mouth, but the words got stuck somewhere in his throat. He had no idea what to say, no idea how to make this better.

You’re not losing your mind, he said finally, his voice low. This whole thing, it’s a lot. I get it.

Michelle laughed again, but this time it was softer, tinged with something sad. Do you, she asked, lifting her gaze to meet his. Because I don’t. I don’t get why I kissed you, or why I wanted to kiss you. Her fingers curled tighter around the glass, her knuckles turning white. This isn’t me, Joel. This can’t be me.

Joel stared at her, his heart sinking. You’re still you, Michelle. No matter what’s changed, you’re still the same person.

She shook her head, her long hair falling across her face. You don’t get it, she whispered, her voice barely audible over the hum of the party. It’s not just my body that’s different. It’s everything. The way I feel, the way I think,  She hesitated, her throat bobbing as she swallowed hard. I look at you, and I feel,  things. Things I’ve never felt before. And I don’t know if it’s the drinks, or this stupid body, or,

She broke off, her words hanging in the air between them.

Joel’s pulse quickened, and he felt like someone had just turned the temperature up in the room. He wanted to say something, anything, but all he could think about was the way she had kissed him. The way she was looking at him now, like she was both terrified and searching for something. And damn it, he knew exactly how she felt because he was just as confused.

Michelle, he started, but she cut him off again, shaking her head.

Don’t, she said quickly, downing the rest of her drink in one long gulp. She slammed the glass down on the counter, the sound making Joel flinch. I don’t want to talk about it anymore. I just want to forget about tonight.

Joel frowned. You can’t just,

Watch me.

Before he could argue, she grabbed his hand. Her grip was firm, almost defiant, and the sudden contact sent a jolt through him.

Come on, she said, her voice steadier now, like she’d made up her mind. Let’s dance. Or drink. Or,  I don’t know, rob a bank. Literally anything but talking.

Joel blinked at her, startled. Rob a bank.

She rolled her eyes, the corner of her mouth twitching upward in the faintest hint of a smirk. Fine. Maybe not a bank. But something illegal enough to make me forget how awkward this is.

And dancing is less awkward. he asked, arching an eyebrow.

It’s better than sitting here and having feelings, she shot back, her tone laced with sarcasm.

Joel hesitated, glancing down at their joined hands. Michelle,

Joel, she interrupted, tugging him toward the dance floor. If you don’t come with me right now, I swear to God, I will start dancing by myself. And it will be weird. For everyone.

He huffed out a laugh despite himself. Fine. But if you start doing the sprinkler, I’m out.

She grinned, and for a moment, the tension between them seemed to ease. Deal.

As she dragged him toward the crowd, Joel couldn’t help but glance down at her hand in his. Her grip was strong and sure, just like it had always been. But now, it felt different. Everything felt different.

And he wasn’t sure whether that terrified him or thrilled him.














The rest of the night unraveled in a blur of lights, music, and alcohol.

Michelle’s inhibitions seemed to dissolve with every drink she downed, her laughter growing louder, more carefree, and her movements taking on an effortless, magnetic confidence. Joel wasn’t sure if it was the tequila, the music, or something else entirely, but she seemed to command the room without even trying.

He found himself dragged back to the dance floor before he could protest, her hand gripping his tightly as she pulled him through the crush of bodies. The bass thudded in his chest, and the lights flickered in dizzying patterns, but none of it compared to the chaos swirling in his head.

Michelle swayed to the beat with a fluidity that left Joel momentarily speechless. Her body moved in perfect rhythm with the music, her long black hair catching the light as she turned. She was glowing in a way that made it impossible not to watch her, and Joel hated himself for it.

This is Michael, he reminded himself for the hundredth time. Michael. Your best friend. The guy who used to shotgun beers with you on the couch while wearing a ratty hoodie.

But there was nothing Michael, about the way she was dancing now, her hands brushing against his chest as she moved closer, her hips swaying in time with his.

Joel’s brain short-circuited as she leaned in, her green eyes sparkling with mischief. Come on, Joel, she said, her voice low and teasing. You’re supposed to be having fun.

I am, he said quickly, though his stiff posture and awkward footwork said otherwise.

Michelle tilted her head, her smirk widening. Really, Because you look like you’re trying to calculate the square root of something.

Joel let out a nervous laugh, rubbing the back of his neck. Well, math is easier than this.

Michelle rolled her eyes, reaching out to grab his hands. Here, she said, placing them on her waist. Just do what I do.

Joel froze, his hands hovering awkwardly just above her hips. Uh, I don’t think,

Joel, she interrupted, stepping closer so that there was barely an inch of space between them. Her voice was soft but firm, her gaze locked on his. Stop overthinking. Just dance.

He swallowed hard, his pulse hammering in his ears. The heat of her body pressed against his, the faint scent of her perfume mixed with the lingering smell of tequila, was enough to make his head spin. He tried to follow her lead, moving in time with her sways, but his brain refused to cooperate.

You’re hopeless, Michelle said with a laugh, her hands sliding up to his shoulders. Good thing I’m in charge.

Joel’s lips twitched into a sheepish smile. I thought we agreed I’m a terrible dancer.

Oh, you are, she replied, her tone light and teasing. But I’ve decided to make you my project for the night. You’re welcome.

He couldn’t help but laugh at that, though the sound came out more nervous than anything. Lucky me.

As the clock inched closer to 1 a.m., Michelle’s energy only seemed to grow. She danced closer than before, her movements more confident, more suggestive. Her hands brushed against his chest, lingering just a moment too long, and Joel felt a jolt every time her fingers made contact.

This is getting out of hand.

Michelle, he said, his voice low but urgent. I think maybe we should,

But before he could finish, she leaned in close, her lips brushing against his ear. You’re a terrible dancer, she whispered, her breath warm against his skin.

Joel chuckled nervously, his mind scrambling to keep up. Yeah, well, I don’t exactly do this often.

Michelle pulled back just enough to meet his eyes, her playful smirk tugging at her lips. You’re lucky you’ve got me, then.

Joel swallowed hard, his pulse racing. Her gaze locked onto his, and for a moment, the noise of the party seemed to fade into the background. It was just the two of them, standing too close, her hands resting lightly on his chest.

Michelle,  he started again, his voice unsteady.

But she silenced him with a single finger pressed to his lips. Shh, she said, her voice low and teasing. No more talking, remember.

Joel froze, his breath catching as her finger lingered for just a moment too long. Then, with a laugh that rang out like a bell, she spun away from him, disappearing into the crowd.

Joel stood there, dumbfounded, his heart pounding and his mind a whirlwind of confusion. He watched as she wove her way through the dance floor, her laughter still ringing in his ears.

Great, he muttered to himself, running a hand through his hair. She’s officially lost it. And I’m not far behind.

He stayed frozen in place for a moment longer, trying to collect his thoughts. But the memory of her touch, her voice, her laugh, it was impossible to shake.

This is Michael, he reminded himself again, though the words felt hollow now.

The problem was, no matter how many times he told himself that, it didn’t change the fact that standing here, watching her laugh and dance and move like she was the center of the universe, he couldn’t think of her as anything other than Michelle.

And that terrified him.

At the bar, Michelle drummed her fingers against the counter, her nails clicking softly against the polished wood. Her other hand was wrapped tightly around the edge, as though the bar itself was the only thing keeping her grounded.

Something strong, she told the bartender, her voice steady despite the tremble in her hands.

The bartender, a guy with a beard that looked like it had been groomed with military precision, gave her a once-over before nodding and reaching for a bottle. She exhaled slowly, trying, and failing, to calm the turbulence inside her.

Her fingers flexed against the bar as she waited, the tremor in her hands refusing to subside. It wasn’t the alcohol; she knew her limits. It wasn’t even the surreal transformation she was still figuring out how to navigate. No, this was something else entirely.

It was him.

Her drink arrived, a dark amber liquid swirling in a lowball glass. She picked it up and took a sip, the burn of the alcohol doing little to silence the thoughts rattling around in her head. She didn’t know what was happening, why she felt this overwhelming pull toward Joel, why her body seemed to react to him in ways that left her both exhilarated and completely unmoored.

