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INJECTED, PART 1




WANT FREE STORIES?

Join my mailing list, and you'll get access to bonus chapters and a full-length stories. All for free.
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Or just point your smartphone camera at the QR code to open my signup page.


CHAPTER ONE


RYAN


“Where am I?”

I’m finally able to open my eyes just enough to squint, but I don’t recognize anything. The walls are pale pink, the color of a white sail when the sun is just kissing the horizon. The only window I can see is trimmed in white with white sheer curtains hanging from a rod stretched across its top. The open door has the same white casing. Through it I can see a periwinkle armchair and another window, seemingly identical to this one.

“Hello? Is anyone here?”

As soon as I try to move, a wave of nausea hits me. I set my head back on the pillow and close my eyes, afraid I’ll throw up if I don’t. A bed. I’m on a bed. I lie there silent and unmoving, listening for any noises. There aren’t any.

I’m under a white blanket splattered with flowers drawn in all different shades of pink. Beneath that are cherry blossom pink satin sheets that catch on my dry skin as I run my hands over them.

What is this place? How did I get here?


CHAPTER TWO


RYAN


“Hey! Long time no see, my man!”

A man wearing jean shorts and a New York Yankees jersey walks up and wraps his arms around me, tapping me twice on the back with a clenched fist. His clothes look like they haven’t been washed since the team’s last World Series win. The man leaning against the car nods at me. He’s wearing jeans and a faded t-shirt and is by far the cleaner looking of the two.

“Whatya doin’? Come with us, man. We’re about to head over to B’s house.”

He turns and walks toward the black Chevy waiting at the gas pumps. I follow him and get into the backseat. Before I can fasten my seatbelt, Yankee is driving the three of us away.

“That was good back there. Totally believable.” The passenger turns and looks at me. I try not to roll my eyes at him. “Anyway, I’m Special Agent DeJuan Thomas. This idiot is Special Agent Joshua Kearns. Good to finally meet you in person.”

“Idiot in a Yankees jersey, of all things. I hate the Yankees.” I grunt a laugh.

“Whatever. Everybody’s just jealous.” In the rearview mirror, I can see him smiling.

“So, what did you bring for us?”

“Nothing. We discussed this. This is just a meeting to plan how things will be done. I’m not leaping into this blindly.”

“That’s smart. I see how you got where you are in life. But you gotta trust someone sometime.” I don’t even try to hide my eye roll this time. First, this is purely business; I don’t need these guys to fondle my balls. Second, I absolutely do not “gotta trust someone sometime.” Never happening. That’s how people get burned.

I act as if he said nothing. “So let’s get down to it. First things first, no more in-person meetings unless it’s an emergency. But I want a way to contact you if there is a genuine emergency.”

We drive around for the next half hour negotiating the procedures. Naturally, they want everything all at once—all the documents I can get. I explain to them, however, that would look too suspicious. This needs to be a slow leak in case anyone at work sees what files I’m accessing. I think they finally understand as they pull into the parking lot of a vacant mall about a block away from where they picked me up.

“You got all that? The VPN information, the secure email address, everything?” DeJuan asks me. “The emergency number to page me, and the code to use so they know it’s you?”

“Yes. Got it all in my phone and under separate, innocuous-sounding contacts. Even if someone got access to my phone, they wouldn’t see anything suspicious. We’re good.”

“So, when can you send us the first files?”

“I told you. You’ll get them once I can get them. It’s going to be a trickle, not a torrent. Is impatience going to be a problem? Because if so, I’m not going to do this. I’m risking too much here to have some hotheaded supercop blow this because he can’t wait an extra couple of weeks.”

“No, it’s cool, it’s cool.” Joshua looks back at me. “That’s just part of our training to get everything as quickly as we can. We know what’s riding on this for you, and we respect you for doing this. You’re doing the right thing, so you just get things to us when you can. OK?”

I am doing the right thing, but it’s not the thing they think it is. They believe I’ve had some attack of conscience, and I want to draw attention to the illegal and immoral behavior I see at work. Let them think that. This is really about revenge. I couldn’t care less about what the company is doing. What I care about is being passed over for a promotion that should have been mine. Sure, this investigation will be a blow for the company, but that’s why they have all those lawyers in the legal department. My boss, however, will make a convenient scapegoat for them since he’s the one involved in the shady practices that will soon come to the FBI’s attention.

“You’ll be hearing from me. Soon.” I step out of the car and walk away. Back toward the other side of the empty mall where I parked my car. This area is so depressing. I can’t wait to get out of here.


CHAPTER THREE


ALEXANDER


The assistant looks up from her computer and tells me that Mr. Dyer is ready for me. I smile at her and walk through the door and into his office. I’ve been here too many times to count, and it still impresses me. His immense mahogany desk that will need at least four strong men if he ever wants it moved. The white leather chairs that are always as bright as if they were just upholstered yesterday. The bookshelves lining the entire wall behind his desk, not filled with books, but with community service awards and honorary degrees celebrating his work with the local community as well as his contributions to medical charities in the area. But the wall you see right away when you come in—the wall he sees anytime he turns his head to the left—is solid glass and overlooks the water with the city just beyond it. It’s always breathtaking, especially now in the very early morning when the water is still sparkling orange and pink and the windows of the other buildings glimmer gold.

“Alexander, how are you this morning? Please sit down. Would you like a coffee? Water? I can have Olivia bring you whatever you want.” He doesn’t stand to greet me. He barely even turns his head to acknowledge my entrance.

“No. Thank you. I’m fine. What can I do for you this morning?”

“Never any small talk for you.” He laughs. “I like that. I respect a person who gets right down to business with no unnecessary obligation to small talk. I’ve been informed we have a situation.”

A situation? Informed? By whom? Why do I not know about this before him? “Sir?”

“I have a dear old friend, who is… let’s just say he’s well-placed. He found out the local FBI field office has opened an investigation into our little company here.”

“That could be for any number of reasons, and is almost surely nothing to be concerned with.” This is why you have all those lawyers in the legal department. This isn’t a job for Internal Security.

“Normally you’d be right. This, however, is different. Or so I’m told. We have an employee who is cooperating with this investigation. An employee who is high enough on the ladder that he could cause problems for us if he so chooses. And apparently he’s so choosing.”

“Ah, I see. Do you know how much information he’s already shared? And what information he’s even privy to?”

“He has access to a lot of information. Too much information. He’s someone we thought we could trust, but obviously we were wrong, weren’t we?” I can tell by his tone he assumes there was an incomplete or failed background check on this person. “As for what information he’s already shared, that’s the good news. He hasn’t shared anything yet. He just met this past weekend with the agents handling this investigation. If we hurry, we root this weed out before the seed even germinates.”

“That would be ideal, sir.”

“It would. It would.”

“So, how would you like me to handle this? Should I cut off his access and see that he’s escorted from the building immediately?”

“No. I’m afraid that we don’t know if he has already pirated away any files he intends to share. No, I think this will make the perfect situation to test our new toy.”

“The new drug?” I never thought we would actually use it.

“Sometimes I’m amazed at how alike you and I are.” I cringe. He slides a small piece of paper across the desk. There’s a name and department written on it. The subject. I nod. “How soon can you have everything prepared?”

“I… Depending on how we conduct the apprehension and rendition, I need one or two days to prepare that and one day to make sure the apartment is fully stocked and secure. So we can be ready in two to three days.”

“Excellent. Time is obviously of the essence. We need to get him before he can communicate anything that might cause a headache for our lawyers.” Half of what this company does causes a headache for the lawyers, and the lawyers aren’t even aware of the other half. “So, two days it is.”

I nod. Two days is pushing it, but I’ll read in Nick so he can help with this.

“Of course, I expect you to take the lead on this personally. I can trust you. I know you always put the needs of the company ahead of everything else.”

“Yes, sir.”

“That will be all, Alexander. Thank you.”

Before I’m even out of my chair, he’s looking at the screen of his computer and picking his phone out of its cradle. I’m tempted to look back one more time, to see the twinkling rose gold outside the window, but I don’t.


CHAPTER FOUR


RYAN


Man, it’s good to finally be done. I walk out of the building, ignoring the security guard at the desk, and into the parking lot toward my car. My beautiful black BMW 7 series. I approach from the front, but I take a long trip around the parking row to make sure I can see all the way around it. Looks clear. I walk up from the back and look into the backseat as I do. The windows are tinted just enough that I can’t be sure it’s clear. As I unlock the driver’s door, the interior lights come on, and I scan the back and front seats. No surprises waiting for me. I get in and lock the door behind me.

Such a long day. Before I slip into gear and back out of the parking spot, I turn on the massaging seat and enjoy the pleasant rumble for a moment. I drive through the parking lot and past the guard shack at the entrance, waving just so he’ll open the gate for me. It’s not long before I’m on the highway heading home.

Home is thirty minutes away, and it’s sometimes the best thirty minutes of my day. I crank the 80s hair metal through the car’s sixteen speaker system, and with all the automated features, the car almost drives itself along the highway. It’s like I’m just here to supervise.

When I pull onto my street, I’m finally fully relaxed… until I get close to my house. Something is off. I pull in the driveway. No lights. It’s past sunset, so my home lights should be on by now. My pulse speeds up. Is someone is inside? Should I leave and drive somewhere else? Somewhere safe? But there’s no way anyone could know. Unless those cops are dirty.

I shift the car into park so I can think for a minute, and that’s when I notice the neighbors’ lights are out too. The street lights too. My shoulders relax. It’s just a power outage. On a hot day like this, that’s not unheard of. Good. I push the button to open the garage door, but nothing happens. Oh yeah, no power, smart guy. So instead, I dig my key from my bag and walk up to the front porch and into the house.

I set my bag by the door and turn on my phone’s flashlight. It never hurts to be cautious. Sweeping the beam around the living room to my left. Nothing out of the ordinary there. The windows are still locked. The dining room to the right… the same. So I move down the hall, checking the powder room to my left. I’ll leave the basement for now until I check the rest. Through the house I go—the kitchen and family room downstairs, the bedrooms and bathrooms upstairs. All clear. Everything that should be locked is locked.

I walk through the first floor one more time in case someone snuck in while I was searching upstairs. Always keeping an eye on the basement door while I do. Still empty. I open the door to the garage. With no parked car to block the view, I can easily see there’s no one in here. I make sure the door is set to lock and wait for it to shut completely before I move on.

I open the basement door. The flashlight doesn’t do much for me here. I can see only the carpeted steps and the painted walls on either side of them. One step. Wait. Another step. Wait. I’m listening, watching for anything or anyone that might come toward me. I get to the bottom. Lots of hiding places. I need a plan if I’m going to search this properly. If I start to my right and work around the perimeter, I can funnel any intruder toward the mechanical room in the back. There’s nowhere to go from there. They’ll be cornered, and I’ll have easy access to get away if I need to.

I turn the handle to the closet and jerk it open, shining my light around the old vacuum and ironing board. Nothing. I shut the door and move to the bathroom. What’s that? I hear a noise from my left, but I don’t see anything. Probably just my imagination. I want to investigate, but this needs to be done in order. Stick to the plan. I shine the light behind the sofa. Just cobwebs. I really need to clean down here more often. Nothing behind the chair either. I move around to the area the noise came from.

I stand to the side and yank open the door. No reaction that I can tell, so I move into the door frame and shine my light, ready to hop out of the way in an instant. So far, so good. When I step into the cool room, the scent changes almost immediately. I can smell the moisture from the concrete walls and floors of this section. The boxes on the left side. That’s where I would hide in here. I move to them, careful to keep an eye on everything else as I do. Careful to always keep a direct line to the door in case I need to run. My breath catches slightly as I get to the boxes. I’ve almost convinced myself someone will pounce on me the instant I get too close. I look around them. No one.

I turn my head toward the washer and dryer. Nothing there. Should I open them to check inside? That’s overkill, right? I do it anyway. Better safe than sorry. Now, the only place left is the mechanical room.

Following what has become a pattern, I walk to the door, stand to the side, and fling it open, shining my light in immediately. There! Behind the—no. As I turn my flashlight, the shadow of the water heater dashes for cover behind the furnace. I search around all sides just to be sure, but no, it was just a shadow. I exhale and head back upstairs.

I grab my bag from where I left it by the front door and toss it on the stairs to take up later. Right now I’m starving. Damn, I guess I’m not cooking anything tonight. Delivery? I open the door to the refrigerator and see the leftover beef bulgogi from Tuesday. Nice. I grab the styrofoam container. Not waiting for a fork, I pick a piece of steak from it with my hands and pop it into my mouth. This might be even better cold. I rinse my fingers, grab a fork, and head toward the family room to my recliner.

I’m just about there when I realize I forgot a napkin. Before I can turn, I feel a mist of something spray across my face. I gasp and try to move away, but a hand clamps over my face. Over my mouth and nose. I struggle for air while I flail around, trying to throw this person off of me. It doesn’t work. I’ve got to peel his hand away from my face. I wrap my hand around one of his fingers and pull. But I can’t budge it. It’s becoming difficult to even hold my hand there, let alone wrest his away. My arm drops, and I feel my head roll to the side as darkness sweeps across my vision.


CHAPTER FIVE


ALEXANDER


“Subject cleared internal checkpoint. Heading toward his car.”

“Copy. Watch the gate monitor and let me know once he clears the perimeter please.”

“Roger that.”

I slide my phone into my pocket and get out of the car, doing a couple stretches I hope will give me the appearance of a man about to begin a jog. I look around. No one. No sign of anyone at home. I jog in place for a few seconds and then move from the street to the side of the house. I casually look around as I do. There’s still no indication of anyone alerted to my presence. I open the unlocked gate just enough to slide through and then close it behind me. No dog. Thank God. I jog to the rear of the yard and hop the fence, bracing it as I do so it doesn’t rattle. I feel my phone vibrate in my pocket.

Now I’m in the backyard of the subject’s two story home. Looking at the corners, I don’t see any security cameras or motion detectors. That one right there. I walk to a casement window. This house was built just ten years ago, so the windows should still be original. I hope.

I step behind the rhododendron and check my phone. “Subject cleared gate.” Sent just one minute ago. That means I should have between 25-30 minutes. I text back: “Do it at 20:13.” I receive the confirmation right away.

Putting my phone back in my pocket, I look at the window. This is perfect. I pull out my nylon satchel. In a couple of minutes, I’ve got the latches undone, and I’m able to shimmy the window enough to push the lower sash into the house. I love these windows that fold in for easy cleaning. One more glance around, and I pull myself up and through the window.

Inside is a typical suburban style house. I lock the window behind me and check the carpet to make sure I’m not tracking any mud. I’m not. I look at the soles of my boots. Nothing. Time to explore. I start in the family room and kitchen since I’m here. There’s nothing remarkable. I note the magnetic strip around the backsplash holding several knives. I open the refrigerator. Hmm, leftovers. There’s a good chance that’s what he’ll have for dinner tonight. That could be a good plan B. I pull a vial from my satchel and squeeze a couple of drops into the container before closing it. Smells delicious. Now I’m starving.

The rest of the floor is basic: A living room, dining room, half-bathroom, door that leads to the basement, door that leads to the garage. I head up the stairs. Three bedrooms with standard closets. I eliminate the idea of hiding in any of the closets. Too confined. I wouldn’t be in control of the space if he found me there. I check both bathrooms, but neither is a suitable position.

I head downstairs. There’s always the broom closet in the kitchen. I doubt he would open that when he comes home, but what if he does? Just then, the lights go out. I’ve got five to ten minutes. Plenty of time. I open the garage door and look around. Perfect.

I open my satchel again and secure a piece of clear plastic tape to the lock’s strike plate. I check a couple times to make sure that will keep the door from latching and still be practically unnoticeable. It is, so I head into the garage. Along the far wall, there are storage shelves. Ideal for holding totes of Christmas lights and also as a makeshift ladder to the exposed joists above.

There’s no living area above this garage, so there’s plenty of space in the support beams. Originally left open to offer more storage, no doubt, it makes a perfect, and dark, hiding place for someone who doesn’t want to be seen. I crawl across to the set of rafters closest to the interior door. I know the subject is a suspicious person, but even the most distrustful person would probably not look into the rafters. And if they did, they would almost surely only check the ones they could see from the doorway. Unobstructed views make people lazy. I settle in to make myself as comfortable as I can while stretch across two-inch-thick boards.

It’s not long before I see the light of headlights shine through the cracks around the side of the exterior garage door. Almost showtime. I wait, but I don’t hear a car door. Is it him? Did the power outage spook him? I worried it might be too much. I wait, taking deep breaths, moving muscles to keep them limber. Finally, I hear a car door. Good boy.

He makes no attempt to be quiet as he opens the front door. I can hear him set something down, and then I hear his footsteps. Around the front of the house. Then the rear. So he’s checking things out. Very smart. I hear him walk up the stairs without checking the garage door. Maybe not so smart after all, but this makes me glad I didn’t hide in an upstairs closet. That would have been a messy confrontation with lots of cleanup afterward.

After a couple of minutes, he comes back down the stairs. He’s stomping even louder now. This man walks so loudly, it’s a wonder he doesn’t shake me from my perch. He’s re-checking the first floor. Thorough. He wins back some points he lost in the first round. I hear him almost below me now, so I take a deep breath and exhale slowly, steadily as the interior garage door opens. I tense my legs, ready to leap down if he should see me, but I know the odds of that are extremely low. Just as I suspected, he flashes his light around the garage and then leaves, never looking up. I hear him double check the lock on the door, but he fails to make sure it latched. It’s the little things that get you.

I hear him head down into the basement, so I wait for him to finish checking that. After a few minutes, I wonder if he’s coming back up. I didn’t bother checking the basement—too many weapons for him to use, probably no secure hiding spaces, and no easy exits in case something goes squirrelly. With no power, it’s not like he’s down there watching television or working in a workshop. Is he trying to gather some improvised arsenal? Surely he’s not that paranoid, is he? Especially not after he checked the rest of the house already and has seen that there’s no one here. Well, almost no one.

Finally, I hear him stomping up the stairs and pulling the door shut with a slam. It sounds like he’s moved to the kitchen now, so I slowly lower myself from the ceiling. On the ground, I stretch quickly to make sure I’m ready and then move to the door, listening. Pretty sure that’s the seal of the refrigerator puckering open. I push the door open and step into the dark hallway. There he is, his back to me. He’s reading into the container and eating something with his hands. Good. Plan B is will definitely work now if I’m not able to execute the initial grab. I step toward the kitchen. One step. Wait. Another step. Wait. He’s still distracted. All the knives are still in place along the wall, but he has a fork. I can handle that.

I’m just about to close the remaining ten feet between us when he turns toward me. Fuck. I flatten my body against the wall and hold my breath. He doesn’t even look my way. I exhale and wait a three count to make sure I’m secure.

He’s moving toward the family room now. I’m on him in six steps. Just as I reach him, he starts to turn. Did he hear me? It doesn’t matter. I take a deep breath and then spritz him. Perfect placement. He gasps, no doubt in surprise, but that will only help speed the process. Now I close my hand over his mouth and nose. I don’t need to suffocate him, but I want to keep as much fresh air from his lungs as possible. I need thirty seconds for everything to absorb, maybe less with that massive inhale he took.

He’s flailing like a beached fish. For his size, he actually has quite a bit of power. Not enough, but more than I expected for a scrawny scientist. Trying to pull my fingers back and force me to let go? Bonus points again. It’s a shame it won’t work. His strength is already failing, but even if it weren’t, he couldn’t pull my hand away. I was an all-conference wrestler in college; grips are kind of my thing.

In a couple of seconds, I feel him go limp in my arms, and I gently lay him down on the floor—no point in being disrespectful, even now. I’m not sure what the leftovers are, but they’re splattered across the floor. I pick them up, wipe up the mess, and put the used paper towels in the garbage can. Taking that bag out of the can, I tie it off and replace it—throwing a couple of things in so it doesn’t look like a brand new bag to anyone who comes investigating his disappearance. I set the old bag on the garage floor, and go back to his still body.

I feel in his pockets, but no luck. Of course. Can’t make this too easy on me, can you? I walk to the front door to look at the entrance table. Nope. I look around for a second, and then I spot it. The bag on the stairs. That’s what he set down inside the door when he first came in. And bingo. Here they are. I pull the keys from the front pouch and look at them before putting them back and slinging the strap over my shoulder.

Into the garage, removing the tape from the strike plate as I do and making sure it doesn’t leave any residue, I pull the cord to uncouple the garage door from the opener. No windows, so I’m need to act quickly and hope for the best. I yank the door up with one motion and walk confidently to his car. I hop inside and start it up, pulling it into the garage. Now out and closing the door behind me, I glance up and down the street. No one who would have spotted me.

I put his motionless body and the garbage in the trunk. As a precaution, I tape his legs, arms, and mouth. I’m sure he won’t be awake for several hours, but it never hurts to be cautious. Now to just wait. Once the power is on, I’ll back out, close the garage door behind me, and no one will ever suspect a thing until a neighbor realizes they haven’t seen him around in a few days.


CHAPTER SIX


RYAN


“Hello?”

I roll over to look out the doorway, but I don’t stop spinning. At least it seems the way. I close my eyes and lay my head down. That helps a little. Just a little.

“Hello?”

Still no answer. I need to get up. With my eyes closed, I push myself to the edge of the bed, careful not to get too close to it. I can do this. I push my right hand against the mattress until I’m sitting upright. A couple of deep breaths, and I feel mostly fine. Time to open my eyes. When I do, I see the same white blanket and pink sheets, but now I also see a very furry white rug around the bed. That rug becomes the next goal.

I can do this! I swing my feet over the side of the bed and the motion pendulums my upper body. Too much! Closing my eyes, I take a few more deep breaths.

“Hello!” I try one last time. There’s no answer.

I think I’m ready, so I open my eyes and scoot to the edge of the bed. Worst-case scenario, I slide onto a rug that looks exceptionally comfortable. Best-case, I’m able to walk with no problems. With a hand atop the mattress on each side of me, I push up and come to my feet. Everything wobbles around me, but I’m able to hold it. Breathe. The room is still spinning, but I’m not nauseous anymore. That’s a good step. And I was right. The rug is very comfy against my bare feet.

I take a tentative step, still keeping my left hand on the bed in case of emergency. One step. Now, another. Now, another. Now, I’m at the end of the bed clinging to the white footboard. The doorway isn’t too much farther. I can make it. Then I’ll be able to hang on. Breathe. I make sure I plant each foot firmly before I raise the next one, and I make it to the doorway.

From here, I see more of the room. It’s a living room. There’s the periwinkle chair I could see from the bed. And another that matches it. And a white sofa covered in the same shaggy material the bedroom rug is made of. There are too many pillows to count on the sofa. Pinks and purples and whites and shaggy and glittery. Way too much.

Behind the sofa is an exposed brick wall with several windows. I see only sky through the windows, so I must not be on the ground floor. My gaze follows the brick wall to the right. To a refrigerator. A kitchen. Bright yellow cabinets and a crisp white counter. There’s a peninsula with a sink. Behind that is the stove and more counter space. It looks large enough for just one person to get in there, but there is plenty of counter space. I move my eyes back across the living room, back toward me. No pictures. There are generic prints hanging on the walls, but nothing seems personalized. No pictures of people. No clue who might live here.

The sofa is probably 10 feet away. That’s the next target. The only obstacle is the small oval coffee table in front of it. If I avoid that, I should be able to fall without hurting myself. But fingers crossed, I won’t fall. I take several deep breaths, and I’m sure with each one my mind clears and the room becomes more stable. I can do this. I can do this.

I count my steps to give my mind something to focus on rather than the walls that spin into and out of my vision. Four and I’m out of reach of the doorframe. I’m on my own now. Seven and I know I can do this. Twelve and my head is moving uncontrollably. I think. I’m not sure. I try to hold it still. Fifteen and I’m in the danger zone now. If I fall, there’s a chance I could hit my head on the coffee table. But this is also the homestretch. Just don’t fall! Nineteen and I’m there. My hand is on the arm of the sofa. Using it for support I turn and plop. Off center and at an uncomfortable angle. But secure. I need a minute. Then I’ll adjust myself.

From here, I can see more of the room. The television mounted to the wall in front of me. Generic flower prints hanging on either side of it. The door to the left of it. The door. But I’m not ready for that yet. The giant metal door is painted the same bright yellow as the kitchen cabinets. I see the television remote on the table in front of me and grab it. At least watching television will help kill time until I’m able to do more.

Three half-hour shows later, I’m feeling fine. I’m actually feeling great physically, which surprises me given how bad I felt just under two hours ago. My mind is a different story, though. I still have no memory of getting here or any clue where here is.

I remember driving home from work. I remember the power outage. I remember going through my house with a flashlight to make sure no one was there. No one was. Then… nothing. Just here. This place. That bed. What happened in between?

I stand up and remain still for a couple minutes, making sure my equilibrium has indeed fully returned. It has. There has to be some clue here. Something to tell me who lives here. Better yet, maybe she’ll come home soon and answer my questions. I walk to the kitchen. The refrigerator is loaded with food, so someone definitely lives here. The cabinets, however, are almost entirely bare. No takeout menus stuck with magnets to the refrigerator, or stuffed in a drawer. Just lots of produce. Maybe she’s extremely healthy and never gets takeout. The drawers and cabinets have no other clues for me.

I go back through the living room. The tables have no drawers, and there’s no tv stand or bookcases. Nothing but basic furniture that gives up nothing.

The bedroom is more of the same. Devoid of life. Except the clothes. The dressers have bras and panties and nightgowns and sweaters and pants. The closet has t-shirts, blouses, skirts, dresses, shoes. It all seems to be women’s clothes, as if the owner’s sex wasn’t obvious from her design choices. There’s some jewelry in a box on a dresser, but not much. Just a few necklaces, earrings, bracelets, and rings. Not a single piece of paper in the entire apartment. Not a stray receipt or warranty brochure. Not a hidden wallet holding infrequently used credit cards. For an apartment that is clearly lived-in, it’s almost entirely unlived-in.

Frustrated, I walk to the door. Maybe there’s an address or a name outside in the hallway. Something I can look up on—my phone! Where’s my phone? I check my pockets, nothing. The bed? I rip off the blanket and sheets. It’s not there. I just searched through the entire apartment, but now I comb through it again. Nothing. It’s not here. My breathing gets shallow, so I concentrate on each inhalation and exhalation. Stay calm.

I walk to the door and pull it. It doesn’t budge. I twist the knob, but it does nothing. There are two locks on the door. Looking into the crevice between the door and the jamb, I can see that both locks are engaged. Each one, however, needs a key to unlock it. The deep breaths aren’t as effective now.

I walk to the wall of widows behind the sofa. They look out over what seems to be an old factory or warehouse four or five stories below. None of the windows open. They’re solid glass, no crank, no latches, no sash. I could always break them out if I need to. I lean my head against the glass and look down. No fire escape. No ledge. Above me, I don’t see anything either, but it’s harder to see in that direction.

My pulse is racing now, and I’m light-headed. Not from…whatever that was earlier. This isn’t some place I just ended up. This isn’t some woman’s house that I got drunk and went back to. Someone intentionally put me here. Someone is intentionally keeping me here.

I think back to the FBI agents I met just a few days ago. I try to think if someone could have followed me to the meeting or seen me there. No way. I was too careful. I’d stopped at several points along the way just to make sure any car following me would be conspicuous. There was no one. And I met the agents outside of town. No one there would have known me. There was no reason for anyone to think we were anything but three friends who hadn’t seen each other for a while. There’s no way.

Unless one of them was dirty. Would it surprise me? I did my due diligence and looked into them as much as possible, but as a civilian, it’s hard to find out much about a law enforcement agent’s background. As far as I could tell, they both lived in modest homes in the suburbs. Homes that were mostly, but not entirely, paid off. I searched the company databases for any reference to either of them—any payment to either one, even if it was coded as security or maintenance or car washing. Nothing. No connection that I could find. But it had to be them.

Damn it! I know better than to trust anyone! People are always motivated by self-interested in everything they do. I just hoped the combination of their seemingly clean records and their desire to score points by going against a large corporation would outweigh any bribes or other favors the company had thrown to them. I miscalculated.

It’s up to me now. Only me. I’ve got to find a way out. The windows are the last resort, obviously. I’ll have to be desperate to use those. The best bet is to wait for someone and overpower them when they come in. They’ll have to send someone here to… do whatever it is they’re going to do to me. My mind won’t let me admit what is the most likely outcome. Thinking of that will do no good now. Now I need to think of a way to overcome anyone who comes through that door. Hopefully, it will be the woman who lives here, but I need something that will work against a stronger man too.

I go back to the kitchen. Anything that could make a good weapon would be in there, but I don’t remember any from my initial search. It didn’t dawn on me then, but there are no knives in the apartment. At least not sharp ones. There are butter knives and forks. Those will have to do. I grab them all and stick a couple in the back waistband of my pants. I’ll station the others around the apartment.

I don’t know where I’ll be when someone comes in, so I walk around the apartment hiding the dull knives and forks. Between the cushions on the sofa and the chairs. Under the blanket in the bedroom. On the sink in the bathroom. I don’t want to be over five feet away from a weapon wherever I am.

What if it’s two people? Or one stands guard in the hallway while the other comes in? Focus! I can’t let my mind spiral. I can only control what I can control. Everything else will be dealt with at the time.

There are no scissors in the apartment either. No tweezers in the bathroom. No fingernail clippers. I keep my mind occupied in the search for weapons, so I won’t panic about how much thought has gone into removing anything dangerous before my arrival. If I thought about that, I would have to think about the implications, and I will not do that. I will not do that because it will not come to that.

With nothing sharp and no hammers or screwdrivers that would make obvious weapons, I need to improvise even more than I expected. Bars of soap. I can use those in a sock? I rummage through the dresser looking for a long sock, ideally a knee sock, so I can get the most velocity by swinging it. Yes! I load two socks with two bars of soap each. In a couple of others, I put bottles of shampoo and conditioner, face wash, lotion. Spoons! Spoons would be great in here. I take 3 more socks and head to the kitchen, loading them with spoons.

What about oil? There’s a bottle with just an inch of cooking oil in the cabinet. Nothing to light it with, so I can’t make anything incendiary. But could I make a slick on the floor? If I poured oil right inside the entrance, an attacker might slip on it, or at least lose his balance long enough to let me leap on him. Does that create a vulnerability for me, though? What if I need to escape as quickly as possible? The oil slick would leave my exit as slippery as their entrance. After a few minutes, I decide to do it. I need to surprise them. No one will expect an oil slick to be waiting for them as they walk in.

My stomach growls, but I’m not sure I can trust the food here. There’s nothing sealed in a can or a bottle I can be confident in. Just fresh foods that may have been tampered with. Too risky. I’ll have to wait. I do allow myself a glass of water, but only after rinsing the disposable plastic cup thoroughly and letting the tap run for several minutes to flush anything that might be in it.

After drinking three full glasses and part of a fourth, I head back to the sofa. Back to the two knives, one fork, and one sock loaded with spoons stationed there. I take the remote and turn on the television. I don’t know how much time I’ll have to wait, but I need a distraction. And most importantly, I need to stay awake.


CHAPTER SEVEN


ALEXANDER


“Mother fucker.” I slam the phone back into my pocket. A glorified babysitter. That’s all I am to him. Not even glorified. Any common teenage girl could do this without even thinking. “‘I want you to personally monitor him to make sure everything goes smoothly.’ Monitor this, asshole.” I flip off the air, not caring that he’ll never see my reaction.

At least I can do this from home mostly. Sitting on my couch, I log in and search the camera feeds to see what he’s up to. Probably still in bed.

Nope. There he is, on his couch. He’s doing better than I thought he would be. He’s… watching tv? I guess you have to stave off boredom somehow. How long has he been awake? I extend the stand on the iPad case and set it on my end table. No reason I can’t watch television too. It’s not like he’s going anywhere.

An hour later, I check and see he’s no longer on the couch. I grab the tablet and switch feeds until… there he is. Just in the kitchen. Probably looking for food. My stomach rumbles. Not a bad idea. Maybe I’ll order something soon. But no, he’s not looking for food. There’s plenty of it there for him when he wants it. He’s going through the drawers, checking the cabinets. What’s he looking for?

Now he’s in the bedroom. Based on his movement, it seems he’s completely cleared the sedative. On the one hand, I’m glad because I hate dealing with unconscious people, but on the other, I understand the medication works best while subjects are unconscious. Things will be suboptimal while he’s awake. I chuckle when I watch him open the closet door and look through the clothes. “Just wait, buddy.”

Oh, now things are getting interesting. He’s trying the door. I would have already tried that, but I’m glad to see him come around to it finally. It’s a shame it’ll be fruitless for him. I installed the door and the locks myself. Nothing is getting past those. That doesn’t stop him from trying the two deadbolts. Good job. While he can see those, he can’t see the bolt locks at the top and bottom on the other side of the door. Or the drop bar running across the door and the frame preventing anyone from pulling the door inward unless that’s removed.

Now on to the windows. Naturally. He sees they don’t open, but he looks down, and up, for possible escape routes. I doubt the average person would think of climbing up from a five story window. But it doesn’t matter. He’s not getting through those windows even if there would be a way to safety outside. Shatterproof glass designed to withstand bombs. They’re impossible for him to break.

What is he doing now? He’s given up already and, what, he’s fixing a sandwich? Oh, good thinking, my man. He’s back in the kitchen, and this time he’s raiding the drawers, emptying them of forks and knives. None of those will do him any good, but at least he’s trying. And now he’s…. Is he staging the weapons around the apartment? And now he’s making improvised blackjacks by stuffing soaps inside socks? My admiration for this guy is through the roof. It’s a shame he’s a scrawny, untrustworthy asshole, or I’d think about recruiting him to my team. It’s almost a pity that this poor sap won’t be getting out of here intact. Not unless someone comes to his rescue, and from what I’ve seen of his background, it’s next to impossible that he has someone in his life willing to do that.

I take notes of what he has staged around the apartment and where it is. Nothing he could do would lead him to escape, but he could still catch someone off guard. I won’t have that.

I watch as he heads back to the kitchen. There can’t be anything left he could fashion into something dangerous, so this time he’s going back for the food. Good. He can settle down, and I can get back to this movie.

But he doesn’t go for the food. He goes for the vegetable oil. He holds it in his hands for a bit and then walks over to the door and pours it out. OK, extra credit for that one. I wouldn’t have thought of that.

I watch him take a plastic cup from the cabinet and fill it with water. Rinsing it and letting the tap run are good ideas. Good ideas that won’t accomplish a thing. He seems like the type who spends a lot of time reading spy novels. Finally, he fills the cup, drinks it, and refills it. Three times. It’s good he’s heading for the couch. After that much sedative on an empty stomach, he’s going to be out for a bit. Maybe this is a good time for a nap. Thirty minutes, then I’ll finish this movie. I close my eyes.


CHAPTER EIGHT


RYAN


My eyelids snap open as soon as I hear him clear his throat. He’s standing just inside the door. I reach for a knife or fork from one of the couch cushions, but I don’t feel them. The ones in my waistband? Must have fallen out. Damn it! It doesn’t matter. I have to do this anyway. This might be my only chance. I spring from the sofa and throw all my weight at him. It doesn’t even shift him. I might as well run into an oak tree at full speed. I hammer my fists against him, no logic to the blows, just trying to land against something soft that might hurt him. But nothing does. His eyes! I extend a finger and try to poke one of his eyes, but he deflects the blow and grabs my wrist. Now twisting it backward and spinning me around so my arm is pinned behind me, between our bodies.

“Are you finished?”

I stomp down hard with my left foot onto his, and I feel him double over slightly, his firm weight pressing into my back. With my free hand, I reach behind me, groping for his balls, hoping if I hit him there, he might lose his grip on me. I keep pounding and pounding. My first nearing with each strike, but I don’t get any closer than his inner thigh before he grabs that arm, too. His hands are so much bigger and stronger than mine.

“OK. Bonus points for effort, but now we are finished.”

I slam my head backward, hoping to hit his nose, but knowing he’s taller than me so the best I can realistically hope for is his chin. Unfortunately for me, that is exactly what I hit, and it sends a shock wave through my skull. Ignoring it, I try to pull him forward and then throw all my body weight backward. If I can just get him on the ground, I’ll have better odds. That doesn’t work either.

“Stop. We’re done. You’ve lost. Part of life is knowing when to quit. You need to quit. You. Need. To. Quit. I mean it. Stop squirming. I won’t hurt you. I promise.”

“Bullshit! If you weren’t going to hurt me, I wouldn’t be here. You’re probably going to take me somewhere so you can kill me.”

“If I were going to kill you, you wouldn’t still be alive. Will you stop and listen to me? How many hours have you been in here alone, sleeping? If I wanted you dead, wouldn’t I have done it then?”

“I was asleep when you came in. That’s probably exactly what your plan was if I hadn’t woken up.”

“You woke up because I cleared my throat to wake you up.”

I stop squirming. I do think it was his cough that woke me.

“And all the little weapons you had stashed around you? In the cushions of the couch and tucked in your waistband? I saw them and took them before I woke you. If I had time to do that, I had time to kill you. Trust me. It wouldn’t have taken me long at all.”

I relax my muscles and let my head hang. He’s right. He could have easily killed me or tied me up before I ever knew what he was doing. This is pointless. “So what are you doing here, then? What am I doing here? Where is this?”

“I’m not going to tell you where this is. It’s not important. I think you know why you’re here. And I’m here because an associate of mine needs to see you.” I tense up again. “Not like that. She won’t kill you. She’s not going to torture you either. She’s too sweet to hurt a fly. Now, are you going to be a good boy, so I can let you go?”

“I don’t know.”

He laughs. “I respect that answer. Let me rephrase: You are going to be a good boy when I let you go. No question. Or else. And you don’t want to find out what the ‘else’ is.”

He releases my arms, and I spin to face him. Mistake. No spinning until my brain settles down. He must see the lack of focus in my eyes because he grabs my shoulders and guides me to the sofa.

“You might have given yourself a concussion. Just for future reference, that was a stupid move.”

“Thanks. I’ll remember that the next time some giant asshole has my arms pinned behind me and is pinky promising he won’t murder me even though he’s already kidnapped me and is holding me who-the-fuck-knows where. Very useful advice, dude.”

He laughs again. I look at his face. He’s a very attractive man once you get past all the violence and the long list of felonies he’s committed. He’s the dark, brooding kind that drives women wild.

“So, what’s going to happen to me?”

“Right now? Or for the foreseeable future?”

“I guess both.”

“Right now, like I said, you have a visitor. I came in first to make sure you were in a cooperative mood, and it’s a good thing I did. For the foreseeable future, you’ll be staying here. Safely. No one is going to harm you here.”

“But outside of here?”

“Outside of here, the world is a big place, so no promises. But there are no plans for any harm to come to you. Here or out there.”

“Mmm hmm. You’ll forgive me if I don’t actually believe you, right?”

“I’ve looked into your history. You’re a very careful person, so no, I don’t expect you to believe me. But it is the truth.”

Obviously I’m not careful enough since I ended up in here. But still, there’s something about him. I don’t think he is lying to me. He seems… almost decent? That could be something I can exploit later.


CHAPTER NINE


ALEXANDER


For a little guy, he puts up quite a fight. Nothing I can’t handle, but more than I expected. He’s actually been very impressive so far, with the limited abilities and survival skill set he has.

As soon as I let go of his hands, he spins to face me. I can see the threat trying to form on his face. Trying, but eased away by the dazed look of a probable concussion. There’s a reason you shouldn’t headbutt someone’s chin. Probably more than one reason, actually, but this is a very good one. I grab his shoulders, sure that he’s going to topple any second if I don’t steady him. OK big guy, let’s get you to the couch.

“You might have given yourself a concussion. Just for future reference, that was a stupid move.”

“Thanks. I’ll remember that the next time some giant asshole has my arms pinned behind me and is pinky promising he won’t murder me even though he’s already kidnapped me and is holding me who-the-fuck-knows where. Very useful advice, dude.”

I laugh. This guy definitely has balls.

Once we’re both sitting on the couch, I explain again that the nurse is going to visit with him. Of course, I don’t give him the specifics, just like I don’t tell him he’s more likely to trust the first person who shows even the slightest bit of kindness to him in this situation. That was the reason I wanted to be the first one here. I want him to feel he can trust me. That could be something I can exploit later.

“So, is everything good now? Wait. Don’t answer that. Is everything as good as it can be now, given the situation?”

I’m pretty sure I see the slightest smile, or sneer, on his lips. Either way, that’s a good sign.

“I mean, I guess. Will this visitor actually tell me anything, or is she as clueless as you?”

“Sorry to disappoint, but she’s probably going to be more clueless than me.”

“Then what’s the point of this? Just come see the caged animal, poke the bear?”

“First, you’re practically hairless. I’m not sure you’re cut out for bear life.” He rolls his eyes and shakes his head. “Second. No one is coming to ‘see the caged animal.’ We’re coming to make sure you’re OK. She’s a nurse. She’s going to check you out. Neither one of us is going to hurt you. I promise.”

“Whatever. OK. So, is she waiting outside for your signal? Do you have a special knock you’re going to give when I’m safely subdued?”

“Exactly. It’s just like that. So are you safely subdued?”

“Dude. Just do it.”

I walk to the door and draw my hand back is if I’m going to knock, but then I announce: “OK Tab, we’re ready for you.” I turn around and smile as she pushes the door open.

Tabitha is a small woman, just barely over five feet tall, but she’s surprisingly muscular. I’ve seen her around the company gym before, and she’s a lot stronger than you’d think based on just her size. Today she’s wearing light pink scrubs. How appropriate, I laugh to myself.

“Hi, you must be Ryan.” She carries her backpack over to where he’s siting on the couch. “I’m Tabitha. I’m a nurse, and I’m going to do a quick examination just to make sure you’re doing OK. OK?”

“Sure. I guess.”

“Good. Now, I heard you boys wrestling around, so I’m going to wait a minute before I check your blood pressure, but let me put this on your finger to check your oxygen. I’ll listen to your heart and lungs in the meantime.”

I watch as she clips the pulse oximeter to his finger and then uses her stethoscope to listen first in front and then on his back. He seems relaxed, almost passive, but I’m watching his face for any signs that may be about to change, any suspicious eye movements or sudden tensing of muscles.

She checks his blood pressure, and still no sign of struggle from him. This is just about when things are going to come to a head, though. I take a step closer while seeming disinterested.

“Everything looks good. I just have this one medication I need to administer and then we can be on our way.” Tabitha looks up at me, and I smile, hoping to look reassuring for Ryan.

“Hold on a second. What medication? I don’t take any medications, so what is this?”

“It’s nothing to worry about. Just a quick and easy shot. That’s all.” Tabitha puts her hand on his knee as she explains.

“But what is it?” He slides back into the corner of the couch, trying to maximize the distance between the two of them.

“It really is nothing,” I say. “Just to make sure you stay healthy while you’re here. I promised neither of us would hurt you, right? I mean it. This is truly nothing to worry about. Just a simple poke.”

“But you’re not telling me what it is. Neither of you is telling me what it is. I need to know what that is before you put it in my body.”

“Don’t worry about the specifics. This is something that’s going to help you. Nothing that’s going to knock you out or make you sleepy or make you space out. It’s a good thing, trust me.” I smile at him, but I ready myself to hold him down if I need to.

“Trust you? Ha! I definitely do not trust you. But do I have a choice here?”

I shake my head no, and he rolls up his sleeve.

Tabitha stops him. “Not in the arm for this one. This one goes in the rear, so I’ll need you to stand up and pull the back of your pants down just a little for me.”

“Are you serious?” He stands and watches her uncap the syringe. The needle looks like it’s 2 inches long—enough to make my eyes widen, and I don’t have a problem with needles.

“It’s going to go up toward the top, so you don’t have to pull things down too far. Just—yep, that’s good right there, thank you. It’s probably easiest for you if you bend over that chair a little. That way you’ve got something to hang on to. There you go.”

She sets a bandage out on the coffee table and tears open an alcohol pad. After a quick wipe, she lets the area dry and then injects him.

“You’re doing good. Just about there. There.” She pulls the needle from his skin and quickly opens and slaps the bandage over the wound. “All done. Go ahead and pull everything back up, and you can sit down now. If we were in an office I’d give you a lollipop for being so brave, but—” she winks at him—“we’ll just have to pretend.” She smiles as she repacks her backpack. “Are you feeling OK?”

“Yeah. I guess. Should I feel something?”

“Nope. You won’t feel anything from that. Maybe just a little tender at the injection site for a couple hours, but that’s it. It was great to meet you. We’ll probably be seeing each other a lot. I’ll be the one who comes in and does these checkups on you regularly.” She stands and walks to the door.

“Regularly? Like how often? And how long am I going to be here?” He stands up, but I put my hand on his shoulder. Reassuring him, but mostly reminding him to stay calm.

“We don’t know. But we’re going to take care of you while you’re here. Now, before Tabitha and I leave, is there anything you need?”

“I need to get out of here, but I doubt if that’s an option.”

“Not yet. But it will be. Just… be good, and it will be.”

“Some food maybe? I mean, there’s food in the refrigerator, but I’m not sure if it’s safe. I’m starving.”

“It’s safe. I bought it myself and put it in there. Straight from the store, so feel free to eat it. And I’ll be back to check on you at least every day. Let me know any special requests you have for food. I’ll get you whatever I can.”

“OK, um, I don’t want to say thanks, but… whatever. Thanks.”

“I understand. I’m Alexander, by the way. In case you want to call me something other than all the profanities you’ve probably already named me.” I smile at him again and head toward the door behind Tabitha. I want him to know he’s not getting out of here on his own, so I loudly secure all the locks once I’m outside.


CHAPTER TEN


RYAN


I spend the next couple of days trying fruitlessly to deduce what was in that injection. There was no immediate bodily reaction as far as I could tell. No impaired judgement or reduced sensation. No flushing. No flu-like symptoms or lethargy. In fact, the only effect I’ve noticed that may be related to the shot is an increase in energy and a sense of well-being. Starting a few hours after I received the injection and carrying over through now, I feel great both physically and mentally. There are many substances that could produce that effect, though.

Unable to discover the answer on my own and unable to get it out of Alexander, I finally give up. Whatever it was, it seems to have had only positive effects on me, if it had any at all. After a few days, as I return to my normal stamina and state of mind, I briefly wish for another injection, but I quickly dismiss that thought. The substance doesn’t seem to have created a dependency after one dose, but I don’t know if that would be the case after multiple doses.
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I can still see the look that was on Alexander’s face as he sat down yesterday—his upturned nose, his twisted lips, his eyebrows scrunched down over his eyes. It’s been a few days since I woke up here, and he’s visited every day. Sometimes staying for a couple of hours and sometimes staying for the entire evening. I’ve gotten used to his visits, and even come to enjoy them. A little. Given the circumstances.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“It’s obviously not nothing, so what is it?”

“When is the last time you showered?”

“Seriously? That’s what all that was about?” I wave my hand in front of his face.

“Ugh, don’t. You’re just fanning the stink my way.”

“Whatever. These aren’t exactly ideal conditions, you know.”

“That’s true. But there is running water. And a shower head above the tub. And soap. So you can’t say that you can’t.”

And he was right. It’s been six days at this point—six days since they brought me here. Six days in the same clothes with the smell building each day. I can even smell myself now, so I know it’s bad. But I’m stuck in a situation I can’t control, and that was my way of rebelling. Somehow, showering had become a sign I’d accepted my situation.

But letting myself get this dirty isn’t helping anything, so I take a bar of soap and a bottle of shampoo from the bathroom closet and put them in the shower. Soap and shampoo that have recently been returned to me after they were taken from my confiscated makeshift weapons.

I step out of my pants and boxer briefs and raise my shirt above my head and off of me. Just being out of them, already makes me feel better. I step into the shower and let the hot water hit me. Tingles run through my body as the blast hits me and the water runs down my skin. I’ve missed this feeling. I use the soap and shampoo to lather from head to foot and revel in it for a moment, letting the soap create the chemical bonds it needs to wash away the filth on me.

When I’m ready, I stand under the showerhead and let the water pour down my entire body. I watch the water as it flows down the drain, expecting it to be brown or cloudy, but it’s not. It’s simply clear water filled with soap bubbles. I already feel so much better, but I do it one more time. This time scrubbing myself red before rinsing.

Getting out of the shower, I dry with one of the fluffy rainbow-striped towels and then wrap it around my waist. Looking at the pile of my old clothes on the floor, I’m disgusted. I had planned to put those back on, but I can’t. What if I wash them in the sink? I still can’t. I won’t feel clean because I’ll know they’re still dirty. No matter how well I clean them, hand washing just isn’t the same.

Knowing what I’ll find, but hoping for something different, I walk out into the bedroom. I need to find the least feminine clothes in a closet filled with feminine clothes.

Alexander still won’t tell me about the woman who lives here. I don’t know her name, her age, where she is, anything. The only thing he has told me is that she’s doing fine, is safe, and knows that I’m “using her apartment and her belongings,” in his words. I’m slightly comforted knowing she’s OK, assuming he’s actually telling me the truth. Thinking about her makes me think about him again. As much as I can’t believe I think this, he’s actually an alright person. He seems nice, and I enjoy when he visits. Not visits, checks on me. But it is nice to have some human interaction even if it is… that.

I start with the closet. Blouses, skirts, dresses, no, no, no. Those are never going to happen. Hmm… what about that? A plain T-shirt with purple (of course) and white stripes? That’s not so bad. I can do that. I take it from its hanger and begin the search for pants. There are some options here, but they’re all dress pants or pants that are so obviously feminine I absolutely refuse. Dress pants aren’t very comfortable, though. What if I just don’t wear any pants? Or wait!

I walk to the dresser. I can’t believe I almost forgot this. In the third drawer, there are buried sweatpants. Sweatpants with varying amounts of pink (what else?), but I can live with that trade off for the comfort. I set both shirt and sweatpants on the bed and return to the dresser.

I’m afraid to open the top drawer, but I know I need to. I pull both handles, and it slides toward me easily. Pink. Lace. Black. More lace. More pink. Nothing even remotely masculine. But standing here won’t make something appear, so with one more rifle through things, I pull out a white pair with a pale pink floral pattern. They might be cute on a girl. But they’ll have to do.

I drop the towel and pull the panties up my legs, hoping they’ll fit. They do. So do the T-shirt and the sweatpants. I don’t even want to know what I look like, so I don’t let myself look in the mirror. I just want to enjoy these clean and comfortable clothes without judging myself.

Just as I plop in front of the television—I really need to talk to Alexander about getting books or internet access if I’m going to be here much longer—there’s a knock at the door. His knock. I’ve been here long enough that I recognize it. I hop up, eager to answer and let him in before realizing I’m not able to open the door. So instead I wait and listen to the sound of the locks as he unlatches them one by one. Finally, the door swings and he comes in toward me.

“Hi.” I greet him with half of a smile.

“Hey, how are you today?”

“Much better. Look!” I hold my arms out and give a mocking twirl for him.

“You changed clothes? Those look good on you.”

“Yeah, sure they do. But whatever. The point is, I finally showered. Just for you, since you had to be a baby about it.”

“Ah, my nose feels so much better already. I just assumed you’d finally thrown away the rotting raccoon carcass you had hidden in here somewhere.”

“No, I’m keeping that. Rodrigo may smell bad, but he’s my only friend. But anyway, I know I look silly, but at least I look clean.” Maybe if you would have actually brought me real clothes all those times I asked....

“You don’t look silly at all. I really do think those look good on you.”

“For real? Um, thanks.” Am I blushing?
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“Knock, knock.” Tabitha cracks the door and peeks in. “Mind if I come in?”

I don’t really have a choice. “No, come on in. What brings you by?”

“It’s been a week, so it’s time for another checkup to see how you’re doing. And we’ll give you another shot, too.”

A tiny part of me is instantly excited when I hear that. I quickly tamp that part down. That part will lead to trouble. “Another shot? The same one as last time?”

“Yep, same one. It’s a series of weekly injections, so I’ll come by every week to do them.”

A weekly series of intramuscular injections that produce an increase in energy and a sense of well-being? I rack my brain, trying to think of anything that might fit that description.

“How have you been feeling since I last saw you? Alexander said there weren’t any side effects from the last dose. Is that correct? Anything else going on?”

“Maybe a boost in energy from the last shot. I’m not sure if that was just coincidental timing, though. But nothing else. I’m doing well, as long as I ignore the fact I’m being held here against my will and have no clue where I am. Still can’t tell me what’s in the syringe?”

She frowns. “No. I am sorry about that. Really. On the bright side, you look good. Better than last time.”

“Thanks.” I sit up so she can examine me.

The exam is routine, the same as last week, and like before, she has me stand afterward so she can administer the shot into my gluteus. This time, however, she notices that I’m wearing panties.

“Those are cute.”

My face instantly turns red. Somehow this is different from the obviously feminine, all-pink sweatpants and T-shirt I’m wearing today. This is more personal. “Oh… uh, yeah… I… There wasn’t… That’s all that’s in the drawers. I don’t… I didn’t pick them on purpose. Well, I—”

She rests her gloved hand on mine, the one I’m using to pull down my waistband. “Stop. I didn’t mean anything by it. Your panties are cute. I like them. It’s a compliment. No hidden meanings. I swear. In fact, you look really good in pink. It suits you.”

“Oh. Thank you.”

My cheeks cool as she injects me with the medication.


CHAPTER ELEVEN


ALEXANDER


My hand glides under him, only a thin layer of material keeping it from the skin of his ass. With hardly a strain at all, I lift upward, my other arm between his shoulders. I easily carry him from the wheelchair to his bed where I set him down. I know from watching the security feeds that he’s a side sleeper, but I keep him on his back anyway just because that seems to be standard practice at hospitals. I assume there’s a reason for that? Maybe I should research that one day. The surgeries were minor and went well, but I still don’t want to do anything that will impair his healing.

I look at his sleeping body before covering him up. The medication has already changed him significantly. Not only is he much lighter than he was when I first brought him here just three weeks ago, but the shape of his body is different. Most of his lost weight was muscle. Now his fat is being redistributed. He’s losing his sharp angularity. His skin is softer and more padded. He’s beginning to develop curves. It’s the strangest thing, but he seems to be unaware of these differences so far. I haven’t seen him examining his body as if something were amiss, and he hasn’t said a word to me about anything. Does he really not notice? Or is he just accepting the changes?
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“Oh, I didn’t expect you here.” Tabitha walks in the door and jumps when she sees me sitting on the couch watching TV.

“Yeah, I still like to keep him company even though he’s out of it. I guess just habit at this point. I’m supposed to be watching him anyway, so why not?”

“Supposed to be watching him or watching whatever that is?” She laughs and looks at the tv.

“SCAT: Super Cars Across Time. It’s high art. Not many movies are brave enough to feature intelligent time traveling cars.”

“Thankfully.”

I laugh. “So… here to check on him and give him more sedatives?”

“Yep. Need to look at his wounds to see how they’re healing. Plus, today is a shot day too. Has he still been out of it around the clock? No sounds or anything?”

“Not a peep that the mics have picked up, and nothing on the motion sensors either. So it’s safe to say he’s been pretty out of it.”

“Good, we’ve got the sedative dose correct, then. And the more time he has to heal before waking up, the better it will be for all of us.”

“Agreed.”

Tabitha goes into the bedroom to check him while he just lays there completely motionless and unaware. There’s something creepy about it, and I’m glad I’m here as a witness, even though I know Tabitha’s intentions are purely innocent.
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Three days later, Tabitha has given the all clear to wean Ryan off the sedative. She says it will take at least twelve hours after his last dose before he comes around, but I plan to be there after ten just in case he wakes up early.

I pull one of the purple chairs from the living room to his bedside and make myself cozy with a book. It’s the latest thriller about a lone wolf FBI agent tasked with stopping a group of Canadian anarchist terrorists who have taken over Fargo, North Dakota. Total unrealistic garbage, but it’s my guilty pleasure. I devour every book in the series. I’m about a quarter of the way through, when I see him try to shift his position in the bed beside me.

“Hey buddy. Don’t try to move. If you can hear me, don’t try to move. Everything is OK. Just lay there for a bit.”

Over the next hour, he occasionally moves his shoulder or leg or will murmur something very softly. Each time I tell him it’s OK and that he shouldn’t move. And each time I’m sure he’s not conscious enough to actually hear and process what I’m saying to him.

Finally, though, I see him open his eyes. I set the book down in my lap and lean into his field of vision, smiling. I’m not sure if he thinks of me as a friendly face, but I hope so.

“Hey good morning. Don’t talk. Everything is fine. Can you hear me? Nod your head yes if you can.”

His head slowly bobs up and down like a buoy marking a no-wake zone.

“Good. That’s good. Now everything is fine. Do you understand that? Everything is fine. Nod for me, OK?” He does. “Good boy. You got really sick—no, don’t try to talk yet. It’s important that you not talk. You got really sick, and it was bad for a while. But everything is better now. You just need to recover and get your strength back.”

His eyes flash over with panic as the adrenaline jolts him almost completely awake now. He’s looking around desperately from left to right.

“It’s OK. I promise. You’re fine.” I grab his hand to comfort him. It’s so small in my palm. “You’re fine. You don’t have to worry about a thing. I’m right here for you, OK?”

He nods his head and looks at his hand wrapped in mine.

“I’m going to go get you a whiteboard and a marker so you can write instead of talking.” As I start to stand, though, he squeezes my hand harder. “It’s OK. I can get that later and stay here with you for now. Do you want me to stay here with you?” He nods.
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“Do you need more ice chips? Or any water?”

Ryan is sitting on the couch and shakes his head no. I sit back down at the other end and return my gaze to the TV. We’re been binging the first two seasons of Cheyenne Bound. It’s a western drama set in the late 1800s about a young named Cheyenne, living in St. Louis until she’s kidnapped by settlers traveling west along the Oregon Trail. By the end of the first season, she’s escaped her captors, and now in season two she’s fleeing south toward the Mexican border with her love interest, Johnny Molloy. When I stopped to read the description on the streaming service, I worried that it would be too close to reality for Ryan, but he insisted we watch it. So we are, and we’re both completely wrapped in the series.

Yesterday afternoon, Tabitha had come in to check on her patient once I texted to let her know he was awake. By that point, I had explained everything that had happened, but it was good for him to hear it from her too. Of course, she just parroted the story I had created rather than the truth. It’s not the most scientifically accurate story, but it worked.

We told him he had gotten a really nasty bug somehow; we suspect it was from something he ate. Before any of us even knew something was wrong, the infection had travelled into his lymph system. By then, the bacteria had concentrated in the lymph nodes in his neck and groin. That explained why he was sore in those areas. To explain the bandages, she told him he had to have surgery in both spots to drain the nodes. His high fever is most likely the cause of him not remembering any of this.

But she told him that things are much better now after a course of antibiotics and the surgeries. Both incisions are healing nicely, and she thinks he may not even get any scars. She also told him he will heal better if he waits another forty-eight hours before trying to speak. Actually, the surgeon said he could probably start speaking softly after a week, which is today, but Tabitha and I both agreed that a little more time could help to better ensure success.