What the hell is wrong with me, she thought, her grip tightening around the glass. This is Joel. Joel. My best friend. The guy who once ate an entire bag of stale popcorn just to prove a point.

And yet, every time she thought about the way he’d looked at her on the dance floor, his unsure but steady hands on her waist, his awkward but endearing attempts to keep up with her movements, her stomach flipped in a way that had nothing to do with the alcohol.

Is it the transformation, Something hormonal, Some kind of cosmic prank, The questions swirled in her mind, unrelenting. She took another sip, but it didn’t help.

A laugh somewhere behind her snapped her out of her thoughts, and she glanced up, her eyes instinctively searching the room.

She spotted Joel almost immediately. He was standing near the edge of the dance floor, his hands shoved into his pockets, his head turning as he scanned the crowd. He was looking for her.

Her chest tightened, an uncomfortable knot forming just below her ribs. It was guilt, she realized. And something else, something she couldn’t quite name.

Her fingers brushed her lips, the memory of their kiss flashing vividly in her mind. It had been impulsive, reckless, completely out of character. But it had also been,

Her thoughts stopped short, refusing to go there.

Michelle tore her eyes away from Joel, focusing instead on the glass in her hand. She swirled the liquid slowly, watching as the light from the bar refracted through the amber, casting faint golden ripples across the counter.

What’s happening to me,

She’d always been someone with answers. Quick wit, quick thinking, always one step ahead. But now, for the first time in her life, his life, she felt completely adrift. There were no answers. No witty comebacks or clever excuses. Just this overwhelming, maddening pull she couldn’t explain.

Penny for your thoughts.

The sudden voice made her jump. She looked up sharply to find Joel standing beside her, his expression uncertain but laced with that familiar touch of concern.

How long have you been standing there, she asked, her tone sharper than she intended.

Joel raised his hands defensively. Easy, tiger. I just got here. He paused, tilting his head as he studied her. You okay.

Michelle rolled her eyes, though the gesture felt half-hearted. Oh, I’m fantastic, she said dryly, lifting her glass in a mock toast. You know, just your average night of tequila, dancing, and existential crises. Totally normal.

Joel cracked a small smile, sliding onto the stool next to her. So, tequila’s still your go-to, huh.

Michelle’s lips twitched, but she didn’t look at him. Some things don’t change.

He nodded, watching her closely. You disappeared pretty fast back there.

Yeah, well, she said, taking another sip of her drink. Crowds aren’t exactly my thing.

Joel raised an eyebrow. Really, Because you seemed pretty comfortable out there. Owning the dance floor, dragging me around like some kind of human prop,

She smirked at that, finally meeting his eyes. You’re a terrible dancer, by the way.

Joel chuckled, leaning his elbows on the bar. Oh, I know. Believe me, I know.

There was a beat of silence, the noise of the party around them fading into the background. Joel’s expression softened, his gaze steady. Michelle,  are you sure you’re okay.

She frowned, looking back down at her drink. Why does everyone keep asking me that.

Because you’re acting, different, Joel said carefully. And I don’t mean the obvious.

Michelle let out a short laugh, though there was no real humor in it. Yeah, well, maybe ‘different’ is just my thing now.

Joel leaned a little closer, his voice low. Hey. It’s me. You can talk to me, you know that.

Her fingers tightened around her glass, her knuckles turning white. She wanted to tell him, wanted to unload the mess of thoughts and emotions swirling inside her. But the words wouldn’t come.

Instead, she forced a smirk, her tone turning playful. What, you worried about me, Joel, Afraid I’m going to go full party girl and start dancing on tables.

Joel rolled his eyes, though he couldn’t hide the small smile tugging at his lips. I’m more worried you’ll drag me up there with you.

Michelle laughed, a genuine laugh this time, and for a moment, the tension eased. She raised her glass in a mock toast. To terrible dancers and questionable life choices.

Joel clinked his glass against hers, a crooked grin on his face. I’ll drink to that.

They both took a sip, the moment settling into something quieter, something almost comfortable. But even as they laughed and joked, Michelle couldn’t shake the feeling that everything between them had shifted.

And judging by the way Joel kept glancing at her when he thought she wasn’t looking, she had a feeling he felt it too.

















Michelle stood at the bar, her drink forgotten in her hand as she stared across the room at Joel. He was lingering near the edge of the dance floor, his head swiveling as he scanned the crowd. It didn’t take a detective to figure out who he was looking for.

Her heart thudded in her chest, a relentless drumbeat that had nothing to do with the music pounding through the speakers. She took a sip of her drink, the alcohol burning on the way down but doing little to calm the chaos in her mind.

Why does he have to look at me like that, she thought, watching his eyes narrow slightly with an almost panicked determination. It was Joel, her best friend, her partner in crime, the guy who once faked a broken arm in high school just to get out of gym class with her. He was supposed to be a constant, the one thing in her life that made sense.

But nothing about this, the way her pulse quickened when their eyes met, the way her skin burned from the memory of his hands on her waist, made sense.

The pull she felt toward him wasn’t logical. It wasn’t rational. It was primal, a deep, undeniable ache that had nothing to do with friendship and everything to do with the way he looked at her like she was the only person in the room.

She set her glass down with a decisive clink, the sound sharp and final.

To hell with it.

The thought was reckless, but right now, reckless was all she had.

Without hesitating, she pushed through the crowd, weaving past dancers and couples with a single-minded determination. Her movements were quick and fluid, her body brushing past strangers without so much as a glance. The closer she got to Joel, the louder her heartbeat became, drowning out the music, the chatter, everything but him.

Joel turned just as she reached him, his expression shifting from relief to surprise as she grabbed the front of his shirt.

Michelle, I,

She didn’t let him finish.

She yanked him down, her lips crashing against his in a kiss that was anything but subtle. It wasn’t cautious or hesitant like the first one. This was hungry, desperate, and filled with a passion that caught Joel completely off guard.

For a split second, he froze, his mind scrambling to process what was happening. But then instinct took over. His hands found her waist, his fingers curling around her hips as he pulled her closer. The world around them melted away, the noise of the party fading into a dull hum.

Michelle pressed against him, her hands fisting in his shirt as if she were afraid he might pull away. But Joel wasn’t going anywhere.

When they finally broke apart, Michelle’s green eyes locked onto his, her cheeks flushed and her breathing ragged. Joel stared back at her, his own breath uneven, as if all the air had been knocked out of his lungs.

Michelle, what are you,

She didn’t let him finish that, either.

Shut up, she murmured, cutting him off with another kiss. This one was softer, slower, but no less intense. Her lips moved against his with a certainty that left Joel’s head spinning.

When she pulled back again, her lips just a breath away from his, she whispered, No more talking. Her voice was low, teasing, and full of that maddening confidence that always left him both impressed and exasperated.

Michelle,  Joel started again, his voice barely above a whisper.

She raised an eyebrow, her smirk playful but dangerous. What did I just say about talking.

Joel blinked, his thoughts a jumbled mess. Right. No talking. Got it.

Good boy, she said with a grin, grabbing his hand before he could say anything else.

He barely had time to process what was happening before she was pulling him through the crowd, her grip firm and unwavering. Where are we going, he asked, his voice rising slightly as he stumbled after her.

Michelle glanced back at him, her eyes glinting with mischief. Anywhere but here.

Joel’s mind raced as she navigated the maze of partygoers, her movements quick and purposeful. He wasn’t sure what was waiting for them on the other side of that exit, but he couldn’t bring himself to care.

Michelle, are you sure about this, he asked, his voice tinged with both panic and disbelief.

She shot him a look over her shoulder, her smirk widening. Joel, when have you ever known me to be sure about anything.

He opened his mouth to respond but quickly realized he didn’t have an answer. Instead, he let her lead him, the warmth of her hand in his sending a jolt of electricity through him with every step.

The crowd thinned as they neared the exit, the music growing fainter as they pushed through the last cluster of dancers. The cool night air hit them as they stepped outside, the sudden change in temperature making Joel shiver.

Michelle slowed to a stop, finally releasing his hand as she turned to face him. The playful smirk on her lips was gone, replaced by something softer, something almost uncertain.