Before leaving today after the checkup, Tabitha gave him his weekly injection. He doesn’t even question them anymore, just pulls his pants down and bends over. Or in today’s case, he pulls up the hem of his nightgown and bends over.

I was more than a little proud of myself when I saw the tiny smile on his face as Tabitha told him she liked his nightgown. Since he has a catheter and an incision in his groin, I decided I could push him into nightgowns. It gave me a logical reason to insist, and he didn’t argue much.


CHAPTER TWELVE


RYAN


My voice is still strange to me. It sounds higher pitched to my ears, but I don’t know how it could be. Alexander swears that it’s all in my head, and maybe it is. It probably just sounds different to me because it’s still raspy from the infection.

It doesn’t stop me from humming lightly as I dust around the apartment. I’m not allowed to do much, but it’s been at least a week since this place has had a good cleaning. So, I need to do something. Besides, I want it to look at least halfway presentable for him tonight.

Today is the first day he hasn’t spent with me since, well, according to Tabitha, it’s the first day he hasn’t spent with me since I got really sick. She said he’s been here the whole time ever since. I know for sure he’s been here every day since I woke up from the anesthesia. We’ve spent the days on the sofa watching any shows we can find on the steaming services. It’s really sweet of him to take care of me like he has.

Today he had to work, so he’s coming over this evening. We still have three episodes left in season two of Cheyenne Bound. Hopefully, we can watch all of them tonight and then start fresh on season three this weekend.

At exactly 7:15pm, I hear his knock and the unlatching of the locks on the door. I smile, waiting for him to come in.

“Hey how’s my patient today?”

“Good. How are you?” Tonight, my voice is barely more than a high-pitched whisper.

“I’m OK. Work was work, so I’m ready for the weekend. I brought dinner.”

I stand up to walk nearer to him and see what he brought.

“You look good today. Even better than yesterday. And I like that nightgown on you.”

I blush. “Thank you. But it’s the accessories that really set the outfit off.” I’m wearing a rose-colored satin nightgown that ends almost exactly halfway down my thighs. Below my nightgown, a tube snakes from my urethra to a plastic bag strapped to my leg. The stunning evening wear look is completed by a pair of fuzzy yellow slipper socks.

Alexander has enforced a no-pants rule for as long as I have this catheter. He’s removed literally all other clothing from the apartment. There are no pants, shorts, T-shirts, blouses, or even panties. Everything is gone except for several nightgowns.

The first time I put on a nightgown was so embarrassing; I refused to let Alexander see me. I hid in my bed until he ripped the covers off me and physically carried me to the living room. He acted so normal the rest of the day that it became normal to me. In the couple of days since then, I’ve gotten used to them and think nothing of wearing them.

“So, what did you get me?”

“Well, for me, I got two double cheeseburgers. But as a special treat for you, I’ve got a strawberry nutrition drink and a chocolate milkshake. It sounds like you overdid it today.”

I knew at the time humming probably wasn’t a good idea, but I couldn’t help myself. I was in a good mood. And I only did it for the time it took to run the dust mop over everything.

“Maybe a little. But I didn’t think so at the time.”

He tilts his head and looks at me, holding his lips in a firm, disappointed line. “I’m putting the milkshake in the freezer. Maybe you can have it later since you were bad today. Right now, you need to drink your cheeseburger.” He laughs as he hands me the strawberry nutritional shake. I pout at him, but he simply points at the sofa and laughs harder.
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Tuesday morning I’m almost back to normal physically. My voice is now what Alexander insists is normal. It sounds wrong to me at times, but I don’t know why he would lie to me about that. There’s still a little pain along the incision line in my groin, but Tabitha says that’s normal and should go away over the next week or two.

She came by Sunday to examine me and to finally take out my catheter. Having that was so annoying. Alexander was here when she let herself in. We were sitting on the sofa watching some movie. I thought it was stupid, so I wasn’t even paying attention. Alexander, however, was completely captivated the whole time. I would almost swear he didn’t notice when I slipped away to the bedroom so Tabitha could examine me.

It was strange not having him here with me last night. Sunday, he told me he would be out of town all day and evening Monday. I didn't think much of it at the time, but last night I was disappointed he wasn't around. Other than a few visits from Tabitha, Alexander is my only connection to another human. After all this time, I’d just become accustomed to having him parked at the other end of the sofa. Seeing his eye twitch when he’s trying not to laugh. Smelling the scent of metal and trees whenever he’s close to me.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


ALEXANDER


It astonishes me how much more feminine Ryan has become in the two weeks since the surgeries to shorten his vocal cords and replace his testicles with silicone prosthetics, or fauxballs as Nick, my second-in-command, calls them. The way he walks, the way he holds his hands, the way he sits. Even standing, his posture is decidedly feminine. It astonishes me every time I see him.

He cooked dinner for us tonight, roast chicken and asparagus. He was in the bathroom when he thought he smelled the chicken burning, so he dashed from one end of the apartment to the other. Even then, the way he ran was so similar to the way a woman would run. I’m not sure if he’s intentionally emulating feminine behaviors, or if it’s happening subconsciously. If I were a scientist, it would fascinate me.

“That’s a pretty nightie, by the way.” After Tabitha removed his catheter, I returned all his clothes, but he still mostly wears nightgowns all the time. It’s rare to come over and see him in pants.

“Thank you.” I like the shy smiles he gives me when I tell him something is pretty. The corners of his lips turn up as his eyes turn downward.

“Have you ever thought about shaving? Like your legs and your armpits?”

“What do you mean? Like women do?”

“I mean, I guess. I wasn’t thinking of it that way, though.” I was absolutely thinking of it that way.

“No I haven’t. Why? Do you think I should start?”

“No. Unless you want to. I was just thinking that your nighties look pretty on you, but then you have body hair that—it just looks unusual.”

“Oh. I… I hadn’t thought about that.”

“It’s nothing. I shouldn’t have said anything. It’s fine. You ready for me to play?”

“Hmm… what?.”

“Are you ready for the show? Ready for me to press play?”

“Oh. Yeah. Go ahead.”

From the corner of my eye, I see him worrying his lower lip.
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I knock on the door and let myself in, but I don’t see Ryan anywhere. He must be in the bathroom.

“Hello?”

“Be right out!”

“No problem.”

I open the fridge and put the bottle of wine on the top shelf. Tonight is an experiment. Ryan hasn’t had alcohol in the seven weeks he’s been here, so I want to see how it affects him.

I’m filling the pot with water for the pasta when he comes around the corner. I nearly spill it when I see him. He’s wearing a knee-length pink floral dress with a pair of white sandals. My breath catches. I know there’s not really a theoretical difference between his usual nighties and this, but in reality there’s a tremendous difference. For a moment, I’m speechless. What is going on with him?

“So what’s for dinner?” His new breathy soprano voice still catches me off guard sometimes.

“Uh… it’s Sunday, so I thought I would make a big pot of pasta in meat sauce. Kind of a tribute to my grandmother.” When I was growing up, we would visit Nana every Sunday, and every Sunday she would have a huge pot of sauce simmering on the stove with all kinds of bones and beef cuts in it. She’d let it simmer all day, checking it every once in a while, until finally she’d pour it over a plate of pasta when it was time for dinner.

“Mmm, sounds good.” He smiles at me across the kitchen island.

“You look—that dress—very pretty today.”

“Do you really think so?” He practically beams at the compliment. Yes, I really think so. What is wrong with me? “Um, yes. I like that on you.”

It’s then that I notice his fingernails. When I was here Friday night, I slipped a bottle of light pink nail polish into his bathroom closet. I tried to put it in a place where I was sure he would see it, but where he wouldn’t suspect I had left it for him. I wanted to see what he would do with it.

“Your nails are cute, too.”

He holds his fingers out in front of him so he can look at them. “Thanks.”

I catch myself staring at him admiring his nails, so I quickly turn back to the pasta water and dump a couple big pinches of salt into it. “I already made the sauce at home lat night. It takes a while, so I put it in my slow cooker overnight.”

“You have a slow cooker?”

“Of course I do. Why?”

“You just don’t seem like the type. I know you cook for me sometimes, but you just seem like the type that’s too big and buff to care about cooking.”

“Shows how little you know about me. I love cooking. I cook any chance I can get.”

“I think I know a lot about you after all this. Just not that. If you love cooking so much, why don’t you cook for me every night? Cooking is more fun when you’re doing it for someone. I mean, unless you already have someone. Someone that you cook for.”

“No. It’s just me. Maybe I’ll try to cook for you more often. But you know what’s even better than cooking for someone? Cooking with someone. Now come over here and you can help make the salads.”

“And ruin my dress? I don’t think so! Beside I am not a good cook.”

I laugh. “Anyone can chop lettuce, and I don’t think that’s going to ruin your dress, you wuss. But put on an apron if you’re worried about it. Here.” I grab an apron from the wall and hold it out for him. I drop it over his neck and then he spins for me so I can tie it in the back. “There. That’s teamwork.”

“I like your choice of apron.”

“I just grabbed one. What is it?” I look at it, and across the front in big pink letters it says “Kiss the Cook.”

“Oh. I definitely did not see that. Besides, I don’t think you really qualify as the cook, since you’re only chopping lettuce.” I tease him.

“Maybe I’m not the one who should be kissed then.”

What has gotten into him today? Is he flirting with me? This doesn’t make any sense. It’s almost like he’s enjoying this. This is supposed to be a punishment. A lesson to him and any other potential whistleblowers. Maybe he’s gay? The background check didn’t turn up any serious partners in his past, so that’s a possibility. Even if he is, I’m his kidnapper. I’ve tried to nurture some Stockholm Syndrome in him, but did I go too far?

Behind me, I hear the water bubble out of the pot and sizzle on the hot burner. I spin away from his eyes and toward the stove. I need to turn down the heat before I end up with a bigger mess.

“Maybe. But I’ll settle for you doing the lettuce.”
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Dinner turns out wonderfully despite the lettuce. I should have listened when Ryan told me he couldn’t chop lettuce. It was a mushy mess by the time he finished. But the pasta was superb, if I say so myself, and that more than made up for it.

The wine is also a success. It helps us both forget about everything that has happened. We can just be two people enjoying an evening together. Ryan is actually hilarious after a couple of glasses, and I can’t believe it, but intoxicated Ryan is even more feminine than sober Ryan.

After dinner, he and I head to the couch to watch TV before I go home. I watch from behind as he stumbles to the couch. His smaller body has a lower alcohol tolerance than he’s used to. As she sits, she drunkenly tries, but fails, to smooth the skirt of her dress under her—him, not her, under him. It’s becoming hard to use the right pronouns when I think of him. I’ve been slipping all night. I’m sure the wine isn’t helping.

With each of us on our usual ends of the couch, I take the remote and look for something to watch. There’s a thriller he and I have both wanted to watch, so I turn to that. Halfway through, I see him curled into a ball under a blanket.

“Are you that cold?”

“I’m freezing. You’re not?”

The AC has been on a lot. It felt good when I was cooking, though. “Not freezing, but I am a little chilly, I guess.”

He slides down the couch toward my end. “Here. We can share.”

“Thanks.” I take the part of the blanket that she’s—he’s—holding out to me and pull it over my chest.

Once I’m under the blanket, though, he slides completely next to me. Our bodies touch from chest to knee. I stiffen, unsure of what to do.

“You’re so warm!” He cuddles his way even tighter into me.

I can’t do this. This is—just no. I’m not gay! No! Can’t do this. Can’t do this. But I hate to make him move right away. Maybe I can sneak off to the bathroom and then sit in a chair when I come back? I have to do something. Just not yet.

After a while, my arm is uncomfortable from being pinned between us, so I drape it across the back of the sofa. He takes that as an invitation and rests his head against my chest. That’s a problem. I drop my arm over his shoulders. That’s an even bigger problem. But I do nothing about it. It feels good to have his body melding into mine. We finish watching the movie in that position.

As soon as the movie is over, I stand up. “Man, I really need to pee.” I really need to extract myself from this. I don’t bother waiting for a response before I practically sprint through her bedroom and into the bathroom. His! His, his, his! I need to stop doing that. He’s not a woman, no matter what is going on. He never will be. I’m not gay. I have no interest in men that way. I’m not attracted to him. I am not attracted to him!


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


RYAN


I can’t believe I did that. It was too much. I pushed too far. He’s left for the night, and I’ve just slipped out of my dress and into a lavender nightie.

But it felt so good. I loved the way I felt when I was sitting against Alexander. The heat from his body pouring into mine. It was so comfortable, so—I can’t believe I’m thinking it—safe. I feel safe when I’m with him. I know what he’s done to me, but I know he’ll never let anything bad happen to me as long as he’s around.

More than that, I can be myself around him. I can live out this dream I’ve kept buried inside me for so many years. The dream I convinced myself could never be a reality. Here in this apartment, it is. With him, it is.

With the soap rinsed off my face and the lotion rubbed in, I stare at myself in the mirror and smile.
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Tuesday, Tabitha unlocks the door and walks in. I’m sitting at the kitchen table watching the birds dancing around the air outside the window.

“Knock, knock. Hey, how are you today?”

Lonely. Sad. Alexander hasn’t been back since Sunday night, and I know I scared him away. “I’m good. How are you?”

“I’m doing well. Time for your weekly checkup and injection.” She comes to the table and sits down beside me. “Anything going on I should know about?”

“Nope. Everything is good. Same as always.”

“That’s good. Now let’s get a listen to you.” The cold of the stethoscope makes me gasp a little when she presses it onto my chest. Everything apparently checks out because she has me walk to the chair, hold up the back of my nightie, and pull down my panties so she can give me my shot.

I haven’t told her or Alexander, but I figured everything out weeks ago—the surgeries they told me were for my lymph nodes, as if I would believe that, and the injections. The surgeries confused me at first, but once I realized what they were injecting me with every week, those pieces snapped into place, too. And it was only a matter of time before I uncovered the truth of the injections. I was on the team leading the initial proof-of-concept formulation, after all. I’m sure they thought it would be an ironic punishment to give me the same high-dose feminizing regimen I helped develop. They apparently didn’t stop to question what drove my initial interest in its creation.

“Tabitha?”

“Yeah, sweetie?”

“Do you know anything about hair removal? Do you think I could get laser or electrolysis sessions to get rid of my hair?” The drug has apparently reached a stage where it’s very effective at feminizing the body and even thinning body and facial hair, but it appears it’s not able to do away with it all.

“Hmm…” She leans in closely and looks at my face. “I know that it’s very effective if it’s done right. And you seem to have the type of skin tone and hair color that is perfect for laser, so I think it could work for you. But you’d have to ask Alexander to see if you can get it. He’d need to get permission, and that’s above my pay grade.” She chuckles softly.

“Oh OK. Do you know if he’s coming over tonight or tomorrow?”

“I haven’t heard. I thought he came over almost everyday though?”

I thought so too. “No. He came over for a bit on Sunday, but I haven’t seen him since. I’m hoping maybe he’ll come by tonight after work. Or tomorrow. Will you see him?”

“Probably not. I’m sure he’s just busy, though. He’ll come over when he can.”

“I know.” I smile, knowing it doesn’t reach my eyes.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


ALEXANDER


I ignore the text from Tabitha. She’s telling me Ryan asked about hair removal with no prompting from her. I already know. I watched them on the security feed. And I know I need to see him soon, maybe even tonight. I’ve just been dreading seeing him in person.

I spend the next couple of hours watching Ryan, and he looks miserable. He’s curled up under a blanket on the couch, staring out the window, twisting to look at the door any time he hears a slight noise from the hall. He’s on our end of the couch. Stop! Finally, I decide I need to go over. I can’t make him wait forever because I’m a coward.

I transfer the fast food bag into my left hand and knock with my right before turning my key in the locks. When I open the door, Ryan is standing there waiting for me. I can’t help but smile.

“Hey.”

“Hey. I thought maybe you weren’t coming over today.”

“Things have been crazy. I’m sorry.” Not work-related, but definitely crazy. “So I brought tacos.”

“Yum! I love tacos.” The smile on his face makes me forget any apprehension I’d had about seeing him.

I know he loves tacos. It’s one of the approximately 300 random facts I know about him after researching and watching him. “Bonus points to me.” I walk past him to the dining room table where I set down the bag before getting some plates from the kitchen for us. “I know this isn’t exactly cooking, but does it count for something?”

“Hmm, I suppose maybe a little something.” He holds his hand up, his index finger about an inch away from his thumb, and sticks his tongue out at me. He’s still wearing the nail polish.

“Well, that’s better than nothing, so I’ll take it.”

“So, Tabitha told me to talk to you about something.”

I know. “Oh? What’s that?” I sit down and unwrap a taco, taking a quick bite.

“Hair removal? I’m wondering if that’s something, maybe, we could do?”

“We? I don’t have any hair I want to get rid of.”

“OK, then not ‘we.’ Me.”

I picture his body smooth and hairless. Stay focused! “I think we could probably do that. I’d need to talk with my boss first to make sure, but I’ll try to pressure him into saying yes.”

“You’d do that?”

“Of course.”

“Thank you so much!” He comes up to me and wraps his arms around me. “This is such a relief. You don’t even know.”

I feel the blood flow into my cock, and I close my eyes. Damn it, Alex! If you want to be gay, fine! But do it with some other man. Any other man! This one is off-limits. This one is for work.
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It takes just a week of planning and throwing around an intimidating amount of money to find a laser hair removal clinic that will not only fit him in for as many sessions as needed but also do it discreetly, making sure no one else is there before, during, or after the sessions.

I drive Ryan to the clinic and walk in with him. After he checks in at the desk, he sits beside me. I can smell the citrus of his shampoo. I inhale deeply.

“Do you think this will hurt?”

“Having a laser shot at your face? No, I’m sure it probably feels fine.”

“Don’t. I’m nervous.”

“About what? Honestly, I doubt it hurts, or not much if it does. But I don’t know.”

“About that. About whether it will work. About… other things too.”

“It’s going to be fine. It’ll work. And those other things will be fine too. I’m sure.” I look at him and wink. Did I just…?

“I hope so.”

I feel his fingers glide across my palm as he reaches to hold my hand.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


RYAN


The last few weeks have gone really well. If I was worried about any uncomfortableness between Alexander and me, I shouldn’t have been. After a couple of awkward days, everything snapped back to normal between us. Well, the old normal. The comfortable normal. The normal we had before I cuddled with him on the sofa. I’ve been careful not to repeat that mistake. I don’t know if I was just imagining it, but he seemed almost scared to be close to me for a while after that. It’s silly because I know he enjoyed holding me that night. I could tell he enjoyed it. But whatever his issues, he was withdrawn afterward, so I made sure to show him things could go back to just like before. Even if we both wanted more than that.

Today is supposed to be my final laser session, and I’m excited. Over the last few weeks, I’ve noticed an enormous difference in the amount of hair I have. I’m almost totally hairless below the hair on my head. I love to look at my body and see the smooth skin free of any hair. He won’t admit it, but Alexander is happy with it too. There have been a couple of nights when he reached out and ran a finger down my arm. Each time sent chills through me, and each time I hoped he would finally admit he wanted more. But he never did.

As if I weren’t thrilled enough knowing this is the day of my last session, Alexander is taking me to lunch before to celebrate. This is the first time I’ve been in public in almost three months. The laser center is empty every time we go, so it doesn’t count. I know somehow Alexander makes sure that it’s clear before we get there, but I don’t know why. For a while, I thought maybe he was embarrassed to be seen in public with me, but that must not be the case since we’re going to a restaurant. Unless we’re going to be the only ones there too.

As we pull in, I see we are definitely not the only ones here. The parking lot looks crowded. Very crowded. Inside, though, the restaurant is only moderately busy. We’re able to be seated right away.

“So a breakfast place?”

“Is that OK?”

“Yeah. It’s great. Pancakes sound delicious. Thank you. Again. I’m so excited to finally get out.” I spent half the morning trying to figure out what to wear. Normally, I wear old shorts and a T-shirt to these appointments, but going out has become a special occasion for me. The usual outfit wasn't enough. I tore through my closet, trying on several dresses before finally picking this one—a red sleeveless V-neck midi dress with a busy orange and yellow floral pattern. It’s cute but casual. I’m wearing it with tan sandals that have a three-inch block heel. It’s the highest heel I’ve ever worn, and I hope I don’t make a fool of myself today. I don’t want Alexander to revoke my outside privileges.

The server leaves with our orders, and I look at the people around us. Families. Almost all families. I sigh.

“What is it?”

“Nothing.” I smile for him, but I know it looks forced.

“Ryan…”

“It’s just… Do you have a family?”

“What? Yeah. Most people have a family. I do at least.”

“I mean with you. Like a wife and kids.”

“Oh. No. Not anymore.”

“What happened?”

“I’m not cut out for it. I never made time for her. Us. To just be together. Work was always first. She deserved better. What about you? Why no family of your own?”

“I didn’t think I was cut out for it either. And until recently, I never wanted one.”

“Until recently?”

I look him in the eyes. “I don’t know. There are times I think I want to try. I think I’d be happy.”

He looks away. “I’d like that for you. If it makes you happy. I’d like for you to find someone who makes you happy.”

“I have. Someone who makes me very happy. The one person in the world I can truly trust. I just get mixed signals from them, so I’m not sure if it’s mutual. I think it is, but I have doubts.” Why am I doing this? Things have been fine between us. But fine isn’t what I want.

His face is red, and he takes a deep breath. “It’s Tabitha isn’t it? I knew it. Congratulations. I wish you two the best.”

“You’re a dork.” I kick him under the table.

“Ouch! Is that any way to treat a friend who just congratulated you?” The sound of his laughter brings a smile to my face.

“It’s not Tabitha. And you know that already.”

He stops laughing and stares at me. Really stares at me. Long enough that I desperately want one of us to look away, but I refuse to be the first.

In the end, neither of us has to break it up. The server does that for us by setting our plates on the table. 2 pancakes and bacon for me. 3 pancakes, 2 sunny-side up eggs, and 4 links of sausage for Alexander.

I smother my pancakes with butter and then cut a hole in the middle and fill it with syrup. Alexander just watches me while I do it.

“What are you doing?”

“I make a little syrup well for my pancakes. Then I dip each piece in there. The pieces around the well are the best because they soak up all the yummy gooeyness by the time I get to them.”

“How old are you? Wouldn’t you accomplish the same thing by just pouring the syrup over the top of them like a normal adult human?”

“Absolutely not. This way I can control how much syrup goes on each bite. You don’t want every bite to be the same; you need to have variety.”

“What if I want everything to be the same?”

“Tough. You need to change things up. Change can be good.”

“Or bad.”

“Not in this case. In this case, change is very good.” I reach across the table and steal one of his sausages.

“You could have ordered your own sausage.”

“I don’t want my own sausage. I want your sausage. I want to see what it tastes like.” I lick it and bite off the end. He’s even cuter when he’s blushing.

“So what’s the verdict?”

“Delicious. Just like I thought it would be.”

He grabs a sausage and dips it in my syrup.

“Rude. You could have used your own syrup you know.”

“I know. But I wanted to see what it was like to put my sausage in your hole.”

Now it’s my turn to blush. “Oh, is that how it’s going to be, then?”

He shrugs his shoulders and puts the whole sausage in his mouth. “Delicious. Just like I thought it would be.”

I roll my eyes. “You’re such a dork.”

“You already said that. Or did having my sausage in your mouth make you forget?”

“Whatever. Dork.”
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We manage to eat the rest of our meals without devolving into more name calling or a food fight.

“I had a great time,” I tell him as we’re walking back to the SUV.

“I did too.”

“I always have a good time with you.”

“I... I always do with you, too.” He beeps the doors so we can get in.

I climb into the passenger side. “I meant what I said in there.”

“Which part? The part where I’m a dork, or the part where you tried to convince me that pancake wells are a brilliant idea.”

“They are a brilliant idea. I’ll convert you someday.”

“Maybe.”

“But the other part is what I really meant. The part where I said I found someone who makes me very happy.”

“I—“

“I know. You think it’s a mistake. And I shouldn’t feel this way, but I can’t help it. I just… I really like you. Like more than I like pancake syrup. And I get that you don’t feel the same, or at least not strongly enough to act on things. That’s fine, but I needed to get it off my chest. I needed you to know.”

“I do think it’s a mistake… And this is too, but I’d really like to kiss you right now, if that’s OK.”

My eyes go wide. Did he just say…? Did he…? I can’t find the words to answer him, so I lean over and let my body speak for me. I press my lips against his and close my eyes.

At first he’s gentle, but soon he grows more forceful as pushes his tongue through my lips. Sparks fly from my mouth outward into the rest of my body, and I wrap my right arm around his shoulder to hold him to me. I want us to be connected like this forever. And it feels like we will be as his lips clamp against mine and our tongues sweep around each other’s. But then I feel his hand on my shoulder, pushing me away.

“I can’t. I can’t do this to you.”

“Yes, you can. I want you to.”

“No. I know you do. And I—but it’s more than that. You shouldn’t. We can’t. I can’t let us.”

“But if we both want it, what’s wrong with it?”

“I—we need to go, or you’re going to be late.”

Without another word, he starts the car and backs out of the parking spot, tires squealing. I’m not sure he even looked for people crossing behind us. I hurry to put my seatbelt on.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


ALEXANDER


Get yourself together! Luckily, there was no one behind me when I backed out because I’m not sure I even looked. My mind was just in full escape mode. I had to get out of there. Even now, my breathing is erratic, and I’m having a hard time regaining control of it.

I know better! I know better! I can’t believe I did that. How stupid am I? Lots of captives grow to have feelings for their captors. It’s well documented. But he doesn’t understand. He would hate me if he knew what was in the shots we give him every week. He should hate me. I’m not a good person. I’m not a person who deserves to have someone feel this way about me. I’m such an idiot!

I hear him crying softly next to me, almost silently, but I have to block it out. I have to ignore him because I’ve just proven I can’t control myself around him. So I don’t comfort him. I don’t talk to him. I don’t even look at him. I can’t. I don’t know what I would do if I did. I don’t know what words would come out if I tried to speak. I just need to drive.

Thankfully, the facility is just a few miles away, and I make it there before either of us does anything rash. Before he tries to say anything to me. I pull him right to the door and put the car in park, leaving the engine on.

“I, uh, need to take care of a couple of things really quick, but I’ll be back shortly. Can you… and can I trust you to—”

“I won’t run away.”

He gets out of the car and stomps into the building. I watch him walk through the door, his dress whipping around his legs in the breeze. My hand goes to my gear shift, but I can’t move it. I just sit there holding it. No, he’s not the one who’s going to run away.

Finally, I pull back out onto the road and drive. I don’t know where I’m going. I just can’t stay there with him. Nothing good will come from that. I need space. I need to give him space so he can realize he doesn’t want this. I need to make a couple of calls.

“Hey Nick. I need you to do something for me. There’s a laser hair removal clinic on Main Street…. Yeah, that one. I need you to go there. Yes. Right now. Ryan is there. I dropped her off. I had to leave to deal with something…. Yeah, him. Him, not her. Anyway, I need you to go there and make sure he gets back to the apartment afterward. Just wait in the lobby for him. He’ll be done in about half an hour…. Thanks, man. And don’t mention anything about me leaving her there alone, OK?”

I press end and scroll through my contacts.

“Sir, sorry to bother you. It’s Alexander. We’ve got a problem… No, he’s fine. It’s, well, he kissed me, and that’s beyond the scope of this…. I disagree. I don’t think this is something we should exploit. I just…. I’m not comfortable with it. I mean, I’m not… I’m just not… attracted to him. So, I’m not comfortable working this closely with her anymore. I’d like to put Nick in charge of her custody from now on. I really do think it’s for the best. I’m sorry. You know I always put the company first, no matter what. I think this is in everyone's best interests.”

I hang up and toss the phone in the seat beside me. Suddenly, I have nowhere to be for the rest of the afternoon. I drive in silence.


INJECTED, PART 2




CHAPTER ONE



“No! I’m not going anywhere with you. I don’t know you. Where’s Alexander?”

“I told you already. He was called away for something important. You know me. We met once before. You were… well, I guess it was still you, but you were really out of it. It was when you first started staying with us.”

“‘Staying’ with you? Staying with you? You make it sound like I checked into your fucking hotel. I was not given a choice about whether or not to stay with you!”

“Keep your voice down. I know you weren’t. I know what happened.”

“Yeah, you probably do. You were probably the one who actually did it. Well, fuck you!” I storm around him and toward the door. I don’t know where I’m going, but I am not going with him.

“Oh no you don’t.” He grabs me around my waist from behind and pulls me back into him. “You are coming with me whether you want to or not. I’m only taking you home. Alexander specifically told me I was to make sure you got home safely, and that’s what we’re going to do. Don’t make me do this the hard way.”

I scream, and I know the laser technician is just on the other side of the door. But she doesn’t come. No one does as Nick picks me up over his shoulder and carries me outside to his SUV, where he unceremoniously dumps me in the backseat and shuts the door. I pull on the handle, but it doesn’t open. Just as I’m crawling to the front, he sits behind the steering wheel.

“Don’t even think about it. You’re going to sit back there quietly like a good little boy… or girl, or whatever the fuck you are, and we’re not going to have a problem. If you don’t, then you won’t like me very much.” He pulls a taser from his waistband and pushes the button. The high-pitched electric buzz tells me what’s waiting if I don’t cooperate.
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“Hey sweetie.” Tabitha walks around the corner and stands in the doorframe leading to my bedroom. “Knock knock. Ryan?”

“Hey.”

“Do you not feel good?”

“I’m fine.” Other than a couple of trips to the bathroom, I haven’t gotten out of bed for almost forty-eight hours. I roll over so I’m facing away from her and pull the blanket tight around me.

“You don’t seem fine. Do you want to talk?”

“No.”

What is there to talk about? I kissed Alexander, and it was magnificent. 100% pure fairy-tale magic. I know he felt the same… But then he didn’t… Then he left me. And I don’t blame him. He was probably disgusted. Who wouldn’t be if they kissed me? I keep hearing Nick’s voice—“whatever the fuck you are.” Why would Alexander ever want to be with someone like me? I start crying just thinking about it, and the mattress sinks as Tabitha sits on the edge.

“Tabitha?”

“Yeah honey. I’m right here.” She rubs her hand up and down my arm through the blanket.

“What’s the time course on these injections?”

Her hand stops. “What do you mean?”

“What’s the average time to complete all the changes? There’s still more than this, right? This isn’t it?” This can’t be it. My body has changed, softened, thinned, filled out in some areas. The contour of my entire face has somehow changed—that was very unexpected. But there are still so many changes I need. Maybe once they occur, Alexander....

“Oh… um—“

“It’s OK. I know about it and what’s happening. I’m not blind or stupid.”

“No! I never thought you were. It’s just… not something I’m supposed to talk about.”

“Oh. Did Alexander tell you that?”

“No. It was… someone else.”

“Have you talked to him recently? Alexander. Is he…” What? Is he OK? Do I want him to be OK? What if she says he’s fine and acting like nothing is wrong? I don’t want to hear that.

“No. I haven’t talked to him. He’s not one of your caretakers anymore, so I don’t have a reason to. I’m sorry.”

“Oh. Did he ask to leave?” The tears that had so briefly stopped are now rolling warmly down my face again. I see the wet stain spreading outward on my pillowcase, like it wants to get away from me too.

“I don’t know. Do you want to go watch TV for a while to get out of bed?”

“No.”

“OK. Let me go get you a glass of water, and then I’ll get out of your hair.”

The mattress springs back into place as she stands, and I’m sobbing so hard I can’t even say thank you.


CHAPTER TWO



I’m no longer sure I want to see Alexander. It’s been five weeks now. This afternoon will be five weeks and two days. For the longest time, I kept my eyes closed when I woke up. If I didn’t open them, I could pretend he was there beside me the way he was after my surgeries. If I just kept them closed long enough, maybe I would hear him inhale or feel his thumb brush lightly across the back of my hand. After a couple weeks, though, that fantasy left, replaced by nothing. Hollowness. Barrenness. I’m still empty.

For a while, Tabitha tried to cheer me up. She came over more often. She sat and watched television or read while I stared at the corner where the wall met the ceiling. She tried to make small talk with me. But finally, she gave up. I had nothing for her. Most of the time, I couldn’t even respond to her. I would just give her a weak smile to let her know I was trying. It was a relief when she stopped coming so often.

More than anything now, I just want the world to leave me alone. I’m already locked in my tower. Now please just forget me. But today, I have to be remembered. Today, the CEO, Mr. Dyer, wants to see me. Maybe everything will finally just be over.

When Nick barged in last night to tell me about this meeting, he explained I was to look my best. I was to do my hair and makeup and wear a pretty dress. I just stared at him. Why does he always just come in? He never knocks. He never says hello. He’s so different from Alexander. Maybe he sensed I didn’t care, but after staring back at me for a minute, Nick walked into my bedroom and looked through my closet.

“This one.” He sets a black dress across the back of a living room chair. “Tomorrow you wear this one. And these.”

On the seat, he tosses a pair of red lace panties and a matching bra. A bra that fits my now substantial D-cup breasts. Breasts he’ll never run his fingers across. Nipples he’ll never tease with his tongue.

“You got that? Hello? Jesus Christ, just wear these tomorrow. I’ll be here exactly at 10:30 A.M. Be dressed, and have your hair and makeup done then. 10:30 A.M.” He frowns at me, and then leaves me alone.

Even though I couldn’t answer him, I still do what he says. This morning, after I shower, I do my makeup and then my hair the best I can. It looks awful. I put on the matching bra and panties and slip the dress over my head, adjusting it around my boobs. Nick didn’t think to pick out shoes for me, but I’m able to do that on my own. Beaded black pumps with a thin three-inch heel. I would look at myself in the mirror, but it doesn’t matter. Instead, I walk to the dining room table and wait for my ride. It’s 7:00 A.M. I have almost four hours to wait. It doesn’t matter.

I don’t hear the door when Nick opens it. He’s different from Alexander in every way. He’s shorter—the same height as me in my heels. He’s blonde with blue eyes. His skin is so pale it’s almost eerie. Alexander’s complexion is much darker. His hair and eyes are almost black. Constant stubble on his chin. Nick looks like he couldn’t grow a beard if he wanted to. Their personalities are so different, too. Alexander has one. The only similarity is that they both look and feel like they’ve been sculpted from granite. So unalike, but each immovable

“Are you ready?”

I just look up at him.

“Let’s go, Princess.” He doesn’t even wait for me to stand before he walks out the door.

We take the elevator to the SUV parked in the rear of the building. My heels clicking on the tile floors as I walk. Nick always insists I ride in the backseat. I get in and pull the seatbelt across me, noting how it nestles between my breasts.

After a few minutes, I see we’re not going in the direction we should. “Where are we going?”

“To see Mr. Dyer.”

“But this isn’t the way to the office. Is it?”

“No. He’s not at the office today.”

“Where is he?” My heart beats faster.

“What happened to your brooding and pouting?”

Fuck you, asshole. I say nothing for the rest of the trip.

Finally, we stop at a security gate as Nick rolls down his window and inputs a code. I see the gate go up, and he drives through. I look around. All I see are yachts, each one bigger than the one next to it. I feel my heart pounding in my chest. What are we doing in a marina? Are they taking me out to sea? Is this—

“OK, we’re here. Come on.” Nick steps out of the car and opens my door for me. “To the end of the dock.”

He gestures for me to go in front of him. I walk delicately down the ramp, careful I don’t catch my heel in a gap between the boards. At the end of the dock, I turn to face him. He walks around me and steps onto the boat. “Your Highness?” He sticks out his hand to help me board. I hate him.

Just then, a man I assume to be Mr. Dyer comes out to the deck. He has brown-almost-black hair but is starting to bald. His gold wire-rimmed glasses frame his dark eyes. Eyes that are staring at me.

“Mr. Cooper, you are even more beautiful in person.”

He’s the one who did this to me. Thinking he was punishing me, but really letting me live my secret dream. What a dark perversion of that dream this has become.

“Not mister.” I’m not sure if he hears my mumble. “I’m Natalie.”

“Mr. Sorenson. You’re free to entertain yourself in the foredeck on the second level, if you wish.”

“Yes, sir.” Nick doesn’t even turn to me as he walks away from us.

“I would be honored if you would join me inside for lunch—Natalie. Right this way.” As I walk past, he slides his hand along the small of my back, too low for even a hint of appropriateness, guiding me. We walk inside the cabin to a dining room with a table set for two. He pulls my chair out for me, and then sits at the head of the table, to my left. He pushes a button on the table.

“You may proceed.”

After a moment, I hear a faint purr and feel the boat jerk.

“Are we going out to sea?”

“Of course. Yachts like this aren’t meant to sit at the dock. Have you ever been?”

My eyes dart around the room. I shake my head.

“Have you been on any boat?”

“No.”

“Oh, a first-timer! Well, I hope this will be both pleasurable and memorable.”

Over the next hour, a staff of at least three serves our lunch—mussels, a white fish, a leafy salad, a pomegranate cheesecake, and chilled white wine. I lose myself in the wine, nibbling only enough food to taste each course before draining glass after glass. By the end of the meal, I’m not sure I can stand. Every time I close my eyes, I die. There’s nothing. It’s beautiful.

“I’d like to discuss business with you now, if we may.”

My body tenses. Is this the point when he finally sets me free? One way or the other.

“Business? Of course.” My words are so slurred, they’re foreign to me.

“You’ve been out of the office for some time now. I think it may be time to bring you back.”

I choke and start coughing. “Back? Back to work?”

“I think it’s time. Time to assume a new normalcy, don’t you?”

Nothing will ever be normal again. “I… do miss the lab. Yes. But what about people, though? I’m not the same anymore now, am I?” I’m not sure why I phrase that as a question.

“You certainly are not. But I was thinking maybe a different position for you. Something a little more suitable for the new you.”

“Different?” A different lab? People who don’t know me from before? It’s such a large company. There are plenty of labs where I could be an anonymous face. For the first time in weeks, I start to feel. A tiny mix of excitement and panic, but it’s something. A spark, maybe, to light the kindling. Maybe then to light the fire.

“We have a opening for a receptionist on the sales floor. It would be a very busy job, but I think you’d be up for the task.”

I have a Ph.D, and he thinks I want to be a receptionist? “Thank you for the offer, really, but I don’t think I—”

“My dear, it was not an offer. You’ll start Monday morning. You don’t have a say in this.”

My panic becomes a pit, and everything falls out of me again. I feel the boat rocking with the waves and nothing around me is stable.

“Here. Give me your hand.” He stands and extends his hand to me. I take it and immediately curse myself for doing so. “Let’s get you some fresh air outside. Just through these doors.”

Needing much more support than I’m comfortable with, he leads me outside with his arms wrapped around me. We go to a lounge chair under a large umbrella. Even with him supporting most of my weight, I fall into the seat. I look up and see Nick staring at us from across the deck. His lips are curled. As soon as he notices me watching him, he turns away.

“Perhaps it’s improper for me to say this, but just between us, I can understand why Mr. Hunt was so enamored with you.”

Alexander? My heart stops.

“You really are quite beautiful. Thanks, of course, to our medication—a drug, I understand, you had a role in developing.”

“What happened to him? Where has he been?”

“He insisted your care be transferred to someone else. Poor fellow. He told me about the kiss and said he couldn’t trust himself to remain professional around you. Quite sad that he would fall for someone like you.”

I was right! Why wouldn’t he tell me? But can he feel that strongly if he’s able to just stop seeing me? Does he care that it almost killed me?

“Does he… Will I see him at the office when I go back to work?”

“Who can say? It’s a big place, as you know. So there is a non-zero chance, but it’s most likely you won’t. Sales takes an entire floor, and a director of security seldom has cause to go there. Does that disappoint you?”

“No. Of course not.” I turn and look at the water.


CHAPTER THREE



Over the weekend, everything floods back into me—all the misery that had drained from me tear by tear. He did have feelings for me. But there’s no crying this time. No despair. Only fury collapsing into itself, becoming hotter and hotter. He had feelings for me and just abandoned me. He made me wish I would die.

Nick seems different Monday morning. When I get out of the SUV, he nods and tells me I’m “looking good.” Damn right I am. I want that motherfucker to see me. I want him to see what I am. With each step, I drive my heel into the ground, imagining it’s a spike driving into him.

“I’m taking you to the security office at the side entrance for your badge. This way you won’t accidentally run into… him. Then on your floor you’ll be safe. He never goes there.”

I should thank him. This is the first kindness he’s shown me since the day he literally picked me up at the hair removal clinic. But this isn’t a kindness. He doesn’t know it, but it’s not me he’s protecting. I flex my fingers, fantasizing about digging my manicured nails into the eyes I once wished I could see every morning when I woke up.

Once I have my new identification badge, my new username, and a temporary password for the computer system, I walk alone to the elevators. Since there’s been no sign of Alexander so far, my adrenaline wave breaks and dissipates. When I step out of the elevator on the seventh floor, that anxiety flows gently away. I realize I’ve never been on this floor before. The waiting room is bright and filled with natural light from the floor-to-ceiling windows and reflecting off the polished marble floors.

I walk to what I assume will be my desk and set my purse down. I look around for a Ms. Hawes. She’s supposed to meet me here. It doesn’t take long before she comes out of an office a couple of doors down. She’s wearing a plum-colored pantsuit with a lilac blouse and well-worn black flats.

“You must be Ms. Cooper?” I notice the slight emphasis she gives to my title.

“Yes. Are you Ms. Hawes?” I return the emphasis.

“Pleased to meet you. We’ve heard so much about you.” She sticks her hand out to shake mine.

Heard so much about me? Hmm…

“Thank you. I assume this is my desk?” I look at the glass and metal desk. There’s a computer monitor on one side and a keyboard drawer under the glass top. That’s all. There are no other drawers in the desk. Behind it, however, is a series of filing cabinets.

“It is. This will be your little home away from home.” She giggles. “So I understand you’ve never done anything like this, right?”

“No, but I’m a very quick study. I’m sure I can handle it.”

She smiles at me.

I spend the rest of the morning learning the phone and computer system and the afternoon putting it all to use. It seems the phone calls and vendors checking in for appointments would be enough to keep me busy on a normal day. But I quickly learn today isn’t a normal day. People from other departments throughout the building keep coming to my desk. Each excuse they give is as flimsy as the last.

One of the first was my former co-worker Marcus. I thought I was going to have a panic attack when I saw him exit the elevator and walk toward me. He stopped about ten feet away and just looked at me. Surely, he doesn’t recognize me. When he walked up and asked for directions to the men’s room, I sighed as I pointed a long, red nail to my right. I dodged that bullet.

But I soon discover that I hadn’t. The day is filled with people, some of whom I know and some I don’t, repeating almost exactly what Marcus did. They walk off the elevator toward me. At some point, most of them stop and stare at me. Others walk right up to me, or walk past me, looking at me from the corners of their eyes. I hear a few of them giggle or snigger or snort, but usually they’re silent. But each one makes it perfectly clear why they’ve come down. And to each one, I give my most condescending “fuck you” smile.

By the time I walk out to Nick and the waiting SUV, I’m emotionally exhausted.

“How was your first day?”

Why? So you can report back to Mr. Dyer that it was a non-stop parade of humiliation? I don’t think so. “It was good.”

“Hmm.”

Hmm? What’s the matter? Didn’t I give you the answer you expected? Am I supposed to break down in tears and tell you how awful everyone was to me? That will never happen. I settle in the backseat so he can take me home. I can’t wait to be alone and get out of these heels and this bra.


CHAPTER FOUR


ALEXANDER


It was tempting to not come in today. I wish now I hadn’t.

Nick warned me Natalie was starting her new job. He’s taking her through the side entrance that I never use, so we won’t accidentally bump into each other. At 8:51 a.m., I watch on the security feed as they arrive.

She’s gorgeous today. Her red dress hugs every one of her newly developed curves before stopping just above her knees. Her blonde hair is curled into gentle waves today. She’s wearing black stiletto heels but still glides up the concrete walk toward the door. Just as she’s about to reach it, she looks at the camera above the door, looking directly at me. There’s so much pain and anger in those gorgeous green eyes—the eyes I once wished I could see every morning when I woke up—that I have to look away. I am so sorry, my love.

I follow her through security, the lobby, the elevator, and onto the seventh floor, where she walks to what will be her desk and sets her purse down. I change to a different video feed and exhale as I stare at her ass. My cock instantly awakens. God, I wish I could run my hands across that. Those two perfect fruit. I want to open them. I want what’s inside. I want—did that transform too? It should have, but does she have—

There’s a knock at my door, and I hurry to minimize the feeds. “Come in.”

“Hey boss man.” Nick walks in and shuts the door behind him.

I lean back in my chair, crossing my legs so my remaining hardness will be hidden. “How is she today?”

“Fine. Determined. Fiery. Don’t worry about her. She’s going to be fine.”

“I’m not. I know she will be. It’s just… She seemed OK?”

“Alex, stop. I hate seeing you like this.”

“Like what? I’m just worried. It’s a big day for her.”

“You’re miserable. You’re both miserable, but you’re miserable and pathetic. All the time, you think about her. You watch her on the security feeds all the time. If you were anyone else, I would call you a stalker and tell her to get a restraining order.”

“I’m not that bad.”

“You are that bad, dude. You need to get over yourself and talk to her. Neither one of you is ever going to move on unless you do.”

“We’ve had this conversation a hundred times, and I’ve told you a hundred times I can’t. I can’t…”

“I know, and I know you won’t listen to me. But you need to. Anyway, I just wanted to tell you she’s here and safely on her floor. But I’m guessing you already knew that.” He clicks his tongue and points to my monitor before walking away.

Work goes on as usual, and before I know it, it's been over a week. I’ve practically forgotten about Natalie. Basically forgotten she works in the same building as me. Almost forgotten to look after her all day long to make sure she’s OK. Nearly forgotten to watch her in her bedroom at night, setting the iPad in bed next to me because it’s the closest I can ever get to having her there beside me.

Today, I’m barely even thinking of her as I walk around the corner on the eleventh floor and see her. In front of me. Less than four feet away. My jaw drops so suddenly that I’m sure I feel it jerk my head. It’s been exactly seven weeks since I last saw her in person, since I smelled the perfume she was wearing. I wish I would have told her how wonderful it smells. She’s every bit as gorgeous as she is in my fantasies. A heat rises inside me.

I watch her face turn a dark red and her eyes ignite. She tries to stomp around me. I look down at her feminine pink heels. I don’t mean to, but I grab her arm and pull her back toward me.

“Let me go!” Her voice is quiet but burning like white hot charcoal.

I don’t mean to, but I put my hand over her mouth. Her gorgeous mouth.

“I…” I don’t know what to say. I release my hand from her mouth, but I still have hold of her wrist. “What are you doing here?”

“I work here. Now let me go!”

“I mean on this floor. You aren’t supposed to be on this floor.”

“Are certain floors off-limits to me? I’ll be sure to make a note of that. Now if you don’t let go of me, I’m going to scream.”

I don’t mean to, but I yank her into the empty conference room behind me and lock the door behind us.


CHAPTER FIVE


NATALIE


Just as I inhale to scream, he puts his hand over my mouth again and pushes me against the wall. I knee him, but miss my target and end up hitting his leg.

“Please stop. I just want to talk. Please. Please don’t scream.” His forehead is leaning against mine, and his eyes are closed. As much as I don’t want to, I can’t help but inhale his scent.

As soon as he lets go of me, I push away. “So, this is just what you do? You’re some fucking pervert who goes around kidnapping women? Well, you are not doing it to me again.” I look around the room for anything I can use to fight him off and see a pair of scissors on a table at the far side. I run for them, but he doesn’t try to stop me.

“What? Of course not! That’s—I’m not kidnapping you. I just—”

“Oh, and I should believe you? Because your track record is so fucking stellar when it comes to me?”

“I— ”

I watch him bite his lip as he stares at me. I wish looking at his lips didn’t make me feel the way it does. “You know what? I don’t want to be here. Just let me leave, and we’ll both pretend this didn’t happen. We can each go back to our lives and never think about each other ever again.”

“Is that what you want? Because I can’t. I can’t stop thinking about you. All the time, Natalie. Literally all the time. And I don’t ever want to stop thinking about you. No matter how miserable it makes me.”

“You’re miserable? You? I’m sorry; did I kiss you and then just abandon you with no warning? Did I leave you alone for seven weeks wondering what you did wrong? Did I make you dream of—” If I say more, I’m afraid I’ll break down.

“Of what?” He walks up to me and puts his hands on my arms. “Of us? Of being together? Because yes, I dreamt of that every night, too.”

“No. Of going to sleep and never waking up again. Do you know how much I wished that would happen? Every night, I wished for that. And every morning I woke up to another day.” Tears well up in the corners of my eyes. Stop that! I will not let this bastard see me cry.

He wraps his arms around me, but I squirm away. You’re not going to just waltz in here and make everything better. I hold the scissors up. “You do not get to do that!”

“I’m so sorry, Nat. God! You don’t know how sorry I am, but that doesn’t make up for anything I did. I just couldn’t be a part of what we were doing to you. Not anymore. Not when I… when I cared about you as much as I did. Do. Still do. Always.”

“Wait, which part of this big master plan did you object to? Because you sure seemed all in with the whole kidnapping and holding me against my will part of things. So what was the red line you wouldn’t cross?”

“It—that’s just it. I was OK with the kidnapping and holding you. I’m not a good person. I’m an awful person. And you deserve so much better than that.”

I shake my head and turn away from him. The “you deserve better than me” speech? Two months, and that’s the best you can come up with?

“It’s true. But it was the shot that was too much for me. Do you even know what was in those injections?”

“Are you fucking serious?”

He looks alarmed and holds his hands out for me to be quieter.

“Do you think I’m stupid? Honestly? Because I would have to be the stupidest woman on the planet to not know what was in those injections. Of course I knew! And guess what! Guess what you don’t know! I wanted it! This has literally been my dream since I was a child. Here’s a question for you: Did you know I helped to develop that drug? The one Tabitha has been giving me.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, I was a chemist on the team that developed a very early formulation of that drug. We had only tried it in mouse models, and it wasn’t nearly as effective back then. But we proved it could be done. And do you know whose idea that drug was? Mine. Because I wanted this for so long. But I was so closeted I never told anyone, and when I was transferred to a different project, I was too embarrassed to say anything.”

“So you… This was your—”

“Idea? Yes. The drug was. And I followed its progress in the company, but as of two years ago it supposedly hit a dead end. Guess not. I assumed then this would never be a reality, so imagine my surprise once I figured out what was happening to me.”

“But… so you wanted this?”

I wave my hands over my body. “This? Yes. This is something I fantasized about for as long as I can remember. It’s more wonderful than I could have ever imagined. And that’s why things were so hard when you left. This sounds dumb, but I was finally getting everything I ever wanted in life. Everything. And if that meant I had to spend life trapped in an apartment, that was fine as long as I was trapped with you. But then I wasn’t. And everything fell apart. It was worse than it had ever been.”

I look at his face—I couldn’t before now—and I see his resolve solidifying as he sets his jaw.

“I love you. That’s the reason I left. I loved you, but I was in charge of hurting you. And I thought—No, you won’t believe me if I say it. But that was the reason. The real reason. I ran away because I loved you, and it scared the hell out of me. I didn’t know what to do. I really thought it was the right thing for you. Even though I was miserable. Even though I saw how absolutely despondent you were. I still thought it was the right thing for you.”

“Then you’re a fucking idiot.”

He walks over to me and takes the scissors from my hand, dropping them to the floor. “I am a fucking idiot.”

I don’t try to fight him. I don’t know what to do anymore.

He takes both of my hands in his as he leans in toward me. Before I decide how to react, his lips find mine. Pressing on mine. Sucking on mine. I feel the same electricity I felt with him before. The same, but not. This is several orders of magnitude more.

I don’t intend to, but my mouth starts matching his, tugging and pushing. I open my lips and feel my tongue slide against his, brushing against his teeth. I taste the remnants of his toothpaste.

I press my body into his, and he lets go of my hands. I immediately wrap my arms around him, pulling him so tight against me there isn’t room for another molecule between us. His hands drift to my ass, clutching each side and pulling me up and into him. I feel his manhood, erect, pushing against me, wanting to thrust into me. I drop my left hand and work it between us, sliding it until I can grab hold of his cock. It twitches at my touch and strains to get at me.

He picks me up now, setting me on the table, his hands forcing their way under my dress, to my panties, playing with the thin elastic bands along the legs. I push away just enough to breathe. “No, please.” He immediately pulls his hands away, repositioning them first to my hips, then my waist, then my breasts. I gasp as he caresses each mound, somehow finding the sensitive center even through the fabric of my dress and my bra.

“Mmm, these are nice. I like these.”

“Me too.”

This is even better than I dreamed it would be. My nipples are aching for him, stretching, firming as much as they can. I moan, and he shushes me. His “shh” is warm and moist on my neck. I have goosebumps from his lips moving along the crook under the side of my jaw.

I wrap my legs around him, forcing him in closer, feeling his cock push against me. Pushing to where it belongs. But not now. Not here. Someone could come in. I lean my head back so he can kiss down the front of my neck. We should stop. I dig the back of my heels even further into him and start grinding against his shaft. I want him so much. “Not here… I… we… we should stop.”

“You’re right.” His lips move back to mine, covering them so I can’t speak. I don’t want to speak. I want his lips pressed here against mine forever. I grab his lower lip between my teeth and pull. He groans, and I thrust my core toward his manhood. He slides his hands around to the small of my back, holding me while he rests his forehead against mine, our noses tickling each other.

“Fuck, Natalie.”

“That was so…” I can’t even finish my thought. I slowly catch my breath. “This doesn’t mean things are suddenly alright between us.”

“No. I would never expect it to.”

“There’s still a lot we need to talk about and work through.”

“Of course.” He’s still winded as he leans into me.

“This is just… a start to that conversation.”

“A conversation starter.”

“A conversation starter.”


CHAPTER SIX



I don’t know how I make it through the rest of the workday. Every voice I hear reminds me of him, every closed door I see triggers a flood of memories. I try to disconnect, just mindlessly float along, but I keep drifting back to him over and over and over. No phone call, no visitor, no inane request from the salesmen who are just looking for an excuse to see my breasts is enough to distract me from reliving the feel of his lips against mine. His firmness against me.

When I walk outside to the waiting SUV, I shiver in the chilly spring air. I hurry into the warmth of the backseat, hoping Nick has the heat cranked, but when I look up, it’s not Nick sitting behind the wheel.

“I hope this is OK? I told Nick I would drive you home tonight.”

My face flushes. It’s silly, but all I can think is that I want to run my fingers through his perfect hair. “Um, yeah. That’s… OK.”

“Do you want to ride up here with me, or do you want to stay back there?”

I want you to come back here with me, so we can continue where we left off earlier. “While you were gone, I got used to a certain lifestyle. Part of that includes being chauffeured to and from work each day. So for me to ride up there would be below my station.”

“Oh, of course, m’lady.” He reaches up to doff an imaginary hat, and I giggle.

“You’re a dork.”

“You’ve called me that before.”

“It was true then, and it’s true now.”

“Be sure to wear your seatbelt. I can’t stop staring at you in the rearview mirror, so I don’t know how safe this ride is going to be.”

“I should have known better than to get into a car with a strange man.”

“Then maybe we can get to know each other a little better before next time.” I see him wink at me in the mirror as he puts the car into gear.

As we clear the guardhouse and pull onto the road, I see him look in the rearview mirror at me, a question in his eyes.

“What is it?”

“We need to finish our talk sometime. Is this a good time?”

I feel a knot in my belly. What if I say no? What if I want to ignore everything else and just enjoy now? “There’s never going to be a good time, is there?”

He doesn’t answer.

“No matter. We have to do this. No matter what happens.” I steel myself for anything that might come.

“I’m going to get you out of this.”

This SUV? This dress? “Out of what?”

“Out of this, Natalie. All of this. Everything I did. I’m going to fix it.”

Even though I know it’s not what he means, panic still rises inside me at the thought of going back to my life before. My life as… him. I could never do that. No matter what.

“Say something. You do want that, right? To be free?”

“I mean, of course I do. Yes. Who wouldn’t? I just… There are things I’m not willing to give up, and… well, where do we fit in all of this? What happens between you and me? Things weren’t so bad before. When it was us. I could have been happy like that.”

“I couldn’t. Not like that. I could never be happy with you like that.”

Each word stabs at me as it leaves his mouth. “What are you saying?”

He looks at me in the rearview mirror. “Not with you as a prisoner. Trapped in some scheme to humiliate you and use you as a deterrent to any future whistleblowers.”

“Yeah, I almost forgot your sudden case of the morals.”

“It’s not morals. It’s… Didn’t you think it was odd that lots of people who had no business on the sales floor came to see you last week? They all know. He made sure they all know about you.”

“Of course, they know! When they kept coming, I knew why they were there. But what was I supposed to do? I don’t have the luxury of running away like some people do. I had to sit there and take it. I had to show them they aren’t getting to me. Because as soon as you show any weakness, they all start swarming. And if you were so goddamned concerned about this, where were you? Where the fuck were you when I needed you? Where?” Suddenly, all the pain rushes back, and angry tears are boiling out of me. My vision starts to darken.

“I know! I know. I’m a coward, and I left you alone when you needed me.”

I see his eyes shift to me in the rearview mirror. My head is bobbing back and forth now.

“Nat? Breathe, Natalie. Just breathe. It’s OK. Come on, breathe in with me. ”

I can’t say anything. No words will form. I hear myself try to inhale, but I can’t. I just ache. All over, I ache. My heart is pounding against my ribcage. He’s just going to leave me again. This isn’t real. He’s going to leave me again. I lean my head against the headrest. I can’t tell if my eyes are open or closed. Everything is dark.

I feel the car come to a stop, but I don’t know where we are. I can’t ask him what’s going on. I can’t do anything. When the rear door opens, I can’t look to see who it is. Only when I feel his arm snake around my back and pull me to him, do I know. He’s pulled over to get in the backseat with me. To pull me into him. I open my mouth to say something, but no sound comes. He shushes me anyway.

“Don’t say anything. Just let me hold you. We’ll stay like this for as long as you need. What I did was terrible. I won’t pretend it wasn’t. It was awful. I was awful. I was scared of how I felt. Of how strongly I felt. I’m sorry. I want to spend the rest of my life showing you how sorry I am for that. I’ll never leave you again. I promise you. I promise.”

Being here with him feels safe. He always makes me feel so safe. I slide my hand to the front of his pants, trying to squeeze under his belt.

“What are you doing?”

I don’t know. What am I doing? “Just, please? Will you? Is it OK?”

“Of course. Of course, I will! We will. We will. But now isn’t the best time for you.”

There can’t be any other time. It has to be now. “Yes. Please? I just… I just need this. Right now. Please. Please, will you?”

“Are you sure?”

I nod my head. He takes over for me, unfastening his belt and undoing his pants. My hand rushes in as soon as there’s room. I don’t know why, but I need to touch him. Here. This can’t wait.

I wrap my hand around his cock and feel it stiffen. It gets warmer and thicker, and I know I want this. More than anything else in my life right now, I want this. More than my freedom, I want this. I try to slide my hand up and down, but my palm sticks and just pulls on the skin. I move faster and tug harder. I need this to work.

“Whoa.” His hand covers my wrist and forces me to stop. “I know you’re mad at me, but let’s not try to rip it off just yet, please.”

I laugh. “Can we…? In here? Is there room if we do?”

“Are you asking what I think you’re asking?”

I take his hand and pull it under my dress to my panties. “I am so fucking wet for you right now. Can we… do that? Here? Now.”

“We’re parked on the side of the highway. Don’t you want to wait until we can go somewhere a little more private?”

“No. Now. Please? It has to be now.”

He raises himself up enough to pull his pants down to his knees. His manhood is fully erect, and I can’t take my eyes off it. I need that so badly.

“Wait. I don’t have a condom. Is that OK? I’m clean. It’s been so long. But can you…? I mean…”

“Yes. But I don’t care. Yes. Now. Yes. I need this.” I try to move myself to give him easier access to me, but it’s difficult in here. I finally end up lying on my back with my head on the armrest of the door. One of my legs is braced against the back of the front seat. My other leg is pinned between the seatback and Alexander’s hip. He has one knee on the seat between my legs, and his other leg is half-standing, half-squatting on the floor. This is so awkward and uncomfortable, and I absolutely need it now.

“Um… A minor problem…. Do I need the password before I can get in?”

“What? Oh…” My panties. I forgot to pull them down. “I mean, if you’re not man enough to drill through them, then I suppose I can pull them down. Let me just…” I weasel an arm clear and yank them down. I don’t get far, but he takes over for me, guiding my one leg up enough that he can pull them off and let them dangle around my other ankle.

“You weren’t kidding about being wet. And so gorgeous. I could stare at you all day.”

“No. Less talking, more fucking.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

He chuckles, and I feel his tip bounce against me. I’m already squirming.

“Is this your first time?” I nod my head. “I’m going to start out gently, then. Let me know if anything hurts, and I’ll stop.”

I feel him enter me, and I gasp. This is really happening. I’ve waited so long for this. My whole life for this. I never thought it would happen, but it is. And he’s going so slowly and tenderly. So sweetly. I don’t know how he has the resolve to do that. I want all of him right now, but I let him take his time. In a little, then out a bit, then back in a little more. This feels so wonderful, but is so infuriatingly slow. Each stroke is teasing me with what could be but what isn’t.

“Is this OK? Does it hurt?”

Yes, a little, but I’m not about to tell you that. We’re not stopping. “No. You feel so fucking great inside me.”

He picks up his speed a little more and is pushing more forcefully with each thrust. We’re now groaning in time as he slides in and out of my slipperiness. Oh my God! With each groan, my head bangs against the car door, and it doesn’t matter. This is phenomenal. I could be in a box and be happy right now as long as he’s inside me. Where he belongs. I’m throwing my hips against him now with each stroke. I want all of him. I need this. My breath gets more shallow, and each groan becomes higher pitched than the last. His heat mixed with mine radiates through us. I can’t tell anymore which noise is from him and which is from me. We’re no longer separate. Just one body, sliding in unison. And I feel it start to build. A distant wave, but growing, coming closer, sweeping up anything in its way. I’m drowning and then it crashes on me and sprays outward. Taking the last of my breath with it. Bursting from the backseat of an SUV parked on the highway during rush hour.
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I recognize Alexander’s knock on my door Saturday morning. Before he can even walk in, I throw my arms around him and nuzzle my face to his neck. His stubble scratchy against my smooth cheek. I kiss him, and for a split-second my world evaporates in a steamy mist.

“I missed you.” After finally setting things right between us, going more than a week without him has been torturous.

“I missed you too, but I couldn’t come until now.”

I sit beside him on the sofa. I know he couldn’t. There’s an actual reason this time. He wasn’t running away. I didn’t have to worry he’d abandoned me. I knew he hadn’t. I know he’ll never do that again.

“So since you’re here, does that mean you have good news?”

“I do. I have a plan to get you out of this.”

I feel my heart flopping in my chest. Like really out? Is it possible that I might finally leave this apartment and go somewhere other than work or a medical appointment?

“Do you mean it? Like out of…” I gesture around me.

“I do. Out of everything. Out of this apartment. Out of the control of the company. All of it.”

“Oh my God, Alexander! That would be so wonderful!” I wrap my arms around him again and press my face against his chest. I feel so complete when I’m with him, touching him like this. When I can feel his heat against my body, remembering our last time together. “So what is it? Is it dangerous?”

“No, I don’t think so. You never know, but I don’t think so. Natalie, look at me.”

I really don’t want to pull my face away from his chest, but I do. And I look at his chocolatey eyes. When they catch the light like this, I can see all the different shades of brown in them. Hundreds of differently colored specks ringing his pupil.

“Do you trust me? Don’t just say it. Do you truly trust me?”

His question draws me upright. Do I trust him? I’ve never trusted anyone in my life until him. And the instant I started trusting him before, he disappeared for two months. Haven’t I learned my lesson from that?

“I do. I trust you absolutely.” I really do, but should I?

“Good. I promise I won’t let you down, but I’m not going to tell you anything about the plan. I just need you to wait. Don’t worry about anything. This is going to work.”

I pull completely away from him. “So… what? I’m not to worry my pretty little head about this? I’m powerless to help? I’m just some little pawn that the bigger pieces always push around the chessboard as they see fit?”

He leans over and kisses me between my eyes. “I love you so much. First of all, chess doesn’t quite work the way you think it does.” He laughs and lowers his kiss to my nose. “Second, you’re definitely not a pawn. You’re a remarkably capable woman who has shown she can handle anything that’s thrown at her. You’re my queen. For this to work, you need to act like everything is normal. That’s why I’m not going to tell you. This is going to take a long time to get ready, so we don’t need you to act suspicious. It’s going to be hard enough for me to not act strangely. If we both do, it’s too easy for someone to guess we’re up to something. Does that make sense? And is that OK?”

All of my excitement turns to dread when he tells me it will be a long time before he’s able to implement the plan. So much for a quick escape. “That makes sense, I suppose. So I guess that’s OK. How long do you think this will take?” I’m afraid of his answer.

“Probably another month, or maybe even two. We both need to just go on living life like normal. Unfortunately, that means I won’t be able to see you. That would seem unusual, thanks to me being an idiot before. I’m taking a risk being here today, but I just had to…”

I knew it was coming, but I still feel a lump in my throat when he says the words. I’ve had enough of not seeing him. I want him every day, all the time. I want him there when I wake up and when I go to sleep and every instant in between. The next few weeks will destroy me.

“If there’s anything I need you to know, I’ll send messages to you through Nick.”

“Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

“He knows how to be discreet. And he’s in the best position to pass along any information between us. It’ll be fine.”

“I don’t mean that. I mean him. Are you sure letting him know about this is a good idea?”

“Nick? Of course. I have complete confidence in him. I know, you’ve never liked him, but have faith in me. I’ve known him for years and trust him with my life. And he knows how I feel about you, so that means you can trust him with your life, too.”

I wish I could be so sure.


CHAPTER SEVEN



The first two days of the next week, Nick drives me to and from work just like he’s done for weeks. I don’t know if Alexander told him about the plan yet, so I watch him like a hawk for the slightest change in his behavior or attitude. If he so much as looks at me in the rearview mirror for a fraction of a second longer than usual or sneers at me just a little more condescendingly than normal, I’m ready. I will not let anyone keep me from being with Alexander. I don’t care what I have to do to them.

Wednesday morning, however, everything changes.

I look up and see Nick standing inside the doorway. Like he does every morning, he’s snuck in as quietly as he can. No knock, no loud key jangling to warn me he’s there. He’s just—poof!—there. No matter how often it happens, I still jump. And Nick responds the same way each time:

“Did I scare you, Princess?” He laughs.

“Whatever. I just need to get my purse, and I’m ready.”

We walk down to the car where he opens the backdoor for me, always the gentleman to anyone who might be watching. Anyone who doesn’t know better. I get into the backseat, my heel catching on the doorframe as I do. My purse beside me, I pull the seatbelt on while Nick goes to the driver’s side and starts the car. We drive off in silence like every morning.

After a few minutes, I notice we aren’t on the usual route. My adrenaline spikes.

“Where are we going?”

“So we actually do pay attention when we get driven around? We just have to make a quick stop this morning. It’s only a couple of blocks out of the way. Nothing to worry about, Queen.”

A quick stop? We’ve never done anything like this before. It’s always the most direct route to and from work. Even when there’s traffic, we take the same route. Something is going on. I look around the car for anything unusual, anything he could use against me.

At the same time, I slip my hand inside my purse. The day Alexander came to me and told me he was working on a plan, I knew I had to be prepared for anything, so I hid a steak knife in the bottom of my purse. I wrap my hand around its handle now. I need to pick the perfect time. I won’t get a second chance.

We pull into a donut shop parking lot, and my pulse lets up just a little. Is this the quick stop? He wants donuts?

“See? I told you it wasn’t far out of the way. No pancakes, but this place has the best cinnamon rolls in the city. Come on.”

I drop the knife back into my purse and get out when he opens the door for me, pulling the strap over my shoulder. He leads me inside, where we stand in line behind an older man. He’s pointing at various donuts in the case and asking the woman behind the counter if they’re fresh. Each time, she rolls her eyes and tells him that everything was freshly made this morning.

Finally, the man is finished with his questions and orders a single glazed donut. The smell in here is making me so hungry I could eat twelve glazed donuts by myself. When the lady hands him his change and his bag, she turns to Nick.

“Just two cinnamon rolls for us, please.” I really hope one is for me, but I’m sure it’s not. He hands her a five-dollar bill and tells her to keep the change. “Oh, and is there a restroom here?”

The tired worker hands him the donuts and points behind her. “Around the corner. Down that hallway.”

“Come on.” Nick pulls at my arm to signal that I’m supposed to follow him.

“I’m not going to the bathroom with you. That’s gross. I’ll wait here.”

“No. Come with me and don’t make a scene.” He smiles to reassure anyone who might be watching us.

What is he up to? I look around for anyone who could be willing to help me. A couple of old men and the woman behind the counter who looks so exhausted she could collapse any second. The best I could hope for is someone to call 911. But how long would it take for the police to come? What would happen before then? Realizing things are stacked against me, I follow him against my better judgement.

We turn into the hallway, out of sight of everyone around the front. Nick’s hand is wrapped so tightly around my arm now that he’s hurting me. I try to jerk away, but his grip is too tight.

He turns to me. “Follow me. Alexander is waiting for us.”

When I hear his name, I stop. Bullshit.

Nick tugs on my arm and nearly pulls me off my feet. “Hurry up! We don’t have time for this.” We push through the backdoor and into the employee parking lot.

“I’m not going anywhere with you.” But with the way he’s pulling, I don’t have a choice. If I don’t move my feet, he would drag me. I can barely keep up as it is.

With my free hand I reach in my purse for the knife, desperately feeling for it, but the bouncing of our rapid pace and my fear keep me from finding it.

“Where are you taking me?”

“Keep your voice down! Just back here. I told you Alexander is here. We’re getting you out of here.”

That’s a lie. He told me his plan would take months. It’s barely even been a couple of days. I tried to warn him about Nick! I breathe as deeply as the situation will let me. I need to be clear-headed and ready for what I need to do. But first I need to get this damn knife!

Nick lets go of me as we enter an empty workshop. The outside is corrugated metal painted flat brown so long ago that it’s become chalky. There are graffiti tags all around the door. The inside is dark. It takes a minute for my eyes to adjust to the light that is coming in from the small windows near the tops of the walls. When my eyes do finally adjust, I look around. There’s no one here but us.

Finally, my fingers brush against the handle of the knife, and I grip it tightly. Nick has let go of me, and walked even further inside the building. If I ran, could I make it to the door before he noticed? What would happen then?

Stopping that thought just as it forms, Nick turns around to me. “He was supposed to be here already. But he’ll be here. Don’t worry.”

I pull the knife from my purse and hold it in front of me. “Don’t lie to me. I know he’s not coming. He was never coming. This was all you! You found out what he was planning, so you brought me here to murder me or rape me or kidnap me again. I told him not to trust you! I told him!”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa. He is coming. I swear. Just put that away before someone gets hurt. This is the plan. This is what he was planning.”

“Don’t lie to me!” My scream echoes through the empty metal building, almost loudly enough to hurt my ears. I realize I’ll never be able to fight him or run away with these heels, so I kick them off. My muscles are tense, ready for him to spring at me. You are not going to get me!


CHAPTER EIGHT



“Well, this is interesting. What’s going on here?”

I turn, and I’m instantly relieved. “Oh thank God! Help me! He’s trying to take me.”

“Hmm, I see that. Natalie, come over here by me. Nick, you stay right where you are.” I run toward Tabitha while she freezes Nick with a large handgun.

“What are you doing here?” Nick snaps at her.

“Saving Natalie from you.”

I get to her side. “Is Alexander with you?”

“No sweetie, not yet. We split up to look for you. I called him, though, and he’s on his way.”

I exhale when I hear the words. Until then, I didn’t realize how much breath I had been holding in.

“I’m so glad you got here when you did. I don’t know what he was going to do to me.”

“Oh, I have some ideas. None of them are any good. But you’re safe now. We’re going to take care of him. He’s not going to hurt you.”

“How did you find us?”

“Like I said, we split up and were looking for Natalie. I saw the SUV parked out front and recognized it.”

“That’s a lie.” I see Nick’s jaw clenching as he spits the words at her.

Tabitha chuckles. “I expected better of you, Nick. I always thought you were a team player. You had me fooled.”

“I knew all along he wasn’t. There was always something about him. I could tell.”

“You were right then, I suppose, Natalie. You have good instincts.” She looks at me for just a second and smiles.

“Why were you looking for us?” Nick asks.

“Because I had to make sure she was safe.”

“No, I mean, how did you know to come looking for us?”

“Oh. She was late for work. You always make sure she gets there right on time.”

“Natalie, get away from her.”

“Fuck you Nick! I’m staying right here until Alexander shows up. Then he’s going to… do whatever it is he’ll do to you. Whatever it is, you deserve it.” My face turns red as the hate fills me. “It won’t be nearly as bad as what you had planned for me, I’m sure.”

“Natalie, she’s lying. She’s not working with Alexander. What time is it now, Tabitha?”

“We’ve had enough Nick. Be quiet!” Tabitha cocks the gun.

Nick slowly holds up his left hand. “It’s 9:05. Natalie, you know how far away from the office we are. I know you pay attention. This donut shop is about ten minutes away.”

“So what? It doesn’t matter anymore, Nick. Tabitha, let’s just call the police. Where’s your phone? I’ll call them.”

“She won’t let you call the police. Listen! We’re ten minutes away from the office. That means Tabitha would have had to leave there before 8:55 to get here when she did. That’s five minutes before you start work. You wouldn’t have been late yet at that point. You’re a smart girl. You know this.”

“What? No. That can’t be right.” I look at him, unsure of what’s going on.

“She’s lying. The times don’t add up.”

He’s right, but that doesn’t make any sense. Why else would Tabitha be looking for me? Maybe we left home late today? I think back to when Nick showed up. He still snuck in like he always does, but I was ready. I wasn’t rushing around finishing my hair or makeup. I was sitting on the sofa. My purse was on the kitchen island. I walked over to it and looked at the clock behind it. 8:32 a.m. The same time we always leave. Was that really just 30 minutes ago? It seems like another day.

“Tabitha… he is right about that. We weren’t late. What’s going on?”

“He’s just trying to confuse you. Don’t let him. You know what he wanted to do to you. What he was going to do to you if I didn’t get here when I did. Here. Take my keys and go sit in my car. It’s parked in front of the building next door. Go there. And I’ll be right behind you in a few minutes. I’ll make sure Nick can’t hurt any other woman the way he was going to hurt you.”

“On this street out here?” I point to what I assume is the front of the workshop.

She nods her head and tosses the keys to me. “Go now. Quick! I’ll be right there.”

That doesn’t make sense. If she saw the SUV parked at the donut shop on a different street, how did she know to park back here? I pick up the keys that I had let fall to the concrete floor. As I do, I pretend to lose my footing and stumble into Tabitha. We both tumble. I try to hit her hand to jar the gun free, but she’s holding it too tightly.

“Nick! Help! Help!”

I didn’t need to call for help. He must have already been sprinting across the short distance when he saw me bump into Tabitha. As soon as the words leave my mouth, he’s on top of us both. He holds the gun down with one hand while he pushes me out of the way with his other.

I roll away and stand up, ready to run, but I see Nick twist and slam his fist into Tabitha’s face. I hear something that I really hope is just Nick’s knuckles cracking because the other choice is that he shattered several bones in Tabitha’s face. Her head instantly rolls to the side, limp.

Nick grabs the gun and stands up. He points the gun at me. “You. Here now.” He points to a spot beside Tabitha.

Shit! Was I wrong? Was Tabitha really here to rescue me, after all? I walk to the spot where he pointed, not knowing what to do next.

He keeps the gun pointed in my direction. “How strong are you?”

“What?”

“How strong? Are you strong enough to drag her?”

“I… I don’t know.” I’ve lost so much strength recently, I’m not sure. Is he really going to make me do this?

“Grab her arms. She can’t stay there.” He looks around us and spots what looks like an office door. “There. Drag her there.”

“I don’t know if I can.”

“You don’t have a choice. Do it. I’m going to find something to tie her up with. Hurry! We don’t know if anyone else is coming.”

I pick up her arms and pull. At first I can’t budge her, but when I try again using my body weight and pushing off with my legs, I’m able to move her. I’m quickly out of breath, but I don’t stop. I don’t know if I could get her body started again if I did. Finally, I reach the door. Nick runs over to open it.

“Good job. OK, in there. Come on!”

He wants me to go in there with her? No. I know what happens here. He locks us in this room until his partners come. Then they take both of us and sell us off. No. I can’t go into that room. This is my last chance. I look around, desperate to find any way out of this. Somewhere I can run where he can’t shoot me. I don’t see anything. How was I so wrong about this?

There’s no choice. I’ve got to do this. I take a couple of breaths to get as much oxygen back into my muscles as I can, and I drop Tabitha’s arm, lunging for Nick. He doesn’t expect it, so I’m able to get to him before he reacts. Both of my hands are on the gun now. He’s trying to pull it away from me, but I hold on. I’m blindly kicking and kneeing, hoping to make contact anywhere that will make him lose his grip, but with no luck. The trigger! If I pull it, someone will hear. Unable to get the gun away from him, I hook my finger inside the trigger guard and pull. Nothing happens. I try again and still nothing. Shit! But no matter, I am not letting go of this gun. As soon as I do, I’m a dead woman.

“Both of you stop it right now! I don’t know what you’re doing, but stop! Jesus fucking Christ!” Is that really him?

I look to make sure and then sprint toward him. Nick still has the gun and now my back is to him, but I don’t care. I just know if I can make it to Alexander, I’ll be safe. I get to him and immediately run behind him, putting him between me and Nick.

He reaches behind his back to give me his hand and I take it.

“You’re trembling. It’s OK. Come here. Calm down. It’s alright. You’re safe.” He pulls me around in a hug.

I want to stay wrapped in his arms forever, but I can’t. I gasp for air. “Nick… gun…”

“Shh. It’s OK. It’s OK! Relax. Just breathe. I’m here. It’s fine.”

“God damn, she really is strong for her size. I didn’t believe you.” Nick laughs and walks toward us.

I scream, and Alexander turns toward me, putting his hands on the sides of my face. “Shh… Shh… It’s OK, my love. I promise no one will ever hurt you again. I promise.” He leans forward and rests his forehead against the top of my head.

I want us to stay like this forever, but we can’t. Not while Nick is—right there! Nick is right behind him now. And he’s… smiling? I look for the gun. It’s not in his hands, but where? I see it, tucked into the waistband of his pants. Alexander kisses my forehead and takes my hand as he turns to face Nick.

“So, what was going on when I walked up?”

“We had a situation right before you got here, and Natalie was a little stressed. That’s all. She wasn’t sure she could trust me. She’s still not.” He looks at me with a grin.

He’s so warm and unlike himself here. He’s never been friendly to me before. Before today, I’ve never even heard him use my name.

“Tabitha showed up. With this.” He pulls the gun from his waistband and offers the handle to Alexander who puts out his hand to tell Nick to keep it.

“Where is she now?”

Nick jerks a finger toward the office. “In there. I was just getting ready to tie her up when Natalie felt the rhythm and decided to dance.”

“Should I be jealous?” Alexander laughs. “Was Tabitha alone?”

“As far as I could tell. I didn’t have time to do a thorough sweep. She may have told someone, though, so I think it’s best to assume this location’s burned.”

“Then we need to finish things now and leave.”

“I got this. You go. Get her out of here in case anyone else shows up. I’ll take care of our guest. With any luck, you’ll have at least a couple hours head start before they pull the GPS history and notice how long I was parked here.”

“You sure about this?”

“Bro, you know I’ve always got you. And you too, Princess.”

Maybe I really was wrong about him. I wrap my arms around Alexander’s waist and pull him to me as tightly as I can.

He turns to me. “I need to get something from the car to give to Nick. Come with me.” I don’t want to let go, but he grabs my hand again and walks me to his car. A tiny grey Kia that has more rust than paint.

“This is your car?”

“Our car. For a little while at least. Until we get something better.”

I look at him skeptically as he holds the passenger door open for me. Once the door is closed, he leans down and pecks my cheek through the open window. “I’ll be right back.”

I listen as he opens the back door, and then I watch him walk toward Nick, a small hard black case in his right hand. Nick nods his head at something Alexander tells him. He hands it to Nick, and they embrace. It looks like Alexander doesn’t want to let go, but finally he does. Halfway back to me, he smiles. I know it’s a forced smile for my sake. Behind him, Nick has vanished into the office where he made me drag Tabitha. What will he do to her? Is she even still alive?

“What’s wrong?” I take his hand as soon as he’s in the car next to me.

“Nothing. Nothing that won’t be fixed soon. Let’s get out of here, and I’ll tell you about it as we drive.”
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As he drives, Alexander tells me everything. The things I already knew, and the things that I never would have guessed. Mr. Dyer found out I was going to be an informant for the FBI. Rather than just fire me before I had a chance, he ordered Alexander to kidnap me and administer the feminization serum to me. As he spent more time with me, Alexander developed feelings for me.

When he couldn’t ignore the feelings, he knew he had to do something. That’s when he and Nick started combing through the company files for everything illegal they could find. They found way more than I ever knew about. Faked clinical data, fictitious trials, a history of illicit payments to government regulators around the world to get approvals for medications, and then a trail of illicit payments to doctors around the world in exchange for prescribing these medications.

Alexander and Nick downloaded everything. The case he handed Nick contained decades of information, all of it damning and most of it illegal. While Alexander gets me to safety, Nick is taking that to my friends in the FBI. It turns out I was right about them. They may be a little too eager for their own good, but they’re clean. Neither of them was the mole. Nick knows the identity of the mole and has the history of payments that were made to his bank account.

Alexander tells me the only two things that aren’t in the set of files going to the FBI are references to him and to me. He wiped us completely from the system. To anyone looking through the documents, we don’t exist.

First, that startled me. What they did to me was wrong, and the world should know about it. But when the initial flash of anger passes, I realize it’s for the best. We need to start new lives separate from the past.


CHAPTER NINE



I walk in and set my purse on the table just inside the door, my heels clicking on the tile as I walk. I push the light switch, but nothing happens. The entire house is still dark.

“Hello? Is anyone here?”

I walk from the foyer to the kitchen, looking around, but I don’t see anyone.

“Hello?” I call again, louder.

“In here.”

I follow Alexander’s voice down the hallway.

“What are you doing?”

“Playing with this damn electrical box again. The blender blew the kitchen circuit, and I can’t figure out which one it is, so I’ve been flipping them all on and off. None of them match their labels.”

He breaks away from the electrical box and walks to me. I stand on my toes and wrap my arms around him, our lips meeting as our bodies press together. No matter how long it’s been or how many times we do this, I’ll never be tired of it. Of his lips against mine. His body against mine. His smell filling my nostrils. The goofy grin on his face every time he sees me. The way my heart flutters when I hear his voice.

After we left the United States, we bounced around from country to country for several months. Alexander said it was to muddy our trail just in case anyone looked for us, but I preferred to think of it as our honeymoon. We saw castles in Eastern Europe, beautiful savannas in Africa, Southeast Asian jungles so dense I was scared to go into them. Finally, we settled here, just outside Sydney, Australia.

“You know, Mr. Thomsen, the blender is an essential part of Margarita Night.”

“Hence my desperation to find the right breaker, Mrs. Thomsen.”

Our new identities are as a married couple, formerly from Nebraska, now Australian citizens: Alexander and Natalie Thomsen. He works for a small security consulting firm, and I’m a chemist at a sports nutrition company.

“It’s beautiful tonight. Maybe the electrical box is telling us something. We could spend the night outside.”

“You’re just tired of messing with it.”

“I am tired of messing with it. And there’s something else I’d much rather mess with. Something that just came home and desperately needs a proper messing with.”

“Oh? And what would that be?”

He swoops to wrap his arms around my waist and throws me over his shoulder. I shriek in surprise as I fly upward. His left shoulder pressing into my belly while with his right hand he reaches up and grabs the band of my panties, ripping them down my legs until they're resting around my ankles. I kick my panties and my heels off as we enter the kitchen. Without breaking stride, he carries me out the backdoor and onto the lawn. He gently sets me down on the grass.

“I didn’t think this out properly. Wait right here.”

“I don’t know. I’m a very popular lady. Lots of places to be. I might not be here when you get back.”

“Then maybe I need some collateral to make sure you stick around. Take off your dress.”

“It might look cute on you, but I really don’t think it’s your size.”

“Off with it, woman.”

No matter how much I hear it from everyone, no matter how much I know in my heart I truly and completely am, it still makes my heart flutter every time the man I love calls me “woman” or “lady.” I squirm out of the dress and hand it to him.

“You know that won’t stop me. Walking naked around the neighborhood is the reason I’m so popular.”

“If you do that, you’ll miss what I have planned. And you don’t want to miss that.”

“Oh, you’ve been planning this? The electricity was just a ploy to get me alone and naked in the backyard?”

“You know me too well. If you really want to be popular, I’ll turn on the back light so the neighbors will see everything.” He doesn’t laugh.

“Don’t you dare.” There it is, his chuckle, as he walks inside carrying my dress. Leaving me totally nude except for my bra. I might as well go all the way. I reach behind me and unfasten the hooks. Exposing my sensitive nipples to the night air causes me to shiver. I wrap my arms around myself.

After a couple minutes, he’s back with a folded blanket and lays it next to me. I start to slide over to it, but he stops me.

“No. I’m going to do this right. Lift up your knees.”

He walks beside me and slides one arm under my legs and another behind the small of my back. He lifts me just far enough off the ground that he can set me on the blanket.

“Dork.”

“Only for you, my love. I see you decided to be completely naked. I have to say I approve.” He reaches out and cups one of my breasts, fondling it.

“I was getting a little too warm. I had to take it off.”

He cups my other breast too as he drops to his knees, straddling my legs. “Oh, if you were warm before, you’re about to be miserable because I’m going to make you so hot.”

He pushes me down and rests his body on top of mine. One of his hands replaced by his mouth as he suckles at my breast. I close my eyes and focus on the feeling of his lips against me. The suction pulling at my hardened nipple. The sudden rush of cold air every time he pulls his mouth away. Then he stops, and I feel him slide lower along my body. I know what’s coming next, so I spread my legs in anticipation. Only I’m wrong.

I gasp and look down at him. His head is so close to my sex, his fingers between his face and my core. With a flick of his wrist, I feel it again and gasp once more.

“What is that?”

He smiles and holds his hand up. It’s too dark for me to see. “It’s a flower. A flower for your flower. From our garden to your garden.”

“Oh my God, you are such a complete and total— “I don’t have time to finish my sentence before he runs it against me again.

Each time he runs it along my delicate folds, my entire body trembles. Now that he sees the effect it has on me, he’s doing it more often, not giving me time to recover in between. I can only breathe in shallow gulps now, my body arched back in ecstasy over a flower.

Finally, he tosses the flower aside and climbs on top of me again. It’s so old-fashioned, but this is the position I like best. Gravity pushing him into me, his warm body acting as a blanket over mine. I feel so small when we’re like this. So wonderfully small and protected by my man. I feel his cock next to my entrance.

“Is this where the snake enters my garden?”

“Oh no, this is a mighty eucalyptus about to take root.”

“You’re so cute when you’re trying to sound Australian. Root away, mate.”

My opening parts for him as he plunges inside me, his immense length almost instantly filling me. The first few times, I worried I couldn’t take all of him. That he would somehow break me. I should have known better. We fit together perfectly. Both of us, created for this one act, this one moment, with each other.

His body rubs against mine as I feel and hear him slide in and out of my slipperiness. He moves around until he finds just the right spot inside me, and I writhe under him. As much as I’m trying to be quiet, a moan escapes my lips, and I hear his panting breaths turn into a sudden chuckle. I look up at the stars as he drives his love into me, and I know there can never be anything more perfect than this.


MY BEST FRIEND’S DAD




CHAPTER ONE



“Are you ready?”

“Ready for free rent? Bring it on, you silver fox.”

I lean across the table and pull my pants down for him. I’ve never done this before, so I’m not sure what to expect. I just hope it doesn’t hurt too bad.

He’s playing with something behind me, so I rest my head and take a deep breath while I wait. Then I feel it. First, a quick rub. Then a flash of cold as he blows on it. The chill gives me goosebumps. Other than a little pressure, I don’t even feel it when it slides in.

“Did it hurt?”

“No. Not at all.”

“Hold this here for a second while I get you a bandage.”

I reach around and press the alcohol swab against my skin to stop any bleeding.

“Now, you may feel ill for a bit tonight and tomorrow. Some chills, maybe a fever, muscle weakness. That sort of thing. But it shouldn’t be bad. Take it easy, and it’ll pass. And remember, you can’t talk to Nate about this. This has to be double blind. That means neither of you can know what the other got, and I can’t know what you’re getting either. Got it?”

“Yeah, no worries. I won’t jeopardize this for you. And I know you said you don’t want to talk about it anymore, but you’re too good looking to sit on the sidelines. You really should try to find someone who makes you happy. But that’s the last I’ll say about it.”

“I just have no interest right now. There are other ways I’d rather spend my time and energy. Plus, I’m forty-five.”

“So what? You’re a hot forty-five. You just need the right woman to appreciate you the way you deserve. She’s out there.”

“Thanks, but I’m happy right now. I don’t need to look for anything else. Can we drop it, please?”

“Sure.” He doesn’t seem happy, though. Since Jennifer left a few years ago, he hasn’t been the same. He was always fun and easygoing before, but in the last few years he’s lost that. Even Nate says there’s a huge difference.

“Same time next week, OK? Ten o’clock Tuesday.”

“I’ll be right here with my pants around my ankles for you.”

“Haha.” He doesn’t laugh.

I walk out the door and get into my car.

When James first came to Nate and me with this idea, I was skeptical. He’s a pharmaceutical research chemist, but it still seemed strange that he wanted to experiment on his son and his son’s best friend. When he explained it, though, I got it. He was part of the team working on this drug at his old job a few years ago, but then there was that enormous scandal and the government shut the company down.

He was able to sneak these files and data out before everything was seized, though. Since then, he’s been modifying the formula. He’s improving it and making sure there are enough changes so no one will suspect it could have come from the old company. No matter how good the drug, people won’t trust something from a company forced out of business for unethical and illegal practices.

When he found out we both lost our jobs, James offered to pay our rent for the next year if we would help him with this. It’s completely off the books, and we can’t say anything about it. But it was too good to pass up. Free rent in exchange for getting one shot every week for four weeks in a row? And with a drug that isn’t even dangerous? James explained that it’s just a simple medication for people with dangerously high cholesterol and triglycerides. The most likely side effect we have to worry about is that it will make us healthier, at least the one of us who gets the real medicine and not the placebo. How could either of us say no to this deal?


CHAPTER TWO



“Have you noticed any side effects?”

“Not really. Didn’t get sick. Didn’t have any muscle weakness. There were a couple of days I didn’t feel as energetic as usual, but I don’t think that was from this.”

“I wouldn’t think so, but which days?”

“Let’s see… I got the shot on Tuesday, and it was two or three days after that. So Thursday and Friday. A little on Saturday too, I guess.” It’s hard to keep track of days when you’re not working. All time blends into a giant blur.

“No, I don’t think that would be from this. So far, so good then. Ready for shot two?”

“Ready to drop my drawers for my best friend’s dad? You bet.” I laugh, but James just rolls his eyes. I remember a time he would have thought that was funny.

He is under a lot of stress, though, between work and the news that Nate and I were both fired. He still hasn’t forgiven me for that. Even though it was Nate’s idea to call off sick for two weeks while we followed a musician on the closing leg of his farewell tour, I took the blame with his dad. I always have since we were kids. It’s just easier to let them blame me. It’s easier for Nate, and easier for them too because they can forgive me more easily than they can him. And I was already used to being yelled at in my own home, so Nate’s parents were never something I couldn’t handle.

This time worried me, though. When neither of us found jobs right away, Nate had to ask his dad for money. He told him we were fired, and that it was my fault. I can still see the text James sent me when he found out: “Patrick, this is going to stop. I won’t put up with you dragging Nate down anymore.” It was so blunt and short. There wasn’t any talk about how I disappointed him, or how I needed to do better, or even how I’m an adult and need to stop acting like a child. There were none of the usual tropes that signal he’d be willing to forgive me if I just gave him enough time.

A few days later, though, James sent a group text to Nate and me offering to pay our rent for a year if we would help him with this medicine. I knew then that things would be good again between us.
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The following Tuesday, I’m at his house at ten o’clock for my third shot. When he answers his door, he’s wearing a white button-down shirt, black pants, and black shoes.

“You look good today.” I tell him as he holds the door open for me.

“Thank you. I have to go into the office for half a day once we’re finished.”

“Oh. So do we need to hurry, then?”

“No, not at all.”

He leads me down the basement stairs even though I’ve been in this house so often I know it as well as he does. Once we’re in the lower level, we walk to a side room. This used to be Nate’s game room when we were kids—table tennis, air hockey, and video games. I imagine we spent thousands of hours in this room, just him and me. Now, his dad has converted it to a makeshift examination room for this study. There’s a desk with a laptop for him, a massage table that he uses for exams, a rack with boxes of vacutainer tubes for our weekly labs, and a refrigerator to store the medication and our blood after he draws it. I hop onto the table while he sits at the desk.

“So, any new symptoms or side effects this week?”

“I don’t know. I think so, but it’s weird. So, I’m not sure.”

“Oh? Let me know and I can probably tell you whether it’s the medication or not. Nothing major, I hope?”

“No. It’s all small stuff. Just… like I said, it’s weird. Like, do I sound different to you?”

“Different?”

“Yeah. My voice. Does it sound different? Higher pitched?”

“I thought I noticed something when we were talking, but that definitely is not because of this medicine. Probably just a bug. Anything else.”

“My hair seems like it’s falling out.” He looks worried when I tell him this. “Not the hair on my head. Body hair. And on my face. It’s very patchy now.”

“Hmm… is that all?”

“Mostly. Except I might be gaining weight.”

“Gaining weight? Have you been eating more?”

“No. That’s the strange part. Still just eating like I normally do, but this morning I couldn’t get the first pair of pants up past my butt. That’s why I had to wear these.” I motion to the sweatpants I’m wearing.

“It would be strange for this medication to cause you to gain weight, but let’s keep an eye on that one. The body hair and voice, though, would not be from this. Do you mind if I take a look at you? Just from behind, but without your pants and underwear.”

“Sure. Whatever.”

I stand up and turn away from him while pulling down my pants. I hear him wheel the chair over closer to me. He mutters something then touches the side of my hip. First he pokes it, but then he must realize how uncomfortable that was because he starts rubbing it. His hand drifts to my rear, and it’s more of the same.

“And this is the only area where you’ve noticed the possible weight gain?”

“Yeah. Everything is the same as always. A little smaller even maybe.”

“Interesting. Do you mind waiting here while I get a tape measure and a scale? We can start tracking your weight and measurements.”

“Sure.”

I pull my pants back up and sit on the table. When he comes back, he’s carrying a bathroom scale under his one arm and a tailor’s tape measure in the other.

“OK, I’ll try to do this part without making you get totally undressed. So stand up and face away from me. Pull your pants down just a little. Now, take this end of the tape and wrap it around your front. We’ll start with your hips and butt. Hand the end to me and I’ll snug it up back here. Good. Now slide it up to your waist. Got it. You can pull your pants up now, but I want you to take your shirt off. We’ll measure your chest and then your arms.”

We repeat the process with my chest and then in two spots on each arm. After I’m done with all that, I step onto the scale, and he notes my weight. Next, he draws three tubes of blood, gives me my shot, and I’m on my way again until next week.
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I definitely notice side effects after this injection. For the first few days afterward, I feel like I’ve been run over. I can barely get out of bed. When I do, I’m so weak, walking is a struggle. By Saturday, that lets up, but then I’m in the bathroom more often than not. Twenty-four hours after that, though, it’s gone, and I’m back to normal.

I’m still not talking about any of this with Nate. In fact, this last week, I’ve hardly seen him. I haven’t felt like doing much, so he’s off doing his own thing, I suppose. I’m a little jealous, but good for him. I just wish I could get out with him.

Tuesday morning, I find out I’ve definitely gained weight. I have a hard time finding anything that fits me. Even the sweatpants I wore last week are stretched tight across my ass now. I wear them anyway, because it’s either that or an old pair of boxers that are more hole than material. My shirts are fitting me strangely, too. They’re almost too big except across the chest where my pecs are. That part still fits fine, but the rest is baggy. So strange. It’s like the weight from other parts of my body, except my chest, has moved to my hips, butt, and thighs.

I ring the doorbell at ten, and James answers. He’s just wearing jeans and a T-shirt today. I can’t stop staring at his chest. I always knew that he was handsome, but I never noticed it like this before. His broad, muscular chest forms a perfect inverted triangle down to his waist—and to his bulge. These must be new jeans because I’ve certainly never noticed that before. Maybe he has a lunch date planned after this. Part of me hopes he really does find a woman, but that thought makes me a little jealous too. As silly as it is, maybe it’s because I’m single, and I don’t want him to be in a relationship before me.

We head downstairs like always. This time I go first while he follows behind. I tell him about my week as we walk into the exam room. The first thing he has me do is stand on the scale so he can record my weight. I’m shocked when I see the number. It’s quite a bit less than last week. Probably because I was sick for a few days, but I’m not gaining weight after all.

I sit on the table, and James draws my blood and examines me. He checks my eyes, ears, under my tongue. He has me push and pull against his hands, using first my hands and then my feet. He’s never examined me so thoroughly before. Then he has me stand up.

“I want to measure you again, but I want to make sure we have really accurate readings this time. So I’d like you to take your clothes completely off, if you don’t mind.”

“Sure, but then you have to take yours off too, right? It’s only fair.”

He chuckles. “Maybe, but no. Life isn’t going to be fair today.”

I take off my shoes and then strip for him. For just a second, I think of doing it slowly to tease him. I blush. I can’t believe the thought even occurred to me.

With my clothes off and folded on the table, I turn and face him. He seems embarrassed at first and looks away. I don’t say anything and he eventually turns back. He walks toward me, holding the tape measure in his hands. He starts with my arms. Then my chest. Then he works his way down.

After he measures my waist, he keeps his hands on either side of me. I look up at him. Something I’ve never done before. He and I have always been the same height. So either I’m shrinking, which is impossible, or it’s just from him being in shoes and me not. He returns my stare for a second. Two seconds. Three seconds. Then he looks away. I hear him mutter under his breath, but the only word I make out is “can’t.” I’m just about to ask him to repeat what he said when he tells me to turn around so he can measure my hips.

I turn away from him while he wraps the tape around me. As he does, I feel him brush against me from behind. The fabric of his jeans rubbing against my skin in combination with his arms tight around me makes my body tingle. We both freeze in that position for a moment, and I start to wonder if he’s holding me here longer than he needs to. And I start to hope he is. But then he announces the measurement and jerks away from me. He tells me to stay right there while he preps the shot.

Today is the last of the four shots I’ll be getting. And I’m glad. I’m actually nervous about this one. Last week wasn’t miserable, but it wasn’t good. I really hope this week won’t be as bad. He injects me as soon as he wipes the alcohol swab across my cheek. It stings because he doesn’t give the alcohol time to dry. Before he even pulls the syringe out, he tells me he needs to go upstairs and that I can leave as soon as I’m dressed. Suddenly, he seems to be in a rush. I get dressed, pulling the sweatpants up over the hips and butt that I now know for sure are larger than they were just a week ago. Once my shoes are on, I walk up the stairs and out the front door, shouting a goodbye to him as I do.


CHAPTER THREE



This week is so much worse than before. The effects start less than six hours after my shot. As soon as I feel them coming on, I prepare. I load my bedroom with bottles of water and soda and packages of chips and cookies. Even by the time I finish taking the second trip into my room, I’m exhausted. I fall onto my bed and don’t want to move.

And I don’t. After almost a full day, I still haven’t gotten out of bed. I don’t even get up to use the bathroom. I just don’t have to. I try to keep drinking so I stay hydrated, but it’s not helping. Or maybe it is, but my body is using the liquid for whatever battle is happening inside me.

Thursday I feel even worse. I’m suddenly aware of all two-hundred-and-six bones in my body because every one of them feels like it’s on fire. And maybe they all are. I honestly wouldn’t mind at this point. Maybe it would even be a relief. And the one time in my life when I desperately need someone, Nate is nowhere to be found. As far as I know, he didn’t come home last night. Or if he did, I didn’t hear him and he didn’t check on me. I assume that means he’s not having this side effect to the shot, but I kind of hope he is. I want him to be somewhere in just as much agony as I am right now. Then that could excuse him for not checking on me.

By the evening I can’t take anymore. I need someone. It takes more energy than I could have ever imagined, but after three tries, I’m able to grab my phone. I scroll through my contacts until I find him: James. I press send.

“Hello?” He sounds rough, distracted.

“Hello.” My voice surprises me, so airy and flimsy it’s almost not there.

“Who is this?”

“It’s Patrick.”

“Patrick? Patrick!” He clears his throat. “I didn’t recognize your voice. What’s wrong?”

“Everything. I feel like my entire body is melting. I think I need to go to the hospital.”

“No! Don’t go to the hospital! It’ll be OK. Is Nate there?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Shit. OK. Hang tight. Let me get dressed, and I’ll be right over. Just hang on, I’ll be right there.”

Clothes on? A new flash of flames shoots through me. Was he with someone? Is that why he sounded distracted when he picked up?

“Wait. You won’t get in. I really don’t think I can move from my bed.”

“I have a spare key. Don’t worry. I’ll be right there.”

I’m not sure how much time passes before he gets there, but it seems like one thousand years. It might be closer to fifteen minutes, but I can’t tell anymore. I’m instantly relieved when I hear the door open and his voice call out. I try to answer, but nothing comes. He knocks on my bedroom door, but I can’t even respond to that. Irrationally, I worry that he’ll think I left home, that I’ve gone somewhere. So I’m relieved when he pushes my door open and walks to my side.

“Patrick? Are you awake?”

I nod my head, but I don’t think anything moves. I look up at him, so he’ll see my eyes.

“What hurts? What can I do?”

“—thing.” My throat catches when I talk, and the first part of the word doesn’t come out. The second part is less than a whisper when it does.

“Your… thing hurts?”

I want to laugh, but I can’t. “No… Everything.”

“Oh. That’s… OK, yeah.”

“I brought a pain reliever for you. I’m going to administer this. It’s leftover from when I had elbow surgery, so I need to adjust the dose for your weight. Do you think you can swallow a pill?”

I can barely swallow enough air to breathe. “No.”

“This is going to taste bad then, but I’ll dissolve it in just a little bit of water. You’ll still have to swallow that, but it’ll be easier. I’ll be right back.”

I watch as he walks away from me, and my heart is crushed. I want him to stay here. When I can’t see him, I’m afraid he’ll never come back, and I’ll be stuck here forever. At least when he’s here, I know this isn’t hell. When I’m alone, I can’t be sure.

But he does come back and with a drinking glass in his hand.

“It’s just a bit of water, but you need to drink it. Once you do, you’ll feel better soon. Can you do that for me?”

“I don’t know.” I breathe more than speak.

“Here, let me help you.”

He sits next to me and slides an arm under my back. As he pulls me upright, I groan. Everything is one thousand degree sparks falling on me, and I can’t bear much more of it. When I’m sitting up, he pulls me into his arms, my body next to his, and just that little bit of contact makes things better. Knowing someone is here for me means I can endure this. He tips the glass to my mouth, and I drink. I don’t swallow so much as relax and let it run down the back of my throat.

He was right about feeling better. Within thirty minutes, I can tell a difference. In another thirty minutes past that, I no longer think it would be a comfort if my body explodes. James stays there with me the whole time. He’s pulled me up so we’re leaning against my headboard. My head is resting on his shoulder, and my arms are wrapped around him. As long as I keep him in this embrace, he’s here and he’s real. I don’t think he noticed, but he started rubbing his hand along my back a few minutes ago. It feels so wonderful, and I’m afraid if I move, he’ll stop. When I concentrate, I can almost block out everything except the feel of his body. His touch on my back. Up and down. Up and down. I wriggle even closer to him and close my eyes. It’s not long before I’m asleep.

When I wake up, I’m lying in bed. I look around and see James sitting in a chair that he pulled in from the living room. I smile at him and he snaps out of whatever trance he was in.

“You look better this morning.”

“I feel better.” I start to stretch but have to stop right away because it hurts. “Not totally better, I guess. But a lot better. Thank you for coming over.”

“You’re welcome. I’m glad you called me. Even if you did wake me up.”

I’d forgotten that I seemed to have interrupted him and that he told me he had to put clothes on. “Woke you up? Were you taking a nap?”

“No. It was two o’clock when you called. I was asleep in bed.”

“No, it wasn’t.”

“Yes, it was. Check your phone history if you don’t believe me.” He laughs.

“But it was just evening. What time is it now?”

“Five. In the afternoon, in case that isn’t clear from the sunshine. You’ve been asleep almost thirteen hours.”

Thirteen hours? Then that means I haven’t been out of bed in… My head isn’t able to add the hours, but I know it’s been a long time. “Can you help me to the bathroom?”

He comes to my side, slides his arms under mine, and lifts me out of bed. He holds me against his chest for a minute until he’s sure I won’t fall down. When I’m ready, he takes a step backward, still facing me, and I shuffle my foot along the floor. Moving in a strange slow-motion samba, we make it to the bathroom where he sits me on the toilet. It’s now that I realize I’m completely nude. My face turns red.

“I’ll be right outside. Just let me know when you’re done.”

I try for several minutes to pee, but only a few drops fall into the toilet. Finally, I twist so I can wash my hands while still sitting down.

“James?”

“Done?”

“Yes, but I have a question, too.” The door swings in at his touch. “I don’t think I’ve used the bathroom since Tuesday. Is that normal?”

“Not normal, but I think it’s expected in your case. Your body is recovering from a pretty rough experience, so it might take a bit for things to come back online. Don’t worry, though, they will.”

“OK. Thank you. And thank you for last night. Again.” He has me standing now, ready to take me back to bed.

“You’re welcome. You can always call me whenever you need something. So you don’t know where Nate is?”

“No. He hasn’t been home a lot recently. He doesn’t say, and I don’t ask.”

The trip back to the bedroom is much quicker. We seem to have the moves down now. But when we’re just about there, James, walking backward, trips on a snack cake wrapper. It’s like slow motion as he tumbles backward onto the bed, pulling me with him. With a thud that knocks the wind out of both of us, I fall onto his chest. Instantly, I dissolve in laughter, so much that I can’t even ask if he’s alright. We just lie there, me in tears on top of him, and then I feel it rising from his jeans. I know right away what it is, and I stop laughing. James rolls me over and jumps out of bed.

“Um, so anyway. I think you should be fine now. And I’m pretty sure you have everything you need. I left my pills on your nightstand there. I cut them in half for you. Just take a half every 4 hours. Keep taking them for today to stay ahead of the pain. Then maybe you can stop tomorrow. Anything else you need before I leave?”

I’m in shock from both the speed at which he’s leaving and at what I felt. “No. I think I’m fine.”

“OK, good. I’ll see you Tuesday then.”

He turns and walks out the door.


CHAPTER FOUR



James doesn’t contact me to see how I am. Not a quick phone call or even a text, and it’s just as well. No matter how much I think about it, I’m not sure what to make of where we left things. The only contact is when Nate finally comes home Sunday evening and tosses me a bag.

“Here. Dad said to give this to you and that he would see you on Tuesday.”

“What is it?”

He shrugs his shoulders and goes into his bedroom, shutting the door behind him.

I open the bag and find a package of briefs, grey sweatpants and a matching sweatshirt. I hold the sweats out, sure they’ll never fit me, but I stand up and hold them against me anyway. Maybe I was wrong. Maybe they will fit after all. Without paying attention, I open the package of briefs and pull a pair out. What…? Wait, no. I look at the package. Women’s cotton briefs? What am I supposed to do with these? How could he have accidentally bought the wrong ones?

It’s those clothes I’m wearing when I ring the doorbell to James’ house Tuesday morning. He takes longer than usual to answer the door, and when he does, he’s wearing black shorts and a sweat-soaked white T-shirt. I stare at his chest through the now translucent shirt. The outlines of his muscles are clearly visible.

“Sorry. I needed to burn off a little energy before you got here, but I lost track of time. Do you mind if I get in the shower real quick?”

I’ve known this man for nearly seventeen years of my life, since I was seven, and for the first time ever, I’m picturing him naked in the shower.

“Uh, yeah. That’s fine. I’ll wait downstairs?”

“Sure. I’ll be right down.”

I go down the steps thinking of all the times Nate and I ran up and down these stairs, all the times Nate’s mom walked them, all the times James walked them. My mind fixates on the image of him walking down them naked. Stop. Anything but him right now.

Instead of going into the exam room, I turn left into James’ workshop. He was never much of a do-it-yourself person, but he has a little section of tools here. I grab the hammer from the wall and swing it. It’s so much heavier than it looks. I remember the time in fifth grade when Nate and I both had to build bird houses as extra credit or else we would have failed the section on birds. James took us to the hardware store to get the wood and nails. Then we came back here. He ended up doing almost all the work while Nate and I goofed around. I remember him sawing all the pieces and then using this hammer to fasten them together. I hold it out in front of me and imagine his hand on it, over mine.

I nearly drop it to the floor. What the hell is wrong with me? I pound it into the palm of the hand a couple of times to snap me out of whatever this is. Then I hang it back on the hook and walk into the family room. I sit on the couch and do my best to not think of anything until I hear him walking down the steps.

“Hey, sorry about that.”

I look up at him. His hair is still wet and tousled from the towel. He’s changed into a different T-shirt and shorts. Thankfully, a much baggier combination that isn’t distractingly see-through.

“That’s OK. Don’t worry about it.” I stand and follow him into the exam room.

“So, um, how have you been since the other day? You look good—a lot better.”

I don’t know how anyone can think I look good. I look like I’ve lost over a hundred pounds, and I swear that I’m somehow shorter. Even my hair is a never-ending mess all the time now. It’s going through some crazy growth spurt. Instead of dealing with it, I just keep it pulled back, held with a rubber band, so it stays out of my face.

“Thanks. Yeah. I’m feeling a lot better, but look at me. What’s going on?”

He looks me up and down for just a second before turning away. “You’ve certainly had some, uh, changes.”

“Ya think?” I spin around for him. “Do you know anything about this? What’s happening to me?”

“I, um… do you mind if we take your measurements first?”

I sigh and slip my clothes off. Everything except the white panties I’m wearing. It’s one of the cotton briefs that James had Nate deliver to me.

“These are new since last time, right?”

At first I think he means the panties, but he’s looking at my chest. The sweatshirt does a great job of hiding them, but I’ve got two fat mounds that look suspiciously like breasts. “Yeah. These just sorta popped up over the last few days.”

“Interesting. Do you mind if I measure there first?” He holds the tape out, already moving toward me, but pauses for my answer.

“Sure, that’s fine. Might as well.”

He wraps the tape around my back and brings it together over my chest, over the empty space between the two… shapes.

“Hmm…”

“What?”

“Is it OK if I examine them?”

This time, he doesn’t wait for me to give permission. He starts by pressing a finger into the soft flesh. Then he grasps my nipple and squeezes it. I pull away from the pain, and he apologizes. More gently this time, he returns his hand there. Rubbing lightly around my nipple. It firms in response, sticking even further out now. I want to cover myself in embarrassment, but I can’t while he’s stroking it.

After a few seconds, he cups my entire… flesh in his hand and starts massaging. My body tenses at the sensation sweeping through me. He leans in closer, and I can clearly see the grey hairs mixed in the black stubble on his cheeks. I want to run my hand across it and feel its sandpapery roughness. Just as my hand touches his cheek, I notice where his head is. I feel his lips on my nipple.

I roll my head backward. His light kiss is sending electricity through my body. I press my hand against his face, as much to steady myself as to feel his skin against mine. He moves his lips against my nipple now. The motion of them kneads my nipple, pushing and pulling, and sends waves through my body. Now, he flicks his tongue across me, and I’m afraid I’m going to fall. I wrap my other arm around him, an act that pulls me closer to him. I stroke his cheek, feeling the coarse hair bristle against my touch. What are we doing?

“James.” It’s more of a pant than a word, and he doesn’t respond. “James.”

This time, he stops and looks at me. As he straightens himself, I use both arms to pull him tighter. I feel his hardness against me, but this time he doesn’t pull away. Neither do I.

“What are we doing?” I ask him. “We can’t do this. Can we?”

“No.” He speaks with a distant whisper.

“We need to stop.” Why can’t I just let go of him?

“You’re… You’re right. We can’t do this. Whatever this is… Nothing. This is nothing. We just got a little—we’re both stressed and—it wasn’t anything more than that. Right?”

“Right. Just stress. That’s all.” I finally let go and he moves away from me.

“I think we’re done. I’ll leave so you can get dressed. Go ahead and show yourself out.”

He hurries through the door while I scramble to put my clothes back on. Once I’m dressed, I head out to my car and back out of the driveway as quickly as I can. A block later, I pull over and collapse against the steering wheel, tears streaming down my face.


CHAPTER FIVE



What was I thinking? I drive around, unsure where to go. I just know I can’t go home now. After what I did, I can’t face Nate. For all I know, James has already told him how disgusting and perverted I am. He’ll never want to see me again. He’s probably thrown my things out on the street, and I don’t blame him. I would do the same thing if… if he was on the verge of making out with my dad? If he couldn’t stop thinking about the way my dad’s erect cock felt against him?

No. It would be better if it were that. I barely even know my dad. So that would be like Nate having a crush on a stranger. This is so much worse. This is a man who literally watched me grow up. Thanks to Mom’s problems, I probably spent more time with him than I did with my own mother. And now… this is sick. What am I going to do?

First, I need to find somewhere to stay until I can get my own apartment. Fuck. Somewhere to stay until I can get a job and then get my own apartment. I go through everyone I’ve ever known that I still get along with, even just a little. It’s a short list. It’s a very short list. It’s pretty much just Nate. Nate and Kayla. Would she let me stay with her just for a while? I text asking if I can come over. I tell her it’s an emergency.

“Patrick?” She asks when she opens her door.

“Yes. And I know. It’s a long story that I really, really don’t want to talk about please. I just need some help, and there isn’t anyone else who can help me.”

“What is it?”

“I don’t have a place to stay, and I was hoping that maybe you could let me stay here?”

“Oh. You and Nate aren’t living together anymore? Wait, he’s not part of this, is he? The answer is definitely no if you want him to stay here, too.”

“No. It’s—we’re not living together anymore. That’s kind of why I’m in this mess. It’s… Everything is just so fucked up right now.” I bury my head in my hands, trying to hide the tears.

“Shh, it’s OK. Yeah, if it’s just you, you can stay for a while. That’s fine. Do you know how long you need?”

“I don’t know. I don’t even have a job. It’s all just…”

“I get it. Yeah, but that’s fine. Just don’t worry about it. One step at a time. The important thing is that you can stay here for now. Then we’ll focus on getting you a job and go from there.”

I stand and wrap my arms around her. I don’t know what I would have done if she had said no.

“Patrick, are those…? What exactly is going on with you?”

“Just… please don’t ask. OK? I don’t want to talk about it. Now or ever. Please.” Even though he said his bosses have unofficially approved of this, James told us that what he’s doing it technically illegal, so he could be fired or even get into legal trouble if anyone found out. I can’t let that happen, so there’s no way I can tell Kayla the truth.

“OK. I won’t ask any more questions. I promise. But I’m here if you want someone to talk to. Wait, one more question: Should I still call you Patrick?”

Her question leaves me speechless. I know I’ve changed, but have I changed that much? I can’t answer. I just squeeze her tighter as the tears overflow my eyes.

“Is your stuff in your car? I can help haul it in whenever you’re ready.”

“No. There is no stuff. This is it. This is all I have.” I step back and hold my palms up. Maybe I do have other things. Maybe Nate didn’t take them all down to the dumpster and burn them. But I won’t find out. I can’t risk running into him.

That night, Kayla hands me a pillow and a blanket and stares at me as I try to make the couch as comfortable as I can. I ask her what’s wrong, but she doesn’t say anything. Finally, she asks about my clothes. I explain that this really is all I have. One sweatshirt, one pair of sweatpants, one pair of panties. She walks away, only to come back a couple of minutes later.

“Here.” She transfers the pile from her arms to the coffee table.

“What’s this?”

“I’m still not questioning it, but it looks like you and I are about the same size now. At least close enough where some of my clothes will fit you. So here—pajamas for tonight, new panties along with shorts and a top for tomorrow. This way, you don’t have to keep wearing that.”

I don’t know what to say. This is way more kindness than I ever expected from her, but these are women’s clothes. I can’t just wear those. I try to protest, but she won’t let me. She insists that I change, so I take the pajamas into the bathroom and slip them on.

Thankfully, the pajamas aren’t overly girly. Matching blue tank top and shorts. Both the tank and shorts have lace trim on them—and the shorts are too short to be anything other than women’s—but it’s the best I could have hoped for. I look at myself in the mirror, and can’t believe what I see. If I didn’t know it was me, I would never guess. Almost everything is different. My face is softer and more feminine. My body is smaller in every way. My chest… my breasts, no longer hidden behind the thick material of the sweatshirt, confront me as they fill out the top. I look like a female version of myself. And the part that is strangest to me, is that I don’t find it that strange. I would think there would be a disconnect between me and the person I see in the mirror, but there isn’t. Somehow I just accept that they—that she is me.

“Are you OK?”

“Yeah. Sorry. Coming.”