Joel stared at her, his heart pounding as he searched her face. For a moment, neither of them spoke, the silence between them heavy with unspoken questions and unacknowledged emotions.

Finally, Michelle broke the tension with a small, nervous laugh. Well, she said, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. That escalated quickly.

Joel let out a breath he didn’t realize he’d been holding, a crooked smile tugging at his lips. You don’t say.

She rolled her eyes, though the gesture lacked its usual bite. Don’t get cocky, Joel.

Too late, he quipped, his grin widening.

For a moment, the tension lifted, the familiar banter slipping back into place like a well-worn shoe. But even as they laughed and joked, the weight of what had just happened lingered between them, unspoken but impossible to ignore.

Michelle shifted on her feet, her confidence wavering for the first time that night. So,  she started, her voice trailing off as she struggled to find the right words.

Joel tilted his head, his smile softening. So.

She hesitated, her eyes darting away from his before finally settling back on his face. So,  do you always let girls drag you out of parties, or am I just special.

Joel laughed, the sound warm and genuine. Oh, you’re definitely special.

Michelle’s lips twitched into a smile, her confidence returning in full force. Damn right I am.

And with that, she grabbed his hand again, dragging him further into the night without a backward glance.

Outside, the crisp night air hit them like a shock to the system, Michelle’s heels clicking against the pavement as she flagged down a cab with the urgency of someone on a mission. Her hair whipped in the breeze, and Joel, still trying to catch his breath, watched her with a mixture of disbelief and anticipation.

A yellow cab screeched to a halt in front of them, and Michelle wasted no time, yanking open the door and gesturing for Joel to get in.

After you, he said, his voice half a croak as he tried to inject some semblance of normalcy into the situation.

Michelle didn’t even dignify that with a response, pushing him into the backseat with a surprising amount of strength before sliding in after him and slamming the door shut.

The instant the door clicked, she was on him.

Her lips crashed against his, her hands gripping the front of his shirt like she was afraid he might vanish if she let go. Joel’s back hit the seat, his head spinning as he tried to process what was happening.

This was Michelle. His best friend. The person who had been there through every embarrassing haircut, every bad decision, every breakup. The person who once laughed so hard at one of his jokes that soda came out of her nose.

And now she was straddling his lap in the back of a cab, kissing him like her life depended on it.

Michelle, wait, Joel managed between kisses, his voice muffled and unconvincing even to himself.

Don’t wait, she murmured against his lips, her fingers sliding up into his hair and tugging just enough to make his breath hitch.

Joel’s hands hovered awkwardly in the air for a moment, as though unsure where they were allowed to land. He settled them lightly on her hips, trying to keep some shred of control over the situation, but Michelle leaned in closer, her mouth trailing along his jawline and effectively obliterating any coherent thought he had left.

The cab driver, to his credit, didn’t say a word. His eyes remained firmly fixed on the road ahead, though Joel noticed his grip on the steering wheel tighten just slightly.

Michelle, Joel tried again, his voice barely audible as she pressed her lips to the sensitive spot just below his ear. This is, this is insane.

Exactly, she whispered, her breath hot against his skin. So stop overthinking it.

Her tone was so matter-of-fact, so Michelle, that Joel almost laughed. Almost. But then her hands slid down his chest, her nails lightly dragging over the fabric of his shirt, and any trace of humor evaporated.

He let out a low groan, his fingers tightening on her hips as she shifted in his lap, sending a jolt of electricity through him.

Michelle,  he started again, his voice strained, but this time he didn’t even know what he was trying to say.

What, she asked, pulling back just enough to look at him, her green eyes sparkling with mischief and something else, something that made his stomach flip.

Joel opened his mouth to respond, but nothing came out. His brain was a mess of contradictions: this was wrong, this was crazy, this was Michelle, and yet, he couldn’t bring himself to stop it.

That’s what I thought, she said with a smirk, leaning in for another kiss.

The cab jolted slightly as they hit a bump, and Joel instinctively tightened his hold on her to keep her steady. She responded by pressing even closer, her lips parting against his as the heat between them grew. Joel’s heart was pounding so hard he was half-convinced the driver could hear it.

He risked a glance toward the front of the cab, but the driver’s expression remained stoic, his eyes locked on the road like he was determined to pretend this wasn’t happening in his backseat. Joel felt a pang of sympathy for the guy, but it was quickly drowned out by the sensation of Michelle’s hands slipping under the collar of his shirt, her fingers brushing against his skin.




















By the time the cab finally pulled up outside Joel’s apartment, they were both so lost in the moment that neither of them noticed.

Uh, we’re here, the driver said, his voice flat but tinged with just enough impatience to break through the haze.

Michelle pulled back slightly, her cheeks flushed, her breathing heavy. Already, she muttered, glancing out the window as though the cab had betrayed her by reaching its destination too quickly.

Joel blinked, his mind struggling to catch up. Right. Yeah. Here. That’s us, he said, fumbling for his wallet. His hands were shaking slightly as he pulled out some cash, his eyes darting between Michelle and the driver.

He shoved the bills toward the front without even looking at the amount, muttering a quick, Keep the change, before the driver could comment on the state of his backseat.

Michelle was already climbing out of the cab, her movements quick and purposeful. She turned back to grab his hand, her grip firm as she pulled him out onto the sidewalk.

Come on, she said, her tone leaving no room for argument.

Joel barely had time to close the cab door behind him before she was tugging him toward the front door of his apartment building. The cool night air did little to calm the heat coursing through him as he followed her, his thoughts still a whirlwind of confusion and disbelief.

Michelle, he said, his voice slightly breathless as they reached the entrance. Are we seriously,

She spun around to face him, her hands on her hips, her expression a mix of impatience and amusement. Joel, if you ask me one more question, I swear to god,

He raised his hands in surrender, a crooked grin tugging at his lips despite himself. Okay, okay. No questions.

Good, she said, grabbing his shirt and pulling him toward the door.

Joel fumbled for his keys as she practically dragged him inside, her energy relentless and impossible to resist. Every logical part of him was screaming that this was a bad idea, but as Michelle glanced back at him with that mischievous glint in her eye, he realized he didn’t care.

Reckless, impulsive, and completely insane.

And yet, as they disappeared into the building and the door clicked shut behind them, Joel couldn’t bring himself to stop smiling.

The door to Joel’s apartment had barely clicked shut before Michelle was on him again, her hands gripping his shirt as she pushed him back against the wall with surprising force.

"Someone’s in a hurry," Joel managed, his voice breathless and tinged with a nervous laugh.

"Shut up," Michelle shot back, her lips crashing against his before he could say anything else.

Her fingers tangled in his hair, tugging just enough to make his breath hitch. Joel groaned, the sound deep and guttural, as her lips moved from his mouth to his jaw, then trailed down the side of his neck. It sent a shiver through him that he couldn’t suppress, his head tilting slightly to give her better access.

"Jesus, Michelle," he muttered, his hands sliding up her sides. The thin fabric of her dress did little to mask the warmth of her skin, and his fingers instinctively traced the curve of her waist, his touch slow and deliberate.

Michelle’s breath hitched, her body reacting to him in ways that felt both foreign and exhilarating. She wasn’t sure if it was the alcohol, the adrenaline, or just him, but every nerve in her body seemed to be on fire.

"Is this okay," Joel asked suddenly, his voice low and uncertain as his hands stilled on her waist.

Michelle pulled back just enough to look at him, her green eyes locking onto his. "Joel," she said, her voice soft but firm, "if this wasn’t okay, do you think I’d be doing this,"

His lips parted as if to respond, but before he could, she kissed him again, her hands gripping the sides of his face to keep him exactly where she wanted him. Joel melted into her touch, the uncertainty in his posture giving way to something much more confident as his hands resumed their slow exploration of her body.

They stumbled toward the bedroom, their movements frantic and uncoordinated as they tried to stay connected while navigating the narrow hallway.

Joel’s jacket hit the floor first, the sound of it landing barely registering over the rustling of fabric and the occasional muffled laugh as they bumped into walls and doorframes.

"Ow, corner," Joel muttered against her lips as his shoulder clipped the edge of a bookshelf.