I walk out to the living room where, for just a second, Kayla’s mouth drops open before she catches herself. I smile at her as I sit on the couch, pulling the blanket around me. She smiles back and wishes me a good night.
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The rest of the week passes, and neither Nate nor James tries to contact me. I’m relieved. I’m too embarrassed to ever face Nate again. And there’s too much of me that wishes James would text, so it’s best that he doesn’t. There are times I can tell Kayla wants to ask me what happened, but she doesn’t. Each day, she just hands me more of her clothes to wear, and we both act like it’s completely normal.

As time goes on, I realize that getting a job is going to be a problem. My ID lists me as Patrick Jefferson, male and six-feet tall. Maybe I could convince someone that my name really is Patrick. And maybe I could convince them that, despite all appearances, I really am male—if I were desperate enough, I could prove that by dropping my pants. But no one would ever believe that my name is Patrick, I’m male, and I’m six-feet tall. It’s not even close enough to tell people I rounded up. As much as we brainstorm, Kayla and I can’t think of a way around this. I feel hopeless.

One evening, though, Kayla bursts in and tells me she’s solved my problem. After work, she met a friend for drinks at a restaurant. The friend mentioned that she used to work there at that restaurant and that the owner was a really nice person. They talked more about it, and the friend took Kayla to meet the owner in the back. Apparently, he’s willing to hire me under the table as a waitress. All he knows is that I have a problem with my ID. He told Kayla he didn’t want to know more than that. I have an interview with him tomorrow afternoon.

I jump up and almost tackle her in a hug. “I have no experience serving, though. Does he know that?”

“I told him I didn’t think you did.”

“And it’s not going to be too much? I can’t handle a lot while I’m learning.”

“My friend said he’s really good about training new girls and that he has a zero tolerance policy for any misbehavior by coworkers or customers. She said he’s really strict about it.”

“That sounds… perfect. So what’s the catch?”

“None that I know of. Other than you’re working for tips, so that’s always sketchy. But it really does sound great. I just hope you like the name Lauren.”

“Lauren?”

“Yeah. He put me on the spot and asked what your name was. It’s the first name that popped into my head. She was my best friend in elementary school until she moved away. I panicked.”

“Lauren…” I say the name a few times to get used to it. “I suppose it’s not bad. It’s fine. I can be Lauren for him.”

The interview the next day goes well. At first he seems almost surprised I speak English as well as I do. Since Kayla said I have ID problems, he probably expected me to be an undocumented worker. But he didn’t once ask about it or even have me fill out forms. He explained the basics of the job and said my lack of experience doesn’t matter. I start next week.

It doesn’t take long for me to learn I need to practice doing my hair and makeup. The other girls at work don’t go overboard, but they do more than just tie their hair back into a ponytail before heading out the door. And I can see the difference in tips between them and me. No matter how strictly Mr. Zare enforces his zero-tolerance policy on harassment, he’s not able to implement a policy prohibiting sexism in tipping. So I ask Kayla for help, and each night she helps me practice.

At the end of my first month, doing my hair and makeup is second nature, and my tips have caught up with those of the other girls. Things are going well. Kayla and I get along perfectly. I love my new job. I even think of myself as Lauren more than as Patrick now. I couldn’t ask for things to be better. So, I’m not sure what impulse drives me to text James late one Sunday night.


CHAPTER SIX



I’m wearing a dress I borrowed from Kayla for this—black spaghetti strap, clingy, short, low cut to show off my cleavage. My shoes are black sandals with a three-inch heel. I’m still getting used to heels, but I had to wear these shoes tonight. They make me feel sexy. I even had a manicure and pedicure just for this. Kayla helped do my hair in a messy chignon with a few wispy tendrils hanging loose.

She doesn’t know who I’m meeting or what this is about. I just told her I had a date and didn’t want to say more because I really like this guy and didn’t want to jinx anything. That’s all technically true. I just left out the fact that I’ve known this man for years and that he’s Nate’s dad.

When I get to the restaurant, James is already there. The host shows me to the table, and I sit across from him, smiling as I smooth my dress under me and set my clutch on the table. He looks like the ghost of Grace Kelly just sat across from him. His reaction makes me smile wider.

Even when the server has come and gone with my drink—just a water please—James is still dumbfounded. I realize I’m going to have to be the one to break the silence.

“Hello James. How have you been?” In the six weeks since we last saw each other. The six weeks that went by without a single text to see how I am. But I understand the silence. I understand how difficult and embarrassing it is to have feelings for your son’s best friend, especially when you’re the one who made her who she is.

“Patrick? I can’t believe it’s you.”

“It’s me, but I’m not Patrick anymore. Lauren now.”

“Oh, um, of course. You’re…” A woman? Looking well? Healthy? “stunning.”

Oh. I smile. “Thank you.” I reach across the table and rest my slender fingers across his hand. “You’re very handsome tonight, too. As always.”

He’s wearing a dark grey, almost black, suit that showcases his broad shoulders and a black tie that tries to draw my eyes downward. But not yet. Right now, I’m staring into his deep brown eyes as they dart to my hand. He runs his free hand through his salt and pepper hair as if he’s unsure what to do. But he doesn’t pull away from my touch.

“You, uh, seem well.”

I glide my thumb across his hand and watch the heat rise in his face. He looks away. “I am. Very much so. That was one reason I wanted to meet you in person. So you would know I’m doing fantastically well.”

“I really am glad. What was the other reason?”

“To see you. To see those gorgeous eyes. To see what’s in them when you look at me.”

His glance flashes to me for just a second. “And what’s in them?”

“The same as in mine: Lust. Desire.”

“I’m sure you’re misreading them. It’s just—I’m just glad to see a… girl that I haven’t seen in a while. That’s all.”

“Are you sure that’s all?” One by one, I trace the length of each of his fingers. Skimming my finger from his wrist to his fingertip and back again. I’m biting my lower lip, waiting. I know it’s coming. And there. He looks up at me with fire burning inside him. He would take me right here on this table if he could. And I’d let him.

His eyes stare back into mine. He doesn’t blush. We’re past the point of blushes now. Embarrassment can’t compare to the barely contained passion that’s built in each of us.

“I’m not really in the mood for dinner. And there’s something I want to show you. Maybe we could go back to your place?”

His eyes don’t break away from mine as he rises and takes my hand. “Show me.”

We don’t say a word the whole way to his house. His hand resting on my thigh says enough. I resist the urge to pull it under my dress. We’ll wait for that.

It seems like the garage door takes forever to open, but at last we pull inside, both of us seemingly out of the car before it’s stopped moving. He takes my hand and pulls me into the house. As soon as we’re inside and the door clicks behind us, he spins to face me.

“We shouldn’t do this. Are you sure?”

“I’m very sure about this.” I lean into his body and press my lips against his. His lips press back, and we stand there. His back is against the wall, and the fingers of his left hand are intertwining with those of my right. “I want this so bad, but do you? Do you want to stop?”

“We should. We should stop.”

I pull away from him, just a little, just enough to make my body long to feel his next to it again. Before anything has the space to move between us, he closes in, and now my back is pushed against the wall as his lips move across mine.

“But no, I don’t want to stop.” The words are pressed into my mouth between each kiss. “I need you. You know how much I want you. You felt it.”

I think back to the times I did. His feelings for me were obvious even if he denied them. I reach to his crotch now and squeeze his cock through his pants.

“Fuck, Lauren.”

He pulls me along, past the kitchen, past the living room, up the stairs. When we get to the top, I stop. I have an idea, but I don’t know if James will go along with it. I move in front of him and guide him down the hallway, but instead of going to the master bedroom, I stop outside Nate’s old room. The best friend I was always so close to. The best friend I swore I would do anything for. The best friend who hasn’t contacted me in over a month to see how I am. The best friend who let me disappear without a care. I pull James inside.

“What are you doing?”

I drag him to the bed, and I lie down, not letting go of his hand. Why not here? I practically grew up here. This is like my room too. Why not in this room and on this bed?

“We can’t do this in here.”

“Why? I want to.” I pull his hand to my thigh. “Remember I said I had something to show you?”

He sits on the edge of the bed and nods his head.

“I want you to feel it first.” I guide his hand under my dress to my panties and press his hand against me. The warmth of his hand mingling with my heat feels so good. I let go and arch my back. “Do you feel that?”

“Is this…? God, you’re so wet.”

“For you. For us. Please.”

He rubs his hand against my panties, and even that muted touch is enough to make me wild.

“Take them off of me.”

He doesn’t hesitate before ripping them down my legs. I spread myself for him to see.

“Lauren… I never meant for it to be like this. It wasn’t supposed to be like this.”

I don’t know what he’s talking about, and I don’t care. Having my pussy exposed to him makes me want him even more. I start writhing on the bed. “James…”

I don’t finish my sentence before I hear him unzip his pants. I look at him, at his enormous cock, and suddenly I’m a little girl staring at a giant candy treat. I want that. I want that inside me. Every other thought leaves my head. I need this now.

I see him tear open a wrapper and I can’t help myself. I sit up and take it from him.

“Let me.” I slowly roll it down the thick length of his shaft, careful not to poke a hole in it with my nails. Being this close to it, I know more than ever that this is what I want. I can’t wait to feel him throbbing inside me. When I reach the base, I lean forward and take just the tip into my mouth. The taste of rubber overwhelms my tongue, but I don’t care. I want to make sure he’s as ready as I am. I suck the tip as hard as I can and run my tongue around it before I look up at him. His eyes are burning through me. I lie back on the bed and open my body to him. He slides into the space between my legs and lines himself against me. I feel his tip poised at my entrance, and I reach my hand down to help guide it.

“Are you sure about this?” he asks.

“I’ve never been more sure. I need you inside me.”

“I’m such a terrible person, Lauren. I don’t deserve this. You don’t understand.”

“Shh. I don’t care about any of that. Is this what you want?”

He nods his head.

“Me too. James, look at me. I am choosing this. I want this. Now, please—”

“Hey Dad? You up here?”


CHAPTER SEVEN



Fuck!

“What do we do?” I look up at James.

We’re both frozen in place. In the corner of my eye, I see Nate walk by and do a double take.

“Dad? Whoa, shit! Sorry. I didn’t know you had… Damn. Sorry. I’ll go back downstairs.”

“Uh… yeah. Be right down.” James yells out to Nate. Then he whispers to me, “Stay right here, and don’t say a word.”

He peels the condom off, slips back into his pants, and disappears out the door. I lie on my back, catching my breath for a couple of minutes, but then I can’t stay there anymore. I pull my panties back on and walk down the stairs. With each step, I grow more determined about what I’m going to do.

James is sitting at the dining room table with his back to the stairs, so Nate is the first to see me. He stands up and walks toward me.

“Hey, I’m really sorry about that. I didn’t mean to interrupt. I didn’t know Dad had anyone over. Maybe next time, I’ll text first.” He laughs nervously.

My bare feet sink into the plush rug when I stop halfway across the living room. “You’ll text? You? Just like you texted me to see how I’ve been doing? Just like that?”

“Lauren. Don’t. Not another word.” James is up and walking toward me.

“No. I need to say this. I had the most miserable nights of my life, and you were nowhere to be found. Your dad was there for me. At least at first.” Until he was scared away by his attraction to me. I can understand that. “But not you. The person who was supposed to be my best friend. And then I leave. Without a word, I just disappear, and do you even try to find out what happened? Do you even try to make sure I’m alright? No. Of course not. You don’t care, do you?”

“I’m lost, lady. I really don’t know what you’re talking about. But I’m sorry for whatever it was you think I did.”

“Nate, can you just leave Lauren and me? She’s upset. I’ll talk to you tomorrow, yeah?”

“No.” I move as if I’m going to block the door. As if I could stop either of these men from going around me, or through me. “You’re lost, Nate? You’re lost? Take a really good look at me and see if that jogs your memory.”

He looks, but I can see there’s no recognition in his eyes.

“I’m Patrick. Or I used to be. Does that help any, or did you just completely forget about me?”

“You’re… There’s no way. Bullshit. Dad, what the fuck is this?” He looks at James, but James has his head buried in his hands and doesn’t answer.

“It’s me, dude. One hundred percent me. Well, maybe less than that now, I guess. But here I am.” I throw my arms out.

“I’m confused. How? You’re trans? I… Why didn’t you ever tell me?”

“Are you really that dense?” I drop my arms in exasperation, but James comes to life and moves between Nate and me.

“Yes. Yes. She’s transgender and was always just scared to tell you.” I know him well enough to recognize his look. He wants me to either stay quiet or play along. “But she did confide in me. And I’m glad because there was a new medication at work I was able to give her. And… that’s what this is.”

Nate walks awkwardly close and examines me. “So this is really you? For real for real?” He pokes one of my boobs, and I slap him. It’s hard enough that the smack echoes around the quiet room, but it’s not as hard as I wish it were.

“You do not get to touch me like that.”

He backs away, and James comes and puts his arm around me. He whispers in my ear, begging me to play along and behave.

“Look, both of you, there’s a lot of stuff going on here, but we can all work this out later. For now, it’s a lot to digest, so let’s just—”

“Wait!” Nate suddenly yells. “Wait! That’s Patrick, but when I walked in on you guys, you two were in my bed. You two were fucking. And in my bedroom? That is just… That is beyond disgusting!”

“Nate!”

“No! Just no! I’m leaving. I can’t. It’s too much.” He storms out the garage door, and I hear his car fire up.

“What the hell did you think you were doing? You couldn’t just stay upstairs?” James is more frustrated than angry.

“He was going to find out eventually anyway, right? I just… I was angry with him and… I’m still angry with him, but I could have handled it better.” I try to hug him, but he shakes me off.

“Yeah. You could have. And I could seriously get in trouble for being involved in this. With that drug. Like jail time if anyone found out.”

“Why? You were only testing it. And we agreed to take it. You didn’t have any idea this would happen.”

He turns away. “I… it could just be bad. So no one can know about it, OK? Just you, me, and Nate. Promise me?” He sinks into a recliner.

“Of course. Hey, it’s alright. We’ll all be alright.” I sit on his lap, but he stands up as soon as I do.

“Lauren, I just… we can’t. You saw what happened. We can’t do this. This has to stop.”

“No. James, no. No. This is fine. Nate will be fine. He’ll come around. You know that. James, please.”

“Let me just take you back to the restaurant so you can get your car.”

We ride in silence. I stare out the passenger window the whole time, watching the drops of rain cling to the glass for just a second before falling down. When we get to the restaurant, he pulls beside my car, and I get out without a word.

“Lauren, I’m sorry. I wish—”

I shut the door behind me and get into mine. I don’t look at him as I drive away.


CHAPTER EIGHT



“Look, I still think this whole thing is weird as hell. But I guess it’s alright. Sort of. I just wish you would have told me. You know I would have been cool with it. Up until the whole screwing my dad thing.”

“Yeah, well, I don’t think that’s going be a thing anymore. I haven’t talked to him since that night.”

“Nothing?”

“Nope. Like father, like son? Sorry. That was supposed to be a joke. I wish he would at least text. Something.”

“Maybe he still will. And I deserve all the shit you throw at me about not contacting you. That was just bad. I’m sorry. Again. For the hundredth time.”

“I know you are. It still bothers me, but I’m working on it. I’m trying, OK?” I reach out and take his hands.

“It’s all good. So I suppose you’ll need my help?”

“I thought Dave and I could handle it, but I think I overestimated myself.” I smile at him.

Nate and I had been texting for a week, working through things. Neither of us is comfortable yet, but we’re slowly moving in that direction. I’m here today to get my things from his apartment. Dave, one of the bartenders at work, is here to help me. My original plan was for him and me to do all the work ourselves, but as soon as I tried to lift my side of the mattress, I realized just how much muscle I lost.

Nate and Dave finally get the last load hauled into my bedroom at Kayla’s apartment. It’s going to be so nice to finally have a bed again. I promised them both we would go out for drinks sometime, but not now. I have an hour before my shift starts, so I need to get cleaned up.

My life settles back into its new routine over the next couple of weeks. Kayla and I manage to go out a couple of times, but it’s mostly just work and then relaxing at home. Pretty boring. Pretty calm. Exactly what I need now that I’ve decided I’m better off without James. Then I get the text.

“Can we talk?”

I delete it without responding. No. No, we cannot.

The next day there’s another one. And another. Then another. Three texts spaced out over a few hours. He wants to talk. He wants to apologize. He screwed everything up. Yes, he did, and that’s exactly why I don’t want to talk to him. When the texts continue the next day, I block his number. I need a clean break from him.

Tuesday afternoon, he shows up at work. I watch as Anaya leads him to a table in my section. I spend the next hour avoiding him as spitefully as I can. Despite his calling to me, his raised hands, his touching my arm, I walk by without making any eye contact. When it looks like he won’t leave, I ask Tamara to trade sections. From the other side of the restaurant, I watch as he sits there all day. Sometimes on his phone, sometimes looking out the window, sometimes watching me work.

When we’re both on break, I ask Tam about him. She says he orders a water every half hour even though he never drinks them. Each time she brings him a new one, he gives her a twenty dollar tip. It’s eight-thirty now, and she’s already made two hundred dollars just from him.

A little after eleven, I’m still cleaning my section when I notice Dave talking to James. The other girls and all the customers have left. It’s just me and Dave here now. And James. No doubt, Dave is telling him that he has to leave or he’ll throw him out. When I see James shake his head no and fold his arms, I know there’s going to be trouble. Despite every instinct in my body, I walk to the table where they’re both talking.

“What’s going on?”

“Lauren, this guy says—”

“Lauren, I just need to talk to you. Please. That’s all. Just hear me out.”

I sigh and sit at the table. “It’s OK Dave.”

“You sure?”

“Yeah, I know him. Really well. He’s harmless. In fact, if you want to head home, I can lock up. I’ll give you back the keys tomorrow.”

“You really sure?”

“I’m really sure. See ya tomorrow.”

“Keep your phone in your hand, so you can call the police if he tries anything. I mean it. Get it out right now.”

I pull it out of my back pocket and show it to him. “Happy?”

“Not really.” He turns to James. “I’m only trusting you because she says you’re harmless, but if you do anything to her—anything at all—I will torture you. Brutally. I promise that.”

I would laugh, but the look in Dave’s eyes tells me that he’s completely serious right now. “Dave, go. I’m fine. His name is James Callan, by the way. You know, to help you find him later if you need to.” I laugh, but Dave actually puts the name into his phone before he leaves.

“So? I’m here. What do you want?”

“To apologize. To say I was wrong. To tell you, I’m an idiot. To ask if it’s too late to give things another try.”

“Well, that was short and to the point. Thank you for the apology. Yes, you were wrong. Yes, you are an idiot.”

“And?”

“And?”

“The fourth part. Is it too late to try one more time?”

“Is that what you want? To give it another try?”

“I didn’t sit at this table all day because it feels good on my back.”

“God, you’re such an old man.” I laugh, but he doesn’t.

“I know. And you’re so young. You’re just twenty-four—practically still a kid. That’s why I was scared. That and Nate’s reaction, just—I don’t know—made me question things. And instead of communicating and telling you my feelings like a grown-up, I—”

“Dumped me in an empty parking lot in the rain.”

“Yeah… But I did wait to make sure your car started before I left… in case that makes it one percent better.”

“Eh, maybe half a percent.”

“I’ll take anything I can get at this point. Look, I have feelings for you. I didn’t expect that, so that surprised me. But I do. I don’t know what they are yet, but I really would like to explore them. I think maybe there’s something there.”

“I thought so, but the way things happened and then the way you just pretended I didn’t exist afterward… that really hurt me. You should have been better.”

“I should have. I can’t defend myself. I was completely wrong, and I’m sorry. I don’t expect forgiveness now. I just want to work through this. If you do.”

I know better, don’t I? I know I need to say no. I need to cut my losses. That is what I decided over the last couple of weeks, right? But I don’t want to. I want to take a chance with him. I want to try one more time.

Instead of answering, I stand up and take his hand. “Come with me. I want to show you something.”

“What?”

I walk him to the bar and stop. “This.” I kick off my shoes and hop up so I’m sitting on the bar top. I take both of his hands and pull him toward me. “Do you remember where we left off?”

“I think about it all the time.”

“Me too.” I brush my mouth against his neck. “Why don’t we start by finishing that? Then we can see what happens afterward.”

“I think I’d like that. Back to my place, then?”

“No. Have you ever fucked a woman on a bar before?”

“Are you serious? We can’t do that.”

“Who says? Who’s here to stop us?”

“Aren’t there cameras?”

“They don’t come on until I arm the security system. It’s just us.” I pat the area next to me, and he lifts himself up onto it.

“I can’t believe I’m doing this.”

“I can’t believe I am either, but I know I want to.”

He pushes me down, my back against the smooth wood. I unfasten my pants and lift my hips so I can push them and my panties down. He takes them the rest of the way, and then pulls his pants down too. Before he does, he takes a condom from his pocket and rips the package open. This time I don’t offer to put it on. I just watch as he unrolls it down his perfect cock. There’s so much I want to do to that cock. But before I do any of that, I need to feel it inside me.

“Are you ready?”

“Yes. Are you?”

The only answer he gives me is his erection sliding against me. I hold my breath, knowing what’s to come. That still doesn’t prepare me for the sensation as he plunges inside me. He doesn’t waste time trying to be gentle. I’m uncomfortable as my body adjusts to hold his girth while he rocks me back and forth with his thrusts. With each one, my body grows more accustomed to him. Soon all the discomfort is gone, and there’s only pleasure. Pleasure as I slide up and back on the polished wood. As he rams himself into me. Before I know what I’m doing, I’m driving back into him. I want to fill myself with as much of him as possible.

“Your pussy is so tight around me.”

I giggle a little when he says it. That’s something I never imagined my best friend’s dad would ever say to me. But I never imagined he would make me feel this way, either.

“Oh my God, James. I think I’m going to come already.”

My breaths are ragged, and it feels like there’s electricity flowing through my entire body. I close my eyes and let the feeling of his erection inside me—moving against my sensitive areas—consume me. Everything flows outward from there. All sensation starts in my core and spreads and spreads. I hear him start to breathe harder, and I try to hold out. I don’t want to come before him. But I’m at the precipice, and I can’t stop. My body dives and then explodes. I no longer have control over any of the pieces. My hips are rocking up and back with their own pace. My head is pushing itself into the bar top. My hands are clenched around his back trying to pull all of him, not just his cock, inside me. My lungs refuse to give up their breath.

I feel him tense as he bucks inside me. More. More. Then he relaxes and slows down. Finally, he collapses on top of me. The weight pressing on me allows my lungs to breathe again. I sigh and gasp, trying to drink in as much air as possible.

“I can’t believe that.” I whisper as I nibble on the side of his neck. “That was the most incredible sex I’ve ever had.”

“Am I your first?”

“The first man I’ve had inside me? Yeah. And wow.”

“I agree. Wow.”

When we’ve both caught our breath, he slides off me and sits beside me while I still lie on the bar.

“So what happens now?” I ask.

“First, I take some ibuprofen because that was the most uncomfortable place I’ve ever had sex.” He laughs. “But then… I don’t know. I know I’d like you to come home with me tonight. I want you beside me while I’m sleeping. And I want you there when I wake up in the morning.”

“I’d like that. And maybe dating? I think I’d like for us to date.”

“I think I would too.” He leans over and kisses me. “I remember someone a few months ago telling me that there’s a woman out there for me somewhere. Maybe I accidentally found her.”

“Maybe you did.”


SHY




CHAPTER ONE



I discreetly tug at the way-too-short hem on my skirt when I approach the three of them. It still doesn’t come close to reaching the top of my stockings. If I could just stand along the wall—or better yet, in the corner—I’d be more comfortable. But I can’t. Not while I’m serving drinks. I stare at the shining black leather of my pumps while I balance the tray to my right. I wish they would take their glasses so I could go back to the kitchen and hide.

I cast a sideways glance at my mistress. With my head down, all I can see is the lower half of her body—her bright red spike-heel pumps, her long smooth legs, the bottom of the red dress that clings to her so tightly it looks like it would have taken a team to squeeze her into it. But it was just me. I love when she allows me to dress her. Especially when I can be naughty and slide my hands in places I know I shouldn’t. I think about those places now, and my finger twitches.

Tonight, we’re hosting two other D/s couples from our club. The dominants are each dressed elegantly—my mistress with her red dress and the two men who might as well be matching with their black suits. All three subs are dressed alike. We’re wearing black corset-style tops that are sheer enough to show our nipples but with enough boning to draw everything in tight and force shallow breaths. Below that, we have pleated black skirts that end at the tops of our freshly shaved thighs. Then black stockings and black pumps with the highest heel I’ve ever worn.

“Rebecca, your sub is so adorably sexy.” My breath catches when I hear him talk about me. Maybe if I hold my breath, I can disappear.

“Isn’t she wonderful?” Mistress reaches a hand under my skirt and slides it up my ass. “Such a good girl.”

I blush at her words as she takes a glass from my tray. The silent Dom also takes his drink. I hope the third gets the hint and takes his glass now, but he doesn’t.

“Maybe you’d let me play with her one day? My girl is fantastic. I do really love her. But there’s just something special about playing with someone else’s toy, isn’t there? Especially a toy that comes with a little bonus part between her legs.”

My cheeks are blazing my embarrassment to anyone who looks at me. I want to scream take your drink, but I stay as still as I can, staring at my shoes, focusing on the pinching pain in my toes.

“Hmm… Perhaps.” I can feel her turn to me. “But I’m sure right now she’s dying for you to take the last drink from the tray, so she can go hide in the kitchen.” She laughs.

“Well, as much as I hate to see her go…” He takes the last drink from the tray.

I want to hug my mistress to thank her for knowing me so well, but I can’t. Instead, I simply curtsey and walk toward the kitchen door, having never made eye contact with any of them.


CHAPTER TWO



“We need to discuss last night now that you’ve had time to process it.”

Being reminded of last night draws my attention to the outfit I’m currently wearing. It’s a green sleeveless dress that ends just above my knees, and it’s so unlike the servant outfit I wore last night. “It was different.”

She sets her fork down and stares at me from across the table. I know better than to answer like that. Today is a low protocol day, but our number one rule is that I always be honest and completely open with her.

“Different from what I wanted, I mean. There were parts I liked. But parts I was uncomfortable with.” I look at her, hoping it will be enough, but she still says nothing. “You know I love serving. Especially you. And the clothes. I did sort of like the clothes.”

“Sort of?”

“OK, I loved the clothes, but… It would have been different if it was just you and me.”

“But you knew everyone last night. We’re all friends. Not one of them would ever judge you. That’s why you wanted to try it with them.”

I look down. It’s all true, and that’s what makes it so much more disheartening.

“So, was it a total failure?” she asks.

“No, not totally. It was still just so embarrassing, though. You know how I am. I wish I weren’t like this.”

“I know, honey. Maybe I shouldn’t have agreed to last night. I never wanted to embarrass you. I just… I love you. The real you. And I wish you’d let more people see it. I wish you didn’t think it was something to be ashamed of. Because it’s not.”

I run my eyes along the woodgrain on the table. We’ve had this conversation before. Many times. I wish I were comfortable as myself with everyone. Free. The way I am with her. And I’ve tried. I just can’t.

“What if there were a way you could truly be yourself? Not just around me, but around others, too?”

My stomach sinks. She really does mean well. And I constantly show her how much I appreciate that. But last night was so bad I can’t bear the idea of repeating it. I spent the entire night comparing myself to Sabine and Tara, the other subs. We’re friends. We talk all the time—unless one of our masters is restricting phone time as a punishment. We know everything about each other. But I can’t help being jealous when I’m around them. They’re so short and slender, especially compared to me. I’m over six feet tall and most people who see me assume I played football in school. Everyone thinks I’m so manly, yet here I am in a dress after I just finished serving dinner to my mistress.

“You’re not answering me.”

“I’m sorry. I really do appreciate that you care so much about me, but I don’t want to do another night like last night. It was too much. I know that disappoints you.”

She stands and walks toward me. I look down to avoid her eyes, but she drops to her knees. Her hand slides under my dress, and she starts rubbing me through my panties.

“You could never disappoint me. You’re my little girl, no matter what. And it’s not just that I care about you. I love you. You know that, right?”

“Of course, I know that.” My cock is hard under her touch. “And I love you. It hurts when I can’t do something that I know means so much to you.”

I’ve loved her ever since I laid eyes on her in college. She strutted into the common room of the dorm like she was a queen. I can still see her looking around at all of us sitting at the table. When she got to me, she stopped. Our eyes locked for what seemed like hours. Then I lowered my eyes and bowed my head. No one else noticed it, but she did. A couple of days later, I came home from class to find an envelope taped to my door. I could tell it wasn’t from someone who knew me because it was addressed to Rafael instead of Raf. Inside was a note. “I’m the woman you bowed to on Tuesday. If you are who I think you are, you will meet me tonight at 8pm outside the east entrance to the library. Do not be late.” I was there twenty minutes early.

“Shh, this isn’t about me. More than anything in this world, I want you to be happy. And what if there were a way? What if you could finally be who you were meant to be?”

“What do you mean?”

“You remember my friend James?”

“Of course.” She met him a few years ago at a former job. They’ve stayed in touch ever since. He and his wife are two of the only people outside the lifestyle who know about the way Rebecca and I live. They’ve even visited several times, although I dressed as a man when they did.

“He and I had lunch today, and he confided in me about a side project he’s been working on. It’s something that could really help you.”

“What do you mean, help me?” I start to feel jittery.

“I mean, he has a drug that can make you who you should have been. Not hormones. He has something that can transform your body. You would be a woman. A cisgender woman.”

My body is so large that I’d long ago given up on the thought of hormones or transition. There’s no way I could ever look like a woman, and I wasn’t brave enough to always be singled out as transgender. “But I’d still be—”

“No. It changes your body. He’s tested it. On a human. And it works. I’ve seen it. It works very well. He said he’s even made some minor improvements since then.”

“You’ve seen the results?”

“So have you. Do you remember his wife Lauren?”

“Yes, why?” My eyes widen, and I look at her. Lauren? She’s gorgeous? Is she saying that Lauren used to be a man?


CHAPTER THREE



“So you really did this?” I ask her.

“I did.”

“And it worked? I mean, obviously, I guess. That was a stupid question.”

“It did. Here.” She pulls her phone from her purse, looks through it, and hands it to me. “I’ve never shown this to anyone else, but that’s me on the right.”

Rebecca and I both lean in to see the picture. James looks away.

“That was you?” Rebecca asks.

Lauren smiles. “Yep. Two years ago. Seems like a lifetime.”

“But you were… and now you’re…” I’m so shocked I stumble over my words.

“A woman?”

“Stunning.” I finish my thought.

She blushes.

“What was it like?”

“Well… that’s the not so good part. I honestly thought I died and went to hell. I had to make James come over in the middle of the night. He held me through the worst of it.”

“I didn’t have a choice. She wouldn’t let me go.” We all chuckle as Lauren slaps his shoulder. “But the associated sickness is one of the things I’ve been working on in the last year. It still might be very, very uncomfortable—maybe even bad—but not as bad as what Lauren went through. Thank God.”

“You’re a lucky girl. It was truly awful.” She leans forward to put her hand on my knee and smiles.

My cheeks feel like they’re on fire, and I want to withdraw from her touch. She knows about me. And if anyone is going to accept me, it’s her. But I’m still not comfortable with anyone other than my mistress referring to me as a girl.

“So you guarantee that Rach will be as hot as Lauren right?” Rebecca asks James. Now it’s Lauren’s turn to blush.

“I don’t know. Honestly. She’ll be at least… normal looking? She’s not going to grow another arm or something. And she’ll lose a lot of her size. But it hasn’t been tested in humans enough yet to predict the results on appearance. At the very least, she’ll look like a cisgender woman.”

My heart skips when I hear him say I’ll lose a lot of my size. Even if that’s all this accomplishes, it’ll be worth it. Then when he says I could somehow pass as cisgender—no, not pass, be a cisgender woman… I feel dizzy. It’s all too good to be true. It has to be. There’s no way this works the way they say it does.

“Hmm. I think we’ll have to pass then. If you can’t guarantee she’ll be hot and ready, is it even worth it?” Rebecca says.

“Um, yes?” I fire back.

“Agree to disagree, I suppose.” She laughs. I just roll my eyes.

“So what made you take this?” I ask Lauren. “And how did you even find out about it?”

“Oh. Um…” She casts a quick glance to James who suddenly looks like he wants to be anywhere but here. “I knew James before all of this and had confided in him that I was trans—like you. One day, he told me about a medicine he was working on, and… the rest is history.” She holds her hands up in an exaggerated shrug.

“This can’t be real, right? This can’t really exist, or do all this to a person.” I gesture at her. “This is just a joke, right? It’s not funny at all if it is, but it’s a joke.”

“It’s real.” James’ smile returns a tiny glimmer of hope to me. “It’s not a joke. Lauren really was a boy. All boy. Nothing girly about her. And now… But like we said, no one other than a few family members knows that, so we’d like to keep it a secret, please.”

Rebecca and I both nod our heads. If this is real and they’re willing to give it to me, I’d be willing to keep any secret they could possibly have.

“So, what do you think?” I turn to Rebecca.

“This decision isn’t up to me. You have to decide this all on your own.”

“Then yes. If everything you both said is true—and no offense, but I’m still skeptical—I want this. Absolutely.”

Lauren squeezes my knee.

“It is real,” James says. “You’ll see soon enough. I can synthesize a new batch in just a couple of days, so you let me know when you’re ready to start.”

I look at Rebecca, but she just smiles and takes my hand.

“Twenty years ago.” I laugh. “As soon as you’re able. I’m ready anytime now.”
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The following Saturday morning James comes to our door with a small cloth cooler, and despite myself, I’m giddy. I’ve tried to tamp down any hope that bubbled up inside me. This can’t be real. If I expect it to work, then I’m going to be heartbroken when it doesn’t. And I know it won’t work. There’s no magic shot that can do something like this. But what if there is?

I look at the cooler in his hand and think that it seems almost disrespectful that the first dose should be in there. If this is what he says it is. If it really is magical, then it should be in a gold cylinder. When he opens the diamond encrusted lid, fog should roll out and the vial slowly ascends. Instead, he simply unzips the top, and I see it resting between two ice packs.

“Can I touch it?”

“The vial? Sure, go ahead. I haven’t sanitized it yet.”

I hesitantly reach out and lay a finger on it. It feels so normal. Like an ordinary glass container. Inside, it could just be water. It probably is just water. “This is really it? It doesn’t feel special.”

James chuckles. “This is really it. And the first dose won’t be anything special, so don’t get your hopes too high yet. Your body destroys must of this dose, and what isn’t destroyed isn’t enough to change anything. It just lays the groundwork for the following injections. That’s when the magic happens.”

“So those are the gold and diamond ones.”

“What?”

“Never mind. So where do we do this? Arm, butt, leg?”

“Butt.”

“It sounds like I walked in at just the right time.” Rebecca sits at the dining room table beside me.

“Rachel was just complaining about my packaging.”

“She’s naughty like that. Always complaining about people’s packages. But don’t worry, I’ll give her a good spanking once you leave.”

James laughs. “No spanking for at least a day or two. The injection site might be a little tender.”

“Spanking the tender bits is the fun part.”

“Sorry.” He turns to me. “Ready, Rachel?”

My heart is pounding through my chest and I’m light-headed, but yes. I am so very ready. I stand up. “So, pull down my pants?”

“Just about halfway. Lauren made a big show about dropping them all the way to her ankles, but she always has liked the attention.”

“How did you meet her? I don’t think you ever said.”

James freezes for a second. “Um, well, I don’t usually tell people. It’s embarrassing. But I suppose I can tell you. I met her through my son.”

“You stole your son’s girlfriend?” Rebecca cackles.

“No. Nothing at all like that. She was just one of his friends. And, well, things progressed from there.” He turns to me. “Ready?”

I face away from him and pull my pants down a few inches, exposing some of my rear. He wipes across it with an alcohol swab and then injects the medicine.

“So, that’s it? It’s in me now?”

“That’s it. It’s in you now. But remember—”

I want to run out into the street, pull strangers from their cars, and dance with them. I want to skydive naked from a plane. I want to scream so loud and so long I lose my voice for a month. I’ve never been this excited in my life.

“Rach? Earth to Rachel?”

I feel my mistress’s touch on my arm, and I look at her.

“Welcome back. I don’t think you heard a word James just said, did you?”

“No.” I scrunch up my face. “I’m sorry. I just got too excited for a second.”

He smiles as he continues to pack his cooler. “I understand. But that’s what I was saying. Remember, you won’t see any changes from this dose. So don’t get excited just yet. Save that for the following few weeks.”

“Thank you so much for doing this. You can’t even imagine how much this means to me. Thank you.”

“You’re very welcome. I’m excited to see how it performs for you.”

“Not as excited as we are.” Rebecca wraps her arm around me and pulls me tight.
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I know what to expect. James warned me. Lauren even texted to reiterate it. But by the end of the first week, my heart is broken. All week I keep searching for some microscopic change. I know they said there’d be none, but there has to be something. Something tiny, but just enough to let me know that it’s working. But there’s nothing. And when James comes Saturday, I don’t care what container he keeps the shot in. I know it’s not going to work. I know I shouldn’t have gotten my hopes up.

Four days later, Mistress notices that my voice is changing. It seems like every hour the pitch climbs a little more until finally, I have a very breathy, very high-pitched, very feminine voice. Mistress also finds out that I have a very high-pitched cry now, too. At the end of the day, all the emotion—the years of pent up desire and frustration, the week of being so close to my dream but then convincing myself it was all fake when everything stayed the same—every single bit comes pouring out of me, and I sit curled at her feet sobbing. When her touch on my head, something normally so soothing to me, isn’t enough, she sits on the floor with me and cradles me in her arms.

The next few days are both a blur of emotion and something that I’ll never forget a single second of. I’ll always remember the exact time each individual body hair fell out. I’ll always remember the precise spot I was standing when I felt the hair from my head brush against my shoulders. And most of all, I’ll always remember the first time I had to tilt my head up to kiss Mistress.

She’s standing in the kitchen cooking dinner for us. I walk in to try, one more time, to convince her to let me do it, but she refuses to even hear me out.

“We’ve talked about this. While your body is changing, I’m going to take care of you. It won’t kill me. Or you. All of your energy needs to go toward becoming P.A.P.”

P.A.P. The acronym she made up just a couple of days ago. Pretty as Possible. She uses it every chance she gets. Probably because it makes me giggle each time. This time she walks up to me as she’s saying it and throws her arms around my neck. As she leans in to press her lips against mine, I gasp. She hurries me to a seat at the dining room table, scared that I’m in pain. I’m too stunned to tell her I’m fine. Am I fine? I don’t know. Maybe it’s good I’m sitting.

“What is it? What can I do?”

“You didn’t notice?”

“What? Notice what?”

“Me… You… I…” I’m absolutely speechless.

“What is it?”

“I’m… short. Shorter at least. I’m shorter. I’m shorter than you.”

“You… Are you?”

I nod my head and we both stand. She’s so close I can feel her breath on my nose.

“Oh my God, you are! How did we not notice?”

“Probably because you’re running yourself ragged because you won’t let me help with anything.”

“Not up for debate, young lady. You’ll do as you’re told.” Her voice is suddenly commanding and makes me feel even smaller than I already do.

“Yes, Mistress. I’m sorry.”

“I know your heart. I know you want to serve, and this is hard on you. But the best way to serve me now is for you to be healthy while your body is going through these changes. These wonderful changes.”

“Do you really think so? That they’re wonderful?”

“Of course I do. It’s what you’ve always wanted, isn’t it? Don’t you think they’re wonderful?”

Even the word wonderful doesn’t do them justice. “Very, very much. I just want to make sure that you do.”

“Look at me—it’s so strange to have you look up at me; I’m going to like this—but look at me while I say this. You’re my little girl, no matter what. I want what’s best for you. Just like you’re devoted to me, I’m devoted to you. So if there’s anything that will make you happier or make your life better, I will do everything I can to make sure you have it. Do you understand me?”

“Yes. Thank you, Mistress.” I know this. I never had any real doubts about it, but I just needed to hear her say it.


CHAPTER FOUR



“On your knees, girl.”

Without thinking, I drop to the floor in front of her and look at her feet. My hands are clasped behind me. We begin every scene with me in this position. It allows us both to slip into our roles during a moment of contemplation. I wasn’t expecting to scene today, so my pulse races, wondering what she has in mind.

“This house is in terrible need of a proper cleaning. I fired my old girl. Such a waste. She spent all her time mucking about with the stable boy. His cock in her hand instead of the feather duster I was paying her to hold. I don’t have to worry about that with you, do I, girl?”

“No, Mistress.”

“I certainly hope not. Now go change into your uniform. You are not to wear those… dreadful rags on this estate. It’s like you’ve shown up to a fancy dress party as a sack of flour.”

I smile just a little as she describes the baggy clothes I’m wearing. Will she really let me do this? I love when we role play as the widowed duchess and her maid, but she’s been so insistent that I not serve her while the shots run their course. Does this mean that she—

“And I don’t want to catch you swanning around either. You’ve a job to do. Now go do it. Chop chop.”

I hurry to our bedroom, where I change into my maid’s uniform before she changes her mind. The uniform is now much too large everywhere except around my hips and ass. I tighten the straps as much as I can and hope that will be enough to hold it in place. I pull the shoes from the closet, but as soon as I put them on my feet, I realize I won’t be able to wear them. My feet have shrunk so much that they now slip right out. I blink back the happy tears threatening to form in the corners of my eyes.

“Where are you, girl? I’d better not find you in the larder stuffing yourself with a tin of biscuits. I had to replace a girl once for that very reason. Now do hurry! These floors are not vacuuming themselves.”

I giggle. “Yes, Mistress. On my way.”

I flounce out of the bedroom and pull the vacuum from the hall closet. As I bend over to plug it in, I feel a swift thwack across my ass.

“Why are you not dressed appropriately?”

“I’m sorry, Mistress.” I drop to my knees. “I did the best I could. Everything is too large for me. Your last girl must have been quite hefty. I’m doing the best I can with her clothes, but her shoes slide right off my feet.”

“The last girl was a little on the larger side. Nothing like you. I suppose I can forgive you this time. Carry on.”

Once she walks away, I stand up and start vacuuming. I pass the next several hours vacuuming, dusting, and then cleaning the kitchen and master bathroom floors on my hands and knees with a rag. By the time I finish, I’m exhausted and exhilarated. I take a tremendous amount of pride in the service I provide my mistress, and keeping a spotless house is part of that. With everything put away, I walk to the living room and kneel against the couch and at my mistress’s feet.

“Such a good girl.” She puts her hand on the top of my head, and I want to purr. “But you’re not finished yet. Watching you work made me so wet, I seem to have made a sopping mess of myself. Take my panties off me and wash them by hand in the sink. Then come back and clean me. With your tongue.”

“Yes, Mistress.” My hands are instantly under her dress and tugging at the waistband of her panties. As I pull them down, I be sure to accidentally run a finger across her dripping folds a couple of times. The second time earns me a moaning “clumsy girl” that would normally cause my cock to spring up, but now does nothing to it. That realization causes me to smile. Something that my mistress notices.

“What is it, girl? You’re grinning like a ninny.”

I don’t want to break the scene, so I just apologize for now. I’ll tell her later.

After I wash the panties and set them on the back of a dining room chair to dry, I return and drop to my knees in front of her. She spreads her legs, and I bury my head between them. Taking a deep breath, I pull her fragrance inside me and hold it. I want to absorb all of it before finally letting it loose again. When I do, I lap against her with my tongue. I’ve never seen her this wet before.

Every drop, every moan from her mouth, reassures me. They tell me that she wants this as much as I do. It’s not long before she wraps her legs around me and pulls me tighter as she writhes on the couch. Her breathing is more erratic, so I quicken my pace. Sucking furiously on her clit. Circling my tongue around it.

I lose my own breath as my body tenses. She thrusts herself against my face at the same time a spasm rocks through me. I do my best to keep going, but when I finally hear the scream coming from her throat, I collapse on the floor and stare at the ceiling. In a few seconds, she joins me.

“Oh, honey, I’m so sorry. That was too much, wasn’t it? You’ve been doing so well. I just thought you deserved a treat tonight. I should have known better. I’m so sorry. What can I do to help?”

I grin. “Nothing. I’m great. That was fantastic. Thank you.”

“Are you sure? I was worried when I noticed you on the floor.”

I turn so I’m looking at her. Our faces are just inches apart. “I came. I didn’t even get hard, but I came.” I have a huge smile on my face. “I didn’t get hard.”

She smiles and kisses me. I know she can taste herself on my lips, but she doesn’t care. “You make me so happy.”
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After the fourth shot, I become more miserable each day. At the end of the first day, I feel like I’ve been dropped from the roof. By the third day, I feel like my body is being ripped apart.

Not only can I not move out of bed, I can’t move in the bed. I can’t roll over. I can’t reach for a drink. Even the air I inhale feels like it’s made of tiny knives that slice through my lungs with every breath. Mistress calls James, and he reassures her that this is expected and normal. He puts Lauren on the phone and I try to talk to her, but I can’t form any words. Instead, she does her best to comfort me, and tells me that she went through all of this, too. “It’s all going to be worth it,” she says over and over. And I repeat that to myself long after we hang up. It’s all going to be worth it. I will make it through today. Then tomorrow. Then the next. However long it takes, because it’s all going to be worth it.

Mistress refuses to leave my side except to get drinks and pain medication for me. For a while, I’m in so much agony that I can’t even stand to have her pet my head, but just knowing she’s there is an immense comfort.

Then, after a nap, I wake up and I’m better. The pain has simply vanished. I turn my head and see her asleep next to me.

“Mistress.” My throat is so dry the words are like a sticky syrup pouring from my throat. “Mistress?”

She startles awake. “What is it? What do you need?”

I smile and sit up. “Nothing. I think maybe I’m past the bad part already?”

“You don’t—Are you sure? Do you still hurt anywhere?”

I shake my head no. “I’m just a little sore down there.” I hold my hand above the blanket over my crotch. I want to look. There and everywhere. I want to see everything. I’ve been so miserable the last few days that I don’t know what changes have occurred. I’m excited to see. But I’m scared. What if nothing else changed? What if I went through all of this for nothing? What if I ended up somewhere in between boy and girl? I feel my heart beat against the wall of my chest. Even if that’s the case, I’m better than I was before. Even if nothing changed in the last few days, it was all worth it. All the changes that have happened in the last two weeks have been so tremendous. I would have gone through this just for them. But still, I want more.

“Do you think I could stand and see myself?”

“Do you feel like you’re strong enough?”

I pause before answering so I can take stock. “I think so.”

“OK. But let me help you out of bed.”

I slip the covers away from me and slide to the edge of the bed so I can stand up, but I stop when I see her.

“What’s wrong?” She’s in tears, and my heart is beating even harder now. What could it be? Did something go wrong? Am I disfigured? Is it that bad?

She just holds her arms out for me and helps pull me to my feet.

I’m a few inches shorter than her now, so that means I’m just barely over five feet tall. I’ve lost at least a foot of height in the last couple of weeks, half of it coming in the last forty-eight hours. What does that mean about the rest of the changes?

Mistress walks me to the mirror hanging beside the closet, and we both stop in disbelief. I’m… I’m… We’re both in tears now, and I throw my arms around her. For as long as I live, I’ll never forget the first time I saw her in the mirror. Me. The first time I saw the real me in the mirror.

My arms still around her, I turn, so I can look again. I can’t believe it’s me. I move my arms around. I scrunch up my nose. I touch my chin. “Is that really me?”

“That’s really you, little girl.”

“This… isn’t a dream?”

“It is. It’s your dream, but it’s real. This is real.”

I nod my head, and the brown-haired girl in the mirror nods with me. I drop my arms from Mistress so I can really see myself. My face is—I can’t believe I’m even thinking it—pretty. It’s very pretty. If I were a man and saw a girl who looked like this in a bar, I would be scared to approach her because I’d think she was out of my league. Between her face and her breasts. My face. My breasts. I gently run a hand across one and brush against the nipple. I shudder at the sensation. I didn’t know it would be that sensitive. I take my hand away so I can look at my breasts in the mirror again. They look almost too big on my now small frame, but I know they aren’t. I know that once my mind catches up to all the changes, these will be one of my favorite parts of my body. One of my favorites, but not my favorite.

My gaze drops down my slender belly, past my belly button, to the patch of hair, and between I can just see the new lips.

“Is that?”

She knows what I’m talking about, even though I don’t point or say another word. “It is.” She smiles, and a sob racks her frame.

I widen my stance but still can’t see enough to satisfy me. Almost afraid to touch it, I lower my hand and slide it between my legs. It’s gone. It’s gone. And in its place… I slide a finger inside my new folds and gasp.


CHAPTER FIVE



“Please, Mistress, no. I feel better than I ever have. I swear. I don’t need you to take care of me again today.”

She sets the tray of fruit at the end of the bed and looks at me. I’m still cuddled under the covers, but I hope she sees the energy in my smile. It’s bad enough that she banished me back to bed after allowing me to see my changes. I don’t need her to continue serving me when I should be serving her.

“Stand up.”

Careful to not upset the tray, I swing my legs over the side of the bed and rise to my feet. Everything still feels so strange. The loss of height, the widening of some parts, and the two large changes on my chest have combined to alter my center of balance just enough that I sway despite my best efforts to hold still. Once I steady myself, though, I take my position as her submissive. I stand at the edge of the bed, facing her but looking down. My now delicate feet are together. Normally, I would look at them. Now, all I can see, however, are my breasts. I stare at them instead. My face flushes with happiness and pride. It’s something I’ve never felt before, but I’m proud of my body.

“Hmm…” From the corner of my eye, I see her look me up and down. “Be completely honest with me. Do you really feel better?”

“Yes. I really do feel better than I ever have.”

“Spread your legs for me, girl.”

The emphasis she gives the word girl sends ripples through my body. I can’t help but smile.

“Wider.” She kicks my left leg out even further. When she does, she runs a finger between my legs, and my breath catches. She glides it along my pussy, and I shiver. “Does my girl like that?”

“Yes, Mistress.” It feels so different. It’s my body, but it’s completely rearranged and amplified. I can’t wait for her to return to work, so I can explore my new self.

“This pussy is mine. That means you can’t touch it unless I give you permission. Do you understand?”

I stifle a sigh. “Yes, Mistress.” She has always been able to do this. It’s like she can sense what I’m thinking.

“Back in bed. You’re to eat all the food I brought you. If you’re a good girl and rest today, I may have a surprise for you tonight.”

I grin as she turns and leaves the room. I love her surprises. I can’t wait to see what it is.
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I lie under the covers and binge shows until I’m absolutely sick of it and can take no more. I’m not meant to be in bed all day. This isn’t who I am. Just as I’m about to march out of the bedroom, Mistress walks in through the open door.

She sits on the edge of the bed, and I scoot over to be next to her. When I am, she strokes my hair. I close my eyes and focus on the feeling of her hand.

“Have you been a good girl today?”

“Yes, Mistress.”

“You haven’t touched yourself, have you?”

“No.”

“Good girl.” She leans over and kisses the top of my head.

“I think we’re ready to test this new body of yours, don’t you?”

My heart rate quickens. I’ve waited all day for this. Yes, I am so ready. “Yes, Mistress.”

“Such a good girl. Stay right where you are. I’ll be back.”

She walks from the room, and I don’t move an inch. The longer she’s gone, the more of a struggle it is. My body shakes. My new, smaller muscles are unused to the strain, but I still manage to hold it.

When she walks back through the door, she’s naked except for a black harness around her waist and legs. In the center of the harness, a pink dildo bounces as she walks. Mistress has had me use dildos on her in the past when I was being punished and wasn’t allowed pleasure of my own. But we’ve never used one on me before.

My eyes widen when she walks near. This one seems so much larger than the ones I’ve used on her. I’m not sure if it really is, or if it just seems that way since this is going to go inside me. Either way, I panic. What if I can’t take it? What if I tear? What if it just pokes all the way through me? I know my worries are unrealistic, but I can’t help myself.

“Look at me. Your pussy belongs to me, remember? Do you think I’m going to damage my favorite possession?” Once again, she seems to have sensed my concerns.

I try to look her in the face and smile, but I can’t. I can’t take my eyes off the giant pink piece of rubber jiggling with each move of her body.

“Suck on it.”

Finally, I’m able to look up at her. Is she serious? She wants me to give a blow job to a dildo? She just looks down at me, though, and I know better than to question her commands. I lean forward.

My mouth is instantly overwhelmed by the rubbery taste. I want to spit it back out, but I don’t. I hold it there on my tongue until I’m ready. I try to think back to the few times girls have given me blow jobs in the past. It was so long ago, and I didn’t pay attention to what they did or how they did it. I was selfish and just concerned with my own pleasure, my own cock. Is there some secret to taking the full length into my mouth?

Holding the dildo between my lips, I move into a more comfortable position. Then I lean forward more. As I do, I feel the textured rubber slide against my tongue. The taste is almost too much, but I have to do this. I gag when it hits the back of my throat and instinctively pull away.

“Don’t stop. Go slow. Focus on relaxing the back of your throat. You might not be able to take all of it, but I want you to try. Do what you can. Relax.”

I do and lean forward again. I go even more slowly this time, and when I hit the same spot in the back of my throat, I want to gag again. But I swallow that impulse. With a couple of deep breaths, I concentrate on my throat. I relax as much as I can, and try to hold it open at just the right angle. When I think I’m ready, I close my eyes and slide more of the pink dildo into my mouth. Still careful to go slow, I take more and more of it into my mouth, and before I realize what I’ve done, I feel the base of the dildo bump up against my nose. I jerk my eyes open and see that I’ve managed to take the full thing into my mouth. Without thinking, I smile, and that smile makes me choke. I jerk my head back and drop the dildo from my mouth. I know I failed, but when I look up at my mistress’s face, she’s smiling at me.

“You did so well. I didn’t expect you to take it all right away. My little girl has a very fuckable mouth.”

I beam when I hear the words.

“Now, on your back and slide up toward the headboard.”

I do, and she climbs on top of me. Her legs are between mine. She runs a finger along my slit, and I’m already on the edge. It feels so supercharged.

“I brought the lube, but you’re gushing like an open fire hydrant.”

I laugh.

“I think that means you’re ready.”

“I’m so ready.”

She gently inserts the dildo between my moist folds, and a little moan escapes my lips. She leans over me, her mouth against my ear. “Is this what you’ve wanted your whole life?”

I nod.

“Answer me. Say it.”

“Yes. This is it. This is every dream I’ve ever had.”

“I love you so much, little girl.”

She plunges the rubber cock all the way into me now. At first it hurts, and I wince. But the pain quickly goes away. It’s replaced by the most wonderful sensation I’ve ever experienced.

“Do you like that?”

“Yes, Mistress.”

She continues pumping in and out of my new pussy—her new pussy—and the entire world fades away except for me and her. My slick opening and the rubber cock she’s fucking me with. Every pump brings a new sound as it slides into my gushing wetness. As her body slaps against mine. As my moans come faster and faster. As they get higher pitched. When she reaches between my legs and massages my clit with her thumb. I scream. It’s too much. I can’t handle it.

“You like that.”

The only answer I can give is another scream. She moves even faster inside me and against me. I try to hold on longer, but I can’t. Every nerve in my body fires at once, and I’m overwhelmed. I’m not in control. My body is writhing under her weight. I try to suck in breaths, but it’s a losing battle as wave after wave passes through me. Finally, she eases up and I start to come back down.

“How was your first time?”

I lift myself up and grab her lower lip with my teeth and start sucking on it while I wrap her tight against me. I’m never going to let her go. I don’t care how much she commands me. We’re staying here, together, pressed into each other forever.

“It was phenomenal. Nothing in my dreams ever felt that good. Thank you so much for this. For all of this. It’s too much.”

“Nothing is too much for you.” She plants a soft, sweet kiss on my lips. “You know how much I love you, right?”

I nod.

“Don’t ever forget. My love for you would burn the entire world if I ever let it all out. I would burn this whole world for my little girl.”


CHAPTER SIX



My heart races when I hear the doorbell. I exhale through pursed lips and glance at Mistress. She smiles and briefly touches my hand, and then I walk to the door to answer it. My heels are clicking on the hardwood, and I can feel the short skirt swaying around my hips and ass. Both are much larger than the last time I wore this outfit. The old version of this outfit. The skirt and corset top have been replaced by new ones that fit me. New ones that amplify my new assets. New ones that still leave me nothing to hide behind.

When I answer the door, I see their feet. Hers are the same as mine. The same as last time I saw her. Black high heels and black stockings. He is dressed differently this time, though. He’s wearing dark wine-red pants and black wing-tip oxfords. The shoes might be the same as last time, but they’re so well taken care of that they look brand new. The pants are definitely different, and they pique my curiosity.

“Mistress Rebecca told me you were gorgeous, but she has vastly undersold you. You, my dear, are breathtaking.”

I blush and step aside so they can enter. They both sweep past me and into the room, but I can feel his eyes still on me. Thankfully, Mistress greets them, and that gives me a brief respite in which I can slip away to the kitchen to check on the meal.

I know this should be easier. This should be fine. I’m completely a woman now. In every way. Why do I still feel like I need to hide myself? When he stares at me, why do I automatically assume the worst? This is everything I’ve ever wanted. Finally, my chance to be myself.

Standing here in the kitchen, I can’t believe I asked for this. I wanted another chance. I wanted the thrill that comes from the exhibition, even if it is for an audience of just two. And I wanted to show off the new me. I think Mistress wanted that, too. She wants the whole world to know that I belong to her the same way she would show off a new bracelet or a sports car.

Maybe this would be better if it hadn’t been him. Master Gavin. When Mistress said we could invite him over, I should have said no. Anyone but him. Literally, anyone would be better than him. Pick any other Dominant. Just make sure it’s one who isn’t so handsome. Who isn’t so charming. Who isn’t so self-assured. And who doesn’t make my stomach flip whenever I’m around him.

“You’re so pretty!” Sabine sneaks up and wraps her arms around me.

“Thank you! Do you mean it?”

“Girl, it’s like someone asked a famous artist to paint ‘hotness’ and you’re what they painted.”

I blush as we finish putting the meals on our master’s plates. “I just hope the artist wasn’t Picasso or someone like that.”

“Do you have all the right parts now?”

“Yes.” There’s no way I could hide the smile on my face just thinking about it.

“Then it’s Georgia O’Keeffe. You’ve got one of those pretty Georgia O’Keefe flowers.”

I chuckle and walk out the kitchen door.

“Someone is happy,” Master Gavin says. “You’re even more magnificent when you’re smiling.”

My entire body is on fire. I can see the red blooming across my chest as I set the plate in front of my mistress. Thankfully, she saves me once again.

“Rachel, you and Sabine will sit at our feet during dinner.”

“Yes, Mistress.”

I’ve never been so grateful to be ordered onto the floor during a meal. From down here, Sabine and I can see each other. Master Gavin can see her, and my mistress can see me. But Master Gavin can’t see me. And I can see only his legs and waist. I can imagine what it would be like to wrap myself around that waist. I look at Sabine and smile to stop the thoughts. I wonder what she would think if she knew I felt this way. How would I feel if someone felt this way about Mistress? Jealous? Proud? Lucky that I was with someone who inspired such feelings?