"Stop complaining," Michelle teased, her voice breathless as she kicked off her heels, the sharp clatter of them hitting the floor echoing in the small space.

"Not complaining," Joel said quickly, his hands slipping to the small of her back as he pulled her closer. "Just,  narrating."

Michelle laughed, the sound low and throaty, before hooking her fingers into the collar of his shirt and tugging. "Then narrate yourself out of this shirt."

Joel grinned, his fingers fumbling with the buttons as they reached the bedroom door. "You could help, you know," he said, his voice laced with mock indignation.

"You’re a big boy," Michelle shot back, her smirk playful as she slid her hands under his half-unbuttoned shirt, pushing it off his shoulders.

The door swung open, and they tumbled inside, Joel’s shirt hitting the floor in a crumpled heap as Michelle backed him toward the bed. Her dress was already slipping off her shoulders, the thin straps barely hanging on as she moved with a confidence that was both familiar and entirely new.

Joel’s legs hit the edge of the bed, and he stumbled slightly, landing on the mattress with a soft grunt. Before he could recover, Michelle was on him, straddling his lap with a smirk that sent a jolt of electricity straight through him.

"Comfortable," she asked, her tone teasing as she leaned down, her hands braced on either side of his head.

Joel swallowed hard, his eyes flicking from her face to the precariously low neckline of her dress and back again. "Uh, yeah. Sure. This is,  fine."

Michelle raised an eyebrow, clearly unimpressed with his less-than-suave response. "Fine," she repeated, her voice dripping with mock offense. "That’s the best you’ve got,"

Joel let out a nervous laugh, his hands resting on her thighs as he tried to recover. "Okay, maybe not fine. More like,  amazing. Incredible. Slightly terrifying, but in a good way."

"Better," Michelle said with a grin, leaning down and kissing him again.

Joel’s hands slid up her legs, his touch tentative at first but quickly growing bolder as her kisses deepened. He let himself get lost in the moment, the feel of her, the taste of her, the way her body seemed to fit perfectly against his.

Her dress slipped further down, pooling around her waist as Joel’s hands found the bare skin of her back. She shivered under his touch, her lips parting against his as his fingers traced the curve of her spine.

"Joel," she murmured, her voice barely above a whisper.

"Yeah," he replied, his voice rough and unsteady.

"Stop thinking," she said simply, her fingers threading through his hair as she kissed him again, effectively silencing any response he might have had.

By the time they finally collapsed onto the bed, the last remnants of their clothing had been discarded in a haphazard trail leading from the door. The room was filled with the sound of laughter, soft gasps, and the occasional whispered expletive as they explored this new, uncharted territory between them.

As Joel's hands slid up Michelle's legs, he couldn't help but feel a sense of wonder at the way her body seemed to fit so perfectly against his. He let himself get lost in the moment, the feel of her skin beneath his fingertips, the taste of her lips on his.

Michelle's dress slipped further down, pooling around her waist as Joel's hands found the bare skin of her back. She shivered under his touch, her lips parting against his as his fingers traced the curve of her spine.

"Joel," she murmured, her voice barely above a whisper.

"Yeah," he replied, his voice rough and unsteady.

"Stop thinking," she said simply, her fingers threading through his hair as she kissed him again. The world around them melted away, leaving only the two of them, lost in a sea of desire and passion.

As they continued to kiss, Joel's hands roamed freely over Michelle's body, exploring every curve and contour. He loved the way she felt beneath his touch, the softness of her skin, the firmness of her muscles.

Michelle stood up, allowing the dress to fall to the bed beneath her, leaving her standing before him in nothing but a pair of lacy lingerie panties. Joel's eyes roved over her body, drinking in the sight of her naked flesh. He felt his heart pounding in his chest, his breath coming in short gasps as he reached out to touch her.

She was so beautiful, so perfect. Joel couldn't help but feel a sense of awe at the way she looked before him, her body curved and inviting. She sat back down straddling him, allowing him to run his hands over her skin, tracing the lines and contours of her figure.

They rolled over, so she was under him, black hair laid out like silk, cheeks flush with arousal. Kissing her with as much passion and desire as possible, breaking the kiss and kissing his way down her neck, over her breast, passed her taut belly, arriving at the targeted place. Kissing her inner thigh he looked up to see her down at him through lidded eyes, filled with passion and desire.

His fingers found their way to the edge of her panties, teasing the elastic band as he pulled it down. Michelle's legs parted, inviting him in as he slid his fingers inside her. She was warm and wet, her body responding to his touch immediately.

Joel's fingers explored her, finding all the right spots to make her moan with pleasure. He added another finger, stretching her open as she gasped and moaned loudly.

"More," she whispered, her voice husky with desire.

Joel didn't need any more encouragement. He pulled his fingers out of her, licking his fingers then stood up and ripped off his clothes, revealing his hard, erect cock. Michelle's eyes widened in surprise before she smiled wickedly.

She reached for him, wrapping her hand around the base as he guided himself into her. Joel felt like he was home, surrounded by her warm, wet walls. He started to move, slow at first, but increasing in pace and intensity as they both climbed towards orgasm.

Michelle's moans filled the room, her body writhing against his as she chased her pleasure. Joel's eyes locked onto hers, watching her face as she reached the peak of her desire. Her back arched, her hips bucked, and a soft cry escaped her lips.

Joel felt himself on the edge, the pressure building in his balls. He pumped harder, faster, until he finally came with a loud groan. His body shuddered against Michelle's, spilling his release deep inside her as she wrapped her legs around him, holding him close.

They lay together for a long moment, their bodies still entwined as they caught their breath and savored the afterglow of their lovemaking. Slowly, Joel pulled out of Michelle, rolling onto his side to pull her close against him, feeling grateful for this beautiful, perfect woman who had stolen his heart. The world outside faded away, leaving only the two of them, lost in a sea of desire and passion, forever connected by the love they shared.

As they lay there together, catching their breath and enjoying the afterglow of their lovemaking, Michelle felt her body start to stir once more. She was still horny as hell, and despite having just come, she couldn't help but feel an overwhelming need for Joel again.

She looked up at him, seeing that he too had already started to relax, his eyes drifting closed in contentment. But Michelle knew that she wasn't done with him yet. She needed more, and she decided right then and there that she was going to get it.

Without a word, Michelle rolled over the bed and onto her hands and knees. Joel's eyes snapped open as he saw what she was doing, and his eyebrows shot up in surprise. But before he could even react, Michelle had already dropped down between his legs and taken his dick into her mouth.

Joel let out a loud groan of pleasure as Michelle's warm, wet tongue wrapped around the length of his cock. He felt himself start to harden once more, and he knew that she was doing exactly what she needed to do to get him up again.

Michelle worked him over with skillful abandon, her lips and tongue moving in perfect synchrony as she sucked and licked him. Joel's hands went to the back of her head, holding her close as he felt himself start to build towards another orgasm.

But before that could happen, Michelle pulled off his cock and sat up on her haunches. She reached down and took him into her hand, guiding him inside her once more.

Michelle's body glistened with sweat as she straddled Joel, her wet pussy hovering above his hard cock. She slowly lowered herself down onto him, taking in every inch of his length until he was buried deep within her.

"Ah, yes," she moaned as he filled her to the brim. "You feel so good inside me."

Joel's hands grasped her hips, holding her close as he began to thrust upward into her. Michelle's eyes rolled back in her head as his cock rubbed against her G-spot, sending waves of pleasure coursing through her body.

She began to move on top of him, her hips swiveling and grinding as she rode him hard. Joel's eyes were fixed on her, his gaze burning with desire as he watched her body writhe and twist above him.

Michelle reached down between their bodies and took hold of her own nipples, pinching them between her thumb and forefinger as she continued to ride Joel. The sensation sent an electric shock through her body, heightening the pleasure that was already building inside her.

As she moved closer to orgasm, Michelle could feel Joel's cock growing harder and thicker within her. He was close too, his body tensing up beneath hers as he prepared for his own release.

With one final thrust, Joel buried himself deep within Michelle and exploded in a burst of pleasure. His cum shot out of him, filling her pussy to the brim as she screamed out her own orgasm.

For a long moment, they lay there together, their bodies still entwined as they savored the afterglow of their sexual desire. Finally, Joel pulled out of Michelle and rolled onto his back, pulling her down on top of him so that she could rest her head against his chest.

As they caught their breath, Michelle's hand drifted down to his cock, which was still hard and pulsing with desire. She wrapped her fingers around it, giving it a gentle squeeze as she whispered into Joel's ear.

"You're amazing," she said. "What took us so long."

Joel's arms wrapped around her, pulling her close against him. "Well technically this time last night you were still a man, that may have something to do with it" he replied, his voice filled with mirth. She smacked his chest Let's get some rest. and fell asleep on Joel's chest.

The lines between friendship and something far more intimate blurred completely, their connection deepening with every touch, every kiss, every breathless exchange.

Outside, the city buzzed with life, but inside Joel’s apartment, the rest of the world ceased to exist.




















Sunlight streamed through the curtains, casting a soft, golden glow across the room. Joel stirred first, his face scrunching as the light hit his eyes. He groaned softly, the kind of groan that came from a bad mix of too much tequila and not enough sleep.

As he shifted, his arm tightened instinctively around something warm and soft. His brain, still groggy, didn’t immediately register what, or who, it was. But then, the events of the night before crashed into him like a freight train.

Oh, no,  oh, no, no, no.

His eyes snapped open, and there she was.

Michelle.

Her head was resting on his chest, her dark hair spilling over his skin in a way that looked almost artistic. One of her legs was draped casually over his, her arm slung across his stomach like she owned the place.

Joel froze. He didn’t dare move, didn’t dare breathe too loudly, as though disturbing her might somehow make the situation even more real.

This is fine, he thought, his mind racing. This is totally fine. People wake up next to their best friends all the time. It’s not weird. It’s not a big deal.

But it was a big deal. Because this wasn’t just his best friend. This was Michelle. The same Michelle who used to raid his fridge without asking. The same Michelle who could burp the alphabet after three beers. The same Michelle who, until very recently, had been Michael.

And now she was curled up against him, wearing his shirt, looking like she belonged there.

Joel’s heart thudded painfully in his chest as he stared at her, torn between panic and something he didn’t even want to name.

As if sensing his internal meltdown, Michelle stirred. She let out a soft, contented sigh, her fingers twitching slightly against his skin before her eyes fluttered open.

Joel immediately snapped his head back, staring at the ceiling like it was the most fascinating thing he’d ever seen.

For a moment, Michelle just blinked, her gaze unfocused as she tried to orient herself. Then her eyes landed on Joel, and realization dawned.

Oh, she said, her voice thick with sleep.

Oh, Joel echoed, his tone somewhere between a squeak and a groan.

They stared at each other, the weight of the moment pressing down on them like a lead blanket. Joel could feel his pulse pounding in his ears, and he was pretty sure Michelle could too, given how close they were.

Morning, he managed finally, his voice cracking slightly.

Michelle stretched lazily, her body pressing against his for a brief, torturous moment before she sat up, pulling the sheet with her. Morning, she replied, her tone casual, like they were just two old friends sharing a bowl of cereal instead of waking up tangled in each other’s limbs.

Joel sat up too, running a hand through his already-messy hair. He risked a glance at her, and immediately regretted it. Her hair was a wild mess, her cheeks were flushed, and his shirt hung off her shoulder in a way that was both completely innocent and completely devastating.

So, Michelle said, breaking the silence, last night happened.

Joel let out a nervous laugh, scratching the back of his neck. Yeah. It,  definitely happened.

Michelle tilted her head, her eyes narrowing slightly as she studied him. You’re not about to freak out on me, are you.

Me, Freak out, No, Joel said quickly, a little too quickly. I’m totally calm. Cool as a cucumber.

Michelle raised an eyebrow. Uh-huh. Because you look like you’re one awkward silence away from setting yourself on fire.

Joel opened his mouth to protest, but no words came out. Instead, he made a sound that could only be described as a strangled squeak.

Michelle smirked, clearly enjoying his discomfort. She leaned back against the headboard, pulling the sheet up to cover herself more fully. Relax, Joel. It’s not like we robbed a bank or something. It was just,  She paused, her smirk faltering slightly. You know. A thing.

A thing, Joel repeated, nodding like an idiot. Right. A thing. Totally normal thing.

Michelle rolled her eyes. You’re making this weird.

I’m not making this weird. Joel said, his voice rising an octave.

You’re literally sweating, she pointed out, gesturing toward his forehead.

Joel groaned, burying his face in his hands. Okay, fine. Maybe I’m making it a little weird.

Michelle laughed, the sound light and genuine, and Joel couldn’t help but peek at her through his fingers. She looked more relaxed now, her smirk softening into a real smile.

Look, she said, her tone gentler now, I don’t know what this means, okay, I don’t know what happens next, and,  honestly, I don’t really care right now.

Joel lowered his hands, his gaze meeting hers. You don’t.

Michelle shrugged, her cheeks flushing slightly. Nope. All I know is, I don’t regret it.

Joel’s heart skipped a beat, the sincerity in her voice catching him off guard. He swallowed hard, his throat suddenly dry. Yeah, he said after a moment. Me neither.

A comfortable silence settled between them, the tension from earlier melting away. Michelle reached for the glass of water on the nightstand, taking a sip before glancing back at him.

So, she said, her tone turning playful, do I get breakfast, or are you just going to sit there looking like a startled deer all morning.

Joel blinked, caught off guard by the sudden shift in tone. Uh, yeah. Breakfast. I can do breakfast.

Michelle grinned. Good. Because I’m starving.

Joel swung his legs over the side of the bed, standing up and grabbing a pair of sweatpants from the floor. Anything in particular you want.

Surprise me, Michelle said, leaning back against the pillows with a satisfied smirk.

Joel paused in the doorway, glancing back at her. She looked so at ease, so completely in her element, that it made his head spin. He shook his head, a small smile tugging at his lips.

Surprise it is, he said, disappearing into the kitchen.

Michelle watched him go, her fingers idly toying with the edge of the sheet. She wasn’t sure what the day would bring, but for now, she was content to let things be exactly as they were.











One Year Later




The music pulsed through the house, a lively bassline that vibrated Joel’s drink in his hand. The place was packed, a mess of bodies swaying to the music, mingling, laughing, and shouting over the noise. It was New Year’s Eve again, but for Joel, it might as well have been another planet compared to the last one.

He leaned casually against the makeshift bar, a red Solo cup in his hand, his fingers absently tapping the side in time with the music. A soft smile played on his lips as he scanned the room, his eyes inevitably landing on the one person they always seemed to find.

Michelle.

She was on the other side of the room, standing near a cluster of people, her long black hair cascading over her shoulders in a way that made her look effortlessly glamorous. She was mid-conversation, her hands gesturing animatedly as she spoke, her laughter rising above the din of the party.

Joel’s smile widened as he watched her. She had this way of holding people’s attention, like she was the sun and everyone else was just orbiting around her. It wasn’t something she did on purpose—it was just her.

He took a sip of his drink, the sharp taste of whiskey and soda doing little to distract him from the memories that had been creeping into his mind all night.

One year.

It was hard to believe it had been a year since everything had changed in an instant. Since that night when the lines between friendship and… whatever this was had blurred beyond recognition.

Joel’s lips quirked into a smirk at the memory. It had been messy, impulsive, and completely insane. And yet, somehow, it had worked.

“Stop staring, man. It’s creepy.”

Joel blinked, startled out of his thoughts by the voice beside him. He turned to see his friend Nate grinning at him, a beer in hand and an eyebrow raised.

“I’m not staring,” Joel said, a little too quickly.

“Dude, you’re definitely staring,” Nate replied, taking a sip of his drink. “You’ve got that dopey look on your face. You know, the one that screams, ‘I’m totally whipped.’”

Joel rolled his eyes, but the heat creeping up the back of his neck betrayed him. “I don’t have a look.”

“Oh, you have a look,” Nate said, leaning against the bar with a smug grin. “You’ve had it all year. It’s disgusting. Honestly, I’m not even sure how you’re still friends with me. I’m way too bitter and single to handle this kind of happiness.”

Joel snorted. “You’re just jealous.”