Mistress’s hand strokes my hair, and I close my eyes. I truly am the luckiest woman in the world to belong to someone like her. Her touch soothes away every thought that was running through my head. There’s just her and me now. The way I wish it were. But soon the rest of the world intrudes once more.

“Girls, you may clear the table, but then join us in the living room.” It’s his voice. Gavin. The deep, commanding tone sends shivers up my spine.

Sabine and I take the dinnerware into the kitchen and then join them in the living room.

“Rachel, Sabine,” Mistress is the one to address us. “Gavin and I have decided to change things up for tonight. A little exchange. Just for the evening. We each want to see how good the other one has it.”

She can’t mean what I think she does. Can she?

“There will be no repercussions or punishments for anything that you decide tonight. You have our permission to do anything you want. Of course, the same rules of consent apply. How far things go is entirely up to you. We both use red, yellow, green in our normal lives, so it will be the same here. Don’t be too shy to use them, but also don’t be so shy that you don’t give yourself a chance. Have fun and let yourself be free.”

I know she’s looking at me as she says this, and that’s the only reason I don’t safeword out right now. I can hear myself breathe, but I’m going to do this. I’m going to try this for her because I know she’s doing this for me. I’ve told her the way I feel about Master Gavin. What just thinking about him does to my body. So, I know this is her gift to me. A chance to experience yet another of my fantasies. I always thought this fantasy would be unfulfilled, but I’ve thought that about other ones, too.

The touch of Master Gavin’s hand on the small of my back startles me. I didn’t notice him stand or walk over to me.

He leans close to my ear. “I’ve fantasized about this since I first met you. The very first time I saw you parading around in your heels. I knew then I had to have you. No matter what parts you had between your legs.”

I can’t breathe. This can’t be true. He couldn’t have been attracted to me back then. Back before. Even now, I know there’s no way he could be attracted to me. He’s… well… And I’m me.

“Come with me, little girl.” As I follow behind him, I see Sabine on the arm of the chair where Mistress is sitting. I’m surprised that I’m not jealous, but Sabine is truly a good friend, and I trust Mistress completely. I know that no matter what they do—and no matter what it is, they have my blessing—I still belong to her, and I always will.

Master Gavin leads me to the spare bedroom, where he shuts the door behind us and then sits on the bed. I stand just inside the door with my eyes pointing almost directly down.

“Look at me.”

I do, and my heart flutters. He is so gorgeous.

“Come here. I want to touch you.”

I take a deep breath and walk toward him. He puts his hands on my hips and gently pulls me even closer. Yellow! Yellow, yellow, yellow! Both hands move inward as they glide up to my waist, and my skin tingles under his touch. When he stops—his hands cupped around my breasts—I can’t help the loud exhale that comes from my parted lips. Even through the fabric of the corset top, I can feel the heat from his hands, and my body is matching it. I haven’t taken my eyes from his face. He hasn’t given me permission to look away, and I don’t want to. I wish I could touch him. I want to know what his face feels like. What his body feels like.

“Walk to the door and then turn and face me.” He drops his hands, and my breasts feel naked. “Good girl. Now strip for me.”

My jaw drops open. I… can’t do this.

“You heard me.” The growl in his voice is driving me mad. I would do anything that voice commanded me to do. “Strip. Slowly. I want to enjoy this.”

I move my hands to the waistband of my skirt, but they stop and won’t go any further. His eyes are fixed on me and melting a hole in my belly. Red? This is red, right? I want to say the word. I want to make him stop looking at me. My stomach always pits when people look at me, and it’s doing it now. My heart is racing. My hands are cold. So why is there a part of me that doesn’t want him to look away?

I close my eyes. I expect an order to look at him, and if he does, then I will safeword out of this. But he doesn’t say anything. With my eyes closed, I can pretend I’m alone. And if I’m alone, I can do this.

I hook my thumbs in the waistband of my skirt and slide it down while I dance my hips from side to side. I take my time. There’s no one else here. This is just for me. As I move them lower, I slide my hands down my legs. First rubbing the smooth tops of my thighs and then my silky stockings. I go lower. Holding the skirt between my fingers while I rub my palms against me. I’m crouched now, my knees bent, my legs spread. I drop the skirt, grab my ankles, and stand up.

I’m bent over at the waist now. My hands are still clasped around my ankles. But inch by inch, I glide them up my legs. Goosebumps pimple my skin as I do. When I’m fully upright, I slip my index fingers under the waistband of my panties and guide the fingers around to the back, but these are staying on for now. Instead, I run the fingers back to my front and then up. Up over my belly button and my chest. Over my top. Between my breasts.

In each hand, I take one of the laces of my corset top and pull. Teasing each one out until I feel the knot come apart. Row by row, I pull the lacing looser until I feel the straps start to slip on my shoulders. I raise it above me, trying to count to thirty as I do. I don’t want to rush. But at last, it’s over my head, and I feel my breasts bounce free in the chilly air of the room. I drop the top next to me and hold my breasts in my hands. Hiding them. Shielding them against the cold. Against… him. My thoughts go back to him. He’s sitting on the bed. I’m sure he’s still watching me. I inhale sharply. I can’t believe I did this. What was I thinking?

I open my right eye just a crack to see if he’s still watching. He is. I slam it shut, but he must have seen me. I hear him walk toward me, and then I feel his hands on my arms. I want to run away. I want to scream red, but I can’t move.

“You truly don’t know how exquisite you are, do you?” He wraps me in his arms, and I feel his lips press against the top of my head. It’s not until then that I realize how much larger than me he is. I put my arms around him and he pulls me tight against him. I feel so safe like this with him, and I know he would never hurt me. Maybe I can trust him. Maybe I don’t need to be scared of him. I feel tears roll down my cheeks and my body begins to shake.

“It’s alright, my dear. You remember your safewords?”

I nod my head against his chest.

“Do you want to use them?”

I shake my head and just squeeze him.

“I’m right here as long as you need me.” He squeezes me back, and that makes me cry more.

Finally, I pull away just a little and look up into his eyes. “I never did finish for you. Master. I’m sorry. I can do it now… if you still want me to, that is.”

“Of course I do, but only you’re able. Do you feel comfortable trying?”

I do, so I step back out of his arms. I don’t try to raise my hands to cover myself. “Do you want…” I put my hands on my panties.

“Let me.” He steps forward and puts his fingers between the waistband and my skin. So gently I don’t even notice at first, he guides my panties down. When he’s got them to my ankles, I raise my feet one at a time and he pulls away both the panties and the skirt that was pooled there. Everything inside me is screaming that I need to cover myself, but I don’t. I stand there naked for him. When he takes a step back to look at me, I can see the desire in his eyes. I give a slight nod, and the slow burn that was building inside me ignites.

“On the bed. On your back.” His growl makes me want to moan.

I rush across the room and practically throw myself on the bed.

“I’m going to look you in the eyes while I fuck you.”

I can’t believe the thought, but I want him to do this. I want him to see me. I open my thighs to make room for him. My pussy is so wet that I’m sure it’s dripping onto the bedcover. He mounts the bed between my legs.

“Even your pussy is ravishing.”

I swell with pride.

“I am starving, and I just can’t resist something as heavenly as this.”

I gasp when his tongue skates across my sex, and my entire body bucks as he presses it against my clit. I wrap my legs around him to hold him in place. I need more of this now. His tongue works across me like flames lapping at the sky. I’ve never felt anything like it before. Is this—his teeth scrape against my sensitive folds and interrupt all thought—is this what Mistress feels? I imagine her between my legs instead of him, and a new wave of heat sweeps across me. My breathing is more and more shallow, and I know I’m going to come soon. But I have to stop. I don’t want to do it this way.

“Yellow. Yellow.” I gasp the words, and he immediately pulls back. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” I stop for a second to catch my breath.

“Don’t apologize. What is it, my dear?”

“I was about to come, and I had to stop you before I did.”

“You’re permitted to come. Your Mistress specifically said you can do anything you want tonight. Think of it as a free night.”

“I know. It’s just. I want to come with you inside me.”

“Oh, don’t worry about that. You will. I promised you a fucking, and you are going to get it.” He slides away from me and unfastens his pants. Before he pulls them down, he takes a condom from his pocket. “I’m clean, but I don’t know if you, well…”

“I’m clean too.”

“No. I mean, I don’t know if you can get pregnant.”

Oh. My eyes widen. Oh. “Um, yes. So yes. Condom. Please, Master.” A flush runs through me. Not because I think about getting pregnant—that will never happen with Mistress and me—but because I wonder about my first period. My first period. When will it be? Lauren said she’s completely regular now, but her first few times were extremely heavy. Her first time scared her, so she made sure to warn me. I’m prepared. I just don’t know when to expect it. It’s been two weeks since everything formed, so does that mean—

I jump at the touch.

“Are you ready, Rachel?”

I look and see him between me. The condom is already on. His cock at my entrance. That’s what startled me. My jaw drops when I look at it.

“I don’t know if I can take all of that. I’ve only tried dildos, and they weren’t… um.” I laugh. “You make a dildo look small.”

He chuckles. “I’ve been told I’m a little larger than average.”

A little?

“But don’t worry. I can be very gentle. When I want to be.” He leans down and bites my nipple. It sends a shock through me.

“No. No gentle. Green. Anything. Green”

He straightens up, winks, and then I feel him push inside me. At first, he is gentle. He pushes slowly and then withdraws. But after the second time, he slams into me. Each thrust is heavier than the last one. My already aroused core is on fire now.

“You’re so tight. You feel so good around me.”

I clench myself to make it even tighter, and I hear him gasp. He pushes harder now. Thrust after thrust. His body slapping against mine. This isn’t the gentle fucking my mistress gives me. He’s plowing into me, and each push brings a flash of pain and slides me higher on the bed until my head is against the headboard. I push my hands against it to keep me in place, but each time his cock shoves into my pussy, my head bangs against it. This is him doing whatever he wants with me. This is him claiming me. Not forever. Just for tonight. And just for tonight, just for now, I’m his as he pushes inside me.

As I get closer, he finds one of my nipples and pinches it. Hard. The pain is unbearable. I scream and arch my back, but that just encourages him. He lets go for a second only to pinch again. Even harder this time. I scream again. And I feel it now. It’s overwhelming me, and there’s nothing I can do to stop it. I would never want to stop it. I throw my hips against him, matching thrust for thrust. Shrieking with each one. I want to look at him as I come. I want to see his eyes on mine. But I can’t. My eyes squeeze closed, and with one last scream, the fire fills my body and I collapse back.

After a couple more pumps into me, I feel his body tense and then relax as he comes too. Both of us catching our breath, he takes the condom off and lies next to me, wrapping me in his arms.

“I would never trade my Sabine for anything in the world, but if you didn’t belong to someone else, I would convince you to join us. I can be very, very convincing.” His finger traces around my nipple. “Mistress Rebecca is exceedingly lucky to have you. And she knows that. She adores everything about you.”

I beam but don’t look at him. “And I’m exceedingly lucky to belong to her. I adore everything about her, too.”


CHAPTER SEVEN



I pull into the driveway and force my hand to the door handle. Every part of my body is fighting against me, but I have to do this. I swing the door open and step out. As I walk to the door, the click of my heels on the concrete reminds me of what I’m wearing—a dark grey bra with white lace on the cups, a tiny black skirt, and black stockings clipped into a garter belt. Nothing else.

I ring the doorbell. There’s nothing here to hide behind. Everyone driving by can clearly see me. Anyone walking past can stare as much as they like. And as I wait, I see them do just that. But they don’t matter to me. Only the person inside these doors matters. And that person is making me wait.

After what seems like an eternity, she finally answers through the doorbell speaker.

“Yes?”

“Kind Mistress, could you help a poor, lonely girl? I’ve nowhere to go.”

“I don’t make a habit of letting in stray girls off the streets.”

“I promise I don’t eat much, and I’m very petite. I don’t take up much room. Maybe there’s even some way I could repay you if you’d let me stay?”

“Hmm… I suppose maybe we could come to some sort of agreement. Wait right there. I’ll come open the door as soon as I get a chance.”

“Thank you, my lady.”

This was all my idea. I wanted to role play as a sexy orphan who will do anything for a place to stay. And I insisted to Mistress that I do this outside dressed as I am. The idea of being so exposed to the world still frightens me, but it excites me, too. I’m getting wet just thinking about all the people who might be able to see me right now.

As I stand here waiting, Brett comes home next door. I blush, but then I remind myself that he doesn’t matter to me. He stares as he drives up the driveway, and I simply stare right back at him. You don’t matter Brett. Stare all you want. Judge all you want. I don’t care. I watch as he jerks his head away from me and slams on the brakes. He’s so distracted that he doesn’t notice the garage door hasn’t gone all the way up yet. I giggle and turn back to face the front door.

My mistress keeps me waiting for almost ten minutes before I hear her turning the doorknob. When she opens it, I look at her. It’s still strange to be shorter than her. She’s wearing a bathrobe and a pair of heels. I know that means she’s naked underneath, and I get even more wet at the thought.

“I was just going to take a bath. Maybe you could make yourself useful and draw it for me.”

“Yes, Mistress.”

I saunter up the stairs. I know she’s watching me from below, so I want to make sure she gets a good look at every part of me. When I get to the top, I sneak a sideways glance at her. Her eyes are fixed on me, but it doesn’t seem that she noticed my peek. I go into the bathroom and smile.

When I have the water running and two capfuls of bubble bath poured into the tub, I rummage for candles. I pull out several and set them all around the bathroom. One by one I light them. When they’re all going and the tub is full, I turn off the lights and drop to my knees, waiting for her to come. I don’t have to wait long. Her bathrobe and heels are gone now. I want to look, but I keep my eyes down.

“Look at you. Such a good little girl. Maybe you’re not a feral stray after all. The candles are a very nice touch, but did you get the water warm enough?”

I hear her set something on the vanity counter, and then she sits on the edge of the tub. I can hear her twirling a finger around in the water.

“Mmm, perfect.”

My heart beats a little faster at the way she says it, and I hear her lower herself into the water. She must be running her hands around, swirling it, pushing it over her body. Then I hear her purr.

“Girl?”

“Yes, Mistress.”

“Stand up and face me”

My body tenses, and my breathing grows more rapid. “Yes, Mistress.”

I rise from my knees and look at her. The bubbles are covering her entire body from the neck down, and she doesn’t look at me.

“Take off everything except your garter belt and stockings.”

I step out of my shoes and slowly slide the skirt and my panties down my legs. I fold them and set them on the floor behind me. Then I remove my bra, freeing my heavy breasts. I fold it and set it on top of my other clothes.

“I have a gift for you. On the vanity.”

I look, and a tiny gasp escapes my lips.

“Put it in.”

I walk the two steps to the purple rabbit vibrator. I’ve used this on her several times before, so I’m familiar with it. My eyes are wide as I hold it in my hands now, though.

“Don’t be shy. Put it in.”

I spread my legs and slide the bulbous end inside my moist entrance. As I push it inside me, I position the other end, the other ear, over my clit. Just the presence of the toy is enough to give me goosebumps.

“Good girl. You’ll keep that in until I give you permission to remove it. You’re not to let it slip or fall out. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Mistress.”

“Now bathe me.”

I set a folded washcloth on the edge of the bathtub and grab the scented bar of soap before dropping to my knees. Every movement causes the quiet vibrator to rub against my clit. Once I’m on my knees, I try not to move the lower half of my body.

I run the bar of soap across the top of her chest. Just the simple touch sends tiny sparks of electricity through me. Moaning softly, I move my hand lower to her breasts. I move the bar of soap slowly around each one, swiping a finger across her firm nipples as I do. Without thinking, I lean forward until my face is just inches away. I want so much to take her breast into my mouth, but I don’t dare. Not unless she tells me to. I have to settle for running the bar of soap across them.

While I’m focusing on her breasts, I don’t notice her hand move toward her phone. Suddenly, I jump up as the vibrator comes to life between my legs. I struggle to catch my breath.

“A jumpy little thing, aren’t you?”

“Sorry… Mistress.”

She laughs. “You are so adorable right now.”

I want to laugh with her. I want to even just smile. But I can’t. I can’t do anything with this inside me. My breathing grows even more shallow, and I whimper.

“Tsk tsk. Maybe you’re not such a good girl after all. You’re supposed to be bathing me.”

“I’m… s-sorry, Mis-mistress.” I can feel myself losing control, and I know I won’t be able to hold out much longer. My body is starting to rock back and forth, and I close my eyes. I clench my muscles to hold the vibrator even tighter inside me. Just a few more seconds. Almost. Then it stops. I open my eyes and see the phone in her hand once again.

“You can’t play with your toys until you finish your chores.”

I exhale. “Yes, Mistress. I’m sorry.”

I lean over the side of the bathtub again and run the bar of soap across her body. When I’ve covered every inch with soap, I lift one of her feet from the water and hold it in my hand while I gently scrub it with the soaped washcloth. I wash between every toe and along her ticklish sole. I see the twinge in her body as I do, and it makes me happy that I could get a tiny bit of revenge for what she just did to me. When both feet are done, I move up her legs. Slowly. I want to make sure she enjoys this. First up the calf of her right leg. Then the calf of her left. I give extra attention behind each knee because I know that she’s ticklish there as well.

Then I move up her thighs. I do both outer thighs first. Then the fronts and backs. At last I run the cloth along the insides. I’m barely touching the cloth to her skin here. Just a faint breath running up each one toward her core. I hear her breathing harder, and I know I’m doing it right. On each side, I stop before I get to her delicate slit, and run the cloth back down toward her knee again. I do this several times. Each time I get closer, but each time I pull away. When I finally do brush lightly against her, she jerks back from my touch.

“Get in.”

“Excuse me?”

“You heard me. Get in here with me. Now.”

“But Mistress, what about—” Her glare cuts me off. “I’m sorry.”

I step into the tub. As soon as I lower my body to the water, the vibrator begins again and I fall on my ass with a splash. She cackles and sets her phone down.

“I want you on your knees in here. Then continue what you were doing.”

I struggle to my knees as the vibrations expand through my body. Once I’m up, I slide toward her. Her legs are now spread and resting on the edges of the tub. I move between them and press my body against hers. With one hand holding on to her leg for support, I move the other one between her legs. I slide a finger along her folds and then bring it up to her clit. As soon as I touch it, she moans, but she never breaks eye contact with me.

I move my finger around slowly, and she starts breathing faster. In her hand, I see her touch the screen of her phone and the vibrator starts rapidly alternating between each of its arms. A rumble inside my pussy and then a buzz on my clit. Rumble, buzz. Rumble. Buzz. I squeeze her leg as I struggle to keep my balance. She grins, and I know I have to push through this.

I circle her clit again. Pressing harder this time as I do. She slowly bucks against my finger, but then I pull away. She squints her eyes at me, but I have a different idea. I slide back in the tub, still on my knees but with my feet raised out of the water. I stop when my toes are resting on the far ledge. Then with my hands on the sides of the bathtub, like doing a pushup, I lower myself until my face is between her legs. Now she understands what I’m doing, so she presses down on her legs and raises her pussy for me. It’s still under the surface of the water, but it’s high enough that I can reach it.

My tongue slips easily into her wet folds under the soapy water. I flick it up and down and along her crease before moving up to her clit. Here, my nose is just above the water, so I can still breathe while I pleasure her. I wrap my lips around her clit and suck as I run my tongue under the skin of her hood and directly against her sensitive nub. As soon as I do, I feel her hand on the back of my head, pulling me tighter into her. A few seconds later, the vibrator inside me starts buzzing at a higher frequency.

With the buzzing between my legs and her hand pulling me into her while she grinds against me, I know that neither of us can hold out more than a few more seconds. I wait as long as I can. I want her to come first. And she does. As soon as I feel her body tense, I release and let the energy flow through me. I try to keep swirling my tongue around her clit, but I can’t. Every muscle in my body goes weak, and I just collapse on top of her. I can barely keep my head above the water.

We lay there silently, my body resting on top of hers, until the water gets uncomfortably cold. She just strokes her hand along my head over and over. Finally, I look up at her.

“You know how much I love you, right?” I ask.

She nods.

“Don’t ever forget. My love for you would burn the entire world if I ever let it all out. I would burn this whole world for my Mistress.”


EXTRA CREDIT




CHAPTER ONE



I drop into the chair, and it skids a little. Behind the mountain of papers on his desk, I see a single raised finger telling me to hold on while he types on his computer. He’s not what I think of when I imagine a professor. His dark-framed glasses make him look nerdy. The rest of his body is anything but. Under his tight white button-down shirt, his muscles are obvious at a glance. He looks like he’s chiseled in granite from the surrounding mountains. His eyes, though, are blue pools whose surface reflections conceal their true depth. It’s easy to see why every girl has a crush on him. Even if he is in his mid-thirties, and therefore at least ten years older than everyone in my class.

“Lucas. It’s good to see you again. How are you?” His white teeth are aligned in perfect rows except for one tooth that’s just the slightest bit crooked. You only notice it when he gives his broadest smile, like he is now. I’ve heard plenty about that tooth. I was in Dr. Rivan’s Introduction to Literature course last semester, and if you listened to the girls in that class, you’d almost think he was a famous singer or actor. They all talked about his smile and that tooth. I heard so much about it that now I can’t not see it.

“I’m good.” I hate these advisor meetings. Such a waste of time. And it doesn’t help that he’s a pompous asshole.

“Good? So things are better than our last meeting then?”

“Well, no. I’m having trouble in psychology. I’m still having trouble in everything, but that’s the worst. I’m failing, and I’m pretty sure Professor Douglas hates me.”

“I’m sure they don’t.”

“Oh no. She hates me. She singles me out a lot in class, but especially when I don’t know the answer. There are one hundred students in there. If she didn’t hate me, she wouldn’t pick on me all the time.”

“Have you tried talking to her?”

“No, but that wouldn’t help. There’s no talking to her. She’s just one of those people.”

“I’m sure that’s not true, but that’s not the reason you’re failing the class. No professor fails a student just because they don’t like him. Have you looked into the academic support programs at the student center that I told you about last time? ”

“No. Not yet.”

“It’s an excellent resource. And you’re running out of time. They can help you more than you think.”

Having a tutor is the last thing I want. I’m in college. That’s something for ten-year-olds who struggle with math. “I’m not sure. I don’t think that would really help me.”

“I’m sure that it would. You can’t keep doing the same thing and expecting different results. Something needs to change. And soon.”

I want to roll my eyes, but he’s right. If I fail this class, I lose my financial aid. I’m desperate enough to try anything. “I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to look into it.”

“Make sure you do. Let’s meet every week from now until the end of the semester. I want to make sure you get back on track. Same time next week?”

Great. More useless meetings so he can point out everything I’m doing wrong. “Sure. See you then.” My backpack is over my shoulder, and I’m out the door before he says anything else.


CHAPTER TWO



I pull open the door to the student center and walk in. People are everywhere, and everything is so busy. I’m already lost. I look for a sign, but all I see are fast-food restaurants and the student-run coffee shop. I walk past them all and keep looking, too embarrassed to ask anyone. Then I see the announcement board. Maybe something on there mentions tutoring.

NEED EXTRA CREDIT IN A 100 OR 200 LEVEL PSYCHOLOGY COURSE?

It’s a flyer recruiting volunteers for a four-week research study. And it’s being run by Dr. Douglas. This is exactly what I need. I scan the QR code and look through the website that comes up. There’s not much more information than on the flyer. Four weeks… Extra credit… No obligations… Not everyone will be accepted… Meet at Andrews Hall B74 Sunday at 4:00 p.m. That’s just two days away. This is perfect. I skip looking for the tutoring center and walk back outside into the cool spring air.

Sunday afternoon I get to Andrews Hall early. This basement is the same as every other basement on campus I’ve seen. The same halls with the same greenish-grey tile floors and painted white concrete block walls. All lit with the same dim and buzzing florescent lights. Each door is metal and painted light grey. Most of them have windows in them. The door to B74 does not. I pull it open and enter. No one is here yet. This is perfect. I sit in the center of the front row. I want the extra credit points, but I want Dr. Douglas to see that I’m trying. She can’t miss me here, no matter how many students show up.

It turns out I could have sat anywhere, and she would have seen me. At four o’clock, there are five of us in the room.

Dr. Douglas walks in and sets her bags on the desk. She looks around the room, taking all of us in, stopping and smiling when she gets to me.

“Mr. Hanford, I’m surprised to see you here, but it’s a pleasant surprise.”

She pulls papers from her bag and gives us each a set. I skim through it when I receive my copy. It’s a twelve page questionnaire with questions ranging from our personal and family lives to how we would react in several different situations.

“I need each of you to fill out this brief form. It’s to determine eligibility for the study. Not all of you will be selected. The final number will depend on your answers to these questions. There are no right or wrong answers. We just need to make sure you’re an appropriate candidate.”

I raise my hand. “What is the study?”

“I can’t get into specifics yet. If one of you is selected, we will cover that then. Our funders would be upset if we talked about things before that point, though. All I can say is that it’s a self-report observational study. We will ask you to keep a diary and answer specific questions along the way. It’s not complicated at all. This,” she holds up the questionnaire, “is the most complicated part of the entire process.”

Twenty minutes later, the other students have already turned in their forms and left, but I’m just answering the last question on mine. Imagine you’re abducted by aliens and taken to a foreign world. You’re treated well, but nothing is as you’re used to. On the following scale, how comfortable would you be after your first month in this new life? What a weird question. I think I would be pretty comfortable though. Most of the time, I go with the flow in life. Of course, that’s one reason my grades are so poor. I circle my answer and hand her my form.

“Are you doing this for extra credit in my course, Mr. Hanford?”

“Yes. I need all the help I can get for that class.”

She chuckles. “Well, I’m personally hoping that you make the cut. I’d like to see you get the help that you need.”

“Thanks.” I smile and walk away. Maybe coming to this will pay off even if I’m not chosen.


CHAPTER THREE



The following Wednesday, I receive an email from Dr. Douglas telling me I’ve been selected for the study. If I choose to take part, it would add fifteen percentage points to my final grade. That’s so much more than I expected. Depending on my final exam score, it should bump me up to a C. This could be my highest grade in any of my classes. I suddenly feel weightless. I respond right away, agreeing to meet her tomorrow evening at eight. There’s no way I would miss this.

The next night, it’s dark when I walk into Andrews Hall. The building is different at night. Quieter. Just a smattering of voices instead of the hundreds all competing with each other that I’d hear on a normal weekday. As I walk to the stairs, I go past one class that’s still in session and a couple of rooms where small groups of students are working. Other than that, there appears to be no one here.

In the basement, the thumps of my sneakers echo through the hall every step I take. I imagine the movie that could be set here. A lone student walks down the half-dark hall when a door springs open and he’s confronted by a psychology experiment gone wrong. A former student transformed into a grotesque shell of his former self by an evil professor. I laugh and open the door. Dr. Douglas is already inside, waiting for me.

“Lucas. I was so glad when I analyzed the results and saw that you qualified.”

“Yeah, me too. That literally saved my whole semester. I don’t know what I would have done without it.”

“Well, you could have always studied or visited me during office hours to get help with anything you didn’t understand. But we’re here now, and this can be quite helpful for your grade.”

“Yes. Thank you for this. Is anyone else coming?”

“No. It’s just you, so I suppose we could get started. Before we do anything, I need you to sign this non-disclosure agreement. You cannot tell a soul about this. If you do, you lose the extra credit and you’ll be liable for damages. This is a very big deal, so the damages would be millions of dollars. Be sure that you don’t tell anyone.”

Millions of dollars? That would ruin my entire life. No way will I tell anyone about this. I take the paper from her and sign without reading it.

“Next, we just have a couple standard consent forms. Before you sign those though, I can tell you a little more about the study. Like I said the other day, this is to record your emotional and mental responses to a stimulus. In this case, it’s a series of injections that you receive. You’ll answer a quick series of questions every day about how you feel. It’s very easy.”

“Injections? What kind of injections?”

“I can’t answer that. That’s part of the study. If I told you, it would invalidate the research. But I can tell you that it’s harmless. Nothing dangerous. It’s possible you won’t experience any effects from it at all.”

“Are you sure?”

“Of course. We couldn’t do this otherwise. All research conducted by a university has to be approved by an independent board. Their only purpose is to make sure that study participants are safe at all times. They would never sign off on something unless it was safe.”

It makes sense that everything would have to be approved. Otherwise, someone could sue the university and make millions. Unlike me, they can afford to be sued for millions, though. I take the last of the forms and sign them all. She smiles and pulls out a vial and a syringe.

“This is a series of four shots. You’ll take them weekly. So, we can meet here every Thursday at eight if that works for you?”

“Yeah, that’s fine. We’re starting this tonight? Already?”

“Do you need a day or two? We have to start soon or you won’t be able to get the extra credit before the end of the semester.”

“No. Tonight is fine. I just wasn’t expecting it, I guess. But tonight is good.”

“Now, come up here, lean over the desk, and lower your pants. This shot has to be given in your rear.”

When the shot is in me, I pull up my pants and walk back to my apartment.
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“Morning Lucas.”

“Morning Dr. Rivan.” I can’t help the sigh that escapes from my lips.

“Tired this morning?”

“Yeah, a little. I was up late last night.”

“Did you go to the student center for your psychology class yet?”

“I did, and I think it’s really going to help. Thank you.” Of course, I don’t tell him that I didn’t bother with the tutoring he had sent me for. I found something much better than that.

“So everything should be good by the end of the semester, then?”

“Yeah. Everything should be fine.”

“Good.” He smiles. “Next time don’t wait so long, though. Sometimes you have to be assertive and just go after it.”

I just nod my head. I know I should be more concerned about my grades, but I’m not. I couldn’t care less about college. I’m just here because that’s what people do after high school.

“So, is everything fine in all your other classes?”

“Yep. All good. I’ll definitely pass everything now.”

“I’m glad. I still want to meet again next week, though, just to make sure there aren’t any surprises. How about lunch next Friday? My treat since it’s the end of the semester.”

If he’d asked for another meeting in his office, I would have said no. But free food could lure me anywhere. “Sure, that sounds good.”

“Great.” He grins and then turns to his computer as I walk out of his office.
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The next week passes more quickly than I want it to. It’s the final week before exams, and I want it to last forever. I want to delay that pain as long as I can. My professors are either cramming in as much new material as they can or using the class time to recap things they’ve already covered. Either way, all of my attention is focused on that, and I forget about the second shot until the calendar reminder pops up. I rush to fill out the last of this week’s diary entries and submit it before I walk back toward campus. Nothing happened, so there’s nothing to record.

Dr. Douglas doesn’t seem surprised that my diary is mostly blank, but she tells me to keep recording anything related to how I feel or about my emotional state, no matter how small it seems. I promise I will, and then she gives me the second shot of… whatever. I still think it’s just water. Maybe I should note that in my diary. That’s a reaction, I assume. It’s a mental state for sure.

The next day, I meet with Dr. Rivan again. It’s chilly for late April, so he’s wearing a navy blue sweater over his usual white button down. Between the sweater and his glasses, he looks especially nerdy today, and it’s a good look for him. I guess maybe I can see why every girl goes crazy for him.

We’re at a Thai place, and it’s packed. I make the mistake of ordering my curry with what the menu calls “authentic spice.” By the time I’m halfway through, I can’t hear a single thing Dr. Rivan is saying. I can only focus on the sharp burning all across my mouth. I try drinking more and more water, but that just spreads the pain around even more. The professor laughs at me as the sweat drips down my face. At one point, he nudges his glass to my side of the table and I take it. As I reach for it, my hand brushes his, and we both freeze. I look at his face, and he’s not smiling anymore.

“I’m sorry,” I say

“It’s fine.”

No, it’s not fine. Some imbecile just ate more chiles in half a meal than he should in his entire life, and now he’s holding his professor’s hand and isn’t letting go. I want to let go, but I can’t. His touch makes my skin burn hotter than my tongue. After way too long, he pulls his hand back and looks away. I gasp at the sudden vacuum it leaves. What was that about? What got into me?

“I’m so sorry. I don’t know—it’s my mouth. I just can’t think of anything except this burning.” Only, now that’s not the only thing I’m thinking about.

“Don’t worry. So, are you going home for the summer?” It’s obvious he’s trying to paper over the awkwardness.

“No. I don’t really have a home to go back to. I don’t get along with anyone there. So I’m here year round. Just me in my apartment.”

“Oh. I’m sorry. What about roommates?”

I laugh.

“What’s so funny?”

“I can’t stand roommates. That was the whole point of the apartment. I wanted to live on my own. Last year in the dorms was… just no thank you.”

“Not good?”

“It wasn’t bad. It was just too much. You know? I sometimes like being around other people but in small doses.”

“Yeah, I get where you’re coming from.”

I don’t answer, and we fall into a silence that lasts too long.

“So, what about you? What are you doing this summer?”

“More of the same. Teaching. Writing. I’ve got a couple of articles I want to have published before the fall semester starts up.”

“That sounds—”

“Boring?”

I laugh, possibly for the first time with him. “I was going to say interesting.”

“Which is code for boring.”

“No comment.”

His eyes brighten, and I can see his famous tooth. It’s strange how a little imperfection can make him seem more perfect.
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With the stress of exams and end-of-the-semester essays, I notice that I’m putting on weight. Thursday morning, the day of my psych exam, I pull on my jeans, but I can’t get them zipped up. This is the last thing I need. Today is already stressful enough. I hurry and pull a pair of sweatpants from a drawer and throw those on instead. Then I’m out the door and walking to what I’m sure is certain doom.

My pulse gets heavier as the exam goes on. Each beat is a loud thump against my chest wall. My blood has thickened, and it takes every bit of force my heart can muster just to push it out. The questions make no sense to me. It’s like taking an exam for a class I’ve never even been in. At the end of the hour, I sit still in my seat, unsure if I can move. The teaching assistant just looks at me before coming to take my paper. I let her without saying a word.

That evening, I’m scared to see Dr. Douglas. I’m afraid that she’ll have already graded my exam and will tell me that no amount of extra credit can save me. But she doesn’t say a word about it.

“Anything to report this week?” She skips the pleasantries and gets right to business when I walk into the room. I’m relieved.

“No. I thought maybe for a couple days I was more tired than usual, but it’s exam week. So it has to be that. I put that in the diary. But that’s about it. Other than that, these salt water injections aren’t doing a thing, so there’s nothing to report. I hope that doesn’t mess up the study.”

“Just keep doing what we ask, and your data will be valid.”

I wonder if she ever doesn’t sound like a robot. She’s so unlike Dr. Rivan. He’s definitely a nerd, but once you get to know him, he’s just a regular person. A regular person who happens to be extremely charming and handsome. Dr. Douglas seems like she’s all scientist all the time.


CHAPTER FOUR



The following week starts off like a dream. I have nothing to do and nowhere to be. So each morning I wake up whenever I want to. Then, I can do anything I want. Normally, I can’t think of anything I want to do, so I watch movies or shows or play games. I could read, but after the semester I just had, I have no desire to ever pick up another book for as long as I live. Or until I start my next set of classes this fall. I’m not even anxious about my grades anymore. The semester was a struggle, but it’s finally passed. If this extra credit works the way it’s supposed to, then I should have Cs in all my classes. That’s way better than I imagined just two months ago. I don’t let myself look forward. I don’t want to think about still having two more years of this.

Tuesday, though, my bliss shatters. As usual, I brush my teeth right after waking up, but as I’m brushing, something in the mirror catches my attention. Something isn’t quite right. Maybe my face is puffier than normal? But not everywhere. In other places, it seems more slender. When I spit out the toothpaste, I stare at myself a little longer. Then I talk to myself. And that’s when I notice my voice.

My voice sounds nothing like my voice. It’s too high pitched. Am I catching a cold? Maybe my ears are plugged, so I sound different to myself. Could that explain the puffiness in my face, too? I spend the next few minutes paying close attention to the way I feel, but I don’t notice anything unusual.

I open the voice memo app on my phone and record myself. Oh my God! That’s not me. That sounds just like a… No, that can’t be. I try another recording and then another, but they’re all the same. In each one, I sound like a girl.

I sit on the couch and close my eyes. If I really concentrate, I might feel a little pressure in my sinuses. That has to be it. Allergies have plugged my ears. They must have made my throat raw, too. That’s the only explanation.

Even though I’m sure it’s just allergies, the shock makes me restless. I need to do something, so I go out for lunch. There’s a New York style pizza place just down the street from me. I’m there so often that the guy working the counter sometimes gives me a discount. Maybe he’s working today. I look in the window before I walk inside, and I see him there. Him and a crowd. I assumed no one would be here since all the college students are gone. I open the door and join the line. Things move quickly and soon I’m at the counter.

“Hey Jerry. Two slices with sausage, please.”

“Yes, ma’am. Coming right up.”

Ma’am? I think about correcting him and letting him know it’s me, but he’s already taken my money and moved on to the next customer. It’s probably just because they’re so busy. He didn’t even look at me. And with these allergies affecting my voice, I can’t blame him.

“For the lady right there.” Jerry’s voice yanks me away from my thoughts.

“Miss? Two sausage?” The man working the pickup counter is staring at me. It feels like everyone else in the restaurant is too.

My face is redder than the sauce as I take the pizza from him and rush out the door. I can’t stay in there and eat after that. It’s not until I finish the first slice that I realize I walked in the wrong direction. I’m on campus now. Since I’m here, I decide I to walk around and hope the quieter than usual campus will help me relax. There are still some students, but compared to just last week, it’s like a ghost town. I can stop in the middle of the sidewalk without someone running me over or yelling at me. I take my time. I’m not in a hurry, and there’s plenty of room to go around me.

While strolling around, I see him through the window. Dr. Rivan. He’s sitting by himself at a table in the new coffee shop on Preston Avenue. There’s a book in his hand, but he’s looking out the window. And that’s when he notices me. We stare at each other for a minute before a look of recognition comes across his face and he waves me inside.

“Lucas? I almost didn’t recognize you. Join me. Unless you have plans.”

“No. No plans. Just out for a walk.” I throw my grease-stained wax paper and napkins away in the trash can beside his table and sit down.

“Are you alright? You seem… I’m not sure.” He looks at me more intensely than usual. It makes me uncomfortable, so I look away.

“I’m having some problems with allergies today, so that’s why I seem a little off. But I’m good other than that.”

“Are you sure? It seems like more— Anyway, it doesn’t matter. How’s your first week off?” He gives a short laugh, but then looks at me again, like an audience member trying to figure out a magician’s secret.

Before I know it, an hour has passed, and he starts to pack his things. I can’t believe I didn’t like him just a few weeks ago. He’s so easy to talk to, even when it’s not about school. And he’s easy to look at too. I never thought that I could be gay, but I’m starting to wonder. Maybe it’s just him. Maybe I should join the girls in my classes as a member of his fan club.

As we walk to the door together, I look down at his shoes. They must have a higher sole than what he normally wears because he seems taller today. His extra height adds to his allure.

“It was good to see you today. Maybe we’ll see each other around during the summer.” He smiles and puts his hand on my shoulder. My body heats at his touch.

“Yeah, I hope so. I’d like that.”
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Thursday I meet Dr. Douglas for the final injection. Just one more week of keeping this stupid journal. Every day it’s the same thing. Day after day of “nothing different,” “everything is the same,” “no changes.” But that stupid journal is the reason I got a C in her class, so I won’t complain about that.

“Mr. Hanford, you look good today.”

For a second, I wonder if there’s some other Mr. Hanford she could be talking to. She certainly can’t mean me. She would never compliment me like that. “Um, thanks.”

“How did you do this semester?”

“All Cs. Thank heavens. Thanks to the extra credit from this research project. This saved my college career. I’m glad I found out about it.”

Her lips turn up in what I assume is probably a smile from her. At least that’s how I’m taking it.

“I am too. I looked through your diary entries before I came. Still nothing this last week?”

“No, I had a couple of strange days, but nothing from this. So, it’s the same as usual.”

“What do you mean by strange?”

“Well, for a couple of days, it seemed like my voice was different from usual. I guess it still seems like that, but I’m getting used to it. And then I had a day where I felt like I was shorter than I used to be.” I laugh. “I know it sounds stupid. It’s probably just all this weight I’ve lost. It’s making my clothes baggy, so it’s playing with my mind or something.”

This time, she is definitely smiling. So a smile and her face can coexist in the same space after all. “That does sound strange, as you say. Are you ready for the fourth dose? The final one?”

“You bet. Then just one more week of journaling, right?”

“Right. And let me remind you about the NDA you signed. The terms are very rigid. There can be absolutely no sharing of anything that happened or anything that you learned as part of this research. The consequences are severe if you would break that.”

What exactly would I share with someone? That I got a weekly shot of water for four weeks in a row in exchange for extra credit? I doubt that’s top secret, but it’s also not something that I would share with anyone. What a boring story. “No worries. I won’t say a word.”

“Of course. I just wanted to remind you since we’re coming up to the end of this. And since the penalties are so stiff. Millions in fines and even jail time because you’d be held in contempt.”

“Jail time? I don’t remember that.”

“It was there. Page three or four, I believe. But you won’t say anything, so we don’t have to worry about it.”

Now I wish I would have read the agreement. Maybe I shouldn’t have signed it. But there’s nothing to share, so there’s no reason to panic. “My lips are sealed.” I bend over the desk.

As I walk out the door, she wishes me luck. I’m not sure what that means, but I assume it’s just her trying to be less socially awkward than she normally is.


CHAPTER FIVE



I try one more time to text Dr. Douglas, but I doubt if she answers this time, either. The last shot must have been real. I don’t know what’s in it, but I feel awful. It took all my energy to walk from my bed to the couch this morning, and I haven’t been up much since. I’m just lying under a blanket, alternating between periods of shivering cold and sweltering hot. This can’t be a normal reaction to whatever it was.

The day goes on and I don't improve. I try to keep drinking, but I can barely make it to the kitchen to get refills now. Every time I move, I feel like my body is going to break apart. It’s like everything is fractured and under such stress that the slightest bump will cause the whole thing to collapse. I lay as still as possible under the blanket, but even shifting to a different position causes a cascade of misery to roll through me.

I wish she would answer me back and tell me what this is. Or at least if this is normal. She could tell me that. I don’t know if she’s really busy or if this is just her being her usual self. It seemed like she was trying to be nice on Thursday, so I want to give her the benefit of the doubt. But the longer I go without hearing from her, the less certain I am.

By evening I still haven’t heard anything, and I’m desperate. Someone. I just want someone. But there isn’t anyone. I don’t really have any friends. I’ve tried to call a couple of people that I’m sort of close with, but neither of them answered. I don’t even need much. Just a human voice to talk to me. Someone, so I know I’m not alone. I’m scrolling through the short list of contacts on my phone when I see his name.

Dr. Rivan gave me his cell phone number at our first meeting. He said to call him if there was ever anything I needed. Does that include just needing to hear someone while my body is being squeezed in a vice? Would it be inappropriate? How would he react if I did call? Some needy boy that he barely knows is calling because he doesn’t feel good. Since when do I care about his reactions? Maybe a phone call is too much, but a text could work. It’s still an interaction with someone. Still a chance to let me know that someone is there.

“Hey, it’s Lucas. I’m sorry to bother you, but I’m not doing well. I feel like my body is trying to kill me….” That makes no sense. “I feel like everything is too tight, and I’m suffocating.” He would think I’m just being overdramatic. “Like something is tightening down on every inch of my body.” No, not that either. I delete version after version of the text. None of them are right. They all just make me sound like someone who’s desperate for attention, which I guess I am, but not—

I gasp. I can’t text him. I can’t text anyone. The NDA I had to sign. I forgot about that. I can’t pay those fines or go to jail. There’s no way. And how else could I explain to someone why I feel so terrible? I can’t just say, “oh I know the reason, but I can’t tell you. It’s top secret.” That would sound even more like a lie. Dr. Douglas is the only one I can tell any of this to, but she’s still not answering me. I close my eyes and try to find a comfortable position. Maybe if I can somehow fall asleep, even if it’s just for a little bit, everything will be better when I wake up.

When I do open my eyes, I forget for a second about everything. Until I move. I reach for my phone, but as soon as I remember, I jerk my arm back into my body. My eyes are wide open now, and I’m waiting for the pain to come. But it doesn’t. At least not like before. I edge my arm away from my body inch-by-inch. I’m ready to pull it back at the first sign of pain, but there isn’t any. Just discomfort. I move both arms. And now my legs. They feel like I’ve slept for too long in an uncomfortable position, and maybe I have. Maybe it was all just a dream. I give a slight stretch and then stand up. Pausing there for almost a minute, I’m sure that I’m able to move now, so I walk toward the bathroom. It’s more out of habit than from anything else. Halfway there, I stop. Then I sprint the rest of the way.

“Oh my God. This can’t be. This can’t be—I’m still asleep. That has to be it.”

My heart slows down with the realization. I’m so relieved. It seemed so real for a second when I first felt them. And then when I looked in the mirror and saw… that…. I exhale. Now, how do I do this? I reach across my body and pinch my now slender arm with my equally slim and feminine fingers. Nothing, so I do it again. Hard enough this time to make me yip, but I still don’t wake up. I walk back to the couch.

Maybe I need to go back to sleep? Maybe it’s like a doorway, so to get back to the real world, I need to fall asleep here. I sit there with my eyes closed, but I don’t drift off. I don’t yawn. I don’t even feel tired. In fact, I feel very well-rested. Other than the stiffness in my body, I feel better than I can remember ever feeling.

I take my phone and see all the messages that I sent to Dr. Douglas. Even in my dream, she hasn’t answered back yet. I thought I’d seen on some TV show once that you can’t read things when you’re dreaming. Guess that was wrong. I giggle, and it sounds so feminine that it makes me laugh more.

I scroll through my music app for a sleep playlist and turn it on. Pushing away any thought that pops into my mind, I take slow and steady breaths. But even then, I’m just not tired. I open my eyes and look around, unsure of what to do. Maybe…

I slide my hand between the waistband of my boxers and the tight skin of my belly. My heart quickens as I do. I’m almost scared to touch it, but masturbation always helps me fall asleep in real life. Maybe it will do the same here too. I inch my fingers down lower and lower until I’m past where my cock is—should be. Where it is in the real world. It’s almost disconcerting to not feel it there now, but I keep my hand moving until I feel… that. I take a deep breath and stop. I don’t know if I want to do this, but the sooner I fall asleep, the sooner I’ll wake up and get past all this. With another breath, I move my hand the rest of the way.

My cupped hand is over it now and I feel the heat coming off it. This is definitely the most detailed dream I’ve ever had. I’ve never been with a woman before, so I’m not sure what to do. I try patting it a couple times, but that doesn’t do anything. Grinding my hand against it does, though. My muscles tighten, and I can feel the dream pussy clench. OK, so more of this then. I rub my hand against it faster. Then I push on it harder. My body responds and I can almost feel the heat building inside me. I rub more and more, but I never get anything other than an initial surge that fades the more I do it.

I finally bite the bullet and slip a finger inside me. I’m surprised how easily it goes in. It’s so slippery. At first, this does nothing for me, but then I add another finger and move them around inside. There still isn’t—oh! Oh, I think that’s it. I rub against the delicate spot, and yes, this is it. My pussy clenches around my fingers, and every muscle in my body is on edge.

It’s not long before I’m moving my hips against my fingers, trying to get all the pressure I can. My breath comes in sharp and shallow spurts now, and I moan with each exhale. I slide my fingers in and out, trying to concentrate on that spot now. And soon it’s all I can think about. Everything is revolving around it. And then my entire body seizes. My eyes roll backward, and even my feet tighten and curl.

Oh my God.

I don’t want to slip my fingers out. I want to keep pushing. Keep thrusting them. I want more. But I know I need to stop. I only did this to help me fall asleep, so I pull my wet fingers away from my body, wiping them on my boxers as I do. Then I lay back and close my eyes. I try to quiet my mind, but it’s on fire with pleasure. I can’t stop thinking about what I just did. I can’t stop wanting more. I just start to slide my hand into my boxers again when my phone rings.


CHAPTER SIX



I don’t know whether or not to pick up the phone. Shouldn’t it wake me up if I let it ring long enough? When I look at the screen and see Dr. Douglas’s name, though, I instantly answer it.

“Hello?” I can hear a very faint echo of my voice through the phone, and it startles me. I sound even more like a girl than I do in real life. But given everything else in this dream, I should expect that.

“Mr. Hanford. How do you feel?”

“Dr. Douglas?”

“I assume by now all the changes are complete, and you should be through the worst of the side effects.”

“You… wait. Yes. I’m confused.”

“You’re confused? I wish I could say I was surprised.”

“What—”

“Don’t bother with the silly questions. You know what happened. The medication that you’ve been taking has transformed you into a young woman. So what do you think of her?”

“Who?”

She sighs. “You. What do you think of the new you? Tell me all the details. What was it like when you finally discovered what was happening?”

My brain must be projecting the extra credit project onto the dream now. “It was scary at first. I panicked. But then I realized it was a dream, so it’s been fine.”

She laughs so loudly I have to pull the phone away from my ear. “A dream? What an interesting coping mechanism you’ve created. How has your dream been so far? Have you explored your new body yet?”

I feel the blood rush to my cheeks. “Um…”

“What do you think? Do you like the way it feels?”

Does she really expect me to answer this? But then again, what does it matter? It’s not like it’s actually her. “Um, yeah. I, uh… I did.”

She laughs again. “Wonderful. I may have trapped you in this new body, but I do hope that you enjoy it. I don’t want you to be miserable. But as to—”

“Wait. What is all of this? What was the point?”

“You’ve always known the point. Research. I’ve always been honest about that. This moment is the point. I wanted to see how a healthy young male would respond if he suddenly found himself living as a young woman. I expected shock and anger and sadness. I didn’t expect you to have convinced yourself that it’s a dream. Even after all these years of studying it, the human mind never ceases to amaze me.”

Why does she keep acting as if this isn’t a dream? Shouldn’t she mirror my thoughts since I’m imagining her?

“But why me?”

“That was a joyful accident. I only needed one volunteer, but I had to find just the right one. When you showed up for the initial meeting, I knew it had to be you. And your assessment scores were almost exactly what I was looking for. It helped that you were a nobody who would make nothing of his life. This is a new start for you. You really should thank me.”

“Thank you?”

“You were already struggling with introductory-level courses. Your advisor said my class wasn’t the only one causing you problems. I knew it wouldn’t have been long before you failed out of school. I’m saving you the embarrassment and the cost.”

“So Dr. Rivan is involved too?”

“No, of course not. He called to see if I could do anything to help you pass my class. He didn’t realize how pointless it was. But in the end, I did what he asked and even more than he would ever imagine.”

I roll my eyes. My mind is working overtime to come up with this. “Oh okay. Um, thanks then, I suppose.”

“I can tell by your voice you still don’t believe it. That’s fine. You will eventually. Once you realize there is no waking up from this because it’s not a dream, then it will all crash down on you. I recommend you take this time now to process things, so the impact isn’t as forceful when it does come. Spend time to think about what you would do if this were real. You can even tell yourself it’s all fake. If it is, then thinking more about it won’t do any harm. And if it’s real, then preparing now will pay huge dividends for you in the near future.”

“I don’t even know what you’re talking about.”

“No. I suppose you don’t. I’m saying make a plan now for when the truth hits you. You are a girl now. I need to go, but let me emphasize again the NDA that you signed. Remember the damages and the jail time. But I want you to think about what would happen if you told someone. A young woman claiming that she’s really a man. Claiming that she lived an entirely different life once. No one will believe you. There’s no proof that you’re Lucas Hanford. As far as the world will ever know, he’s just another college student who disappeared. Your DNA is even different from his. You’re literally a brand new woman… Lily. I hope you like that name. I have an associate who made all new records for you. Lily Hart. I thought keeping the same initials might make it a little easier on you. Check your mail tomorrow. I mailed your new driver’s license and social security card. All anonymously of course. There’s even a birth certificate in there for you.”

“Even for a dream, this is getting very strange now.”

“It certainly is.” She laughs. “I assume this will be the last time you ever wish to speak to me, so let me say that it has been a pleasure, Ms. Hart. And I really do wish you the best in whatever your new life has in store for you.”

I pull the phone away from my ear as it beeps. She hung up.
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When I wake up the next morning, I’m too scared to open my eyes. Nothing I did yesterday would snap me out of this dream. I tried pinching myself again and again, slapping myself, staring at myself in the mirror, taking a freezing shower. Nothing worked. The shower did more harm than good. I was naked and alone with a body I wanted to explore. Thankfully, the cold water kept me from staying in there too long, or I might never have gotten out. Going to sleep was my last chance to come back to reality, so when my eyes started drifting closed on their own, I went to bed right away. I just wanted this to be over with. I wanted to wake up and be back to myself.

Well, I’m awake now. I know it was all a dream. I know none of it was real. And as soon as I open my eyes, I’ll see that. But what if that’s not what I see? What if this isn’t a dream? What if all of it is real? That’s why I can’t open my eyes. Not yet. Not until I’m sure. Not until I’m ready.

My filling bladder does everything it can to make me get out of bed, but I’m determined to resist it. I wonder if I can walk to the bathroom with my eyes closed. If I’m careful and take my time, maybe I won’t notice any bouncing or jiggling parts. And I’ve lived in this apartment for months, so I’m sure I can make it there without looking. Then I realize there’s no way for me to do what needs to be done without finding out the truth. And as uncomfortable as I am, I’m not ready for that yet.

I can only hold out for so long, though, and now the urgency to go is becoming a literal pain. I open my eyes and stare at the ceiling. My heart is pounding against my ribs, and it feels like there’s an enormous weight crushing down on them from the outside. My breathing is shallow, and no matter what I do, I can’t slow it down. I just need to do this. I can’t stay in bed forever.

Pinching my eyes closed again, I swing my legs out of the bed. I scoot further and further until they touch the floor. So far, everything is fine. Only it’s not. As I stand up, I think I notice the weight on my chest. Not the heart attack weight, but a weight that would give me a heart attack if I acknowledged it. I move carefully so I don’t disturb it. If I feel it bounce or shift, then I’ll know it’s real. Right now, I just suspect that there’s something there, but I can’t be sure.

In the bathroom, I move to where I think the toilet is. I turn around, so my rear is facing it. And I pull my boxers down, touching as little of myself as possible. In bed, I decided on this plan. No matter what, I would sit on the toilet. If I’m still a man, then no problem. The burden will be lifted and life will go on as it has. If I’m… something different, then I need to be sitting anyway. Not just to use the bathroom but because of the shock. I don’t trust myself to be standing at that moment.

When I’m on the seat, I reach between my legs. My eyes are still squeezed, as if just keeping them closed will make everything alright. My fingers grasp in the usual spot, but there’s nothing there. It feels like my stomach falls through my body. This can’t be. There’s no way this is real. I open my eyes and look down. The first thing I see are the breasts. My breasts. It’s hard to see anything other than them. I lose a breath. Then two. This can’t be real.

I move my hand further, knowing what I’ll find. And just like yesterday, there it is. The start of my new sex. I yank my hand away like it’s on fire, but it feels the opposite. My hand is freezing. My entire body. I’m shivering uncontrollably. I hug my arms around me but realize immediately that’s a mistake when, instead of the usual flat chest, they come across two large mounds. This can’t be real. I feel the tears welling in my eyes, and there’s nothing I can do to stop them as they run down my cheeks. I can’t even relax my muscles enough to use the bathroom despite my bladder screaming that it’s going to burst.

I don’t know how long it takes, but the shaking finally stops. The crying stops. And at some point I’m able to relax enough to do what I came in here for. When I’m done, I stand and move to the sink. And the mirror. I know what to expect. I just don’t want to see it now. I don’t want to see the cute brown eyes, the long, chocolatey hair, the rounded cheekbones, the soft and delicate chin, the small pretty nose. But I look anyway. I have to. If this is going to be me, then I need to get used to it. I can’t avoid mirrors for the rest of my life.

Instead, I do the opposite. As I stare at my face and breasts in the mirror above the sink, I decide that I need to go all the way. I walk to the bedroom and stand naked in front of the full-length mirror. I never imagined the mirror would reflect this back to me, but it is. This is the new me. The full new me. From my hair that’s longer than normal, to my face that is undeniably attractive, to my breasts that are so incredibly sensitive, down to the spread of my hips, and between that the mound of my new pussy. I sit on the edge of the bed and spread my legs so I can see it. Part of me always thought that vaginas were gross. But as I look at it, I realize it’s not. The more I look, the prettier it becomes to me. In its way, it’s every bit as beautiful as my face or my breasts or the curves of my waist. Realizing how pretty I am makes me cry again and I fall backward on the bed.


CHAPTER SEVEN



That afternoon, I pull my driver’s license from my wallet and stare at it. Lucas Hanford, nineteen-year-old male. My mind keeps replaying Dr. Douglas’s words. No one would believe you. There’s no proof that you’re Lucas Hanford. Looking at the ID, I realize that she’s right. Nothing about me is the same. Who would believe that I’m really this man? Would I believe it if some woman told me this story?

I walk downstairs to the lobby of the building and reach into my mailbox. Inside, there’s an envelope addressed to Lily Hart. No return address. This must be it. I take it back up to my apartment, thankful no one was around to see me in the common areas.

Back inside, I drop the envelope on the couch and sit next to it. Staring at it. Ripping open that envelope will tear my life in two. There will always be the before and the after. A rip always separating them. But this life isn’t getting less real. I wasted all day yesterday thinking that it would. It didn’t. It won’t. This is me. This is my life now.

I grab the envelope and run my finger along the seal. I trace the line along the split and feel the slight ridge under my fingertip. Dr. Douglas handled this envelope. For a split second, I think that I should save this for forensic evidence, like a team of gender change investigators might storm through my door. With gloved hands, they would take the envelope from me and seal it in a plastic storage bag. Then a man, clearly in charge and wearing jeans and a black T-shirt that hugs every chiseled muscle on his body, would look me in the eye and tell me that everything will be alright. For no reason, he might even take his shirt off while he tells me this. I look at the door. Nothing like that is going to happen. There’s no man who can save me. I slip my finger into the slit and tear the envelope open.

There’s no note inside. I don’t know why I expected to find one. It should have been obvious that she wouldn’t include anything that could be traced back to her. I open the folded piece of paper first. Certificate of Live Birth. Lily Hart. Sex: Female… Wait, that part can’t be right. But the driver’s license says the same thing. That makes me twenty-five years old. She made me older? Why would she do that? My stomach twists, and I feel like I’m going to be sick. I’m a twenty-five-year-old woman?

My mind slams into a wall I never saw coming. I can’t go back to school. She said I would flunk out sooner rather than later anyway, and maybe she was right. I wasn’t doing well. I didn’t care enough to put in the effort. But this takes away every chance that I had to prove her wrong. There won’t be a record of Lily Hart ever attending school. No college classes. No high school transcript. The documents in my hand are now my only records. I have no history, and I have no future.

No, that’s not right. I do have a future. It’s a blank slate. There’s no past to guide me or confine me. I can make whatever future I want. My shoulders rise, and for the first time all day, I feel hope. Dr. Douglas did this to me. She was in control of this. But she’s not now. No one is. This is a clean break from everyone in my life. From all the baggage that I carried with me. I can be who I want to be from here on out.