“Obviously,” Nate said, clinking his beer against Joel’s cup. “But seriously, man. She’s good for you. You’ve been… I don’t know. Less of a grumpy bastard lately.”

“Wow. High praise,” Joel said dryly, though the corner of his mouth twitched upward.

“Don’t let it go to your head,” Nate said, glancing across the room toward Michelle. “She looks good tonight.”

“She always looks good,” Joel replied without thinking, his eyes drifting back to her.

Nate groaned. “And there it is. The dopey look again. I’m out. I can’t take any more of this.”

Joel laughed as Nate wandered off, leaving him alone once again with his drink and his thoughts.

Michelle must have felt his gaze because she suddenly looked over, her green eyes locking onto his from across the room. Her lips curved into a small smile, one that was just for him, and Joel felt his chest tighten in that familiar, maddening way.

She excused herself from the group she was talking to and made her way toward him, weaving through the crowd with the kind of confidence that made it seem like the sea of people was parting just for her.

“Hey, stranger,” she said when she reached him, leaning against the bar beside him. Her voice was light, teasing, but her eyes were warm.

“Hey,” Joel replied, his smile softening. “Having fun?”

“More now that I’m here,” she said, nudging his shoulder with hers.

Joel chuckled, taking another sip of his drink. “You’re working the room like a pro.”

“Someone’s got to keep the party alive,” she said with a wink. “Besides, you were over here brooding. Someone had to save you from yourself.”

“I wasn’t brooding,” Joel protested.

“You were definitely brooding,” she countered, her smirk widening. “What were you thinking about?”

Joel hesitated for a moment, his fingers tightening slightly around his cup. “Just… last year. How different everything feels now.”

Michelle’s expression softened, the teasing glint in her eyes giving way to something quieter. She reached out, her fingers brushing against his arm. “Good different or bad different?”

“Good different,” Joel said without hesitation.

Michelle’s smile returned, smaller this time but no less sincere. “Yeah. Me too.”

They stood there for a moment, the noise of the party fading into the background as they looked at each other. Joel wasn’t sure how it was possible, but even after a year, she still had this way of making the rest of the world disappear.

“So,” Michelle said, breaking the silence, “are you going to kiss me at midnight, or are you going to make me do all the work again?”

Joel’s eyebrows shot up, though he couldn’t stop the grin that spread across his face. “Oh, so now I’m the one slacking? I seem to remember you dragging me out of the bar last year.”

“Details,” Michelle said with a wave of her hand. “I’m just saying, it’s tradition now. You wouldn’t want to break tradition, would you?”

Joel laughed, setting his drink down on the bar. “You’re impossible.”

“And yet, here you are,” she said, stepping closer, her voice dropping slightly.

Joel shook his head, his hands finding her waist as she slipped her arms around his neck. “You know,” he said, his voice low, “you’re going to have to stop being so smug one of these days.”

“Not a chance,” Michelle replied, her lips curving into a mischievous smile. “It’s part of my charm.”

Joel couldn’t argue with that, and as the countdown to midnight began, he realized he didn’t want to.

The First Few Weeks

The morning after that fateful night had been… well, awkward was putting it lightly. Joel had woken up first, his brain sluggishly piecing together where he was and why he had a very warm, very soft Michelle draped over his chest.

For a full minute, he just lay there, staring at the ceiling, his arm still wrapped around her waist as if moving it would set off some kind of alarm. His thoughts raced: What the hell do I say to her? What do we even do now? And why does my arm feel like it’s about to fall off?

Michelle had stirred shortly after, mumbling something unintelligible into his chest before blinking up at him, her dark hair a mess around her face. For a brief moment, Joel had dared to think she might panic, freak out, or immediately start regretting everything. Instead, she’d yawned, stretched like a cat, and said, “Well, that happened.”

Joel, ever the eloquent one, had replied with a brilliant, “Uh, yeah.”

What followed was one of the most painfully awkward yet strangely honest conversations of Joel’s entire life. They’d been tentative at first, unsure of what to say or how to navigate this strange new territory they’d stumbled into. But by the time they got out of bed—Joel in yesterday’s wrinkled shirt, Michelle stealing one of his hoodies—they’d come to the same conclusion: they wanted to figure this out. Together.

It wasn’t like they had a roadmap or anything. There was no “How to Date Your Formerly Male Best Friend 101” course. But they were determined to make it work.

Of course, telling their friends had been a whole other level of complicated.

For everyone else, Michelle had always been Michelle: the sharp-tongued, ridiculously beautiful, and sometimes infuriatingly confident friend who’d been glued to Joel’s side for as long as anyone could remember. But for Joel and Michelle, the truth was infinitely stranger. The history they shared wasn’t something they were ready—or willing—to explain to anyone else.

Joel had been hesitant at first, his nerves getting the better of him. “What if people think it’s weird?” he’d asked one night as they sat on his couch, Michelle’s legs draped casually over his lap.

Michelle had snorted, not even looking up from the slice of pizza she was devouring. “Joel, people already think we’re weird. This won’t change anything.”

“That’s not exactly reassuring,” Joel muttered, picking at the crust of his own slice.

Michelle had placed her plate down, leaning forward to meet his eyes. “Look, people are going to think what they want. Let them. This is our life, not theirs. And honestly,” she added with a smirk, “if anyone has a problem with it, they can shove it.”

Her confidence was maddening, but it was also what he needed. Joel had nodded, her words sinking in. “Okay,” he’d said. “But if anyone asks too many questions, I’m throwing you under the bus.”

“Deal,” Michelle replied with a grin.

Despite their agreement, their closest friends had caught on almost immediately. Subtlety had never been Joel’s strong suit, and Michelle… well, Michelle didn’t do subtle.

It started with the little things. The way her hand would casually linger on Joel’s arm during conversations. The way he’d light up whenever she laughed. The inside jokes and knowing looks that seemed to multiply overnight.

It was Nate who called them out first—or rather, announced his suspicions to the entire room at a party two weeks later.

“So,” Nate had said loudly, beer in hand and a mischievous grin on his face, “you two finally hooked up, huh?”

Joel had nearly choked on his drink, his eyes wide as he scrambled for a response. “What? No! I mean, yes—I mean—”

Michelle, on the other hand, had handled it with her usual grace and humor. She’d wrapped an arm around Joel’s shoulders, pulling him close as she grinned at Nate. “Took him long enough,” she’d said, her tone light and teasing.

The room had erupted into laughter, and Joel had sat there, red-faced but oddly relieved. If Michelle wasn’t freaking out, then maybe he didn’t have to either.

The reactions from their friends had been a mixed bag. Some were surprised, others amused, but most were supportive. To the world, this was just the natural progression of a lifelong friendship. Joel and Michelle were Joel and Michelle—some things never changed.

Well, almost never.

There were moments when Joel would catch someone watching them, their brows furrowed like they were trying to piece together a puzzle that didn’t quite fit. Those moments made his stomach twist uncomfortably, but Michelle always handled it with ease.

At another gathering, one of their more nosy friends had asked, “So, when did this happen? I mean, you guys have been friends forever, right?”

Michelle had leaned back in her chair, taking a sip of her drink before replying with a smirk. “Oh, you know, just one of those drunken, spur-of-the-moment decisions that worked out.”

Joel had nearly spit out his beer. “You make it sound so romantic,” he’d muttered, earning a laugh and a quick kiss on the cheek from Michelle.

“Hey, I’m just being honest,” she’d said with a wink.

Despite the occasional awkward questions and lingering stares, things had gone surprisingly smoothly. Their friends had accepted the new dynamic without much fuss, and life carried on. Joel and Michelle still bickered over what to watch on Netflix. She still stole fries off his plate even when she insisted she wasn’t hungry. He still groaned every time she dragged him shopping.

But there were new things too. The way her hand would slip into his when no one was looking. The way she’d curl up against him on the couch during movie nights. The way he’d catch her staring at him sometimes, a soft smile on her lips that made his heart skip a beat.

For all the awkwardness and uncertainty of those first few weeks, one thing had become abundantly clear: whatever this was, it was theirs.

And that was enough.


























Family Reactions.




Their families had been another hurdle altogether. Joel’s parents had always adored Michael, Michelle, now, as the mischievous, quick-witted girl who used to raid their fridge, track mud into the house, and occasionally rope Joel into increasingly questionable schemes. Seeing her as a grown woman, and now as Joel’s girlfriend, was an adjustment, to say the least.

It started innocently enough. One Sunday, Joel and Michelle had joined his parents for dinner, as they often did. The meal was standard fare: roast chicken, mashed potatoes, and the ever-present side of polite small talk. But Joel couldn’t help but notice the way his mom’s gaze lingered on them a little too long whenever Michelle’s hand brushed his or when she laughed at one of his jokes.

Finally, halfway through dessert, his mom set down her fork and cleared her throat. You two seem, close, she said, her tone carefully neutral but her eyebrows inching toward her hairline.

Joel froze, mid-bite of apple pie, his brain scrambling for a response. Uh.

Michelle, ever the picture of grace under pressure, reached over and took his hand, lacing her fingers through his with an ease that made Joel’s heart skip a beat, and his stomach flip with nerves.

It’s new, Michelle said smoothly, flashing his mom one of her disarming smiles. But it feels right.

Joel’s mom blinked, clearly caught off guard. She looked down at their joined hands, then back up at Michelle, her expression shifting from surprise to something softer. Well, she said after a moment, you’ve always been close. I guess this makes sense.

Joel exhaled a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding, relaxing slightly in his chair. That wasn’t so bad.

His dad, on the other hand, didn’t even look up from his plate. Took your time tho, Joel, he grunted, stabbing another bite of pie with his fork.

Joel couldn’t help but laugh. Thanks, Dad. Really heartfelt.

His dad shrugged, not missing a beat. What do you want me to say, You two have been attached at the hip since you were kids. It’s about time you figured it out.

Joel’s mom smacked his dad lightly on the arm, but even she was smiling now. What your father means, she said, giving him a pointed look, is that we’re happy for you. Both of you.

Michelle squeezed Joel’s hand under the table, her smile widening. Thanks, Mrs. Bennett, she said warmly.

Oh, please, his mom said, waving a hand. Call me Linda. You’ve only been coming here for every family dinner for the past fifteen years.

Michelle chuckled. Fair point, Linda.

Joel’s dad leaned back in his chair, eyeing them with mild amusement. So, when should we start expecting grandkids.

Joel choked on his drink, sputtering as Michelle let out a bark of laughter.

Dad, Joel exclaimed, his face turning red.

What, his dad said, feigning innocence. Just making conversation.

Michelle leaned over, her eyes sparkling with mischief. Don’t worry, Mr. Bennett. You’ll be the first to know.

Joel groaned, burying his face in his hands as his parents burst out laughing.

Michelle’s family, on the other hand, was a completely different story. For one, there wasn’t much of it. Her older sister, Rachel, was the only family member she kept in regular contact with, and Joel had always gotten along with her. But introducing him as her boyfriend, That was new territory.

The meeting took place at Rachel’s cramped apartment, over a dinner of takeout Chinese food and wine. Rachel had raised an eyebrow the moment Michelle introduced him as her boyfriend, her chopsticks hovering mid-air.

Boyfriend, huh, Rachel said, setting her food down and fixing Michelle with a knowing look.

Michelle shrugged, her expression nonchalant. What can I say, He finally wore me down.

Joel snorted, earning a glare from Michelle. What, You’re acting like I’ve spent years begging you to date me.

Haven’t you, Michelle shot back, her lips twitching into a smirk.

Rachel rolled her eyes, sipping her wine as she watched them bicker. God, you two are nauseating, she said, though her tone was fond. But honestly, About time. You’ve been inseparable since forever. I’m surprised it took this long.

Joel glanced at Michelle, who just shrugged again, clearly unfazed. What can I say, We like to keep people guessing.

Rachel snorted. Yeah, sure. That’s what it was.

Despite her teasing, Rachel didn’t push for details. She’d always been more of a live and let live kind of person, and Joel could tell she was happy for Michelle, even if she wasn’t about to say it outright.

Still, there were moments of curiosity that slipped through. At one point, while Michelle had stepped out to take a phone call, Rachel turned to Joel, her gaze sharp.

So, she said, leaning back in her chair, how serious is this.

Joel hesitated, unsure of how to answer. Uh,  pretty serious, I guess.

Rachel raised an eyebrow. You guess.

Joel scratched the back of his neck, feeling suddenly like he was being interrogated. I mean, yeah. It’s serious. We’re just,  taking things one step at a time.

Rachel studied him for a moment, then nodded. Good. She deserves someone who’s all in.

Joel blinked, caught off guard by the sudden sincerity in her tone. I am, he said, his voice firm. All in, I mean.

Rachel’s lips quirked into a small smile. Good answer.

When Michelle returned, she immediately sensed the tension in the room. What did I miss, she asked, looking between them suspiciously.

Nothing, Rachel said smoothly, picking up her chopsticks again. Just making sure your boy knows what he’s gotten himself into.

Michelle rolled her eyes. Oh, please. Joel’s been dealing with me for years. If he hasn’t run screaming by now, he’s probably sticking around.

Joel grinned. She’s not wrong.

Rachel just shook her head, muttering something about disgustingly cute couples under her breath, but there was no mistaking the affection in her voice.

By the end of the night, Joel felt like he’d passed some sort of test, one he hadn’t even realized he was taking. Michelle’s family might have been small, but it was clear that Rachel’s approval meant the world to her.

And, as they left Rachel’s apartment hand in hand, Joel couldn’t help but feel like they’d cleared another hurdle.

Their Relationship.

Over the months, their relationship had evolved in ways neither of them could have predicted. At first, it had felt strange, like stepping into a pair of shoes that were just a little too snug, unfamiliar but not entirely uncomfortable. Navigating the shift from best friends to something more intimate had been equal parts exhilarating and awkward, complete with all the fumbling and second-guessing that came with uncharted territory.

For Joel, it wasn’t the big, obvious things that struck him about being with Michelle, it was the little things.

Like the way her smile could brighten his worst days, even when she was laughing at his expense. Or the way she curled up against him on the couch during movie nights, her head resting on his chest like it had always belonged there. Or the way she could still tease him mercilessly, just like Michael always had, but now with a flirtatious edge that left him red-faced and scrambling for comebacks.

Are you ever going to stop blushing every time I flirt with you, she teased one night, her legs draped across his lap as they sat on the couch. She had a smug little grin, the kind that made Joel simultaneously want to kiss her and throw a pillow at her.

I’m not blushing, Joel muttered, staring pointedly at the TV.

Michelle snorted, leaning closer. Oh, you so are. Your ears are practically glowing. It’s adorable.

Adorable, Joel repeated flatly, finally turning to give her a deadpan look. That’s what every guy wants to hear from his girlfriend. Thanks, Michelle.

You’re welcome, she said with a wink, stealing a handful of his popcorn.

Hey, Joel protested, grabbing the bowl and holding it protectively out of her reach. Get your own.

Michelle just grinned, leaning back and stretching lazily. What’s yours is mine, babe. That’s how this works now.

Joel rolled his eyes, but the corners of his mouth twitched upward. As much as she drove him crazy, he wouldn’t have had it any other way.

For Michelle, the changes had been even more profound. She’d spent months adjusting to her new body, her new life. At first, she’d been self-conscious, unsure of how to navigate the world as a woman, let alone as someone’s girlfriend. But Joel had been there every step of the way, steady and reassuring in a way that made her feel like she could conquer anything.

Stop overthinking it, he’d told her one night as she stood in front of the mirror, frowning at her reflection. She’d been agonizing over what to wear to a party, torn between a dress that felt too revealing and jeans that felt too safe.

I’m not overthinking, she lied, crossing her arms and looking at him through the mirror.

Joel raised an eyebrow, leaning against the doorframe with his usual easygoing confidence. Michelle, you’ve tried on six outfits. You’ve asked me if you look weird three times. And you’ve been muttering to yourself for the last ten minutes. That’s, like, the textbook definition of overthinking.