The first thing I need to do is find a job. Even as a boy, I needed a summer job, but I kept putting it off. I can’t do that now. There’s no more financial aid. Once this semester’s loan disbursement is gone, there won’t be another. Besides, I need to get out of this apartment, even for just a few hours a day. There are too many reminders here. I know me. I know I’ll just sit around and think about what was taken from me. But I can’t let myself do that. This is a new start. I need to take advantage of it.

It takes only two days before I receive phone calls to set up interviews. I’m not ready yet, but I schedule them anyway. The night before my first, I have to search the internet for “women’s interview outfits.” I have no idea what to wear. Most of the outfits are for office jobs rather than the food service work that I applied for, but when I find some outfits that seem appropriate, I save them. Then, phone in hand, I drive to the store.

Shopping in the women’s section is embarrassing at first. Whenever someone passes by, I turn my head away from them so they can’t see me. But then I realize I am a woman now, and everyone here sees me as a woman. There’s nothing to be embarrassed about. Picking out bras and panties, though, still makes me blush. I don’t understand the sizes or the letters, so I just take several bras into the fitting room. After several tries, I find one that seems to fit me. I’m not sure the proper way to test it, so I bounce up and down and move from side to side. My boobs still jiggle, and I feel like an idiot jumping up and down in the fitting room. But the bra doesn’t fall off, and nothing falls out. That must mean it fits. I add several more of the same size to my cart.

By the time I’m done, I have the bras, a pink floral ruffle-sleeved top, a plain white blouse, two pairs of black pants, a pair of black flats, and a multi-pack of boy shorts. They seem the closest to what I’m used to wearing, so I hope I like them. And I hope they fit. I needed small in all the other clothes, so that’s the size I bought in the panties, too.

The next morning, I dress in a navy blue bra, the pink ruffled top, and black pants. I don’t have the first idea of how to do my hair or makeup, so I do without. I just pull my hair back into a ponytail. When I look in the mirror, I’m shocked. I’m pretty even without makeup or my hair done.

I have three interviews today. The first is at 9:30 a.m. and the last is at 1:00 p.m. They’re all downtown, so I’ll just spent the whole morning there. At nine o’clock, I leave my apartment and walk to Preston Pressed Coffees.

When I open the door, I look to the left. There’s a woman working on a laptop there now, but that’s where Dr. Rivan was sitting when I saw him two weeks ago. My entire world has changed since then. Tears form in the corners of my eyes, but I blink them away. I take a deep breath and march to the counter.

Thankfully, I’m able to lie my way through almost all the interviews. There was one restaurant that required references and previous job experience. The others were satisfied when I told them I’ve been a student and my last job was during my senior year of high school.

By the end of the week, I have four job offers out of the six interviews I attended, and I’m excited. Yes, these are low-level jobs, but they’re my fresh start. This is my chance to move on and live this new life. The coffee shop offers me the best combination of money, hours, benefits, and working environment, so that’s the job that I take. I start Monday.


CHAPTER EIGHT



I see him my very first day. The concentrated blue of those eyes that I’d recognize anywhere. My stomach flips, and I can’t look away. When he sees me, he smiles, and I look for that tooth—his one adorable imperfection—it’s hidden behind his lips. I smile back but turn away, disappointed. Of course, he’s not going to give me his real smile. I’m no one to him. Just a barista in training.

He comes in every morning. And soon, I’m the one at the counter who takes his orders. I make sure of it. My body reacts to him—the sight of him, his voice, his smell—in a way it doesn’t to anyone else. I know there will never be anything between us, but I’m quickly addicted to the little jolt that he gives me every morning.

Today, though, I’m not at the counter when he comes in. I’m sure I just imagine it, but it seems like he looks around until he spots me. When he does, we smile at each other and I go back to wiping tables. Just then, a large group walks in, and I snake my way through them so I can help Noah behind the counter. I’m passing by Dr. Rivan—Anthony—twisting my body to squeeze between him and the counter when someone bumps into him from behind. He moves forward and I feel his body against mine. I’m pinned to the bakery case. He apologizes, but I don’t answer. It takes all my strength to not touch him. I want to put my hands on his chest. I want him to lean down until our lips are brushing against each other. My slit grows slick as I think about it. Then I feel his cock poke against me. I look down to see his bulge, but he pulls away, shouldering aside the man behind him as he strides toward the door.

He doesn’t come back the rest of the week, but twice I catch him staring at me through the window. Each time, he rushes away as soon as our eyes meet. I want to tell him that it’s fine. That it’s more than fine. I used to me a man. Penises work independently. I want to tell him I understand that it doesn’t mean anything. At least not to him.

When he does finally come back in, I’m working the counter alone. He’s carrying a vase of white lilies.

“I owe you an enormous apology. I hope you like them.” He sets the flowers on the counter in front of me. “I was just going by your name, and assumed that you—but maybe I was wrong.”

“No. You weren’t wrong. I did like it. Them. I do like them. They’re gorgeous. Thank you.”

He gives me a shy smile, and I want to drop to my knees and beg for more. Instead, we just stare at each other.

I’m the first to break the silence. “About the other day… You don’t have to apologize. You really don’t.”

“It was embarrassing. I couldn’t believe… It was just being so close to someone so beautiful. It did something to me.”

“I understand. I know it can have a mind of its own.” I giggle to help relieve some of the tension. He continues to look into my eyes.

“It wasn’t acting on its own.”

I bite my lower lip, and his eyes fix on that.

“I know I shouldn’t do this, but I’m incredibly attracted to you. You’ll never see me again after today if you don’t want to.” My heart stops. That’s the last thing I want. “But I had to come today to apologize and also ask if you’d like to go out with me sometime.”

My jaw hangs open, and I can’t respond. I can’t breathe. My entire body is screaming yes, but I’m standing here mute.

After a couple of awkward seconds, he gives a faint smile. “I understand. I just wouldn’t be able to forgive myself if I didn’t at least ask. I won’t bother you again. I hope you enjoy the flowers.”

He’s at the door before I can move. “Wait!” I rush around the counter, but by then he’s already on the sidewalk. I push through the door. “Wait! Yes.”

He turns to face me. “Yes?”

“Yes.”

There it is. The grin I used to think was stupid, but the one I crave so much now.

“Great, um, I didn’t expect you to say yes, so I didn’t really plan anything after this. Dinner maybe? I don’t even know anything about you.” He laughs.

“How about tennis?”

“Tennis?”

“If you play, that is.” I do know things about him. I know he plays. I remember the racket that he keeps in his office, usually propped against the side of the couch. I never asked him about it. I never cared to. I played tennis in high school, but it was behind me.

“I do. I love tennis. What are you doing Friday evening? There’s a lighted court downtown. Seven o’clock?”

“Friday at seven. I’ll see you then.” I smile and somehow end up inside. I don’t remember walking.
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I get off work at three and go right to the sporting goods store. Why did I suggest tennis? I have nothing I need for this. I’ll have to spend my entire week’s paycheck on one date. The cute outfit. That’s why I suggested this. I want him to see me in a short tennis dress. I want to see myself in a short tennis dress.

Over the last few weeks, I’ve started to love dressing up. There’s so much variety available to me now. Every payday I add more and more. Dresses, skirts, shoes. Recently, even makeup. I am unabashedly Lily, and I’ve thrown myself into my new life. My new life that could be made perfect by getting the man I dream of almost every night.

At 6:50 p.m., I walk onto an empty court and set my drink and towel in the corner along the fence. I’m wearing a light blue sleeveless tennis dress that just barely covers my ass. After a few practice swings, I’m not sure I can do this. I was a decent player in high school… Lucas was a decent player in high school. Lily has never played before. And I have two rather large obstructions on my chest that make some swings awkward.

Just a couple of minutes later, I see him walk up. He’s wearing the classic all white. Shorts and a T-shirt. He smiles at me as he runs a hand through his perfect blonde hair.

“You came,” I say as he walks up.

“Of course. I wouldn’t want to make the city’s best barista mad at me. Do you know the things she could do to my coffee?”

“Do you know the things she could do to you?” I whisper.

“What?”

“I said, I’m hardly the best barista in the city.”

“I disagree. The best and the hottest. Look at you.”

I smile and pirouette for him. “You’re pretty hot yourself.”

He mimics my pirouette, and I laugh.

“Lucky for both of us, I can’t make coffee to save my life.”

“Maybe I can teach you someday.”

“Maybe you can just make it for me at home in the mornings.”

I blush. “You have to prove you can keep up with me first. Your serve.” I toss him a ball and he walks around the net.

He wins the first two points easily. Then I come back and take three in a row. We go back and forth on the next, but he finally hits it long, and I win the first game.

“I let you have the first two. What happened? Need me to take it easier on you?”

“I’m just getting warmed up. I’ll break you this time.”

“You can try.”

The next four games are exhausting. We’re evenly matched, and each point goes on forever. It’s during the fifth game that I howl and fall to the court. Anthony is at my side in an instant.

“What is it? What’s wrong?”

“Cramp. Hamstring.” I’ve never had a cramp like this before. The entire muscle feels like it wants to rip away from my body.

“Roll onto your back. I’ll stretch you out.”

I do, and he lifts my leg. Higher and higher until it’s pointing above my head.

“God, you’re so flexible.”

“That’s a terrible pickup line.”

“It wasn’t my finest.”

He leans his body over my leg, forcing the tension from my hamstring.

“I feel so much better. Thank you.” With his body on mine, how could I not feel better? Even if he is just stretching away my cramp. Even if it is in the middle of a public tennis court.

“You know, you don’t have to fake an injury just because you’re scared I’m going to beat you.”

“Maybe I like the idea of you beating me.”

“Oh, you’re that kind of girl, are you?”

I yank his hand and twist my leg out of the way, forcing him down on top of me. “Do you really want to find out what kind of girl I am?”

“I think you already know the answer to that.”

He sweeps his lips down over mine, and his tongue glides over my mouth. I open for him. Our tongues dance while our lips push and pull against each other. He wraps his hand around my waist and pulls me up into him. I’ve fantasized about this moment. But this is more than I imagined. Even fully clothed, I can tell that our bodies fit together perfectly. The heat builds inside me just thinking about it.

“That was the best serve you’ve had all night.” I lean up and bite his neck. I want to leave a mark. I want to see it in the morning when he walks into the coffee shop and know that I put it there.

“You haven’t seen anything yet.” He pulls me up and we sit facing each other. “You’re gorgeous.”

“I’m all sweaty and my hair is probably a mess.” I reach up and brush away the strands that have come loose from my hair tie.

“You’re still beautiful, no matter what. Did you drive here?”

“No. I don’t live very far. I walked.”

“Then I’m going to take you home. Do you think you can stand?”

“I’m fine. It was just a cramp, and it’s gone now. Thanks to you.”

“You’re welcome. But I’m still driving you home. I won’t have you walking alone in the dark. Just a ride home. Nothing more. Are you ready?”

No. I want to sit here all night and stare into his eyes. Both of us breathing the same air. Our legs touching. “I’m ready.” I move to twist my legs under me, but before I can, he takes my hands in his and pulls me to my feet.

“Still feel alright?”

“I beat you three games to one. I feel great.”

“No, you’re beating me three to one. We’ll finish this later.”

Knowing that he wants there to be a later between us makes me smile. I take a step and wince a little as my hamstring tightens.

“Hamstrings are the worst. Come here.” He steps next to me and wraps his arm around my waist. “There’s no way you can walk home by yourself. I’ll help you to my car.”

I close my eyes for a second and just enjoy the feeling of his body next to mine. Then I put my hand on his shoulder and we walk to the parking lot. By the time I’m at the car, I feel better, but he insists on taking me home anyway. And even though I protest, I want him to.

He turns to look at me as we pull up to the curb outside my apartment. When I just stare back, my lips slightly parted, he puts his hand under my chin and guides me closer. His lips find mine above the center armrest, and we sit parked on the street, making out like two teenagers until the windows are fogged in the moist air.

“Do you work in the morning?”

“I do. Do you want to come up anyway?”

“More than anything. But I’m not going to. I’m an old-fashioned man. Just kissing until the third date.”

“We need a second date before we can have a third date.”

“Yes, we do. Do you want a second date?”

“Are you asking?”

“I hope that’s not too forward of me.”

“My daddy would not approve. Maybe you could send him a telegram first to get his permission.”

“Being naughty is part of the fun. What are you doing Sunday?”

“Oh, sorry. A very handsome but rather old-fashioned man is taking me out. Sodas and ice cream. Maybe roller skating. At least I assume. He hasn’t told me yet.”

“Maybe even a moving picture at the theater downtown?”

“That sounds like a great way to spend my Sunday.”

“I’ll pick you up. One o’clock?”

“One.” I lean forward and kiss him, and it’s like our lips are stuck together again. Finally, I break free. “I really should head upstairs. A lady saves her best kisses for at least date two.”

“Then I have something to look forward to.”

“Yes, you do.”

The air is chilly compared to the warmth of being with him. I shiver and walk up the stairs. He stays parked, watching me until I’m inside. I blow him a kiss as I unlock the door.


CHAPTER NINE



Sunday, he knocks at my door at exactly one o’clock. I’m wearing a white dress that covers just a little more leg than my tennis dress. It shows a lot more of my breasts, though. My blonde hair is curled into waves—something I’ve recently taught myself to do—and I’m wearing pink lipstick with a matching eyeshadow. My feet are strapped into black high-heeled sandals. Red toenails peeking out the ends.

When I open the door, I feel instantly underdressed. He’s wearing a brown three-piece suit with a gold tie and on his head is a fedora the same color as his jacket.

“I should go change.” These are the first words out of my mouth. Not come in or you look very handsome today.

He steps inside anyway. “Don’t. Please. You’re beautiful.” He leans forward and kisses me.

When we pull away, I’m blushing. “I thought I looked good, but then you show up like this.”

“Do you like it? I teach 1920s poetry at the college. This was my costume for an English department party a couple of years ago. I’m an old-fashioned guy, remember?”

“I see you mean that literally.” I laugh, but he quiets me with another kiss.

“Just this. Just this suit. But for you, I’ll be anything you want me to be.”

“I just want you. I mean, you don’t have to pretend to be anything. Be you. It’s more than enough for me.”

“You say that now, but just wait until after this date.”

“I’ll say it then too.” I lean forward and kiss him this time. “But if we keep this up, we won’t make it to our date. I don’t even know what our date is.”

“Of course you do. Soda and ice cream. Then a moving picture. Just like you said Friday. No roller skating, though. That would just be too wild for a proper second date.” He laughs.

“Naturally. Just let me go freshen up. I need to touch up my lipstick for some reason.”

“I think you look perfect. But I can’t wait to see you with lipstick smeared all around your mouth.”

I’m glad my back is to him because I know I’ve turned fifteen different shades of red.

After the movie, we walk three blocks to an ice cream shop. He teaches the girl behind the counter how to make a chocolate soda with ice cream, chocolate syrup, and soda water. Despite his pleading, I stick to a sundae and a normal soda. When I see his face after his first sip, I’m glad I did.

“It’s terrible, isn’t it?” I ask.

“No. ‘Terrible’ doesn’t quite do it justice. Horrendous? Atrocious? Unspeakable. That’s it. Let’s never speak of this again.”

“Done.” I zip my fingers across my lips and then slide my Coke across the table to him. I hope our hands will meet, but they don’t. “Here. We can share. You know I love that you looked up an old drink just for me. Even if it is complete garbage.”

“Such total garbage. But it was worth it to make you happy. I’d drink the whole thing if you want me to.”

“Please don’t.” I chuckle.

“Oh thank God. I hoped you wouldn’t make me. This is genuinely not good. Everything else about today, though, is perfect.”

“I think so too.”

“Open up.” He runs a finger around the edge of my sundae dish and raises it to my mouth. I suck on it and lick it clean before letting it go. “This gives me an idea. Promise you’ll wait right here for me? I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

“Where are you going?”

“Just promise you’ll wait here.”

“I promise.” I watch him disappear out the door.

When he comes back, he’s wearing shorts, sneakers, and a wrinkled tank top.

“Lily? Is that you? What are the odds of seeing you here? Do you mind if I sit here?”

I raise a palm. “Not at all. What brings you here?”

“Oh, I was just in the neighborhood, and I thought I would try the place. I’ve never been here before. What do you recommend?”

“I recommend you don’t ask them to make some custom 1920s drink for you.”

“I would never dream of it. Hey, since we’re both here, do you want to both be here together?”

“That sounds like a great idea.”

“I think so too. And if my math is correct, that would make this our third date then.”

Now I understand the rushed outfit change and the way he’s acting. “Ahh, yes it would. For an English teacher, your math is superb.”

“I have a variety of skills. My office is just around the corner. Maybe I can take you there and show you some of my other skills.”

“I would like that. As long as you don’t mean juggling or magic.”

“I can certainly make magic. I just need the right assistant for that. Come on.”

We walk hand-in-hand through campus and up to his third-floor office. There’s no one in this building today. Our footsteps echo in the silence as we climb the stairs to his third-floor office.

The office is just as I remember it. Papers are still piled high on his desk. The couch is still covered with colorful books tossed casually. I smile when I see the spot where his tennis racket usually rests. I remember Friday and the feeling of his body on mine. I wonder what it would feel like to touch him here in this office.

I don’t have to wait long to find out. As soon as the door closes behind us, his hands are on my shoulders and his lips are pressed against mine. He pushes me against the wall, and I can already feel the erection rubbing against me.

“Is this OK?”

“‘OK’ doesn’t do it justice. Wonderful? Magnificent? Glorious?”

“So it’s everything that a chocolate soda is not.”

“Shh, we promised to never speak of that.”

“Especially not when I can think of so many other ways to use my mouth.”

I feel like I’m going to collapse as he sucks against the side of my neck. I know it’s going to leave a mark. A mark matching the one I gave him Friday night. The thought of our feelings openly branded on each other warms my core more than it already was.

Without taking his lips off me, he sweeps the couch clear and lays me down. His hand slides between my legs and rubs against my panties.

“You’re soaking wet.”

“I know. I need this. I need you.”

“Then let’s not keep you waiting.”

He rips my panties down my legs, and I gasp as I feel a finger slide inside me. Then another. He moves them in and out while he rubs on my clit with his thumb. I throw my arms around him and pull his mouth to mine. I moan each breath into his lips as he takes me closer and closer. When his hand stops, I can’t help but whimper.

“Don’t worry, little girl. This is just the beginning.”

I salivate as he slides a condom down his hard cock. I want to take him in my mouth. And I will. But right now, my pussy is aching for him. He moves his tip to my entrance, but I stop him.

“This is my first time.”

“You’re a virgin?”

I nod my head and bite my lip in embarrassment.

“Oh Lily, I am going to make this magical for you then. After this, you’ll never want to be with anyone other than me.”

It’s too late for that. I already feel that way.

He slides into me gently, and after a couple of quick thrusts, I yelp. A sharp pain letting me know that he’s made me his. He moves inside me further until I’ve stretched around his entire length. Part of me can’t believe that I can take his whole cock, but another part of me always knew that I could. We were destined to be together.

“You’re so tight. It feels great.”

I clench down on him. If he wants tight, I’m going to give him exactly what he wants. Between the soft slaps of his skin against mine, I hear him groan, and I smile, knowing that it’s because of me.

It’s not long before my back is wet with sweat and sliding on the leather couch. With each of his pushes, we move up and then down. Our moans fused together. Our bodies. Our lives. My breaths come faster. Shorter. And I know this is meant to be. When he rubs on my clit with his finger, I arch back into the couch and move my hips in time with his thrusts. Pushing as he pulls. Making sure his cock never leaves my pussy. Keeping his finger pressed in that magical spot. I try to hold in my cries of pleasure, but they force themselves out. And after a couple of quick grunts, I feel him spasm as his cock tenses inside me.

His softening cock slips out of me, and he reaches for the condom, but I put my hands on him, stopping him.

“Let me.”

I peel it from him, and then I use my tongue to clean every inch of his manhood. He starts to swell again with my lips wrapped around him. Now, it’s my turn. I push him onto his back as I move between his legs. I slide my hand up and down his length as I suck the head of his cock. Then I lower my head. Down and back. Keeping my hand wrapped around him and sliding it along with me. It’s not long before his hips start bucking. Soon he’s fucking my mouth, and I’m taking as much as I can. I feel him stiffen and he pulls away from my mouth.

“No. This is mine.” I moan and put my lips back around the head of his cock. As he explodes, I swallow every drop of his seed. I’m greedy and want it all, and he gives it to me.

“Rapturous. That’s the word for that.”

He pulls me on top of him, and we cuddle together. I know this is perfection. I could never want anything other than this.
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CHAPTER ONE



Oh my God. Every eye is on her as soon as she leaves the elevator. And how could they not be? She’s already tall, but with her sky-high heels, she towers over everyone here, women and men. And that body? The red dress she’s wearing might as well be see-through. Every curve, every line stands out.

I’m standing at the far end of the hallway, and I’ve got the perfect view. Her breasts bouncing with each clacking step. Her hips swinging as she walks. Her black hair, blowing back just a little as she comes closer to me. I was heading to my office when I saw her coming this way, so I stopped. I know I look like a creep, but I can’t stop staring. She’s gorgeous. And she keeps coming closer. As she does, I see her perfect makeup. Her bright red lips matching the tips of her fingers. I’m jealous.

When she’s close enough that I can smell her perfume, she stops and smiles at me. Then she knocks on the office door. My office door.

“Are you—” My voice squeaks. I cough and hope she didn’t notice. “Are you looking for Hunter?”

“Yes. Do you know where he is?”

Her voice is so feminine and sensual. My body tingles at the sound of it.

“I’m he, um, him. Hunter. I’m Hunter Wilds.”

She looks me up and down and raises a finger to her lips. “You don’t look very wild to me.”

“No, I, uh, I suppose I don’t.” My whole life people have teasingly called me Hunter Milds.

She smiles. “I bet there’s more under the surface, though. A totally different you, just waiting to come out.”

Even though I know there’s no way she knows what I’m wearing under my suit, my cheeks are instantly red. “What? No. Of course not. So, um, were you looking for me?” Obviously, duh. “Can I help you with something?”

“I’m Arianda. I work on the thirty-second floor.”

Like I don’t already know who she is. She might work on the executive floor, but every man who works for Tien Enterprises knows who she is. Most of the women too.

“What can I do for you?”

“I was told to deliver this.” She holds out an envelope.

“What is it?”

She shrugs her shoulders. “Mr. Crawford just told me to deliver it to you.”

“To me?” I don’t move.

“Unless there’s another Hunter Wilds here. Do you want me to tell him you refused it?”

“Oh… No! I’ll take it. I’m sorry.”


CHAPTER TWO



The note says, “I have a position that should interest you. Knock on my door at 4:00p.m.” My jaw drops as I read it. This is really from Mr. Crawford? The Brett Crawford? The man is a legend. He single-handedly crafted the entire launch campaign for Tien Enterprise’s most successful product release in history. Of course, the reason he did it single-handedly is because he fired the entire team working on the project.

At 3:45p.m. I sit in a chair opposite the empty secretary desk outside his office. My stomach is churning. He’ll take one look at me, ask who I am, and then tell me to leave. There’s no way he meant to send me that note. I’m nobody. There’s zero chance the name Hunter Wilds has ever been said, or even thought, by Brett Crawford. I don’t know why I even came up here. I wanted to ignore the letter. I should have. This is just going to leave me embarrassed. But I couldn’t ignore it. The note said to be here at four, so I will be.

While I wait, I look around the area. It couldn’t be more different from my office. Everything is sleek and bright. Glass and metal everywhere. It’s like the designer wanted to make everything transparent and invisible. Everything except the wall I’m staring at. It’s glass too, but opaque. I can’t even see a shadow through it. Maybe that’s because he’s not inside. Maybe the note didn’t mean four o’clock today. My stomach feels better when I think he might not be there. Maybe I don’t have to suffer the humiliation. If he’s not here at four, I’ll go back to my office and throw this letter away. I’ll know it was a mistake, and I’ll never mention it to anyone.

I see my watch change from 3:58 to 3:59, and I take a deep breath. What’s the worst that can happen? He could be impressed I did what he asked, even though I knew the note wasn’t for me. Maybe this will help me stand out to him. But maybe standing out to him isn’t a good thing. As soon as I see 4:00, I knock. Three soft knocks. Maybe he won’t hear them. Then I can just turn around, satisfied I did my part.

“Come in.”

Shit. I open the door. “Mr. Crawford?”

“Mr. Wilds. Close the door behind you.”

He hasn’t shaved in a couple of days, and that just makes him more handsome than he already is. His brown hair is loosely slicked back and looks almost wet. His dark eyebrows are furrowed, and he’s staring right at me. My breath catches as our eyes meet. My core stirs, and I have to look away before I embarrass myself more than I already am.

Even as I look out the window, I feel his eyes on me. Silently staring. Should I speak first? Is he waiting for me?

“You wanted to see me… sir?”

“Come here.”

I walk across the room and stop a couple of feet from his desk. He stands and comes toward me.

“Lower your pants.”

“Sir?” I clearly misheard.

“Lower your pants.”

“My… I, uh…” My skin is boiling. He can’t really mean that, can he?

“Did you not hear me?” He moves even closer, and I can smell him. Soap and something more. It’s the scent of the air right after a bolt of lightning singes through it. His breath is on my cheek now. “Lower your pants. I want to see your panties.”

I want to run away, but I can’t. My body won’t move. I’m frozen to the floor of his office, my mouth hanging open.

“Sir? I don’t—”

The palm of his hand stings the side of my face. The tingle spreading from there through the rest of my body. And now I can move. I take two steps away and look at him. His face is as firm as his body.

“Do not disobey me. I know you’re a sissy who likes to wear panties to work. You don’t think anyone ever noticed, but I did. And you’re going to show me.”

How did he find out? No one could know. He couldn’t know. I’m always so careful. I don’t even use the bathroom when anyone else is in there. I don’t know what to do. No matter what I choose, I’m going to be fired. I either disobey a man who is famous for having a short fuse, or I admit I’m a crossdresser who wears panties under his clothes.

My thoughts stop when I hear a zipper. I look down and see him pulling his cock from his pants. His massive, erect cock. He wraps a hand around it and slowly strokes its length.

“Show me. I won’t tell you again.”

My hands are trembling as I unfasten my pants. I still hold them tight in my hand, though, afraid to release them. When his eyes move to my hand, I let go. My pants fall to my thighs, and I know he can see the blue lace underneath.

“Lower.”

His hand is moving more rapidly now as I pull my pants down. Down my shaved legs. Down to my knees. I stop there and stand up straight. My dick is struggling to break free of its satin prison, but compared to his, I can’t even call it a dick. It’s a sapling next to a giant oak.

I don’t take my eyes off him. I don’t move as I watch him, his hand moving still faster. His eyes never leave my panties. I see his hips twitch, and I know what’s coming. He tenses as his cock spurts. My eyes move from his cock to his eyes and back to his cock. It’s still dripping.

“I want you to work for me.”


CHAPTER THREE



“You…” I clear my throat. “What? You want me to work for you?”

He takes a tissue from his desk, cleans himself, and shoves his cock back into his pants. “Yes. I’ve had an eye on you for a while now. You’re exactly what I’m looking for.”

“But I don’t have any experience with… well, with anything.”

“You will when I’m done with you.”

“What would I be doing?” I realize my pants are still down around my knees, but I don’t move to pull them up.

“You’ll be my assistant. You’ll do anything I tell you to do.”

My blood drains from my face when I see the look in his eyes.

He just stares.

“Like a secretary? I can’t do that. That’s—I’m not interested in that.”

“Not a secretary. And I see that you are interested.” His eyes flash down to my swollen cock. “But don’t give me your answer yet. Think about it tonight, and let me know tomorrow. Be here at nine. And wear another pair of panties like these. I like these.”
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I replay the scene all night long. The way he looked at me when he told me to pull down my pants. The way he looked at me when he already knew what he would find. Then his eyes when he saw. They were hungry. But it’s wrong. He’s wrong. I can’t do this. I can’t.

When I get ready for bed, I pull my short, silky nightgown over my head. I know what I have to do. He can’t seriously want me to work for him. He just said it in the heat of the moment. Tomorrow, I’m going to my office, not his. I’ll do my work. Nine will come and go, and he’ll never think anything of it. He’ll probably even forget that he offered me the position. If he remembers, I’m sure he regrets it. I won’t hold him to it.

The next morning, I’m at work at 8:30a.m. In my office. And I’m going to stay here. There’s no way I can take the job that he’s offering me. It would be nice to have experience under one of the most famous executives in the country. And I could really use the extra money that I’m sure would come with the promotion. But I know I can’t do it, and I know he doesn’t even really want me for it. He would laugh in my face if I came to his office this morning. So no, I’ll stay right here.

I watch the clock on my wall as the hands sweep past nine. There’s a tinge in my belly when I try to imagine a world where I got on the elevator a few minutes ago and took it to the thirty-second floor. A reality where I knocked on his door. And he answered. And where he actually meant what he said yesterday. But that’s not here or now. At three past nine, I look away and back to my computer. It’s for the best.

“Mr. Wilds? Didn’t I tell you to not disobey me?”

I jump when I hear the voice. His voice.

“Pack anything that’s important to you. You have five minutes.” He shoves an empty box onto my desk.

“What do you mean?” I look up at him. At his blue eyes. The same hunger that was there yesterday is in them today, too.

“I think I was very clear.”

“But I can’t take that job.”

“Yes, you can. And you will.”

“You said I could choose. It’s better this way. I wouldn’t work out.”

“I did not say that. But you did choose. You made the wrong choice, though. Four minutes. You’ll find that I don’t take no for an answer, and I don’t tolerate people questioning me. Now pack. You won’t like the consequences if you don’t. I can make your reputation, but I can also destroy it.”

My heart races as I take the box. I don’t have much. Just some sketchbooks and pencils that I sometimes doodle with when I get bored. And my red staple remover. I won’t leave that behind.

Upstairs, I set the box down and follow Mr. Crawford into his office. He sits at his desk and picks up the phone, while I stand in the doorway waiting. He doesn’t even look at me, just makes the phone call as if I’m not there. Only when he hangs up does he finally turn to me, smiling.

“You’re going to be perfect. Come in and sit.”

He points to his right, at an overstuffed white chair that would look more at home in a living room. I cross the room without taking my eyes off him.

“Are you wearing your panties?”

I feel the red rise to my cheeks, and I wish I could hide my face behind my hands. But I know I can’t. Instead, I nod.

“I have rules. One of which is that you answer verbally when I ask you a question. Do you understand?”

“Yes, sir. I’m sorry.” I look down, away from him.

“Much better. And you’ve already mastered another rule. You’re to call me sir or Mr. Crawford. Nothing else. So see? This won’t be so bad after all.”

“I still don’t understand what I’ll be doing.”

“We’ll go over all that, but for now, stand and show me your panties.”
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The next couple of weeks pass in a blur. I slowly learn what he expects of me. I take his phone calls, keep his schedule, and forward reports and memos to the correct people. And once a day he calls me into his office and has me take my pants off for him. He never touches himself like he did that first day. At least not with me there. He just stares. Sometimes he stays behind his desk. Sometimes he moves closer. A couple of times, he touches me.

The first time, he just put his hand on my hip. When his skin touched me through the fabric of my panties, I gasped. His hand was so cold, but it shot sparks through me. Something I hadn’t felt since that first time I saw him. Something I’d convinced myself was just in my imagination. I tilted my head down, but I watched him from the corner of my eye, hoping that he would do more than just rest his hand there. But he didn’t.

It’s almost a week later when he touches me again. He holds his hand against my hip, but this time he doesn’t stop there. His fingers slide along my side and then up to my waistband. He follows it around to my front, stopping just below my navel. He’s standing directly in front of me. So close that I feel his breath on my forehead. So close that I have to use every muscle in my body to fight from falling into him, to struggle against the gravity of his lips pulling against me.

“So perfect.” His words are soft and barely audible. Just when I can’t hold out another second, he turns and walks back behind his desk. I feel like someone has cut my strings and I want to collapse to the floor. Instead, I force a smile, fasten my pants, and walk back to my desk.

The next morning I sit at my desk remembering it. My skin prickles at just the thought of his touch . It’s stupid to think he would ever want a boy like me. A boy who likes to dress up like a girl. Maybe I’m good enough for him to look at, or sometimes touch, or maybe even masturbate to. But he would never really want me, not in the way I dream about when I see him. Or hear his voice. Or the rare times I feel his fingers on me. Stop, don’t go there. It’s not going to happen. He’s one of the most powerful executives in the country, and I’m… just me. Nobody.

I finally clear him from my head just before he calls me into his office.


CHAPTER FOUR



“Do you own any stockings?”

I feel like I stepped outside naked in the middle of winter. “Excuse me?”

“You heard me.”

“I… um—” He can’t expect me to answer this, can he?

“Do you think there’s a wrong answer? There isn’t. Do you own any stockings?”

“Uh, no. No, sir. I have some… well, I own some tights. But not, um…”

“Was that so hard? Have you learned nothing about me yet? You’re to buy some. Several pairs. At least two black and at least one white. You can choose the other colors and styles. Send me the links when you find five pairs that you like. I’ll either approve or disapprove of them.”

“I… I can’t.”

“You can’t? Are you refusing me? You know what will happen if you do.”

“No sir. I just—”

“Then you’re going to do this. Do it now. Send me the links. You’ve got an hour. Don’t take that long.”

“Yes, sir.” I stumble when I turn and walk away, but I catch myself. Stockings? Does this mean he’ll want me to wear them to work? My stomach drops at the thought, but at the same time, an excited shiver runs through me.

It doesn’t take long to find the five pairs I want. I quickly email him with the links. Only a couple of minutes later, he forwards me an email confirming the orders. He bought them and had them shipped to my house. Thinking about wearing them, about him seeing me wear them makes the blood flow to my cock.

The next day when I get home from work, the package is waiting against my door. I look around to make sure no one can see it, then I pick it up and rush inside. As soon as the door clicks shut, I tear open the envelope and dump them onto my kitchen counter. Sheer black, black fishnet, sheer white, white fishnet, and the ones I was thrilled to find online—blue to match the panties that seem to be Mr. Crawford’s favorites. Matching garter belts for each color. I run my hand over the stockings and close my eyes as I feel the smoothness. I can’t wait to wear these for him.

The next morning, I don’t put them on, but I do put them in my bag to take to work. I’m not sure if he wants me to wear them, so I don’t dare put them on yet. As much as I wanted to, I didn’t even try them on last night.

He’s already there when I get to my desk, so I knock on his door.

“Come in.”

“Good morning, sir.”

“Are you wearing them?” His mind is apparently in the same place as mine.

“No, sir. You didn’t tell me if you want me to. But I brought them. In my bag.”

“Bring them in here.”

I retrieve my bag and come back. Standing in the middle of his office, where he likes to look at me.

“Take off everything except your shirt and your panties.”

I kick off my shoes and then pull off my socks and pants. When I’m done, I stand facing him.

“You wore the blue panties today.” He grins. “Now sit on the couch. You’re going to try on each pair so I can see them. Let me see the white ones first.”

I sit and grab the first package—white like he told me. As I open it, I hear him unfasten his pants. I look up, and he slides the waistband of his boxer briefs down. His cock isn’t quite firm yet, but I know it will be soon. I can’t take my eyes off it. The drool is building in my mouth, and I want to taste it. Just to swirl my tongue around the tip. That’s all. That would satisfy me. But I don’t tell him this. I don’t dare let him know. I’m afraid of what else he would make me do in exchange. Afraid he would want to fuck me with it. My asshole clenches at just the thought. There’s no way it would ever fit.

When I have on the first pair of stockings, he has me stand and turn for him. We go through each pair like this. I stand and turn, and he slowly moves his hand up and down his cock while he watches me. At last I roll the blue pair up my legs. It’s such a bright blue, I’m sure they’re just meant for the bedroom or a costume. I can’t imagine ever matching them with an outfit. But I still love the way they look.

“You are so fucking pretty. Come over here.”

I blush when he calls me pretty, and I wonder what he expects of me now. Is this finally my chance?

“Sit on my desk.” He brushes aside papers, clearing a spot for me in front of him.

I hop up, and he moves his chair in, pinning me so close I can smell his sex.

“Rub me with your foot.”

I extend my right leg so my foot is against his cock. I twist sideways just a little and then rub my stockinged foot up and down his length.

“Good girl. Now rub yourself through your panties.”

“Sir?”

“You heard me, girl. Now do it.”

My body tenses as I massage my cock through the silky fabric. As hard as I am, I’m sure it won’t be long before I come, but I don’t know if he wants me to do that.

“Good girl.” His voice is more labored.

It’s difficult to rub my foot along his length at the same time that I fondle myself, but I finally settle into a rhythm. Two circles around my small tip for every one stroke on his. Our breathing is heavier now as we both move closer. I can feel the orgasm building in me, and I know he’s as close as I am. I want us to come together, so I work my hand faster. Pushing harder. My hips are moving on their own and my cock pulses. When I hear him moan, I explode and fill my panties with my sticky fluid. I toss my head and shoulders back, but I don’t take my eyes off of his.

“Look at this mess you made. Clean it up.”

I slide off the desk, and for a second I’m not sure if he means his mess or mine. I start to turn so I can get a towel, but he grabs my arm and stops me.

“Where are you going? I said clean this up.”

“Yes, sir. I was just going to get a towel.”

“Use your tongue.”

“My… tongue?”

“Put it to better use than you are currently. On your knees and lick me clean.”

My heart is pounding as I drop to the floor. I can’t believe I’m doing this. Me. I’m wearing nothing but panties and a pair of stockings, and I’m under my boss’s desk about to take his cock into my mouth. I lean forward and run my tongue up his length. When I get to the tip, he grabs my chin and holds his other hand in front of me. The hand he shot his cum into. I lick his palm, and my insides burn as I take his sweet and salty fluid inside me. I close my eyes so nothing will distract me from his taste. He finally pulls it away, and then I turn back to his cock. I clean his shaft and all around the base. When I’m done, I look up into his face. He’s smiling at me.

“I’m so proud of you. You did so well.”

I beam.

“Now get dressed and go back out to your desk. No socks since you’re wearing stockings now.”

“Yes sir. May I go to the bathroom and clean myself?”

“No, you’re not to touch it. I want you to feel your cock squishing around in it all day and think about how wet I make you. I do make you wet, don’t I, girl?”

“Yes, sir.”
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“Are you questioning me?”

“No, sir. I’m sorry. I just… can’t.”

“You will.”

I look at the shoes sitting on his desk. Black heels. “I don’t think I can walk in those. Besides, everyone will notice.”

“Try them on and walk around in here. You can do it.”

“But sir—”

“This is not up for debate. Put them on and let me see you walk in them.”

I feel my pulse in my neck as I take the box from his desk and sit on the chair. The heels really aren’t bad. Maybe three inches? And it’s a wide heel. Maybe I can walk in these. But that doesn’t change the fact that I can’t wear them outside this office.

When they’re on over my black sheer stockings, I stand and carefully turn to face him. He comes around the desk and stands at my side.

“Now we’ll walk to the door and back. Together. I don’t want you to hurt yourself.”

I take small, slow steps. I wobble just a little at first, but it’s not nearly as bad as I’d imagined.

“See? You can do this. By the end of the day, it’ll be like you’ve been wearing them your entire life.”

“But I still can’t wear them. Everyone will see them.”

“Are you being logical right now or fearful?”

“Logical. I think?”

“You know my schedule for today. How many meetings are there?”

“None, but—”

“And on a normal day, how many people come back to this corner of the floor?”

I drop my head, knowing that I’m going to lose this argument. “Not many.”

“You mumbled. I didn’t hear you. How many?”

“Not many. Usually.”

“Right. So, are you being logical or fearful?”

“Fearful… sir.”

“Good girl.” He picks my old shoes—my men’s shoes—off the floor and puts them in a desk drawer. “Now, get out there. And don’t hide your feet or take those shoes off unless I give you permission. I want to see them every time I walk by. Understood?”

“Yes, sir.”

I hesitate for just a second at the door, but then I open it and walk out to my desk. As soon as I sit, I catch myself pulling my legs under me, hoping to hide my feet in the base of the chair. I close my eyes, slide them forward, and cross my legs—one knee over the other. It’s going to take work to police myself all day, but I’ll do it. For him. He’s right. No one ever comes here unless they have an appointment scheduled. Mr. Crawford isn’t the type of person that you go to see unless you have a reason to.

“Hiya Hunter!”

Fuck. “Hey, Chloe.” She’s wearing a purple dress that flares at her hips and doesn’t quite cover the tops of her white thigh high socks.

“Whatcha doin’?”

“Work. I’m really busy. Lots of things to get done before lunch.” I open an email and pretend to be typing so she’ll get the hint.

“Yeah, me too.” She sits across from me and makes no effort to keep her dress from riding up her legs.

“So, what do you need? I really have to get back to this. No time for talking. Sorry.”

“Oh, that’s OK. Mr. Taylor wants me to see if Mr. Crawford can meet him tomorrow afternoon sometime.

“You could have called.” I don’t mean to snap at her.

“I know, but then I wouldn’t get to see you. I hardly ever get to see you.” She twists her face into a pout. “Plus, I was bored. Sitting at a desk all day is so boring, don’t ya think?”

“Uh, yeah. It can be. Looks like three o’clock tomorrow is free. Would that work?”

“That’s perfect.”

“Don’t you need to check?”

“Nope. I got it all memorized.” She taps a pink nail against the side of her head.

“Well, I need to get back to—”

“Oh my God, Hunter! Lemme see! Lemme see!”

Before I can move, she pulls my chair away from my desk.

“So pretty! I love them!”

Fuck, fuck, fuck! I tuck my feet under me, but it’s obviously too late. “Um, it’s not—”

“So cute! Do you like mine? Oh my God, what size are you? Maybe we can share shoes. That would be so much fun, wouldn’t it?”

“Uh…”

“I’m gonna go tell the other girls. They’re all gonna be so excited!”

“Wait, Chloe, don’t. Chloe?”

She ignores me as she practically sprints around the corner and toward the rest of the floor. I bury my head in my hands and do everything I can to fight back the tears. I can’t believe I let him talk me into this. I knew better. I fucking knew better. “Are you being logical or fearful?” Logical, damn it. Obviously, I was being logical.

It can’t be even two minutes when I hear what I assume is Chloe coming toward me. I look up just in time to see her and her white platform Mary Jane pumps. And she’s pulling Arianda and Sydney behind her. They all have huge smiles on their faces. No doubt looking forward to making fun of me.

Arianda is the first to say something. “I thought this was just Chloe and her overactive imagination, but I guess it’s really true.”

“Uh, it’s not what you think.”

“Girl, those look good on you.” Sydney says.

“That’s what I told her!”

“Him. Just, please. This doesn’t mean anything. It wasn’t even my idea. It was Mr. Crawford, and I didn’t—”

“Don’t be embarrassed by it. You’re wearing heels. I’m wearing heels. So are Chloe and Sydney. So what?”

My face has to be so red right now. “But it’s different.”

“No, it’s not.” Sydney says. “We all like pretty shoes. Sounds the same to me.”

“You don’t think it’s—I don’t know—weird that I’m wearing these? Creepy?”

“What? No. Why would it be weird or creepy? Don’t be silly. Do you think it’s creepy that I’m wearing these?”

I look down at the nude pumps Sydney is wearing. “Of course not, but you’re a girl.”

“If it makes you feel better, you’re an honorary girl from now on then. Does that work?”

I just stare at her. Obviously, it doesn’t work that way, and she knows it.

“Yay! Another girl on the floor!” Chloe wraps her arms around me, and I see Arianda roll her eyes and smile.

“Come on Chloe. Let’s leave her alone, so she can get her work done.”

They all walk away, and I bury my face again. This time to hide my smile.


CHAPTER FIVE



“Sir, please? I really have to go.”

“Not yet. We’re not finished.”

“But I think I may have an accident if I—”

“You heard me. You’re not questioning me, are you?”

“No. Of course not.” I look away and squeeze my legs together.

We’ve been going over these marketing images for hours—straight through lunch—and he hasn’t given me permission to leave once. If he doesn’t soon, I may have to go regardless of what he says.

“So, which of these do you prefer?”

I bend over and look at the images side by side on his screen while he stands and walks around me. They look the same to me. A jogging woman, back-lit by the sunrise, earbuds in her ears. When I hear the noise, I stand and look at him.

He’s pouring water from a pitcher into a cup, and I can hear every splatter and tinkle.

“Mr. Crawford.” I close my eyes and will my bladder to hold on just a little longer.

“Did you choose one?”

“What? No. They’re the same.”

“Not at all. One has the contrast adjusted by two percent. Minor differences like that can be very important.”

He’s done pouring now, so I turn around to the pictures. I can’t see any difference. I look at her face, the background, the earbuds. Nothing sticks out to me. I’m so caught up trying to find the difference that I don’t notice Mr. Crawford until he squeezes my ass. The touch of his hand sends a ripple through me, and—

“Oh God! I’m so sorry! I’m so sorry!” I don’t care that I’m wearing heels, I sprint through the door and down the hall only to find the men’s room blocked by the yellow cart of the cleaner. I can’t wait. I turn left and go into the women’s room instead, praying that no one is in there. I pull open the door to the first stall and unfasten my pants, but I don’t make it in time. Shit! Shit! Shit! I hurry and drop them and finish in the toilet. When I’m done, I sit down and sob.

There’s a massive wet stain across the front of my pants. Why did he do this? Did I make him mad? Was he trying to prove a point? The tears are pouring down my cheeks as I take a handful of toilet paper from the dispenser. I dab and rub, but nothing makes the stain even slightly less noticeable. I wish I could adjust the contrast on these. My sobbing turns to cackling, and soon I can’t breathe because I’m laughing so hard. This is all so absurd. All of it. I’m sitting on a toilet in the women’s restroom with my pants and panties around my ankles and a pair of blue stockings on my legs. And now there’s a giant wet stain on my pants because my boss refused to let me use the bathroom, and like an idiot, I didn’t leave until it was too late.

When I finally stop laughing, I stand up. I don’t know what to do other than to go back to the office and hope no one sees me. Maybe Mr. Crawford has a spare pair of pants I can borrow. Or a long coat. Something so I can get out of here without being the talk of the entire building.

Thankfully, there’s no one in the hallway or outside the office when I get back. For once, I don’t bother knocking. I just walk in and close the door behind me.

Mr. Crawford stands and comes right over to me. “I’m so proud of you.” He cups his hand against the side of my face.

“You’re proud of me?” I snicker.

“I am. You did exactly what I asked until you couldn’t. Such a good girl. I knew you were perfect.”

He leans in and his lips brush against mine. A tingle runs through my whole body. This is exactly what I’ve wanted since I first saw him, but I back away and lean against the closed door.

I can’t believe this. “This? This is perfect?”

“This is so very perfect.” He smiles as he comes up to me. He has a hand on the door on either side of me, pinning me in place. “You’re so wonderful.”

His mouth moves toward mine again. I try to pull away, but my head hits the door, and his lips are on mine before I can move. This time, he doesn’t gently brush against them. He’s claiming me. Letting me know that I’m his. And as angry as I am, his lips on mine make me melt. I open my mouth just a crack and he pushes his way through. Taking everything that I give him. Taking more. And I want him to have it all. I want to be his. Completely his. I kiss him back like my life is depending on it because it is. Without this I’m nothing. I can never go back to that old life now. That life has been shattered into a million pieces. No matter what I try, I could never reassemble it.

His lips pull away just far enough for words to escape. “Let me clean you.” The sentence tickles my skin.

I don’t say anything as he walks to his private bathroom and wets a cloth. When he comes back, he unfastens my pants and pulls them down. Then he gently tugs my panties down until they’re around my ankles as well. The room air is cold on my wet cock, and I shiver. He drops to his knees in front of me, lifts my legs one at a time, slipping my feet out of my shoes and then pulling my soiled clothes off. When he’s slid them out of the way, he takes my dick in one hand while he slides the warm cloth along its length. My toes curl against the floor at his touch.

I exhale. “You shouldn’t be doing this.”

“I want to.”

“It just doesn’t seem right, though. You taking care of me. You’re… well, you’re…” I feel my cock harden, and I can’t finish my thought.

He looks up into my eyes. “A man who has feelings for you? A man who wants to take care of you?” He moves the cloth around my now hard length, but he doesn’t take his eyes away from mine. I stare at him, and then I finally smile and look away. My skin pimples as I think of him—one of the most powerful businessmen in the world—so gentle and careful as he washes me. I close my eyes and listen to my own breaths as the cloth works against my cock and then my balls. Caressing more than rubbing. I want to drop to my knees in front of him. I want him to take me. In his arms. Then more. Instead, he stands, and I hear him take two steps backward. I open my eyes.

“I could look at you like this all day.” His blue eyes are practically glowing white with heat. “But I think that might be a problem when you leave the office.”

Right now, I never want to leave the office. I want to stay here forever. Stay here in front of him wearing nothing but a button-down dress shirt, garter belt, and a pair of stockings. Electricity runs to my core at the thought.

“Luckily, I’ve got something for you. I was saving it, but you’ve been such a good girl today, you deserve a reward. Go to the closet.”

My eyes narrow as I wonder what it could be. I open the closet door, expecting a package, something wrapped. But nothing stands out. I turn to look at him, and he’s standing right behind me. He presses his body against mine, and I feel his cock poking through his pants into the crack of my ass. I can’t help myself. I push back against him and wiggle my hips as he pulls a hanger from the rod.

“Maybe you’re not such a good girl after all.” He laughs and holds the gift in front of me.

I blink. “It’s… a dress?”

“Do you like it?”

“I, uh, what am I supposed to do with it?”

“Hunter, I’m pretty sure you already know that answer.”

“Here?”

“Of course here. Why not?”

My eyes widen. “I can’t. No. People will see.”

“Hunter, stop and breathe. We went through this with your heels, remember? You were scared, but it turned out just fine.”

“You told me then that no one would see, but they did.”

“The other girls. And how did they react?”

I blush. “They told me they were pretty. But this is different.” I look at the plain black dress he’s holding in his hand.

“How so? It’s something you want to wear. Just like your heels. It’s something that will be pretty on you. Just like your heels. It’s something I want to see you in. Just like your heels. What’s the difference? Is a dress any more girly than a pair of high heels and stockings? I hardly think so. Now, put this on for me.”

I take the dress from him, and he walks behind his desk and sits down. I look it over. No zipper. No buttons. Just a black sleeveless dress meant to be slipped over your head. I pull it on. With a little twisting and shimmying, it falls around me. The hemline ends halfway down my thighs. If I sit, it’ll show the top of my stockings.

“I can’t wear this out there.”

“You look gorgeous. I bought this for you, too.” He lifts a blonde wig out of a bag and walks toward me. With one hand, he slicks my hair back. With the other, he sets the wig on my head and then adjusts it. “The lady at the shop gave me some pins for this, too.”

“Sir, please don’t make me go out there like this.”

“I will if I have to. You need to understand what a beautiful person you are, Hunter. Stop hiding yourself from the world.”

“It’s not that.” Even to my own ears, my voice sounds whiny.

“It is that. I promise everyone on this floor will celebrate you for who you are. And soon everyone outside this floor is going to know that you’re mine, and if they have a problem with you, I’ll make their life hell.”

I pinch my lower lip between my teeth and stare at him. He walks up to me and wraps his arms around me.

“As long as you’re mine, I’ll never let anything bad happen to you. I promise.”

“But am I really?” I breathe the words into the side of his neck as he holds me.

“Mine? Of course you are. Now be my good girl and get out there.”

I go to the door and don’t hesitate. I throw it open and walk out to my desk. My steps are challenging anyone who might have a problem with me, but there’s no one there. I wish there were, so they could see me.


CHAPTER SIX



It’s been two days, two days of wearing dresses at work, and I haven’t heard a single negative comment. The only comments I’ve heard at all were from the other girls on the floor. Before leaving work yesterday, Sydney made me promise to let her do my makeup this morning. And as soon as I walk off the elevator today, she takes my hand and drags me to the women’s restroom.

She has what looks like a small suitcase, but she tells me it’s her makeup case. She sets it next to the sink and opens it. I can’t imagine even a professional makeup artist having more than this. For the next thirty minutes, she tickles my face with brushes and sponges and rubs the creams and powders onto my skin.

When she’s done, she stands back and smiles. I look in the mirror, and my heart stops. That’s not me. Is it? That woman is pretty. My eyes move from the black eyeliner and thick eyelashes of my eyes, down to my suddenly cute nose, and to my soft pink lips. I imagine Mr. Crawford pressing his lips against them, unable to control himself.

I turn to look at her. “Is this me?”

“Of course it is, and you’re gorgeous. Do you like it?”

“I’m pretty? Really pretty. Oh my God, Sydney, I can’t believe it! You’re a magician with this stuff.”

“Thanks, I love playing with makeup.” Her eyes move down my body. “Wow, you really do like it, don’t you?”

“Uh…” I want to run into a stall to hide from her.

“Don’t be embarrassed. Your dick just saw an attractive woman in the mirror, and it did what comes naturally. I know how it is.”

“You really don’t, but yeah. I still… I’m so sorry.”

She moves closer to me. “Don’t be sorry. Let me help.”

“What are you—”

“Shh.” She slips her hand inside my panties and wraps it around my cock.

I gasp.

“We’re all very helpful on this floor. You’re new, but you’ll learn. Do unto others, you know. And pretty girls turn me on too, so maybe we can help each other?” She pulls her dress over her hips and drops her panties to her ankles.

I watch as she hops onto the counter next to the sink. My gaze goes from her eyes to her pussy.

“Sydney, are you—”

“I think we both need to get rid of a little extra energy, don’t we?”

“But here?”

She pulls me closer to her. My pantied cock brushes against her entrance. “Right here. It won’t take long. I promise.” She pushes my panties down and scoots to the very edge of the counter.

“I don’t have a condom.”

“I’m clean. Are you?”

“Yes, but… what about birth control?”

“Don’t worry, babe. You won’t get me pregnant.” She giggles.

Her hand is around my dick, and she guides its tip to her slick folds.

“Are you sure?”

She leans forward and takes my mouth with hers. I taste our lipsticks mingling as I slide into her, and her moan vibrates against my lips. I wrap my arms around her to hold her tight while I slip in and out of her. Slowly at first, but when she starts to nibble on my neck, I move faster. My cock thrusts into her while I hold her tight to keep her from sliding away from me.

I’m leaning over her now. Her moans are so loud I imagine others can hear us, but I can’t stop. I push myself into her over and over. Her hands are on my back, and I’m worried that her fingernails are going to tear through my dress. My pants become more erratic, and I feel my cock throb. Just as it spurts inside her, she arches her back and screams, “Fuck.” I know everyone on the floor heard that, but I still keep moving inside her, pushing as her body spasms.

Finally, when my cock has gone limp and her body has relaxed, I step away from her.

“Oh my God, Sydney. That was incredible.”

“For a girl, you definitely know how to use your cock.”

I chuckle.

She leans forward and kisses my lips. “I’m so glad you took this position. You fit right in.”

We leave the bathroom, and I hurry to Mr. Crawford’s office.

“Miss Wilds?”

“Yes, sir?” I walk into his office and stand in front of him. He just stares at me.

“You look beautiful today.”

I blush. “Thank you, sir.”

“But you seem to have gotten lipstick on your neck. A different shade from what’s on your lips.”

My stomach sinks. “I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t apologize. It sounded like you and Miss Storer were enjoying yourselves. You don’t have to be sorry for that. Use my washroom to wipe that off. Next time, take care of it before you come back.”

Next time? My face is on fire. “Uh, yes, OK.”
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Arianda and Chloe are already in the break room when I walk in for lunch. Li is sitting with them too. I slow down just a step when I see her. She’s the assistant to the owner, Mr. Tien, and in many ways, she’s more intimidating than he is.

“Look at her walking in like she owns the place now that she’s all hot.”

I assume Arianda must be talking about someone else, so I turn my head, expecting to see Sydney behind me.

“Oh, and pretending to be modest, too.” She smiles at me.

Beside her, Chloe is bouncing in her seat. “Sydney said you were pretty, and you are. You’re really pretty, Hunter.”

“Thanks, sweetie.” I run my hand down her braided hair. She looks at me for a second longer before picking up her crayon and focusing again on her book.

I smooth my pink dress under me and sit down, crossing my legs and feeling the swish of my white stockings as I do.

Li looks across the table at me. There’s a smile on her face, but I can’t tell if it’s friendly or intimidating. “You certainly do make up well.”

“Uh, thanks.” I try to hold eye contact with her, but I can’t.

“From what I heard this morning, you may do other things well, too. Maybe I should test you myself to see how well.”

“Uhh…”

“Li, leave the girl alone. At least give her a chance to get used to all this before you sexually harass her.”

My mouth opens, and I look at Arianda. But her eyes are still locked with Li’s. Chloe giggles but doesn’t look up. Not sure what else to do, I walk to the refrigerator and grab my lunch—a tomato, cucumber, and hummus wrap. I pretend to be engrossed in my food until our half hour is up.

Just as we all stand to head back to work, Sydney comes around the corner. Her hair is still more perfect than any of ours, but it’s clearly been messed up and then retouched in a hurry.

“Sorry I missed lunch, ladies. Ms. Rogers needed to keep me over for a bit. You all know how that is.” She smirks as she grabs a diet coke from the fridge and an orange from the counter. The other girls all laugh. I just walk silently back to my desk.

I’m still sitting there, making sure the social media team is aware of the updated graphics, when I see a woman walk down the hall toward me. I’ve never seen her before, so I sit up a little straighter. Mr. Crawford doesn’t have anything scheduled, so I’m not sure who this could be.

“Hi, what can I help you with?”

“Oh, I see he has another one of his girls. And a cute one this time. Nothing honey. I help myself.” She doesn’t even slow down as she walks past me and pushes open the office door.

I gasp and stand up, following her in. Mr. Crawford looks up from his computer. When he sees the woman, his face changes. He looks surprised. Like she’s the last person he expected to walk in.

“We need to talk Brett. You can send your little toy away. You won’t need her.” She barely acknowledges me as she says it.

My eyes move from the back of her head to his face. He doesn’t say anything. Just stares at me. I want to stay. I want to be here for whatever it is this woman is going to tell him. Whatever she doesn’t think I need to be a part of. But when he doesn’t say anything, I turn and walk back out to my desk. My stomach tightens as I do. Who is this woman?

I strain my ears for the next hour, trying to hear anything going on in the room, but for a wall made of metal and glass, it’s surprisingly soundproof. When the phone rings, I jump.

“Sir?”

“Hunter. I need dinner reservations tonight. For two. Le Collier. Then book one of the planes for a flight to Ibiza, Spain. Two passengers. Ms. Rossi and I. Plan on a Monday return.”

“Tonight?”

“Yes. Is there a problem? Thank you, Miss Wilds.” He disconnects before I can tell him that there is indeed a problem. He and I have plans for tonight. Had plans, I guess. I call Boar and Fig first to cancel our reservations. I hope the extra time it takes me to do that will mean that Le Collier is completely booked, but as soon as I mention Tien Enterprises, the lady is able to find a free table. “Quiet and romantic, away from the kitchen,” she tells me. I silently hope that she chokes on a wine cork. Last, I call the company that handles the jets for Tien. Two for Ibiza. I hang up the phone and want to cry, but I won’t give him the satisfaction.

Not long after that, the woman, Ms. Rossi, walks out of Mr. Crawford’s office. As she passes by, I swear I can hear a quiet snort, but I don’t look at her. I don’t go into his office either. I want him to know that I don’t care what he does with that bitch.

At exactly five o’clock, I log off, pack my bag, and walk to the elevators. I don’t say a word, and neither does he. His door is open, so I know he sees me stand up. Or at least hears my shoes on the tile. But nothing. Once the elevator doors close, I can’t hold back the tears anymore. I’ve debated since she left, but the fact that he hasn’t said a word to me since then makes the choice for me. I reach in my bag and pump the staple remover like it’s a stress ball.


CHAPTER SEVEN



“Another one of his girls.” I replay her line over and over as I scrub the makeup from my face. I’m so stupid. I can’t believe I ever thought this could be real. He must be laughing at me right now. Laughing at what a fool I am. Idiotic Hunter, thinking she could get everything she ever wanted.

I pick my dress and stockings up from the floor where I piled them and go to my bedroom. When I have it all—the couple of dresses he bought me, all the shoes, the stockings, the wig—I walk downstairs and slam them into a garbage bag. I don’t need these anymore, so I might as well donate them to someone who can use them. Just as I tie the bag, my phone chimes. It’s him.

“Call me.”

Why? So you can tell me that I could never compete with Ms. Rossi? Tell me that I was stupid to even think I could?

I mute his notifications and take a sketchpad and some pencils from my bag. I need to draw to let out some of this frustration. The only thing that wants to come out, though, are sketches of me and him. No matter what I start to draw, my mind wanders there and my hand follows. Each time, I rip out the page and start over, but each time I do the same thing. I slam the pad to the floor and scream. How could I ever have been so dumb? I climb up the stairs and toss myself down on my bed.

The next morning, my phone chimes and wakes me up. My hearts slams against my chest, thinking that it might be him.

“Hmm… Hunter and Mr. Crawford are both absent today…”

“Suspicious. Get it, girl! Have fun!”

It’s just Li and Sydney in our group chat. I see I have six other texts and two phone calls. All from him. I don’t read them. I look at the time—ten o’clock—and then set the phone back on my nightstand. My eyes just close when the phone chimes again.

“Yay Hunter!”

It’s Chloe now. If I don’t respond, this could go on for a while.

“It’s not like that. I’m not with him. He’s in Spain. I’m at home. I quit.”

“Please tell me you’re kidding.” Li types back before I can mute the thread. She must have already had her phone in her hands.

I ignore her, and turn on my phone’s do not disturb mode. I close my eyes again, but I can’t sleep now. The rain is pattering on the roof. I want to go outside and just lie in it.

I spend the rest of the week and the weekend binging shows and eating. Way more eating than anyone should, but sometimes a box of macaroni and cheese is the only thing that can make life seem alright. Over the last four days, I’ve planned out my life. It was remarkably easy when I thought about it. I’m never leaving home and never talking to anyone else ever again. That’s it. So simple. I’ll grow my own food. I’ve already got two tomato plants, so I’m almost there. I’ll be just like the homesteaders who moved to the west years ago. If they could convert one hundred and sixty acres into farmland, I can do the same with my three hundred square foot backyard.

I’m lying on the couch when someone knocks on my door. Loud knocks. Demanding. I look out and see his car parked in the driveway. I go back to the couch and lie down.

More knocks. “I know you’re in there, Hunter. Open the door. I’m not leaving.”

I roll my eyes. Like I believe that. He left me without a word last week. He’ll do the same now if I just wait him out.

But he doesn’t. He stops knocking, but his car is still in the driveway.

“I’m still right here. I’m not leaving until you talk to me.”

He sounds like he’s just on the other side of the door. Well, I’m inside and comfortable, so I can last a lot longer than him. I turn on the television and turn up the volume. I want him to know that I’m here and ignoring him.

An hour later, another series of knocks makes me jump. “Still me. Still here. If you really want me to leave, you’ll have to talk to me.”

Damn him. He knows I can’t do this. He knows that if he waits long enough, I’ll open the door. I know that too.

“Go away. I’m not going to talk to you.”

“I’m not leaving. Just let me explain. Then you can tell me to go away.”

“No. Go to one of your other girls and leave me alone.”

“There isn’t any other girl. Just you. Why are you saying that?”

“She told me there are others. That woman you took off with.”

“Hunter, this is silly. Just open the door so we can talk face to face. Please. There’s no one else. I swear.”

“I should have known it would never be real. I can’t believe I let myself think there was a chance. There never was, was there? Why would you ever… You just wanted to use me for a while. Have fun and then push me away.” I knew it from the beginning. Why did I ignore my instincts?

“Fuck. No. That’s not true. Will you open the door?”

I lean my head against the door but don’t say anything. I can’t. If I say something, I’m going to cry, and I’ve already cried enough because of him.

“That woman last week was my ex-wife. She’s… well, we don’t get along. Whatever she said to you was just to get under your skin.”

“You get along well enough to take her to dinner and fly her to Spain.”

“That’s where my son lives. Our son. He got into trouble, and he needed dad to bail him out. Literally. She went to stay with him to make sure he didn’t get back in trouble right away. He’ll at least have the sense to wait until she leaves now.”

I remember him telling me that his son lives in Europe, but he never said anything else. “What about dinner?”

“That was her idea. We agreed to let him spend the night in jail, so that meant there wasn’t a rush to get there. She suggested dinner. I tried to tell her no. And… I’m ashamed of this, but in the heat of the moment, I forgot I promised to take you out. I remembered as soon as I walked into the restaurant, and I knew then how badly I fucked up.”

“Yes, you did.”

“I’m so sorry, Hunter. I’ll spend forever making it up to you. I just get so flustered around that woman. She never takes no for an answer.”

I snort.

“What?”

“Reminds me of someone else we both know. Someone who’s being a stalker creep and hanging outside someone’s door.”

“Then let me in, so it’s not so creepy.”

I drop my forehead against the door and sigh. A couple of breaths later, I unlock the door and pull it open. He’s on his feet and walking in as soon as I do.

“Why did she call me another one of your girls? Why did she say it like that?”

“She knows I have a certain type. But there’s no one other than you. I swear.”

“A certain type?”

He nods his head and moves closer to me. “Beautiful women.” He tilts his head and his lips fall into mine.

I don’t give in, but I don’t pull away either.

“Women who are strong enough to let someone else be in charge.” His hands glide down the sides of my body and cup my ass. “Women who maybe have a little more to offer.” He pulls one hand around to my front and teases my cock. I may want to play hard to get, but it has something different in mind.

“There’s no one else?”

“No. No one else. Just you. There hasn’t been anyone else for a long time. She’s just jealous and mean. There’s only you. If you’ll have me, that is.”

“I’ve wanted to have you since the day we met.” I put my hands on the sides of his waist and look in his eyes. I see the desire blazing in them.

He pushes into me, and a chill runs through me as I feel his cock against me. I worry I may have bitten off more than I can chew.

“Take off your clothes.”

“Yes, sir.” I pull my t-shirt over my head and yank off my shorts. I watch, standing in just a pair of panties, as he unbuckles his belt. The sight of him pulling it loose is like a signal to my body, and I move toward him. My hands on his chest, I undo his buttons one at a time, working my way down while he unfastens his pants. With just a couple of buttons left, I stop and work my hands inside. I’ve never seen his chest before. It’s hairier than I imagined. I run my hands through it. His hairs tickling my fingers as I move them to his sides and then down to his waist. Down to where his waistband would be. Then I move back to the front, to his abs. I trace the line of his muscles up. My hands are in front of me now, flat against his chest.

“Fuck this.” He pulls his shirt open. The ripped buttons pop around the room, and he slides the ruined shirt from his arms. “Is that better?”

“So much better.” I wrap my hands around him and pull him tight to me. When I do, his lips find the soft flesh between my jaw and neck. I feel his breath rushing along my flesh. He presses into me, and I exhale.

“Do you want this?”

“You know the answer.” I grab hold of his cock and squeeze. He lets out a slow moan that ignites a fire in me.

“Damn it, girl. On your knees.”

I lower myself in front of him, my knees just inches away from the tips of his shoes. I don’t wait for him. I loosen the laces and take them off of him. Then I pull his pants and boxer briefs free of his ankles. His socks are blue with watermelon slices on them. I think he’s cute wearing nothing but those, so I let him keep them on. When I’m done, I sit back on my feet and look into his eyes, waiting for his command.

“You’re so gorgeous. I’m going to make every inch of you mine. Kiss it.”

I press my lips against his moist tip and then I open to take his head into my mouth. As I do, I look at him through my eyelashes. His eyes are on mine, and I take more. I move my head closer to him, flattening my tongue as his cock fills my mouth. When I feel it pushing against the back of my throat, I step my knees back, further from him, so I can change the angle of my head and open my throat to him. I pull more of him into me, and his cock tenses. I know I can’t take it all. Not yet. But I will one day. For now, this has to be enough.

I slowly slide my lips back toward his tip, sucking harder as I get closer to his end. Once there, I tickle the underside of the bulbous head with my tongue. Out of the top of my eyes, I see his head roll back just a little. When I pull him back into me, I drag my teeth along his veiny shaft. So light that it’s just a tickle, but his moan tells me he feels it. I work to take more of him into my mouth this time, and when I do, I stop there and cup his balls. With my fingers, I tease the skin where his sack meets his taint.

My hand holding there, I pull my mouth back again. I move more quickly this time, and when I get to the end, I plunge forward, still caressing his sensitive skin with my fingers.

“You’re going to fuck around and make me come.” His voice is breathy and strained.

I giggle as much as I can with his huge cock in my mouth. “That’s kind of the point,” I try to say. Instead, the words just come out as a long garbled moan.

I’m moving back and forth faster now, and his hips are moving in time with me. Thrusting and sucking, we both move with each other, and I can tell that he really is about to come. I force my breaths through my nose as I take as much as I can and then press my tongue against his flesh while I move back. I can feel every vein on his cock, and I want to keep running my tongue along it until I know it so well I can draw a map.

As if we timed it, just as my mouth nears the head of his cock, he unloads. His hot juices fill my mouth, and I struggle to swallow. But I do. Spurt after spurt, and I drain them all. When I feel his cock start to relax just a little, I run my tongue around the tip and down his shaft. Making sure he’s clean and that all his juices are mine.

“I love the way you taste.” I smile up at him while my hands slide around to his ass.

“I love everything about you.” He reaches under my arms and helps me up to the couch.

Sitting beside each other, I let my body fall into his, my head on his shoulder.

“How could you ever think there would be another girl like you? No one could ever come close to you.”

I wrap my arms around him and bury my head against the side of his body.

“Do you mean it?”

“Of course. There’s no one like you, never—”

“No. Do you mean that you love everything about me?”

He pulls away from me. The absence of his body next to mine leaves me cold, but then he swings a leg over me. He straddles me, his knees on the cushions. His lips crash down onto mine, while his hand slides under the waistband of my panties and grabs my cock. He rubs his fingers along it until the blood rushes in and it hardens under his touch.

“Every single thing.” He accents the words with stuttered kisses on my lips. “And I’m going to keep proving it to you until you believe it.”

He rips my panties from me and then slides his hands under my thighs. He stands and lifts me. I throw my arms over his neck and wrap my ankles around him.

He looks around for a second. “This would have been sexier if I knew where things were. Is your bedroom up the stairs?”

“Yes.” I nod my head and laugh. “And I think this is plenty sexy.”

“You poor girl, the sexy hasn’t even begun yet.”

I squeal as he sprints up the stairs, still holding on to me. When he gets to the top, he stops.

“Second door on the left.”

“Right.” He moves into my bedroom and tosses me on the bed. My head falls back on the pillow before I sit up and look at him. “On your hands and knees. Face away.”

“Yes, sir.” When I’ve spun around, I look at him over my shoulder. Is he really going to do this?

“I hope for your sake you have some lube in here.”

Oh God, he is. A shiver runs through my body, fear and anticipation shooting down my spine. “Bottom drawer there.” The drawer where I keep the few toys I own. I should be embarrassed for him to see them, but I’m not.

“Hmm… nipple clamps? I’ll add that to my to-do list for another day.”

“I don’t have any condoms, though. Do you?” I’m single and never have anyone over, so I’ve never needed condoms before.

“I don’t need one. I want to feel all of you.”

“Oh… OK.” The thought excites me, and I can’t help my smile.

He sees it and returns his own. “God, I fucking love you.”

I watch as he snaps open the cap and squirts the lube into the palm of his hand. With both hands, he smears it over his cock until the length is glistening. My breathing grows more shallow. I want that cock. I want all of it and in every way possible. Dripping lube onto my bed, he moves closer to me, and puts his hands on my hips.

“I’m going to go slow.”

I gulp. I know I need him to go slow, but I don’t want him to. I want him to slam every inch into me. “Um, I’ve never done this before. Just with toys.”

He parts my cheeks, and I feel his cock pushing against my entrance. “I’m your first?”

I just nod my head.

“I’ll be gentle then.”

“No. I don’t want gentle. I just want you inside me. Now, please.”

He doesn’t say a word as he pushes himself into me. He starts off slowly, giving my muscles a chance to relax, but soon I feel him ease his length further inside me. I turn my head around to look at him.

“Honey, this isn’t even halfway yet.”

I exhale, and a tingle fills my body.

He probes me, pushing in and then pulling out. Slowly. Carefully. After a couple minutes of this, he stops and I hear him squirt a little more lube. After two more gentle pushes, he reaches around and rests a hand on my belly, holding me close to him. Then he thrusts into my ass. I groan as I feel him force his way inside me. My asshole was already stretched to its limit. I wince at the new sensation.

The pain is quickly dwarfed by pleasure, though. It starts small, but then it bubbles to my cock and to my belly and throughout my whole body. Soon there is no pain. My back arches, and my hips roll backward into him as he thrusts his manhood inside me. When he grips my cock and slides his hand along its length, I can’t handle any more. Every muscle in my body contracts, and I can’t decide whether to throw myself against his cock or against his hand. The edge of my vision goes black, and I’m forcing my breaths now. With a shriek, my body shudders, and my cock spurts on the blanket below me.

I try to slow my breathing, but he’s still pumping inside me. Both of his hands are on my hips now, and he’s filling me with every inch. I push myself back against him, and then I hear his breath catch. His body twitches as he fills me.

When he’s done, I feel the mattress shift as he backs away. His seed drips down my leg.

“Don’t move. I’ll be right back.”

He’s not gone even a minute when I feel his hand on the side of my ass. He has a washcloth and runs it lightly up my leg, catching all of his drips, and then around the rim of my hole. When I wince, he pulls the cloth away and blows on the area. Somehow, his cool breath eases the pain.

“There. You know what to do with the mess you made.”

“Yes, sir.”

I shift away from the wet spot and lower my mouth to it. As my tongue laps up the load that I shot there, I think about him inside me. All of him inside me. My cheeks flush with pride.

When I finish, he rolls me onto my back, and his lips come over mine. I move my head to the side.

“What are you doing?”

“I want to taste it on your lips.”

He presses his lips against mine again, but this time I don’t move away. I open my mouth so his tongue can slide in.


CHAPTER EIGHT



“Good morning.” He wakes me with a kiss on the tip of my nose.

“Good morning, sir.” The sunlight is already streaming in, and I wonder what time it is.

He must see me look for a clock. “Nine.”

I relax and let my body fall back onto the bed.

“How did you sleep?”

“Wonderfully, once I was able to get to sleep.”

“Oh, did something keep you up all night? I’ll have to take care of that.”

“Please. It was so noisy. But I’m sure I’ll get used to it. You know how it is the first night in a strange place.”

“And I know how it’s going to be the second and third and fourth nights, too. Forever, until you get sick of me.”

“That will never happen.” I lean across the gap and kiss him.

Last night was my first night in his house. Well, my first night as a resident of his house. Our house. After months of dating, we finally decided to sell my house so I could move in with him. Everything was a celebration—from the dinner to the champagne to the wine to every wonderful thing that came after. We’re lucky that either of us got any sleep at all.

He pulls me on top of him, and I can feel his hard cock pressing between my legs.

“How can you possibly still want more?”

“I’ll always want more of you.”


THE LITTLE GIRL

GRADUAL FEMINIZATION




CHAPTER ONE



“Girl, you don’t even want to know what that man asked me to do.”

I fall into the chair and let my leg dangle over the arm.

“I’ve probably heard it before. I don’t mind the ones who are into weird shit. It’s refreshing a lot of the time, but just don’t ask me to degrade myself.”

“Exactly. Don’t treat me like a worthless whore just because you’re paying me to help you get off.”

“At least it’s not actually in person. Can you imagine? You’ve never done that, have you?” She sits up and looks at me.

“Well…” I roll my head back against the cushion and let my eyes wander to the ceiling. I stare at the brown-yellow stain in the corner of the room above our television.

“Are you serious? Cody? When? And why don’t I know about this?”

I laugh. “Oh God, no. Way too scary for me. Even before… everything. This is as far as I go. I stay on my side of the screen and you stay on yours.”

“Amen. The girls and boys who do that have some real balls.”

“Hey! I’ve got real balls.” I giggle.

“True. Just not as big as theirs, apparently.”

“Definitely not… So what do you have the rest of today?”

“Nothing until four. What do you bet that’s a horny school teacher just getting home from work?”

“Oh, 100% chance that’s a horny school teacher.” I laugh. “Let’s go get some lunch. I want some fresh air. Remind me to never book four sessions in a row like that. At least not in the morning. I wasn’t even awake for half of it.”

“Yep, morning always comes too soon.”

“Haha.” I would roll my eyes, but I think I’m too exhausted for that. “Do you actually make people pay for your cheesy dad jokes?”

“Everyone but you, hon. You get them for free.”

“I feel so lucky. Go get dressed while I dissolve into this chair. I’ll buy.”

“Oh, in that case.” She tosses a pillow onto my stomach as she walks by. I grab it, and hold it against me.

Thirty minutes later, we’re walking to Alphonso’s Beef. The bright white of the building gleams from a block away. I don’t know how they keep it so clean when everything around it is a dreary shade of grey, even on a bright day like today. The inside is even cleaner. There’s never a grease stain on any of the counters or tables, and the black vinyl upholstery is always shiny and slick. So slick it can be a battle to stay on your seat when you’re drunk. It’s a battle I’ve lost more than a few times.

We walk in, and I look at the black-and-white picture hanging beside the counter. It’s a picture of Alphonso, a sweet looking old man, posing under a banner that says Alphonso’s Beef: Makin ‘Em Drip Since 1937. Maybe it’s just because of my job, but that picture makes me laugh every time I see it.

The middle-aged man behind the counter takes our order—two beefs, hot and dipped, and a medium fry—and we head to a booth in the corner to wait for them to call it out.

I look at Stacey across the table. “You always make me feel like I’m your grandpa when we go out together.”

“Oh, whatever.”

“You’re dressed like you’re twelve, and I’m in sweats and a T-shirt. It’s like I took you out of school to celebrate your birthday.”

“You’re just jealous you don’t look this good when you play dress-up for that one client of yours.” She’s wearing a white see-through knit shirt that shows her pink bra under it, a pink skater skirt, and white platform sneakers.

“David? No, I look way hotter when I get all dolled up for him.”

“Seventy-three.” The man behind the counter yells out the number even though we’re the only ones in here.

“That’s us, grandpa. Our order number, not your age. I’ll get it so you don’t break a hip.”

“Thanks, dear. I’ll give you a nickel for your college fund.”


CHAPTER TWO



All day long, I’m beaming. He’s scheduled for six, and no matter what I’m doing, I can’t stop thinking about him. Even when I’m in my other private sessions. Not that those guys would complain. Thinking of him just makes me even sexier for them.

At 5:30, I go into the bathroom and pull out my makeup. Black eyeliner, blue eyeshadow, pink lip gloss. I’ve been doing this a couple of years for him, so I feel like a pro now. It takes just a few minutes to put it all on. Then back to my bedroom to slip into my pink and white polka dot tights and white babydoll dress. Like all the other dresses in my closet, it’s an outfit he chose and bought for me. He’s the only client I would ever accept a gift from.

I finish getting ready by slipping into a pair of white Mary Jane pumps and pulling my hair into pigtails. I’ve never told him, but he’s the reason I’ve grown my hair out. When we started doing this, I wore a wig, but I wanted something more permanent. Something that would make me think of him even when I wasn’t performing for him. Stacey teased me so much for falling in love with a client, but it’s not like it’s real. We’re never going to meet in person, so what does it matter?

The first time I called him daddy was an accident. My eyes were closed, and I held my cock in my hand. I was waiting for him to tell me what he wanted me to do, but instead of asking like I normally would, I said, “what should I do now, daddy?” I snapped my eyes open. His chat screen was blank. We were both frozen. At last I saw him typing, and it broke the spell that we were under.

“Do you want to be my little girl?”

My heart skipped when I read the words on my screen. “I’ll be whatever you want me to be. This is all about you.”

“I want you to be honest and tell me what you want.”

“I, uh…” What is it about him? Why couldn’t I just deflect him the way I deflect any other client who gets too personal?

I saw he was typing, and I stopped grasping for the right thing to say.

“I think you want it. And I want it too. I want you to be my little girl.”

I held my breath when I read it. It wasn’t at all what I expected. I’ve had plenty of men who think I’m turned on by them or by what I do, but no one ever cared about what I want. A flush goes through me as I look at the camera, knowing that he’s seeing me.

“OK… daddy. Um, what do you want me to do now?” My hand doesn’t even wait on him. It goes between my legs and strokes my hard cock.

“I want that. You’re my good little girl. I want to watch you come.”

“Yes, daddy. I’ll be a good girl and come all over for you. Would you like that?”

And I did. Before he even had time to answer, my cock was pumping and shooting all over my blanket. My face turned red instantly. I never come that quickly. Ever. But no one ever called me a little girl before, either.

Since then, we’ve done sessions at least once a week. And each time, we’ve role-played as daddy and little girl. Each time, he made sure I came before he did. And since that first time, we’ve added more and more. The wigs at first, dresses, shoes, stockings, makeup. My bedroom is full of stuffed animals now. Most of them bought by him. Each night I pick one that he’s bought for me, and I cuddle it and think of him.

Tonight, I take Natalya, the purple narwhal with the rainbow tusk, and hold it in my lap while I wait for him.

His first message pops into the chat box at exactly six. “Hello princess. How was your day?”

I haven’t turned my camera on yet, so I type back. “Hi daddy. It was good. How was your day?”

“Much better now that I get to be with my little girl. Don’t you want me to see you tonight?”

I hadn’t planned to keep my camera off, but I feel like playing shy with him now. “I don’t know.”

“Well, I would really like to, but we don’t have to. Maybe we can just talk. Would you like that? What are you doing?”

“Talking with you, silly.”

“Oh. Anything else?”

“No.”

“Would you like to color in one of your books?”

“OK.”

“Can you turn on the camera so daddy can watch you? I enjoy watching you color.”

I stare at the screen for a minute and then click to turn on the camera.

“There’s my pretty girl. And you’ve got the unicorn I bought you.”

“It’s not a unicorn.” I pout my lips and look into the camera.

“I know, sweetie. Daddy was just joking. It’s a narwhal. She’s pretty like you.”

“It’s a boy. Did you know only boys have horns?”

“But you told me his name is Natalya. And you have a horn too, but you’re not a boy.”

I make sure he sees me roll my eyes.

“Bad joke. Sorry lol. Do you want to lie on the bed and color? That way I can watch you.”

I grab a coloring book and a box of crayons and move to the bed. When I’m at the edge, I lift my dress, showing him all of my leg. If he’s looking closely enough, he can see the bulge from my cock straining at the fabric. He always watches me closely, so I’m sure that he sees it.

I lift one leg and then the other onto the mattress, and now I’m on my knees. The coloring book and crayons are in front of me. I hold my stuffed animal in my arms. Without looking at the camera or the chat, I move it between my legs, holding it there while I grind back and forth on top of it. It’s not long before my breathing picks up and I tilt my head back. I’m moving faster now. My body wants to fall forward so I can take the stuffed animal under me, but I don’t let it. I want him to see me moving it back and forth between my legs. From the side, I want it to look like the horn is fucking me. The plushie rubbing through my tights on the underside of my dick and balls.

I’m moaning now. So softly, I don’t know if the microphone is picking it up, but I don’t make it louder. This isn’t for him. If he hears me, it’s just a bonus. I give in and hold the narwhal down on the bed. Pumping against it. Its horn clashing and thrusting against mine. I rest my head against the mattress and close my eyes when I feel the orgasm building. It’s coming quickly. Most clients like to see me come—David is no different in that—but I don’t have time to pull down my tights. As soon as my hand gets to my waistband, my cock pumps and shoots its cum. I collapse onto the bed. The coloring book is under me now. And I look at my computer screen.

“Such a naughty girl. You’ve soiled your pretty tights. So careless. You need to be punished.”

“I’m sorry, daddy.” I look into the camera and give him the saddest face that I can. Since I’m still in the afterglow of an orgasm, it’s not very sad.

“I appreciate that, but you still need to be punished. Actions have consequences. No Natalya for a week.”

I gasp. “What? Are you serious?”

“I’m serious. Let me see you put him up. On the high shelf behind you. That way, you aren’t tempted to get him down.”

“Daddy... Can’t I keep him down? Pretty please?”

“I’m sorry, sweetie, but no. You have to learn to take care of your things better. Now put him up there. Then clean yourself up.”

“Yes, daddy.” I sulk as I slide out of the bed, climb onto a chair, and set Natalya on the top shelf, pushing him back as far as I can. I really wanted to sleep with him tonight, thinking about David while I pulled him close to me. Once I climb down, I look at the chat window.

“That’s my good girl. I’ll go, so you can clean up. Same time next week?”

“I should give you my best little girl pout and say no, but I’ll be missing you too much by then. Same time.”

“I’ll tip extra today since you’re being such a good girl now. Goodnight, princess.”

“Goodnight, daddy.” I blow a kiss at the camera, and then turn it off.

As I walk to the bathroom, I wonder what he means when he says he’ll tip extra tonight. He already pays me over ten times as much as my next highest client. I’m nervous to see what it will be this time.


CHAPTER THREE



I sign in, and a pit forms in my stomach. This guy booked a private session with me but hasn’t told me anything about what he wants. He’s a regular in my normal chats, but he’s always so quiet I’ve never gotten a feel for him. When I go into the room, he’s already there.

“Hiya! So, how have you been since I last saw you?”

“I’m not paying for chat. I want to see you.”

I roll my eyes and turn on the camera. When I see it’s working, I smile and wave at him.

“Stand up so I can see all of you.”

So this is going to be one of those. I sigh silently as I stand and then turn back to the camera.

“What kind of things do you like?”

“Things like you. I want to watch you take your clothes off.”

I smile. Maybe this won’t be so bad after all. I slowly lift the T-shirt over my head. When it’s off, I hold it in front of me, still blocking most of my chest, and do a little dance behind it. My dance of the seven veils to tease him before I take off anymore. After a minute, I drop the shirt and move my hands to the waistband of my jeans. As I unfasten them, I look up at the chat window and see his message.

“This is wasting my time.”

My face goes red, and I want to just cancel this session right now. I’ll show him a waste of time. But I take a deep breath and pull down my pants. I don’t put any art into it. I don’t make it sensual. I just take them off. When I’m done, I stare into the camera. I hope he can read the annoyance on my face.

“That’s better. Now play with yourself.”

Without looking away from the camera, I tease my fingers around my cock. Then I grip it and slide my hand up and down until it’s firm. Once it is, I slow down and wait to see what he wants next. I hope he just wants me to come, and then we can be done.

“Sexy. But don’t get too excited. I don’t want you to come yet.”

Of course.

“Stick something up your ass.”

“Do you have a color preference? I’ve got pink, black, purple, blue, dark-skinned, light-skinned. And vibrating or not vibrating?”

“That bottle.”

“What bottle? No bottles, just toys. I’m kind of feeling the pink one today.”

“The bottle on your desk.”

I turn and look at it. It’s an old soda bottle with a single purple daisy in it. I shake my head. “That’s not a toy. That’s off-limits.”

“Are you sure? I want to see you put it inside you.”

Yeah, and I’d like to see you dissolve into a pile of ash. Neither one of those is going to happen. “I’m sorry. Is the pink one OK?” I hold up the pink dildo, and it flops around in my hand.

He doesn’t type anything, so I squirt a little lube on the end and then bend over my bed. My ass is facing him, my cheeks spread so I know he can see my tight bud. When I look over my shoulder and tuck my loose hairs behind my ear, I see the message.

“No lube.”

I look away. This guy is an idiot. I pretend I didn’t see the message and slide the dildo inside. I plunge it further, feeling its silicone veins bulging against me. Only when it’s bottomed out inside me do I turn toward the camera again. Once my eyes are on it, I pull the dildo and start sliding it in and out, moaning each time I insert it. He hasn’t sent another message.

“Oh yeah, you’re so big. Just like that. Yes… yes!”

I’m doing my best to play it up for him, but the whole time I’m thinking about David. I have to hide my giggle when I try to think about David telling me to shove a bottle up my ass or to use a dildo with no lube. It would be so out of character I can’t even imagine it. I look up and see Natalya on the shelf to my right. Even when David is punishing me, it’s sweet. And that makes it more of a punishment than anything anyone else could do to me. I turn back and bury my head in my blanket until my hips buck and my cock pulses. I grab a tissue and hold it to my tip as I unload, making sure to scream, so this guy will think I’m enjoying it.

When I’m done, I look at the screen.

“You’re such a beautiful boy.” He logs off as soon as he sends it, and I cringe. But then I think of David all over again.—the way he calls me his princess when he says hello and goodbye. I smile.

After I’ve cleaned up, I walk to the kitchen. Stacey is there and I lean over the counter.

“Another bad one? I heard you moaning and screaming.”

I laugh. “Did it sound that fake?”

“No. I just know you.”

“Guess how much he tipped me after I made all those extra noises for him?”

“Zip.”

“Yep. Not a thing. He was giving me bad vibes the whole time and then that? No more private sessions with him.”

“I hate assholes like that. When’s the next session with your daddy?”

“Three days.”

“Three days” She gives an exaggerated sigh and clutches her hands to her chest.

“Whatever. I didn’t say it like that.”

“You might as well have. I saw that look in your eyes.”

“What look?”

“You know what look.”

“The only look in my eyes is me looking at the fridge and thinking about the leftover pizza inside.”

“Mmm-hmm.”

I open the refrigerator door and ignore her.


CHAPTER FOUR



The week drags, but Thursday finally comes. I do my hair and makeup and then dress in a light blue sports bra and a pair of tight white shorts. I put small inserts in the cups of the bra. Nothing too much. Just enough so I’m not completely flat. Then I pull pink thigh socks up my legs and lace up a pair of matching platform sneakers.

Stacey sees me when I run to the kitchen for a last-minute drink.

“Sporty baby today?”

“Trying something different.”

“You look like a walking trans flag.” She laughs.

“This trans flag is waving goodbye to you as she takes her ass back to her room.”

“Back to her precious daddy.”

I laugh and flip her off over my shoulder.

Back in my room, the butterflies migrate around my belly, and I think about logging in early. I don’t know why I get so excited about his sessions. He’s just a client. Just money. That’s all. Lots of money. Enough money to pay my rent after one session, but still just money.

I sigh. Why couldn’t I have found a man like him in real life? Not one with money like this, but one who makes me feel this way all the time. One who makes me feel like my heart is going to shoot up through my throat every time I think about him. One who makes me feel like the jiggly center of a perfectly baked cheesecake. Someone other than him. He’s just a client.

I’m signed in and ready at six. Like always, he’s there already, waiting for me.

“Hello, princess.”

“Hi, daddy.”

“Did you get a new outfit? Can I see?”

I stand and take a couple of steps away from the camera.

“Very cute.”

“Thank you.”

“I thought maybe we could just talk tonight?”

I can’t help my smile. I love all my sessions with him, but the ones where we just spend our time talking are my favorites. I sit back down at my desk. “What do you want to talk about?”

“You.”

“Me? What is there to talk about me?”

“I could always talk about you. Is it silly to admit that I always think about you? When I wake up, during the day, before I go to sleep at night. I can’t stop thinking about you.”

I bite my lip and stare at the camera.

“Now that I see the words on the screen, I sound like a stalker. I’m sorry. I crossed a line. I just had to tell you, but you look uncomfortable. I should probably leave.”

“No. Don’t go. I just don’t know what to say.”

“That bad? Lol. You can tell me that you never want to see me again. I don’t want you to tell me that, but if you do, I’ll respect that.”

I should tell him that this is going to be our last session. Things can get dangerous when a client gets too close, too attached. But I feel sick when I think about cutting him off. That’s the last thing I want to do. He’s not the only one who’s getting too close.

“I don’t want to tell you that either. I think about you a lot, too.”

“Are you just saying that so I don’t feel bad?”

I smile and shake my head. “I really do. My roommate gets sick of hearing me talk about you.” I gasp a little. I shouldn’t have told him I have a roommate. The less clients know, the better.

“That makes me feel better about what I really want to say, then. What do you think about meeting me? A real life meeting. Someplace very, very public to make sure you feel safe.”

“I… I don’t know.”

“No pressure. If you say no, nothing will change between us. I just—”

The message ends there, but I see the indicator that he’s typing again. I don’t say anything while I wait. I need to tell him no right now. There’s no way we can do this. No matter what he types, I can’t meet with him in person.

“Sorry. I typed and erased this over and over… I have feelings for you. I know I shouldn’t. I pay you to make me feel special, and I know that my feelings just mean you’re good at your job. Nothing more. It’s like falling in love with your therapist. But this doesn’t feel like that. This feels real. And I believe in taking chances, so this is me taking a chance. And making a fool of myself, I’m sure.”

I sink down into my chair. This should be an easy no. I can’t see a client in real life. Too risky. And whatever either of us feels isn’t real. Stacey taught me that, and it makes total sense. We share some of the most intimate moments that two adults can share. It’s natural that you might think you have feelings for the other person. But you don’t. It’s just a chemical reaction to the physical sensations. That’s all. And of all people, I know better than to take a chance like this.

“You’re being silent again.”

I laugh. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be. Just thinking. This is a lot. I… Sometimes I think I have feelings for you, too. And it makes me think there could be an attraction, but it’s not real. It just goes with the territory, if you know what I mean.”

“I do. So do you have feelings for your other clients, too?”

It’s just a camera and a chat screen, but I look away like his eyes are boring through me. I close my eyes. “No. But that doesn’t mean anything.” After a few seconds, I look back at the screen.

“What if it does mean something? What if that means this is real? Or could be…”

I shake my head. “It can’t. I can’t do this. Even if it’s real, I can’t meet you. I just… I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I wish I could say yes. I wish I could.” I try to blink away the tears in my eyes, but it seems like they double each time I do.

“It’s OK. Don’t cry. I didn’t mean to make you feel bad. I understand. My feelings are real. I know they are. But I respect your decision, and I won’t pressure you. We’ll pretend this never even happened and go back to normal next time. Deal?”

I try to smile, but my lips barely curl. “Deal.”

“Goodnight, princess. Oh, and you’ve been a good girl, so you can take Natalya off the shelf now.”

I chuckle. “Goodnight, daddy.”

When my computer is off, I slide a chair to the wall and climb on it. When I grab Natalya, I notice the frame with my college diploma is facing the wrong way. It’s facing the computer and my camera. I must have bumped it when I put him up there. My heart thumps as I turn it back toward the headboard of my bed. I’m always so careful to make sure nothing in the camera shot could identify me. As I step down, I straighten the flower in my soda bottle and pull the stuffed narwhal tight against me. How many people could have seen that this past week? Maybe a dozen? But was it even visible on the camera? Natalya probably had it blocked anyway. And even if he didn’t, no one would pay attention to that. They would have been watching me. My stomach still feels heavy no matter how much I try to convince myself it’s alright.

Stacey is watching a vampire movie when I plop next to her on the couch and cuddle against her.

“That was quick.”

“He just wanted to talk.”

“About what? I see he let you have Natalya back.”

“Are you ready for this? He asked if we could meet.”

“What?” I feel her body go stiff next to mine.

“Right? And the bad part is I really wanted to say yes. I almost did.”

“Why didn’t you?”

“Yeah right. You know why.”

“I think you should have.”

“Are you serious?”

“Honey, you talk about him all the time. It’s obvious how you feel.”

“Yeah, I feel like meeting a client in person is too dangerous to ever consider. You told me that over and over when I first started.”

“I did. And it is. But you tell me all the time that he’s not like anyone else you’ve ever met. I told you to always trust your gut about people, too. You could do it safely. Someplace public, with lots of people around.”

“That’s what he suggested.”

“See? So he wants to make sure you feel safe.”

“Yeah, he wants me to relax so he can grab me. I won’t know if he has henchmen watching the place or something.”

“Henchmen?” She laughs. “He’s not going to have henchmen. Cody, you know I love you. I hate seeing you spend your life alone because you’re too scared.”

“I’m not alone. I’ve got you. And Natalya.”

“We don’t count. Well, I don’t. I don’t know what you do with that horn of his.”

“All kinds of dirty things.” I rub the horn against her nose, and she squeals. “You know why I’m scared to do things like this.”

She takes my hand. “I know. But you can’t let that make you a prisoner. Just think about it? Please? I’ll help you plan to make sure it’s totally safe.”

“I don’t know Stace… I’ll think about it, but I don’t think I can do it.”


CHAPTER FIVE



My heart is thumping when I click the send button. I can’t believe I’m agreeing to do this. What if I’m wrong about him? What if he is some psycho? What if I missed my chance, and he doesn’t want to meet me now? I feel like I’m going to be sick.

I force myself to go to bed as soon as I send the message, but it’s pointless. There’s no way I’ll be able to sleep. At four o’clock, I give up. By six I’ve dusted, run two too-tiny loads of laundry, and taken everything out of the dishwasher and re-washed it by hand. As soon as Stacey wakes up at nine, I vacuum the entire apartment. I just set the mop back in the bucket after cleaning the bathroom floor when I finally break. I can’t take anymore. I go to my bedroom and check for a reply.

It’s there. From 5:47a.m. My hand trembles when I click on it.

“I’m so happy you changed your mind, princess. I promise you won’t regret this. Tell me where you want to go. I’ll meet you anywhere. I’m so excited!”

I hold my shaking hands to my chest while I read the message, and I can feel the breakneck thud-thud-thud of my heart. I’m afraid it’s going to pound right through its walls. When I’m finished, I have to sit down. I click reply, but then freeze. There’s still a chance to back out. Maybe I should. I could tell him I was drunk. Or that someone hacked into my account and sent that message. Or I could tell him the truth and explain that I’ve changed my mind a thousand times.

I settle on the truth, partially, but I don’t let myself back out. “This is really, really, really scary for me, but I’m excited too.” I drop my head to my desk.

Just a couple of minutes later, he replies. “It’s OK to be scared, but I promise I’ll do anything to make you feel safe. Choose somewhere public and bring a friend if that makes you feel better.”

“You really don’t mind if I bring someone else? She wouldn’t get in the way, I promise.”

“I really don’t mind. Do whatever you need to feel comfortable. Keep a bottle of pepper spray pointed at me the whole time, if you want.”

“Hmm… don’t give me any ideas lol. Thank you for being so understanding.”

“You’re very welcome, princess.”
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Saturday morning, I’m out of bed before my alarm rings. When Stacey finally comes out, I’m sitting at the dining room table dressed and almost ready to go.

“Do you have a purse I can borrow?”

“What?” She rubs her eyes.

“A purse. Preferably a cute one, not like the ones you usually carry.”

“It’s too early for this.” She closes the bathroom door behind her.

“I’ll look in your closet.”

“Fine. Whatever.”

It seems like seventy-five hours later, but she’s finally ready, and we walk to her car. It took me days to decide where to meet David, and even then I had to flip a coin. The zoo won.

We pull in at eleven o’clock. As we walk toward the entrance, I’m looking all around me, trying to spot him. When I see a man standing next to a flower bed by the ticket booth, I tap on Stacey’s arm.

“That’s him.” I point at the man. His blond hair is neat and brushed back, and he’s wearing a black T-shirt, grey pants, and black sneakers. He squints toward a different area of the parking lot.

“You said you don’t know what he looks like.”

“I don’t. But I can tell. He’s just like I imagined.”

“You can’t just tell. He might not even be here yet.”

I grab her hand and pull her along as I hurry toward him.

When we get closer, he sees me and smiles. “Claud?”

“Claud?” Stacey laughs.

“Sorta. That’s a fake name. It’s Cody. Well, I thought maybe Chloe for today?” My knees start to wobble, and I feel like I could fall. I put my arm through Stacey’s and hold on.

He looks me up and down and beams. “Well, it’s good to finally meet you in person. Chloe. You’re even prettier than online.”

“You too, da—I mean, that it’s good to meet you. But the other part too. You’re very pretty too.”

He laughs. “I don’t think anyone has ever said that about me before.”

My face flushes. “I’m sorry. You know what I mean. I’m just so nervous.”

“She really is. And sleep deprived. I think she got up at two this morning to get ready.” Stacey pushes on my shoulder.

“You must be Stacey. It’s good to meet you.” He shakes her hand. “And Chloe, whatever time you got up, it was worth it. You’re gorgeous.”

I twirl so he can see my outfit. I’m wearing a lavender and light blue striped off-the-shoulder sweater over a baby blue mini skirt with white knee highs and flowered canvas sneakers. My braided pigtails hang from either side of my head. As Stacey has told me several times this morning, my makeup is a little overdone for the zoo, but I don’t care. It’s perfect for him, and that’s all I care about.

“What should I call you?” I ask him.

“What do you want to call me?”

“Is it weird if I call you daddy?”

“Why would that be weird?”

I smile and look away. “I don’t know. I guess it’s not. So daddy it is then.”

“Good. I like hearing you call me that. Are you ready to go in, princess? Stacey?”

My eyes go wide as soon as we walk through the gate.

“Can we? Please?” I point at a giant carousel. There are cheetahs and giraffes and elephants and gorillas all chasing each other around in a circle.

“Of course.”

“You two go ahead. I’ll watch. I don’t do those things.” Stacey waits back while David and I walk down the three concrete steps and hop onto the revolving platform.

I climb onto the back of a panda and David sits on the tiger next to me. I look at him and smile. Anything we say to each other would be drowned out by the calliope music and the shouts of the children all around us, so I just reach out toward him. He takes my hand, and we spin lap after lap, holding on to each other.

“We should probably get back to Stacey.”

“Yeah. I guess we probably should.”

We don’t let go of each other right away, but finally I drop my arm and he lets go.

We find Stacey sitting on a bench, watching a flamboyance of flamingos, all standing on one leg in a pond in the center of the main walkway. I drag her to her feet.

“Come on, I want to go see the macaques.”

“Oh my God, you’re worse than a kid.”

I turn and stick my tongue out at her. David just chuckles, and I look up at him.

“What?” he asks me.

I bite my lip and feel a pit forming in my stomach. “Can you hold my hand?” I know it’s irrational—we just held hands on the carousel—but I’m afraid he’s going to say no.

His eyes move down my body, and I jump a little when I feel his fingers against the back of my hand. He smiles when his fingers intertwine with mine.

We spend the next two hours hand-in-hand, going from exhibit to exhibit. When I see an ice cream vendor, I gasp and stop, pulling David back with me.

“Can we get ice cream?”

“Have you eaten yet today?”

“No, and I’m starving. Please, daddy?”

“Then no. Not until you get some real food in you.”

“I don’t want real food. I want ice cream.”

“If you eat your lunch like a good girl, then you can have ice cream.”

“Promise?”

“I promise.”

He walks me to the cafe. Stacey and I sit at a table outside while he goes in to get food for us.

“So?”

“What?”

“So, what do you think? Isn’t he great?”

She smiles. “He kinda is. I’m a little surprised.”

“What do you mean, you’re surprised?”

“You’ve been floating around like a lovesick iceberg for the last few months. Part of me was expecting a shipwreck.”

“You’re the one who told me I should do this. You said to trust my gut.”

“I know. And I was right. I said part of me was expecting a shipwreck. It was a small part. Most of me knew it would be just fine.”

“You did not know.”

“Yes, I did. I knew that any guy you finally fell for had to be a good one.”

“OK, ladies.” David sets a tray on the table in front of us. “Chicken panini for Stacey, barbacoa tacos for me, and this for my little girl.”

I look down at the tray as he slides it in front of me. Chicken nuggets in the shapes of animals, a bowl of macaroni and cheese, and a bottle of chocolate milk. I look up and see David grinning at me.

“Oh, you think you’re so funny, but this is literally what I would have ordered.”

Stacey snorts. “She really would have.”

“Ice cream after this, right?”

“Be a good girl and eat all your food first. Then yes, we’ll go get ice cream.”

“Oh, I’ll be the best girl you ever had.” I drag a nugget through my ketchup and hold it to my lips, licking the ketchup from it before I take it into my mouth.


CHAPTER SIX



“So, I had fun with you today. And I’d like to do this again if you want to. But you can tell me no. I know this was scary for you, so if it’s too much, I understand.” He takes both of my hands in his and smiles at me, but my face drops.

“Oh. It’s over already?”

“I… uh, did you want to do something else today?”

“Stacey and I talked earlier, and there’s someplace that she needs to go for a little while. So, I’m going to have the apartment to myself for a bit.”

“So you want me to—wait. I must have misunderstood what you said. I’m bad at this. I’m sorry. So you want to go home, right?”

I lean in and give him a quick peck on the lips. “I want you to come home with me. If you want to.”

“Yes. Absolutely. Stacey?” He looks over at her. She’s leaning against a split-rail fence while a petting zoo goat pokes at her leg, trying to goad her into dropping food.

“Like she said, I have somewhere I need to go. Very important that I take care of it right now. It might take me a while too.”

“So what do you say? Do you want to come keep your little girl company?”

“Of course I do. But you’re sure this is OK? I don’t want you doing something you’re not comfortable with.”

“I’m sure. And sometimes I like things to be a little uncomfortable.” I wink at him. It’s cute how quickly his face goes red.

“I’m parked over on that side. Do you want me to drive?”

I step back and pull away from his touch. I remember getting into his car all those years ago. “No. I… can’t do that yet. Stacey is going to drop me off. I’ll give you the address and we’ll meet there?”

“Sure. That’s fine.”

I put the address in his phone along with my number. Then I text myself so I’ve got his. I give him another kiss and walk to Stacey’s car.

We beat him to the apartment, and before she’ll let me out of the car, she makes me promise to keep my phone with me at all times and to answer her texts right away, no matter what we’re doing. I groan but agree. Trusting me to do this on my own is almost as big a step for her as it is for me. David pulls up behind us, and I use that as my excuse to get out of her car.

“I’ll be safe. And you still trust him, right?”

“I do.”

“Me too. Love you.” I lean across the center console and kiss her cheek.

“Love you too. Remember to answer my texts right away, or I’ll be here with the police before you can even roll your eyes.”

“Yes, mom.” I make a show of rolling my eyes as I shut the door.

I turn to David, who’s standing behind me, waving at Stacey. “Hey, stranger.”

“Hey, beautiful. So this is it?” He turns to look at the building.

“It’s really not as bad as it looks.”

“No, I think it’s fine. I hear crumbling brick is in this year.” He grins, and I slap his arm.

“It’s what’s on the inside that counts,” I say.

“That’s so very true. So are you still sure about this? It’s not too late to change your mind.”

“Do you want me to change my mind?”

“Hell no. I’ve dreamt about this. Like, seriously every night. But don’t do this for me. This is about you. Are you sure?” He steps back as if he’s giving me space to answer honestly.

“I am.” I take his hand and pull him through the open door and up the stairs.

When we get to my apartment on the third floor, I can hear him breathing behind me. I smile. He clearly doesn’t live in an old building with a broken elevator. “You’re already exhausted, and we haven’t even started yet.”

“I can handle it. Unless you want me to fuck you on a stair stepper. I might have to draw the line there.”

I giggle and lead him inside.

As soon as the door is closed, he puts his arms on my shoulders. I wince a little, but I don’t pull away.

“Do you need the bathroom or anything?”

“I just need you.”

“Same.” I practically yank his arm from its joint as I pull him down the hallway toward my bedroom. I see him look around once we step inside.

“This is really your bedroom. I always wondered if it was, or if you had a special room set up.”

“Nope, this is it. Complete with all the stuffed animals you’ve bought me the last couple of years.”

He smiles when he sees Natalya. “No horn jobs on the first date. OK, Natalya?”

“Break his heart, but that means more of you for me.” I lie down on the bed and push my skirt above my waistband. I give a quick thanks to God that I wore these lacy white panties today instead of a pair of men’s briefs.

He sits beside me and sets Natalya on my pillow. When he rests his hand on my knee, my heart flutters, but it’s more from the excitement of his touch than from any fear. Alone in my room, David is the only thing on my mind.

“I’ve been a really good girl all day.”

“Yes, you have.”

“Maybe daddy can give me a special little treat now.”

“It’s going to be special, but definitely not little.”

“Mmm.” I lick my lips, and he lowers me to the bed, his lips soft against my shoulders. When he’s on top of me, I close my eyes for just a second and take a deep breath. I can do this. I’m stronger than I give myself credit for.

He must sense my hesitation because he stops. “Are you still OK?”

I smile. “You’re so wonderful.”

I lean up and kiss him, and he kisses me back. His lips are so soft. So gentle. My mouth falls open at their slight touch, and his tongue is running into and along mine. Like long-separated lovers, they move around each other at first, unsure if the other is even real, but then they lock each other into their embrace. Each vowing to never be without the other again.

While our tongues are reuniting for the first time, he slides a hand under my skirt. My cock is so hot I imagine it hissing and popping as his hand moves against it, tugging at my panties and freeing it from its prison. His fingers wrap around it, and it jumps at his touch. I moan into his mouth as his hand moves up and down my length.

When my mind snaps back to consciousness, I move my hands to his waistband and unfasten his pants. I try to push them down, but I can’t reach far enough to get them where I need to. I slide down a little further on the bed, and while I do, he lifts himself off me and pulls them down the rest of the way. I freeze when I see his cock. He wasn’t lying when he said it was more than a little treat. A chill runs through me, but I shake it away. This is so totally different from that time. David is so totally different.

I can feel the warmth from his dick before my hand even grabs it. The heat drawing me in, my hand moving closer and closer until finally I brush against it. I gasp and pull back right away, but I don’t let myself hesitate. I force my hand back to it and wrap my fingers around. I’m not sure how far they circle. I only know that they don’t go all the way.

His hand is back to my cock now, and we stroke each other. Our hands moving together. Our breaths coming together. Our chests together, I feel just one heartbeat for both of us. I close my eyes, and for once I don’t see anything. Just black. I focus on his hand. On his cock. Moving as rapidly as my breaths, I feel the wave building inside me. I pant, and I move my mouth around blindly, hoping to find something of his. I do, and I wrap my lips around it, just as the orgasm sprays from my core and overwhelms me.

A second later, I feel him tense, and his cock pumps. His warm sticky fluid splatters on my belly, and I take my free hand and rub it over my navel and up my chest. His breathing is ragged now. I can finally tell the difference between his and mine. When he pulls his head away from me, I open my eyes and look at him. Our hands still wrapped around each other.

“That was so much.” I smile at him.

“Too much?”

“No. Just the right amount of much. Was it right for you?”

“It was. You kind of caught me off guard when you started sucking on my nose.” He chuckles. “I never knew that was a thing.”

My eyes go as wide as my gaping mouth. “Did I really?”

He just laughs.

“That is so embarrassing. My eyes were closed, and I didn’t know what it was.”

“I knew what it was. It was adorable. Just like you. You’re my adorable little princess.” He lowers himself to the bed and pulls me into him. “I could get used to the feeling of your body against mine.”

“Same. Maybe we could stay like this for a while?”

“I’d like that.”

I just fall asleep when Stacey’s text tone wakes me. I sit up to reach for my phone and look at David lying on my bed. Neither of us has moved except when I grabbed Natalya and set him on top of David’s belly.

I type a quick reply to her. “I’m fine. We’re good. We’re just sleeping now. You can come home.” I set the phone on the nightstand and curl back up with my guys.


CHAPTER SEVEN



The knock on the door is insistent, but I still don’t answer it. I grab my phone and silently play a matching game while I give whoever it is enough time to realize no one is coming and go away.

When I’m sure they have to be gone, I open the door and peek out for packages, expecting a cardboard box or a blue and white envelope. I’m not expecting flowers. My heart skips when I look at the purple daisies. Mom’s favorite flower. Exactly like the one I keep in the soda bottle that she gave me as a joke vase when I first moved away from home. Only these are real.

There must be at least two dozen flowers in here. I carry them into the apartment and close the door behind me. When I set them on the counter, I spin them, looking for the card, and pull it from its envelope. As I read the first line on the plain white card, a chill blasts through me.

To the most beautiful boy in the world,


I think about you all the time and

can’t wait to see you again.


My heart races and I drop the card on the counter. I double check the deadbolts and then sit on the couch, facing the door. The air is sticky in my lungs, and I have to force it in and out. I pull my knees up and wrap my arms around them. When Stacey comes out of her bedroom half an hour later, I haven’t moved or taken my eyes from the door.

“Aww, someone got flowers. Is this what that knocking was? Hello? Earth to Cody?”

In the corner of my eye, I see her walk to the counter and pick up the card.

“Oh.” She sits next to me and pulls me into her. “Honey, these have to be from David. No one else. And he didn’t know. There’s no way he would have known. Right? You know he didn’t mean anything by it.”

“But why would he say that?”

“Because he’s into you. The way he looked at you the other day? He’s got it just as bad for you as you do for him. In his mind, he was just calling you beautiful. That’s all. And you really are.” She runs her hand through my hair.

“Maybe… But that? And he never calls me a boy. I’m always his princess or his little girl. He wouldn’t call a boy. And why didn’t he put his name on them?”

“Because he thought you’d know they’re from him. Maybe he just wasn’t thinking when he told the florist what to say. You’ve got him so tongue-tied he’s tripping all over his words.” She laughs, but I can tell it’s just for my benefit.

My eyes move from the door to the flowers and back again.

She stands up and blocks my view. “I have a private session starting up, so I need to go. But these are from him. If you don’t believe me, call him and ask.”

Maybe I should. Stacey is probably right. He’ll tell me that they’re from him and that I have him so flustered he used the wrong word with the florist and was too embarrassed to change it. He’ll make a joke. And I’ll laugh. And everything will be alright. I dial his number.

“Hi, princess. This is a pleasant surprise.”

“Hey. I didn’t know if you would answer since it’s a workday.”

“I’ve got a conference call with a chip supplier in China in fifteen minutes, and I’m sitting here looking over the numbers. I’d much rather be talking to you, though, so I’m glad you called. How’s your day been?”

I take a deep breath. “Did you send me something?”

“Maybe.” He chuckles. When I don’t respond, he clears his throat and goes on. “It wasn’t supposed to come until next week. Did it come already?”

I feel my pulse slow and my shoulders relax. “Yes. And they’re beautiful. Thank you.” I smile.

“I’m glad you like it. I wanted something so you’d never forget our first date. I had to have it specially made.”

“You did?” I look at the flowers. Does he mean the color? I thought florists dyed flowers all the time.

“Can you send me a picture? I’m curious what it looks like.”

“Sure. Just a sec.” I take the phone from my ear and snap the picture. “There.”

“Flowers?”

“Yeah…”

“Those aren’t from me.”

My chest feels like someone poured cement into it. “Please don’t joke about this. They’re from you, right?”

“No. Chloe, I swear. They aren’t. You must have some other secret admirer.” He laughs, but I drop the phone from my ear.

I stare at the flowers, and all I can see is a purple cloud. It swallows everything, and I can’t breathe. As I slide to the floor, I’m vaguely aware of the sound of my heaving lungs. Then I’m back there. Back four years ago in that bedroom.

His hands are on my shoulders. Rolling me over. Pushing me down. I try to flail my arms, but they don’t move. Why won’t they move? I’m on my belly now, and his weight is pushing down on me.

His breath is against my ear. “You’re the most beautiful boy on Earth, and I’m going to make you mine.”

I scream. Over and over until my throat is raw. But the only response I get is his fingers digging into my throat while he pushes himself against me.

“Cody!”

He jerks my body up and holds me, his hands on my shoulders. This isn’t right. This isn’t how it happened. He doesn’t stop. He doesn’t pull me up.

“Cody! You’re safe. It’s me.”

My entire body quakes in his arms, and I know that he doesn’t care. He’s going to throw me back down any second.

“Shh… Shh… It’s OK. I’m right here. Nothing bad is going to happen to you. You’re safe. I promise, you’re safe.” He runs his hands through my hair, and my shaking softens enough that I can turn to face him. Maybe if I can make eye contact… Make him see me…

“Stacey?”

“It’s me honey. It’s just me. I’ve got you. Nothing is going to happen to you.”

She wraps her arms around me and starts to pull me into her, but I push back and scramble along the floor until my back is against the wall. “He’s here. He knows where I am.” I look around, expecting him to come around a corner any second with that smirk on his face and those dead black eyes.

“He’s not here. It’s just me and you. Just us. You’re safe here. He can’t get you.” She slides to me. This time, I let her pull me tight.

“Don’t let him come back. Please Stacey. Please don’t let him come back.”

“I won’t, honey. I won’t let him.”

“Do you promise?”

“I promise, sweetie.”

“Oh my God, he’s going to come back, isn’t he?”

“Not while I’m here. And I’m not going to leave you. I’m right here. OK?”

I don’t know how long we sit like that. I just know that I can’t take my eyes off her. And I don’t until the knock.

Several loud bangs, and I shriek. “It’s him!” I tighten my arms around her, holding her in place. A shield between me and the door.

“Chloe? Chloe, it’s me. It’s David. Baby, are you alright? Can you open the door for me?”

Stacey looks at me. “Is it OK if we answer the door for him? It’s just David… You remember David, right?”

I can’t answer her. My eyes don’t move from the door, but from their corners I can see my chest rising and falling. The room is starting to spin around me, and a pain rolls down my right arm. I make a fist, trying to squeeze it away.

“David, it’s Stacey. Chloe isn’t physically hurt, but I can’t leave her to come to the door. Can you go upstairs? Apartment 476. There’s a key in the potted cactus to the left of their door. That’s our spare key. You can let yourself in. Just be sure to knock before you come in. Softly. That way, Chloe will know it’s you.”

“476. I’ll be right back. Chloe, I’ll be right back.”

I hear his footsteps running away from the door, and I loosen my grip on Stacey just a little.