She huffed, turning to face him. I just,  I don’t want people to stare, okay, I don’t want them to think,

Who cares what they think, Joel interrupted, his tone gentle but firm. He stepped closer, resting his hands on her shoulders. You look amazing. You always look amazing. And if anyone stares, it’s just because they’re jealous.

Michelle rolled her eyes, but a small smile tugged at her lips despite herself. You’re such a sap.

Yeah, well, Joel said with a shrug, you keep me around for a reason.

Somewhere along the way, the initial awkwardness had faded, replaced by something deeper. They still bickered like they always had, Michelle couldn’t resist poking fun at Joel’s borderline obsessive coffee habits, and Joel never missed an opportunity to remind her of the time she got stuck in a revolving door, but there was an underlying tenderness now, a connection that hadn’t been there before.

Late-night talks that had once been about video games and bad movies turned into conversations about the future, about their hopes and fears.

I don’t know, Joel admitted one night as they lay in bed, the room quiet except for the faint hum of the heater. I guess I just,  worry about screwing this up. Us.

Michelle propped herself up on one elbow, looking down at him with a raised eyebrow. Joel, if anyone’s going to screw this up, it’s me. Have you met me, I’m a walking disaster half the time.

Yeah, but you’re my walking disaster, Joel said, his voice soft.

Michelle stared at him for a moment, her expression unreadable, before she rolled her eyes and flopped back down beside him. You’re such a cheese ball.

You love it, Joel said with a grin, tugging her closer.

Unfortunately, Michelle muttered, but she was smiling as she rested her head against his chest.

And then there was the physical side of their relationship,  which had been an adventure in itself.

At first, Michelle had been hesitant, unsure of how to navigate her new feelings and desires. She’d been nervous, even self-conscious, and Joel had been patient. He never pushed, never rushed her, always letting her set the pace.

Are you sure you’re okay, he asked one night, his voice low as they lay tangled together on the couch.

Michelle nodded, her cheeks flushed as she looked up at him. Yeah. I just,  I don’t want to screw this up.

You won’t, Joel said, brushing a strand of hair out of her face. We’ve been through worse stuff than this, Michelle. We’ll figure it out. Together.

And they did. Before long, the chemistry between them became undeniable, electric in a way that left both of them breathless.

You know, Michelle said one morning as she lounged in bed, her hair a mess and Joel’s hoodie slipping off one shoulder, if someone had told me a year ago that we’d end up together, I would’ve laughed in their face.

Joel smirked, leaning against the doorframe with a cup of coffee in hand. Yeah, And what about now.

Now. Michelle said, her lips curving into a sly smile. Now, I’m just wondering what took us so long.

Joel chuckled, crossing the room to hand her the coffee. Better late than never, right.

Michelle took the mug, her fingers brushing against his as she looked up at him with a softness in her eyes that she didn’t bother hiding anymore. Right.

Back to the Present

Hey, handsome.

Michelle’s voice pulled Joel out of his thoughts like a hook yanking him back to reality. He blinked, looking up from his drink to see her standing beside him, one hand on her hip, the other holding a glass of something bubbly. Her black dress hugged her curves in a way that made his brain short-circuit for a second, the soft shimmer of the fabric catching the light as she shifted her weight.

Wow, Joel said without thinking, his voice barely above a murmur.

Michelle raised an eyebrow, her lips curling into a playful smirk. Wow, That’s all you’ve got, I spent forty-five minutes cramming myself into this dress, and I get a ‘wow’.

Joel shook his head, a sheepish grin tugging at his lips. I mean, you look,  stunning. Gorgeous, actually. Like, uh,  He paused, gesturing vaguely, his mind scrambling. Like you just walked out of a movie or something.

Michelle chuckled, stepping closer and tilting her head as she peered up at him. A movie, huh, What kind of movie, Action, Drama, Rom-com.

I was thinking more ‘classic Hollywood, Joel said, his grin widening. You know, black-and-white, glamorous, everyone’s staring at you because you’re the star of the show.

Michelle took a sip of her drink, her green eyes sparkling with amusement. Not bad, Bennett. A little cheesy, but I’ll take it.

You okay, she asked after a beat, her voice softening as she set her glass down on the bar. You looked like you were a million miles away just now.

Joel shrugged, his lips pressing into a thoughtful line. Just thinking about how much has changed since last year.

Michelle’s smirk faded into something gentler, her head tilting slightly as she studied him. Yeah, she said quietly, her fingers brushing against his hand. It’s been a hell of a year, hasn’t it.

Joel nodded, his hand instinctively reaching for hers. Her skin was warm against his, grounding him in the moment. A hell of a year, he repeated. But you know what, I wouldn’t trade it for anything.

Michelle’s lips curved into a small, genuine smile, the kind that made Joel’s chest feel too tight in the best way possible.

Not even the time I accidentally set off your smoke alarm trying to make pancakes, she teased, arching an eyebrow.

Joel laughed, shaking his head. Not even that. Though, for the record, I still don’t know how you managed to burn batter.

Hey, in my defense, your stove runs hotter than I’m used to, Michelle said, her voice mock-defensive. And besides, I made it up to you by buying you new batteries for the alarm.

Oh, sure, Joel said, his voice dripping with sarcasm. Because nothing says ‘I’m sorry’ like a six-pack of AA batteries.

Michelle grinned, leaning in closer. Works every time, doesn’t it.

Joel couldn’t help but laugh, the sound low and warm. You’re ridiculous, he said, his voice soft.

And yet, here you are, Michelle shot back, her tone light and teasing.

Her fingers tightened around his, and for a moment, they just stood there, the party buzzing around them like static. Joel couldn’t take his eyes off her, the way her green eyes sparkled under the dim glow of the lights, the way her lips curved into that perfect mix of mischief and affection, the way she made him feel like the luckiest guy in the room just by standing there.

Stop staring, Michelle said suddenly, her cheeks flushing slightly.

I’m not staring, Joel protested, though his tone betrayed him.

You so are, she said, narrowing her eyes. You’ve got that dopey look on your face again.

Joel groaned, running a hand through his hair. What is it with everyone calling me dopey lately.

Michelle smirked, leaning in just enough for her breath to brush against his ear. Maybe it’s because you’re crazy about me, she whispered.

Joel’s heart skipped a beat, his face heating up as he tried to come up with a response, but Michelle just laughed, pulling back and taking a sip of her drink like she hadn’t just sent his brain into overdrive.

Come on, she said suddenly, setting her glass down and tugging at his hand.

Where are we going, Joel asked, letting her pull him away from the bar and into the crowd of people.

It’s almost midnight, Michelle said over her shoulder. Let’s start the new year right.

Joel followed her onto the dance floor, weaving through the sea of bodies until they found a spot near the middle. The music thumped around them, the bass reverberating in Joel’s chest as Michelle turned to face him, her arms sliding easily around his neck.

I don’t dance, Joel said automatically, his hands settling on her waist.

Michelle rolled her eyes, her fingers toying with the hair at the nape of his neck. You don’t have to. Just stand there and look pretty.

Joel snorted. I think that’s supposed to be your job.

Please, Michelle said with a grin, swaying slightly to the music. I’ve been carrying this team in the ‘looking pretty’ department for years. It’s about time you pulled your weight.

Joel shook his head, a laugh bubbling out of him despite himself. You’re impossible.

And yet, Michelle said, leaning in closer, her voice dropping to a playful whisper, you’re still here.

Joel didn’t bother arguing. He was still there, and he didn’t want to be anywhere else.

The countdown started, a chorus of voices shouting the numbers as they ticked down from ten. Michelle’s arms tightened around him, her green eyes locked on his, and Joel felt the rest of the world blur into the background.

Ten.

This is the part where you’re supposed to kiss me, Michelle said, her lips quirking into a smirk.

Five.

Joel grinned, his hands sliding up to cup her face. You don’t have to tell me twice.

Three.

Michelle’s smirk softened into something sweeter, her eyes fluttering shut as Joel leaned in.

Two.

Their lips met just as the room erupted into cheers, the sound of Happy New Year, ringing out around them.

For Joel, it was the perfect way to start the year, with Michelle in his arms, her smile against his lips, and the quiet certainty that no matter what the next twelve months brought, they’d face it together.
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