Just a minute later, I jump when I hear the soft tap marking his return.

“It’s just David, sweetie.” Stacey rubs my arm as I listen to him turning the key in the locks.

When he comes in the door, I squint at him. “Daddy?”

“It’s me, princess.”

He takes a couple of steps toward me, but I scurry away. Wedging myself between the wall and the end table.

He puts his hands up. “It’s OK. I’ll stay right here. OK, baby?”

I nod my head.

He turns to Stacey. “What happened? We were talking, and then I heard her drop the phone and just start screaming. I was going to call the police, but then I heard your voice.”

“It’s that.”

“The flowers? She sent me a picture of them right before—”

“Not the flowers. The card.”

He reads it and then looks at me. “I don’t get it.”

“There was a man. Senior year of college. He told Cody something very similar to that before he… forced himself on him. He hasn’t been the same since.”

“Oh my God, Stacey. I didn’t know.”

“It was awful. He wouldn’t leave our apartment for the longest time. I finally almost physically dragged him to therapy. That’s what eventually helped him go back to get his degree a couple of years later. It was his mom’s last wish. Cody couldn’t do it before she passed, but he did do it.” She looks at me and smiles.

“So who sent these? Was it him?” His voice is so quiet I can barely hear the words, but the anger in them makes the hair on the back of my neck stand up.

“We don’t know. I was sure it was you.”

He shakes his head.

“Cody, honey, why don’t you at least sit on the couch? David and I will stay over here away from—”

“Not Cody. Don’t call me that.” The words fly out louder than I mean them.

“Chloe?”

I nod my head.

“Chloe, would you feel better if I left?” David asks.

Imagining him walk away makes my body go numb. I whip my head from side-to-side. “Please don’t leave me.”

“I won’t. I swear. Is it alright if I sit on the couch? At the far end?”

I nod my head and watch as he moves across the living room.

When he sits, he looks at me. “Do you want to sit here with me?”

I do want to, but I’m not sure if I can. I stare at him. He smiles and sticks his arm out toward me. Maybe it would be OK. I look at Stacey. She curls the edges of her lips up when I look at her, but her eyes still look worried. I put a hand on the table and use it to steady myself as I stand. I look at David and hesitate.

“You don’t have to if you don’t want to. But you’re safe. Stacey and I are both here, and neither one of us is going to leave you.”

I rush to the end of the couch. Tears erupt from my eyes, and I try to bury myself in him. “I’m so scared.”

“I’m here, baby. I won’t let anything bad happen to you.” His arms close around me.


CHAPTER EIGHT



The next morning, daddy’s snoring wakes me up. We’re in my bed, and as soon as my eyes open, I grab for his hand.

He sucks in a lungful of air and blinks his eyes. “Good morning, princess.”

“Good morning, daddy. Thank you for sleeping with me last night. What are we doing today?”

“Uh, I don’t know. I need to make some phone calls, but I need to brush my teeth first. Do you still have that toothbrush I used last time?”

I nod my head and get it from the dresser drawer. Once I hand it to him, he pads to the bathroom. I stand outside the doorway, watching him.

“You don’t have to stand here with me. I can do this myself.” He chuckles, but I don’t move.

“I know.”

“Oh, I see. I need to use the bathroom. Do you still want me to keep the door open?”

I nod my head and then smile when he pats me on the head. I stand right there while he takes care of things and brushes his teeth. When he’s done, he takes both of my hands in his and marches me backward out to the living room and onto the couch. We sit, our bodies touching.

“I need to make a couple of phone calls. Can you be extra quiet while I’m on the phone?”

I squeeze my lips shut and pretend to lock them.

“Good girl.”

He picks up his phone and scrolls through the contacts.

“Hey, it’s David Taylor. I’ve got a project for you. Personal, not business. Top priority, though. Someone… very special to me has been getting unwanted attention, but we don’t know who’s doing it. I need you to find them and make sure they know just how unwelcome their behavior is.”

He talks to them a few more minutes, telling them all about the flowers I got yesterday.

“Are we having visitors today?” I ask when he hangs up.

“Visitors?”

“I heard you give that person my address. Are they coming to visit?”

“Oh, yeah. She’s going to come over soon.”

“Yay! I love visitors! Who is she? Is she nice?”

“She’s helping, uh… daddy with something. And she is nice. Except to bad boys and girls. Then she’s really mean to them, but that’s because they deserve it.”

“Yeah, they do. They need to learn their lesson.”

“That’s right. Now, I need you to be quiet one more time, OK? I have to call work and tell them I’m not coming in today.” He bops me on the nose, and I giggle.

Once he’s done with his phone calls, he lets me watch cartoons while he plays on his phone. I rest my head against his shoulder and watch Luisa help find her abuela’s missing recipe for sweet corn cakes. Before the end of the episode, Stacey joins us on the couch. She sits beside me and puts her hand on my knee.

“So, does this happen a lot?”

I see daddy motion at me while he’s talking, so I look up at him. He just smiles and then looks back at Stacey.

“Never. This is the first. And we’ve been best friends since high school, so I would know.”

“You said she did therapy. Does she still go? Is there someone we can call?”

“She stopped last year. And I don’t remember the doctor’s name. Maybe I could look—”

There’s a knock at the door, and I jump, swinging my arms around daddy’s neck.

“It’s OK, baby. It’s probably just Jody. You stay here with Stacey while I talk to her, alright?”

When he stands up, I slide to Stacey and lean against her. She puts her arm on my shoulders.

A few minutes later, he comes back in and stands in front of the couch.

“That was Jody. She’s head of security where I work, and she’s going to look into these flowers for us. She’s also going to send someone to install cameras in the stairway, hall, and in here. So when someone knocks in a little bit, it will be them. They’re legit.”

He was looking at Stacey most of the time he was talking, but now he looks at me.

“Is it OK if I leave for a little while? Just a couple of hours, probably.”

I close my eyes and shake my head.

“This is for a surprise. For you. And Stacey will stay with you the whole time I’m gone. Can you be a big girl for me and stay with Stacey until I get back?”

I look at Stacey and then back at him, debating. “OK, but only because you’re bringing me a surprise.”

He laughs. “That’s my good girl. I’ll be back as soon as I can. Daddy loves you very m—uh… I mean that I—”

“I love you too, daddy. Hurry back.”

Stacey stays with me for the next couple of hours. We mostly just sit on the couch watching cartoons. Once, she goes up to the kitchen to make breakfast for us, and I follow her out. She tells me I can stay on the couch because she can still see me from the kitchen, but I don’t want to. Being too far away from her or daddy is scary.

The men come to install the cameras just like daddy says. They’re still there—a man on a big yellow ladder working in the corner of the living room—when daddy walks in. He hands me a giant cupcake, and I gasp, my eyes wide. I hold it up to my nose and inhale the scent of chocolate and flour and sugar.

“So I know I should have discussed this with you two. I’m sorry I didn’t. But I found a new apartment for you. Hopefully just temporarily, but I want you two to be somewhere safe where no one knows you.”

Stacey shakes her head. “We can’t just move.”

“Jody suggested it when I called her this morning. The apartment is nice. Two bedrooms just like you have here, but two bathrooms. And it’s in my name, so no one can trace it back to either of you.”

“It’s your apartment?” Stacey asks.

“No. I just signed the lease right now. That’s where I went. Now, let’s hurry and get going. Just grab the essentials. I’ve got the furniture and food taken care of.”

“We can’t. We can’t just run away.”

“Just until we find the guy who sent the flowers. None of us know what he might do next. I’m not taking a chance with that. Please. Just do this for me. For Chloe. Just pack a bag or a suitcase quickly and we can go.”

I look up from the cupcake when I hear my name. “Are we going on a trip?”

Daddy looks at Stacey. She doesn’t say anything. “We are. We’re going to stay somewhere else for a little while. So I need you to go to your room and get anything that’s important. Only the really important things. I’ll help you pack them.”

“Yay! I love trips!” I set my cupcake down and sprint to my room. By the time daddy walks in behind me, I already have Natalya and my stuffed teddy and monkey sitting on the middle of my bed ready to go. He helps me pick clothes from my closet. I insist on only dresses and my pretty underwear. I don’t want to wear any yucky boys’ clothes on this trip.

When we walk into the new apartment, I hear Stacey inhale, and my eyes go wide. It’s so much bigger and brighter than our apartment. Even the appliances in the kitchen are so bright and shiny it looks like they’ve never been used.

“I hope you ladies like it.”

“It’s so beautiful. We’re spending the night here?” I can hardly believe it.

Stacey wanders off toward the kitchen without saying a word.

“We are. Tonight and probably the next few nights, too.”

“You’re staying too?” I look up into his eyes.

“Well, we should all talk about that. It’s not my decision.”

“I decided. You’re staying.” I put my arms around him.

“We need to ask Stacey too.”

“She said it’s OK.”

“Did she, or are you telling stories?”

“Umm…”

“I did not say that.” Stacey glares at me over the countertop of the island. “But it’s alright with me if you want to.”

I smile and scrunch my shoulders. “Daddy’s spending the night with us, daddy’s spending the night with us.” I sing-song as I walk around and look at the new apartment.

“Chloe?”

I stop moving around and look at him. He’s still by the doorway, and his head is cocked just a little to one side.

“There’s one more thing. I’ve got someone I want you to talk to tomorrow. She’s a doctor.”

“What kind of doctor? Am I sick?”

“No. Not at all. She’s the kind of doctor who helps make people even better, just by talking. That’s all.”

I squint my eyes and stare at him. “I’ve never heard of a doctor like that.”

“You’ve even been to one before. You talk to her like she’s a friend because she is. Then she gives you homework, and in time it helps any problems go away.”

“You mean a therapist?”

He nods his head.

“You should have just said that, silly goose.”


CHAPTER NINE



“Who’s the babe?”

I look up and see a woman in the doorway ogling me, so I grab daddy’s hand and move behind him.

“Li, be gentle. This is Chloe. She’s my special little girl, aren’t you?”

The woman’s face lights up. “This is Chloe? Oh my gosh, we’ve all heard so much about you these past few weeks. You’re a very famous girl here around the office.”

“I am?” My words are almost swallowed by daddy’s back.

“You are.” Her eyes move from me to David. “Can I show her around? I promise to be on my best behavior.”

“Can I trust your best behavior?” He chuckles. “Sure. Go with Li, Chloe. She’s one of daddy’s friends, and she’ll give you a big tour while I sit here and do some boring work.”

She extends her arm, but I look at daddy. “Can Kelly and her daddy come too?”

He smiles. “Of course they can, sweetie.” I grab the pair from the desk. A stuffed tiger holding hands with a stuffed panda. Just like me and daddy on the zoo carousel. Daddy ordered it so I’d never forget that day, but that would never happen anyway.

“It is so good to finally meet you. I’m Li. I’ll show you all around the floor where your daddy works.” She takes my hand in hers. “And you’ll get to meet Sydney. She’ll be excited to meet you too. Arianda is going to be so fucking pissed that she’s not here to meet you.”

“Li…”

“Sorry, David.”

“Who’s Arianda?”

“She works here, but she had to have a surgery. So she’s off for a couple of weeks. But she’s an assistant, just like me and Sydney.”

“Oh. I hope the surgery makes her feel better.”

Li laughs. “I’m sure it will. She’s getting a boob job.”

“What?” I stop in the middle of the hallway. “She’s getting bigger boobies?”

Li’s face flushes. “Uh… I meant… See, sometimes people want to change things, and, uh—”

“I know. I want that too! Do you think daddy would let me do that?”

“Oh… I think he probably would, but you’ll have to ask him about it. I bet he says yes if you’re a good girl, though.”

“I’ll be such a good girl for him if he does. Can we go back and ask him now? Will you tell him I need them?”

“Not now, sweetie. He has lots of work to do. But we can ask him later.”

“OK. So do you all work for daddy?”

She looks over my shoulder and back toward the office. “What has he been filling your poor head with?” She laughs and tugs my hand, and I shuffle my feet beside her. “Not directly, sweetie. We all work for other people, but we do help your daddy sometimes when he needs us to. Like now, because he doesn’t have an assistant of his own.”

“Oh.”

Li was right. Sydney was very excited to meet me. She ran around the desk and hugged me as soon as Li told her who I was. Then the three of us went downstairs to the cafeteria for snacks. They let me get two cookies, so I knew then we would all be best friends.

After we eat, Sydney takes me back to daddy’s office because Li has to work. Sydney said Li is the daughter of the man who owns the whole building. Li works for him and helps him take care of everything.

“Knock, knock.” Sydney taps her knuckles against the door frame, but I just walk right in. “Bringing Chloe back. She is such an absolute sweetheart.”

Daddy smiles. “She really is. So what did you think, Chloe?”

“Everyone is so nice. Especially Li and Sydney. And Li said Arianda is getting bigger boobies. Can I get bigger boobies too, daddy? Li said if I promise to be a really good girl, you might say yes, so please? Please?”

“Whoa.” He throws up his hands. “We can certainly talk about that. Later. Not now.”

“I think that’s my cue to leave. It was so wonderful to meet you, Chloe.”

“You too, Sydney. Thanks for the cookies and bringing me back up here.”

“Shh.” She puts her finger over her mouth. “We don’t want daddy to know about the cookies.”

“Oh yeah.” I giggle.
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“Good morning, princess.”

“Good morning, daddy.” I lean in to kiss him, and my breasts bump against his chest. It’s been a couple of weeks, but I’m still getting used to the extra flesh on my chest.

He raises a hand and cups my boob through my clothes. “These might be the best investments I’ve ever made.” I moan and feel a tingle flow through my cock.

“They definitely are.”

“So, are you ready?”

“I think so. How do I look?” I spin, so he can see the plaid dress I’m wearing.

“Beautiful. But you always look beautiful.”

“Well, I feel more beautifuler today.”

“Certainly more beautifuler.” He takes my hand and walks me to the car.

“I know Dr. Branten said that you can handle this, but if you think it’s too much, we won’t do it, OK?”

“I can do it. It’s easier now. And she taught me those exercises for when things get really stressful.”

“And you have your coloring books just in case?”

“They’re in my backpack.” I pat the shoulder strap of my pink Unicorn University bag. “Stacey even put Natalya in there for me. But I’ve been a lot better. Thanks to Dr. Branten. And thanks to you finding that guy.”

The day after my surgery, daddy and Stacey both came into my bedroom and told me they had important news. The cameras at our old apartment caught someone trying to break in, and Jody’s security team caught him. He was a former client who had seen my college diploma sitting on a shelf and traced me from there. Daddy wouldn’t tell me what happened. He just said “actions have consequences” and that Jody made sure he would never bother me again. I started crying when he told me that. I couldn’t hug him, but he lay on the bed next to me. We spent the night together like that.

“Do you really think the other girls will like me?”

“Baby, they’ll love you. You’ve already met them, and they adore you.”

“Not Arianda.”

“Only because she wasn’t there that day, but she’ll adore you just as much as the others.”

“I hope so.”


CHAPTER TEN



Sydney steps back to look at my face just before Li barges through the white French doors.

“You girls need to be ready now. I’m not letting you put us off schedule. Sydney, she’s gorgeous. Enough. Put the brushes away. Chloe, sit up straight, and put your shoes back on. Arianda, not a single word from you out there. Got it?”

I whine under my breath as I wrap the sandal straps around my feet and ankles.

“Does Jerome know this side of you? I might have to be the first maid of honor in history to object to a wedding in order to save the groom.”

“Arianda? What did I just say?”

“One, I’m not out there, so I can say as much as I want right now. And two, there are ways to object without uttering a word. Especially when I’m going to be right behind you where everyone can see.” She contorts her face as she shakes her head and makes a giant X with her arms. I giggle.

Li stares at her for a moment and then smiles. “I love you all, even your bratty little ass, and I’m so glad that each of you is going to be up there with me for this.”

“Aww honey, of course we’re going to be there with you. Always.” Arianda hugs her. “Well, unless Jerome’s best man starts showing some interest. I might have to sneak off with him for a bit if he does.”

“For the tenth time, he’s gay. He’s not going to be interested.”

“I’ve got everything he wants right here between my legs. Plus, some bonus titties for him. No man, straight or gay is going to turn down a chance to play with these.”

Li rolls her eyes. “I’ll do you a favor and not tell Jonathan about your little crush.”

“Oh, I’m going to make sure he knows. And soon. I want him to have plenty of time to dream up ways of punishing me tonight.”

Despite Arianda’s threats, the wedding is perfect. Everyone’s breath catches the instant Li starts walking down the aisle, and I don’t think anyone lets it go until she and Jerome kiss at the end. When they do, I feel Sydney’s arms wrap around me from behind, and I look across the pews for David. When our eyes meet, I blow him a kiss.

The pictures after the wedding take forever, and the reception hall is already bustling when we walk in. My heart pounds as I look around for David. I don’t see him anywhere. I try to slow my breathing but I can’t. Just then I feel someone’s arms around me, and I scream.

“It’s just me, baby girl.”

“Daddy! Oh my god, you scared me to death. Luckily, no one heard me over all this noise.”

“Sorry. I knew this would be a lot for you. It’s an open bar, and at this rate, they’re going to be out of liquor before the first dance. Let’s leave before things get even worse.”

“What about Li? I can’t just leave her.”

“She knows some things still bring back memories. She’ll understand. Come on, we’ll say goodbye to her and go.” He takes my hand and pulls me through the crowd to where she and Jerome are greeting the guests.

“Li, you are stunning. Jerome, you’re a very lucky man. But we just came up to say goodbye. Situations like this can be uncomfortable for Chloe, so we’re going home.”

She nods and then embraces me. “It’s fine. Thank you so much for being here for me today. And promise me you won’t just shove that dress into the back of your closet. It looks so cute on you.”

“Pinky promise.”

I wrap my pinky around hers. Then I kiss her on the cheek before David leads me to the car.
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“Li was so pretty today. I’m jealous. I want a wedding just like that. Only my colors won’t be grey and black. It’ll be all pinks and purples, and we’ll have teddy bears everywhere and a petting zoo. And Natalya will be my maid of honor. He’ll have a cute dress and be the absolute belle of the ball.”

Every time I helped the girls plan some part of this wedding, a pit grew bigger in my stomach. I’ve been afraid to mention anything to David, but I really want a wedding of my own. I used the car ride home to build up my courage, and when we got home, I knew it was now or never.

“As long as he’s beside you, no one will notice what he’s wearing. They won’t even know he’s there because they’re all going to be blinded by you. Do you really want a wedding?”

I’m scared to say the word, worried he’ll say no, so I look away and nod my head.

He lays his hands on my shoulders and turns me so I’m facing him. The wall presses against my back, and I’m sticky from his heat so near to me.

“I would love to make you Mrs. David Taylor. One day, I promise you’ll get your dream wedding.”

“Do you mean it?”

“Anything for my princess.”

“Thank you, daddy.”

His lips press against mine, and I run my hand down the front of his body until I find his white-hot cock. I rub it through his pants as he races to undo them.

“Have you been a good girl today?”

“Yes, daddy.” I lick my lips as I wrap my hand around his now naked dick and squeeze. He moans and pushes me against the wall.

“Fuck yes. You’re a very good girl.”

His hand tickles my back as he unzips my dress. When it falls to my ankles, I step out of it, and he scoops me into his arms.

“I think you deserve a special reward for being so good. Don’t you?”

“I love your rewards. Please, daddy…”

He carries me to our bedroom, and my ass bounces against his cock with every step. He sets me on the edge of the bed so he can get the lube from our drawer. While he does, I stand and turn around, bending over the bed and presenting my waiting hole to him.

“I will never get tired of this view.” He moves his slick shaft around between my cheeks, and I moan.

When he plunges into me, I gasp. I should be used to his size by now, but every time we fuck, it still catches me off guard. He quickly falls into a rhythm. His body slapping against mine. My cheek sliding against the soft blanket. My moans and his groaning filling the room.

I can feel every inch of him inside me. It feels like he’s rubbing against the base of my cock from the inside. Teasing that and my P-spot with every thrust. He stops for just a second and lifts his leg onto the bed beside me.

The new angle is even more intense, and I scream. “Oh daddy! Yes! Please, daddy. I’m going to come. Fuck me!”

“Come for me, little girl. Be a good girl and show me how much you love your daddy.”

My cock pulses as my cum explodes out of it. I feel the slippery liquid under me as he drives me over and over into the bed. When he pulls my hair and yanks my head back, I know he’s close. Then I feel his cock twitch and release its juice inside me.

As he pulls out of me, it runs out of my hole and starts dripping down my leg. Daddy has a washcloth ready and wipes up my mess. When he’s done, he lies beside me.

“You’ll have to start looking for a wedding dress soon, princess.”

My face lights up. “Do you mean it?”

“Nothing makes me happier than making you happy. So yes.”

“Oh, daddy.” I kiss him. “You must be happy all the time then, because you always make me the happiest girl in the world.”
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THE BRATTY GIRL

RELUCTANT FEMINIZATION




CHAPTER ONE



“This is supposed to inspire us? I mean, look at it. It’s curved? And this… it’s almost too big to fit in my hand.”

I hear the door close behind me, but I don’t turn around. I saw Brandon leave a few minutes ago, so I’m glad he’s back for this. He’ll agree with me.

“Sure, some of the stuff it does is fine, but if you rearranged all of this, you’d have something that works just as well and is so much nicer.”

I look at the people gathered across the table. Their eyes are wide and they're biting their lips.

“You don’t think I’m wrong, do you? Why would someone want one of these?”

I see Maggie shaking her head—the movement so slight I almost don’t notice—and her gaze moves over my shoulder. I turn, wondering what Brandon is up to. Only it’s not Brandon.

“What’s your name?”

“I’m sorry. I, uh—”

“Your name is ‘I’m sorry?’ When you were born, your parents realized what a fool you would be, so they built the apology right there into your name?”

“No, I’m Aron, sir.”

“Aron what?” He takes the phone from my hands.

“Aron Garcia, and I wasn’t—”

“Did you know this was the first product I designed completely on my own? It won several design awards. And the reason your phones now are so much sleeker?” He looks around the room. “Because I made this. Others copied it and made small changes. But I’m the one who took the giant leap that started the world down that path.”

“You’re right. I, uh, didn’t mean anything by it. I just, um—”

“I’ve heard enough from you, Mr. Garcia. I don’t need to hear your stammering now, too.”

He sets the phone on the table, looks at everyone one more time, and walks back out the door. I still haven’t breathed since I realized who it was.

“Aron, I can’t believe you.” The disappointment in Maggie’s voice is clear. “I know you’re just an intern, but Jonathan Shin is our boss. And you just insulted the thing that made him famous. To his face. Are you crazy?”

My stomach sinks. “I didn’t know he was here. No one told me. You could have warned me.”

She shakes her head and turns away. Everyone else is suddenly preoccupied with their work. I clench my jaw and drop into my chair.
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As soon as I step off the elevator the next morning, Maggie calls me into her office, and it feels like I’ve swallowed my heart. I know what’s coming next.

“Well…” It’s almost amusing the way her lips curl up, imitating a smile. “I don’t think this is a surprise, but you’re to pack your belongings.”

I have to swallow before I can even breathe. I can’t believe I messed this up. My stupid mouth.

I set my name badge on the desk. “No hard feelings, obviously. It’s been great working for you. I know I wasn’t here long, but I learned a lot. I just wish…”

“Yeah, me too, but hey, you’re young. We all make stupid mistakes when we’re young. What matters is what you do next. What kind of person you become now.”

I smile to make things less awkward.

“I don’t know why, but once you pack, you’re supposed to go to the thirty-second floor.”

“Thirty-second?” I rack my brain, trying to think of what’s on that floor.

“It’s the executive floor. All the bigwigs. Including Mr. Shin. He wants to see you.”

I think I’m going to be sick. “Did he say why?”

“We can probably guess.”

“What if I don’t go? He can’t do anything more to me, right?”

She shrugs her shoulders. “Your choice. I’m just passing along the message.”

When I get to my workspace, I realize I don’t have much. A pen I brought the first day and a broken windup toy my dad gave me when I was five. Instead of playing with it like any other kid, I had to get inside it. I had to see what made it tick. I took it apart and put it back together so many times the springs grew tired of me and gave up.

I decide then I am going to see Mr. Shin. I’m sure he wants to gloat, maybe even yell at me. And I’ll let him. I’m a big boy. I won’t hide from my mistakes. I’ll stand there and take whatever punishment he gives me.

When I step off the elevator, I hold my head high. I want him to know I’m man enough for this. For whatever he has planned. I stop outside his door and read the nameplate: “Jonathan Shin, President, Hardware and Engineering.” I sigh. Of all the people to insult… I knock.

“Have a seat. I’ll be just a moment.”

I look behind me. There are four red leather chairs, but I don’t sit. I stand and look out the windows.

When I look at my watch, I see ten minutes have passed. Is he trying to make me angry? Well, I won’t give him the satisfaction. I’ll stay here and wait all day if I need to. I pull the phone from my pocket and sit down. As soon as my butt touches the leather, his office door opens, and he calls me in.

“Mr. Garcia.”

“Mr. Shin. You wanted to see me before I left?”

“Before you left? Are you going somewhere?”

I stare at him, dumbfounded. “I… Yes. I was told to pack my things.”

“Indeed. That was below you. I have a different position in mind for you.”

“I’m sorry?”

“You’re going to work for me.”

I laugh. “For you? After yesterday? As what? A personal janitor? Scrubbing your toilets and washing your floors by hand. Is this your way of getting back at me? It won’t work. I’m just here for the summer. I don’t need the money—God knows I wasn’t getting much as an intern. So no. Whatever you have planned, I’m not doing it.”

“Do you always say the wrong things, or is it just when I’m involved? You’ll work as my assistant. There’s not an internship anywhere more valuable than that. You’ll see everything I do. The day-to-day life of the head engineer for one of the largest companies in the world. Does that sound like a punishment?”

We stare at each either, neither one of us blinking.

“You’re not serious, right? This is a joke? You make me think you’re offering this, and then… what? You tell me you changed your mind? Or you make up a reason to fire me right away?”

“I don’t need a reason to fire you, but no. No strings attached. You’re a challenge, Mr. Garcia, and I like challenges. I’m going to mold you into someone more than you are now.”

I snort. Suddenly he thinks he’s some maker of young men? But he is right. If I do this, it’ll be my ticket to any engineering graduate school in the world. I can’t afford to turn him down.

“OK, I’ll do it. But you take me as I am. You won’t shape me into some yes-man.”

“Oh, that’s not what I plan on shaping you into.”


CHAPTER TWO



My palms are sweating as he glares at me. I look back through all the charts and figures, trying to find what he wants me to see. But I can’t. I toss the paper onto the table.

“Still no?”

I shake my head.

He turns to the third page. “Check these dimensions.”

I groan. As soon as I see it, it’s obvious. I made it too small.

“Did you double check these before you turned this in?”

“Of course I did. I just thought that—”

“Why are you making things worse by lying? Did you double check these numbers?” His temper flashes across his face.

“No. But it’s not a big deal. If I were doing this for real, I would model it, and the program would catch it. This isn’t the old days like you’re used to.” I smirk.

He stares at me for a second. Then, before I can react, he grabs my wrist and pulls me to him, almost onto his lap. Still holding it, he hops up and moves behind me. He bends my arm up behind my back just to the point where it starts to hurt.

“Bend over the table.”

“What? What are you doing? Stop this right now.”

“You need to learn to take things more seriously. Now bend over.”

He doesn’t wait for me to respond before he twists my arm up higher and pushes his other hand against my shoulder blades. I don’t fight him, and my cheek hits the table.

“That wasn’t so hard, was it? Now, how many do you think is appropriate? I think three should do it.”

“Three what?”

The words aren’t even out of my mouth when I feel the blow across my ass. I try to wriggle away, but he grips me tighter. The second slap lands in the same spot as the first. After the third, my already tingling skin catches on fire. The pain and the electricity shoot through my entire body, and my vision blurs as tears well in my eyes. I blink over and over until they go away. I won’t let him see those. He won’t make me cry.

“Next time won’t be through your clothes. Now have you learned your lesson? Can I let you up? ”

He is very much mistaken if he thinks there’s going to be a next time. I’m not going to put up with this. Maybe he’s too powerful to be punished here, but I can quit. I can grab my things and just walk right out. Maybe I could even sue. If I find the right lawyer. One who—

I gasp as he rubs my ass through my pants. Gently moving his hand across it and then massaging it with his fingers. Tiny needle pricks move through my body and all my muscles tense and then relax at once.

“I know you can do better, Aron, and facing the consequences of our mistakes is how we learn. I want your best from now on.”

Still cupping my ass, he leans his body into mine, and it feels… like he’s hard?

“That will be all. Thank you.” He releases my arm, and it drops to my side.

I stay bent over the table for a couple of seconds as he walks away. Then I storm back to my desk. The remnants of pain shoot through my ass with every step, but there’s something else. Something beyond the fire and the humiliation. I think there’s a part of me that liked it.
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The next day, Mr. Shin asks me to go to the deli down the street to pick up his lunch. I’ve worked for him just long enough to know that he orders the same thing every day. Turkey pastrami with sauerkraut and swiss cheese. Nothing else. Today, though, before the worker wraps the sandwich, I tell her to add thousand island dressing and grilled onions. When she hands it to me, I smile and wonder how he’ll react.

In his office, I set the sandwich in front of him and take a step back, waiting. He looks up at me, but he doesn’t unwrap it.

“Is there something else?”

“No.”

“Then you can go. Thank you.”

I walk away slowly, hoping to hear the crinkle of the wax paper before I get to the doorway, but I don’t. I look back one more time before leaving. He’s turned to his computer and ignoring the sandwich on his desk. Damn it. I sit at my desk and tap a pen on the glass top while I stare out the window. My stomach is fluttering, and I can’t concentrate on work. What’s taking him so long?

“Mr. Garcia?” When he finally calls my name, I practically leap from my chair to his door.

“Yes, sir?”

“Come in here, and shut the door, please.”

As I walk to his desk, my entire body is quivering. What if yesterday was just a onetime thing? What if he felt like a fool afterward? What will he think of me if he learns that I want more of it?

“You know my lunch order.” He’s not asking.

“Yes.”

“But that’s not what this is. Should I call the deli to complain? Should I tell them they clearly have an incompetent employee working the counter who can’t understand the most basic of instructions? That surely must be the explanation, right?” He stands up and walks behind me. I don’t turn to face him.

“No. Sir.”

“No? Then please tell me why my sandwich is smothered in onions and dripped dressing down my hands when I picked it up?”

“I must have gotten the order wrong.”

“Hmm… you must have gotten the order wrong? You know what I believe about mistakes, don’t you?”

“Yes.”

“What’s that?”

“Mistakes are how we learn.” My heart stops as I feel him next to me.

“Drop your pants.”

My hands fly to my waistband, but I force myself to pause there. I don’t want to seem too eager. Instead, I pretend to be fumbling with the zipper. When I think enough time has passed, I unzip them and let them fall to the floor. I bend over and rest my cheek against the top of his desk.

I hear his breath beside me, heavier than usual, and when he holds it, I know what to expect. But even knowing it’s coming doesn’t prepare me. I squeeze my fists and pinch my eyes closed. After the second slap, my eyes are watering, and I can’t fight it. By the time he gets to the fifth and final crack, I’m gasping for air. My entire body rising and falling with each breath.

But just like yesterday, when he’s done, he places his hand over the spot. His warmth makes the skin burn even more, but when he moves his fingers over it, caressing it, caressing me, the tingles that shoot through my body replace the burning pain.

“You have such a cute little derriere.”

I snicker at the word, but as soon as the laugh escapes my lips, his hand comes down on the exact spot he was just fondling.

“Is something amusing?”

“No, sir. I’m sorry.”

“As I was saying, you have an adorable… ass. Is that word better? It’s a shame it’s covered in such ugly clothes. I think you can do better, don’t you?”

I blink a few times, waiting for him to go on, but he doesn’t. “I’m not sure what you mean.”

“These won’t do anymore.” He pulls the waistband of my boxers and snaps it against me. “I want you in panties from now on.”

My jaw drops. “Panties? Like women’s panties?”

“Is there another kind I’m not aware of? Yes. Starting tomorrow, I expect you to wear women’s panties to work each day. Am I clear?”

“I… but I can’t.”

“You can and you will. Tell me you understand, and you can be on your way.”

“You don’t understand. I can’t. I’m not going to wear women’s underwear to work for you.”

His hand slaps on my ass and somehow finds the same raw spot. There’s no pleasure hidden in the pain this time.

“This isn’t optional. You’re going to do it. And you’re going to shave your entire body now too, since you insist on misbehaving. Everything from the neck down before you come in here tomorrow. Take the rest of the afternoon off so you have plenty of time.”

I stand up, but I don’t move.

“That’s all. I’ll see you in the morning. And make sure the panties are sexy. No granny panties.” He runs his hand one more time across my ass as he walks to the other side of the desk. I hurriedly pull up my pants and leave.
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When I walk into the store, my heart is racing. I hoped that going during the weekday would mean fewer shoppers here. I was wrong. There are people everywhere I look, all spotlighted by the store’s blinding lights. I’m not even past the bananas yet, and I feel like I can’t breathe.

As my very first step falls in the women’s section, I hear a laugh from my right, and I freeze. One foot motionless in front of the other. If a wind from an open door blows into me, I’ll fall over. I look around, trying to see who’s laughing at me, but I can’t find them. Are they hiding in the racks? Stalking and waiting to see what I do next? I bring my feet together. Nothing. I look around again. No one is looking at me. Another step. Then another. Still silence. So I practically sprint to the underwear section. I want to get in and out as quickly as possible.

I gasp softly when I get there. There’s no one around. I hurry to the wall of panties, but in my rush, my arm brushes against a bra and knocks it to the floor. I pick it up, and as I set it back on the rack, I look around again. Still no one. Finally there, I’m overwhelmed by the types and colors, but I don’t have time to figure them out. I looked up my size earlier, so now I just try to find the prettiest ones that will fit me. That’s all I care about. I find a pack of five. Lacy panties in bright colors. These are perfect. I take two packages from the shelf and turn around. Then I see her.

Why isn’t she at work? How did she end up here of all places in the city to shop? Did Mr. Shin send her to follow me? Maybe she won’t even recognize me. We’ve only ever seen each other in the hallways at work. Never said anything other than quick hellos. There’s no way she knows me.

“Aron? No way!”

Fuck! “Uh, oh. Hey… you.” In the corners of my eyes, I see the packages tremble in my hands.

“Callie.” She laughs. “I don’t think we’ve ever officially met. It’s just that you’re a bit of a celebrity after… well, you know.”

I fake a laugh. “Yeah that. Well, it was good seeing you.”

“Oh. Yeah. You too.” She looks at the packages in my hands and the sides of her mouth curl up.

“Oh. These are for my girlfriend. She couldn’t come to the store herself. So she sent me—sick. She’s sick. So that’s why she couldn’t come. So she asked… and I… yes… when and… So that’s why.”

“OK. I didn’t think anything of it. I know I love the feeling I get from wearing a sexy pair of panties, so I just—Hey, why don’t I give you my number? Is that too forward? Say no if it’s too much.”

I feel the pulse in my neck. “What? No. That’s fine. Go ahead.” I stick a pack of panties under my arm so I can pull out my phone.

She gives me her number. “So, maybe send me a text, so I’ve got your number too?”

I watch as her screen lights up with my text.

“Great! I hope your, uh, girlfriend likes those.” She looks up and down my body, and my skin is so hot I’m surprised I don’t see steam rising from it. “I bet they’ll look really pretty once they’re on.”

“Uh, yeah. I hope so. I guess. I mean… Um, I’ll see you later.” I stride away before she can say anything else.
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As soon as I walk into work the next morning, Jonathan calls me into his office and demands to see my panties. I lower my hands to my waistband, but I can’t go any further. They’re shaking so badly I can’t unfasten my pants. I close my eyes and take deep breaths, telling myself to calm down with each one, but it’s not working. My eyes jerk open when I feel him. He’s in front of me. His face just inches away, and his hands on mine. He looks into my eyes and smiles.

“Let go. I’ve got you.”

I lower my hands and his go to work. Tugging and pulling, my lower body sways with his movements, but I can’t take my eyes from his. He’s so close. What would he do if I just leaned forward? Accidentally. If my lips touched his. Completely unplanned. If my tongue pushed into his mouth. Totally unintentionally.

I don’t get to find out. I gasp as his lips crash in on mine. As his tongue forces its way into my mouth, my pants drop and his hands slide to my rear, cupping me. His fingers dig into my flesh, almost to where the pain is more powerful than the pleasure. Almost.

“I’ve wanted to do this since the day I first met you.”

I snort, and I know he feels the sudden rush of air against his face. He must have a different day in mind because I made a terrible impression on the real first day we met.

“It’s true. I knew then I was going to make you mine.”

He moves his face away, but his fingers still grip my ass. He lowers himself. So slowly and smoothly it looks like he’s on an elevator. I giggle at the thought. Lower until he’s on his knees and his face is directly across from my manhood. My manhood wrapped in purple lace panties. He takes one hand from my ass and swirls a finger around the tip of my cock.

“These are very pretty. You were a good girl, and good girls get rewarded.”

Before I even have time to process that he just called me a girl, he yanks my panties down and his lips wrap around the tip of my cock. I moan in surprise. When I was pulling these on this morning—my panties—I never expected them to lead to me getting a blow job. But here I am. His mouth sliding up and down my length, wet with his saliva, so hard it almost hurts. I thought I would be the one on my knees, his cock in my mouth, and that thought turned me on. I never imagined this.

I can’t help the moans pouring from my lips as I tilt my head backward. Without thinking, I put my hands on his head and pull him into me. When I do, he squeezes my ass tighter, and I yip as the painful flame rips through me. My cock tenses even more. I close my fists in his hair as I pulse and I feel myself exploding into his mouth. He takes it all, sucking it and twirling his tongue to make sure that he swallows it before he pulls away.

“Jesus Christ.” I drop to my knees too and pull him into a kiss. I never want his lips to leave me.

But they do. He puts his hands on my shoulders and pries us apart, even though we both resist. With one last quick kiss to my forehead he stands up and walks behind his desk. I stay in place, a supplicant on my knees, begging my lord to grace me with a favor. But when I hear his fingers moving across his keyboard, I know we’re finished. I pull up my pants and look at him. His eyes are on his monitor, and there’s no sign that he notices me. I walk out to my desk.

I flinch as I sit, his fingerprints burned into my delicate skin. I replay his words over and over: You were a good girl, and good girls get rewarded. I smile as I hear them.


CHAPTER THREE



“Jonathan? Sorry to barge in, but I just had a question.”

I walk into his office, but he doesn’t respond. He just stares at me. Did I do something wrong? My entire body vibrates at the thought of him bending me over his desk and spanking me. No, stop. That’s not healthy. That’s not something I want.

“Sir?”

He smiles. “Yes. I like that. Sir. From now on, you’re to address me only as sir or Mr. Shin.”

I chuckle, but he doesn’t laugh. “Oh. Um, OK. I can do that. Sir. But anyway, I just had a question about the latest mockup. It seems a little off to me. What do you think?”

I watch him pull up the file on his computer and check the measurements. “Hmm… it does seem to be a bit…”

He wants me to call him sir? That’s easy enough, isn’t it? I mean, he is my boss, so it’s not like that’s asking a lot. He’s probably not used to his subordinates calling him by his first name. My mind wonders back to the blow job he gave me. Right where I’m standing now. Good girls get rewarded. I can call him sir. I can be good for him.

“Aron?”

I shake my head. “Sorry?”

“I asked if you agree.”

“I’m sorry. My mind drifted off. Agree with what?”

“What were you thinking about? What was more important than this?”

I tug at the collar of my shirt. “It was, uh, it was nothing. Sir. I apologize.”

“Do you know what I think, Mr. Garcia?” He leans back in his chair, away from the computer, and looks me up and down.

I shake my head.

“I think you would be very pretty in a dress.”

My mouth falls open, and dark spots start dancing in my eyes. I don’t respond.

“I would like very much to see you in one.” He’s out of his chair now, and his hands are on my hips. “I’ll have one for you here Monday. Would you like that?”

We’re so close our foreheads almost touch. I can smell the sweet scent of toothpaste on his breath.

“I think you would. I think you want to be a good girl. I think you want to be my good girl. Don’t you?”

I try to say no. I try to shake my head. Something to let him know I don’t want that. I don’t. Do I? Why can’t I tell him no?

“Such a good girl.” He kisses my forehead as he rubs his hand across my ass. “Go back to your desk now, like the good little girl you are.”

I still can’t speak as I walk away. My mind is gone. I’m just going through the motions. Walking. Pulling out my chair. Sitting. A dress? I can’t. There’s no way. I need to tell him no. Now. Before he thinks I want to do it. But I just turn to my computer and go back to work.

All weekend, I feel sick. I barely eat or sleep. If I just call him or text him, this ends, and he doesn’t force me to do this. Panties are fine. I hate to admit it, but wearing them does make me feel sexy. But a dress? I can’t do that. That’s too far.

Monday morning, I walk into the office. My feet dragging. When the elevator door opens, I wipe the sweat from my forehead and step onto my floor.

“Whoa there.”

I look up and see Sydney jump away from me. “I’m so sorry! I wasn’t watching where I was going.”

“Obviously.” She giggles. “That excited to start another workweek?”

“Uh, yeah. Not quite.”

“So I hear there’s a big change for you starting today.”

My heart races. Does everyone on the floor know? Everyone in the building? “Yeah, about that. It was all Mr. Shin’s idea. Not something that I wanted. I’d never even thought about it before. I’m not like that.”

“Oh, of course not. But still, congratulations! You must be so proud.”

“Proud?”

“Well, and nervous too. It’s such a big step. But you go from intern to a permanent position in just a month? That’s very impressive!” She hugs me, and I awkwardly put my arms around her. “Welcome to the team!”

Intern to permanent position? “Uh, thanks. Well, I guess I’d better be going. I’ll see you later.”

“Right. See ya around.”

Mr. Shin’s door is closed, and I exhale in relief as I drop into my chair. Maybe this was just a test. Maybe he wanted to see if I would still show up to work today. He surely couldn’t have been serious.

I hear the door open behind me, and I hold my breath.

“Good morning, Aron. Come in here, please.”

“Good morning, sir.” I walk past him into the office without making eye contact.

He closes the door once I’m inside.

“So, what do you think?”

I turn to look at him, and he’s gesturing toward the sofa along the wall of his office. There’s a red dress laid across it. My heart stops.

“The color is perfect. It’s going to look gorgeous on you. You’re going to look gorgeous.”

“Sir, I—”

“You’re very nervous about this, I’m sure. You’re probably having doubts. That’s fine. Let me help you.”

He walks in front of me and starts unbuttoning my shirt. I watch his eyes as his hands move down my chest from button to button. When they’re all undone, he slips the shirt from my arms and leads me to the sofa. He unfastens my pants and then pushes me down on the cushions. My shoes come off. Then my socks. Then he pulls my pants totally away from me.

“So smooth. Just the way I like you.”

He runs his hands up my calfs. Then my thighs. He spreads them apart and his hand finds my cock throbbing under my panties.

“You’re as excited about this as I am.”

I watch as he smiles and bends toward me. His nose pressed against my panties, he inhales and then kisses the tip of my cock through the nylon. I tense at his touch.

“If you’re a really good girl, I promise to have a very special treat for you. But let’s get you dressed now. Up.” He takes my hands and yanks me from the sofa.

“Hold your arms out in front of you.”

I do and he slips a bra over them. A bra? I was so blinded by the dress that I hadn’t noticed a bra sitting beside it. He clasps it behind me and then adjusts it before slipping inserts into the cups. I’m too numb to do anything.

“Now you’re ready.” He holds his hand over my erection and kisses my neck. “I’m so proud of you.”

Proud… “Sir, did you promote me to a permanent position?” My first words in minutes. My first words to him since he started dressing me as a woman, and that’s what I say? I don’t tell him to stop? I don’t tell him that I don’t want this?

He brushes his hand against my hard dick, and I wonder if I do want this. Maybe I don’t want him to stop.

His mouth moves from my neck to my lips. “That was supposed to be a surprise, but yes. I never want to let you go. I want you to be mine forever.”

“But college…”

He pushes against me, and I writhe as I feel his erection against mine. I’m not in control now as my dick moves against his. Through his pants. Through my panties. My breaths are growing shallower. My body tenses. My hips are moving in quick circles now. I’m so close. But he pulls away before I get the relief I need.

“We’ll work around college.” His breaths are ragged, and I know that he was as close as I was. “Now put this on.”

He picks up the dress and holds it out for me. I look at it for a moment but then take it from him and slip it over my head. As I pull it down, his hands trace along behind mine, smoothing the wrinkles, fitting it against my body. When it’s on, I bite my lip and look at him. Why do I want him to like it? Why do I hope he thinks I’m pretty?

He takes one step back and then another. His eyes travel up and down my body several times, and I can feel the sweat in my palms. “God, you’re more beautiful than I imagined you would be. Aron, you were meant for this.”

My entire body goes weightless at his comment. Does he really mean it? Does he like it?

“Come look at yourself.”

I take his hand, and he guides me toward his closet. When he opens the door, I see a full-length mirror inside, and I gasp. The red dress is tight against my body. Tight against the new curves of my stuffed bra. My dark hair—the hair everyone always told me was too long for a boy, too full, too pretty—looks perfect now. It looks like it belongs. The dress looks like it belongs. I look like I belong in it.

“You’re certainly not an Aron dressed like this. What do you think of the name Arianda?”

I don’t take my eyes off the mirror. “It’s perfect.”


CHAPTER FOUR



I hope to spend the entire day hidden in his office, but I think he knows this because he insists I hand deliver a report to Ms. Rogers. I plead with him, but he doesn’t relent. He just tells me that everyone will love me.

I’m still wobbly in the red heels he brought to match my dress, but I make it to the other side of the floor without having to grab anything for balance. Now, I’m standing outside Ms. Rogers’ office. In front of Sydney’s desk. And twice in one day, her arms are around me.

“Oh my God, Aron!”

“Arianda.”

“Arianda.” She smiles.

I blush at hearing the new name come from her, but part of me swells too. My name reminds me that I’m his. His Arianda.

“You’re so pretty! Can I do your makeup sometime? Please? I love doing it, and I always want someone else to practice on. Ms. Rogers and Li never let me use either of them anymore.”

“Uh, I don’t know. I don’t know if I’m really a makeup person.”

“Girl, you’re totally a makeup person. Or you will be once I’m done with you. I’m so happy for you! I can’t believe the change.”

“Thanks.” I smile. “But I really just came to drop this off to Ms. Rogers. Can you give it to her?”

“Oh, even better.” She knocks on the office door. “Ashley, come here and meet Arianda. Mr. Shin’s new girl.”

My cheeks are on fire.

“Can it wait? I’m busy? It’s not like I won’t see her some time later.”

“Ashley, come see her now. It’s her first time in a dress.”

Sydney turns to me and winks. Behind her, Ms. Rogers comes to the door and looks me over.

“Oh, you’re not new. But you are very pretty, Arianda. It’s good to meet the real you.”

“This isn’t the real—” She’s already back in her office before I even start talking.

“You know how she is. She’s always gruff with people. But she called you pretty. She never would have said that if she didn’t mean it. And you really are, Arianda.” She wraps her arms around me yet again. “Sorry. I’m a very huggy person.”

“Apparently.” I chuckle.

“It’s just so good to see you like this. Even if you pretend this isn’t the real you, it obviously is. And this means I’m not the new girl anymore. I’ve graduated and passed that title on to someone else now.” She giggles.

“Gee thanks.”

“Let me take that, so you can get back to Mr. Shin. Who knows what else he has planned to celebrate your big day?”

But there’s nothing that day. Or the next, or the next. Each day, he tells me to wait. That he has something special for me. Something more special than what he’s already given me.
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My entire body tingles as I step out of the car. I listen to the click of my heels on the concrete as we walk toward the door. Before we go inside, he stops me and fastens his leash to the collar I’m wearing.

“Ready?”

I nod my head. My mouth is too dry to speak.

He puts his hands on my shoulders and looks me in the eyes. “This might seem a little different at first, but you’re going to love it. Before we go in, I just want you to know how proud I am of you. A whole week wearing dresses. A whole week as Arianda. My beautiful Arianda.”

He kisses my forehead and turns toward the door.

“Remember, you don’t speak in here unless I give you permission. Got it?”

“Yes, sir.”

The hallway is all black with hidden red lights shining down the walls. Even though it was dark outside, it still takes my eyes a few seconds to adjust to this new level of darkness. As we walk, the music builds. Just a muddy bass thump at first. In a few more steps, it becomes more defined. A few more, and I can hear the higher notes. At the door, I can hear it all.

“Mr. Shin. Welcome back.”

“Thank you, Megan. This is my girl, Arianda.”

I look at Megan. She’s wearing an orange corset that squeezes her breasts together. Below that, it looks like her black leather pants are glued to her skin. I smile at her. Knowing that my leather dress looks the same on me.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Miss Arianda. You two can go right in.”

“Thank you, dear.”

As soon as the door opens, the music, which was comfortably loud just a second ago, becomes deafening. I stop and look around. Everything in here is lit in purple. To the left there’s a stage. Two women and two men, almost nude, are dancing on it. On the floor below, hundreds of people are pulsating as if they’re one. Most people are wearing black, but like stars dotting the dark sky, I see other colors mixed in.

My head jerks to the right as Mr. Shin pulls on my leash. “This way. That side is much too noisy.”

I look ahead as he pulls me. There are tables here. Most of them occupied. Some with two people. Others with three, four, five. Most of the girls here are dressed like me. Tight, black, and not leaving much to the imagination. I glance left and right as we make our way to an empty table. When we get there, Mr. Shin sets the “Reserved” sign face down.

He scans the room, but I stare at him. My eyebrows are raised, hoping to get his attention. It’s not long before he notices and smiles.

“You’re so good at this. Yes? Did you want to say something?”

“Why are some people sitting on the floor?”

He looks around the room again like he didn’t notice them at first. “Those are all submissives, like you, and for whatever reason, their Doms don’t want them to sit on the chairs or benches. It could be about control or punishment, or maybe training them to be better subs. Would you like me to order you to the floor?”

A shudder goes through me, and I unconsciously stretch out my legs at the thought. “No. Definitely not.”

He cocks an eyebrow, and I squint my eyes, questioning him.

“Oh. Right. Sorry. No, sir, I would not like that.”

“That’s my girl.”

I look around at the people on the floor. Most of them are women, but a lot of them are men. I can’t imagine ever wanting that, but they all seem happy. Satisfied. Their Doms content. Is this what my Dom eventually wants for me?

“Stay here. I’ll be right back. Don’t speak to anyone, and don’t make eye contact if anyone comes up.”

My skin bristles at how easily he made the command. It makes me want to go talk to everyone and to make eye contact with every person who walks by. But I don’t. I sit here with my head down like the good little girl he expects me to be.

Just a few minutes later, I feel him take up the leash and guide me away from the table. “Come with me.” He walks me through the room. I make sure to look at everyone as we walk by them.

“Where are we going?”

“You’ll see.”

We go through a doorway, and a long hallway stretches out in front of us. There are several doors on both sides all along the length. It reminds me of a hotel. If hotel hallways were painted black and lit in pink.

We enter room four. I think the walls inside are white, but everything is bathed in red from the lights overhead. Straight ahead there’s a bed, and I wonder if this is a hotel, but when I look around the similarities stop. Against one wall there’s a metal frame making a giant X with metal D-rings at each point. Next to that, there’s a cabinet. The doors are hanging open, and I can see shackles, handcuffs, whips, and floggers. In the middle of the room, there’s a strange bench. The top is padded and large enough for a person’s upper body. Below that, about halfway up each of the four legs, there are smaller padded benches. Much too small for a person. There are metal D-rings on the sides of all the benches. On the top bench, there’s a giant metal ring rising up from one end. I look around and my eyes find their way back to him. He’s watching me. His face is lit up.

“What do you think?”

“I think this is the strangest Holiday Inn I’ve ever seen. What is all of this?” I gesture around.

“Toys. What do you want to play with first?”

I toss my hands up. “I don’t know what any of this stuff is. So you pick.”

“Then come over here.” He tugs my leash and pulls me to the bench. “Get on this.”

I just stare at it.

“I said get on. I’ll grab everything we need.”

“I don’t know how to get on it. Is there an instruction manual? Sir.”

He chuckles. “Face down. Knees and elbows on the little side benches. Belly up here.” He pats the top.

“And this… whatever? What do I do with this?”

He walks to the halo and turns the thumbscrew on the side. When it’s loose, the top part of the ring swings open. It’s hinged on the other side. “Put your neck here.”

I don’t move.

“Now.” His voice is forceful and sends a current of anticipation through me.

“Yes, sir.”

I awkwardly climb onto the bench. Knees and elbows on the smaller and lower side benches like he told me. Then my neck in the ring. I swallow as he closes it around me and tightens the thumbscrew.

“There. Now don’t go anywhere.”

I carefully pull my head back. Just like I thought, the ring is much too small to let me simply pull free from it. I turn my head and watch him search through the cabinet. He takes four leather cuffs and brings them back to me. My cock gets hard at his rough touch as he grabs my ankles and then my wrists, fastening the cuffs around each of them and then fastening the cuffs to the D-rings on the bench. I test each one. They don’t budge. I’m trapped on all fours with my head stretched out in front of me. The warmth spreads through my core, and my pulse quickens.

“Look at you. My helpless little girl.”

I moan and rub myself against the bench.

“Ah ah. Behave.”

I watch silently while he removes his suit jacket, folding it and setting it on the bed. Then he sits beside it. His eyes are on me the whole time as he unties his shoe laces. Then loosens them. Then slips the shoes off. First the left, then the right. As he pulls his sock down to his ankle, I groan. Will you hurry up! But it just makes him move slower. Both socks off, he stands again and unbuttons his shirt. He walks toward me as he does and bends over in front of me. He kisses my lips. Undoes a button. Kisses me again. Undoes another. And by the time he’s to the last button, my heat could melt the bench.

“What should I do with this?” He rests his hand on the buckle of his belt, and I groan. “Such a noisy girl. A good submissive would wait quietly for her master.”

I don’t say a word, but if I could ever breathe fire, it would be now. He chuckles and pulls the belt from his loops. I eye it in his hand. My mouth salivates at the thought of what he might do to me with it. Instead, he tosses it on the bed beside his jacket and shirt. Then he lowers his pants and sets them on top.

When he faces me again, he’s wearing only his red boxer briefs, and I can see the outline of his hard cock through them. I lean forward, struggling to get to it, but he backs away.

“Oh, you want this? Hmm… Are you a good girl?”

“Yes.” I stare straight ahead at what I need.

“It doesn’t sound like it.”

“I’m sorry. Yes, sir, I’m a good girl. May I?”

“May you what? Tell me what you want.”

I flash my eyes to his, but they snap back to his cock. “May I please suck your cock, sir?”

He takes off his underwear and tosses it on the bed. Then he wraps his hand around his shaft and holds it just inches away from me. I can feel the heat from it, and I inhale its musky scent.

“This? Is this what you want?” He steps a little closer and rubs it against my lips. When I open my mouth and try to take it, he pulls back.

“Yes. Please sir.” I don’t know how much more teasing I can take. If I don’t get this soon, I’m going to tear through these restraints.

“Well, since you did say please…”

He steps forward, and I inhale just as he pushes himself inside my mouth. I swirl my tongue around his head and try to move down its length, but I find that I can’t with the steel halo around my neck. I grunt in frustration.

“Does my little girl want more?”

“Mmm-hmm.” I don’t dare take my lips or tongue away from him, afraid that he’ll pull away if I do.

His cock bounces a little as he takes two small steps closer to me. More of him is in my mouth now, but it’s still not even half. I whimper.

He puts both his hands on the back of my head as he moves into me. Slowly sliding in and out. I moan my appreciation and tickle my tongue around his veiny underside.

“Good girl.”

I want him to move faster. I try again to move my head, to set the tempo, but I’m not able to. I shake my head, and he moans. But he keeps the same pace. Finally, frustrated, I bite down on him. Not hard enough to cause damage. Not hard enough to even hurt. I think. Just enough to get his attention.

He jerks back, away from me, his wet cock slipping from my mouth. “What the hell?”

“I need you to fuck me harder.”

Anger flashes across his face. “You’re not in a position to make demands.”

“Fuck me harder or don’t fuck me at all.”

He glares at me for what seems like hours. “Maybe I was wrong about you. Maybe you’re not such a good girl.”

“Maybe I’m not.”

“Maybe you need to be punished.”

“Maybe I do. Maybe I need to find a real man who can handle me.”

I squirm against my restraints as he grabs his belt and rushes to my side. He lifts the bottom of my dress, pulls down my panties, and I feel the slap and burning sting of leather against my skin.

“How many do you think you deserve for your disrespectful behavior?”

I wait for the next blow, but it doesn’t come.

“Arianda, I asked you a question. How many lashes do you deserve?”

“As many as you think is appropriate… Jonathan.”

I hear him suck in a breath as I use his name. Then I feel the belt come down against my ass. Two. Three. Four. I count along in my head. My cock feels like it’s going to burst. Five. I close my eyes and take a deep breath. When I do, it’s like being lifted away. Like I’m existing both inside and outside of my body. I can almost look down and see him. He raises his hand and whips the belt through the air toward me. I hear its whistle and then the slap as it hits me. How many is that? Was that eight? I’ve lost count now.

When he stops, he throws the belt back on the bed and walks in front of me. “Do you think you can behave now? Have you learned your lesson?”

I smile at him. He’s the most beautiful man I’ve ever seen. Then I let my eyes fall. Gravity taking them down to his cock. My head tilts to the side, and my mouth drops open. He steps up to me and sticks it into my mouth.

Both hands on the back of my head again, this time he thrusts his full length into me. With each push, he hits the back of my throat and slides farther down it. And I gag each time. But I clench my lips tighter around him. I never want to let go. I time my hips to move with his. Grinding my dick against the padded leather each time his cock grinds against my throat. The fire that built with each lash of the belt is an inferno now. Everything inside me is scorched as my hips buck for the last few times—as the liquid inside me boils and shoots out. Just a couple of seconds later, he yanks my hair and his cock spurts inside me. I suck down every drop that he gives me, still sucking like a child slurping the last of a milkshake as he pulls away.

I twist my eyes toward his. I’m not able to focus completely, but I want to look at him. I watch as he unfastens the halo and then my bonds. As he picks me up and carries me to the bed, setting me on my stomach, lying beside me, stroking my hair.

“You are so fucking great.” He looks into my eyes, and I feel such warmth coming from him. “Drink this.” He holds a bottle of water to my lips, and I suck on it greedily, wishing it was him. “Good girl.”

“I think I love you, sir.”

“Shh… don’t say that. That’s just a rush of chemicals making you think that. Just lie right here with me for a bit.”

He continues stroking my hair with one hand while he rests the other arm over my body and pulls me toward him. I close my eyes and fall asleep.


CHAPTER FIVE



I slip the dress over my head and check my makeup one more time. The bright red of my lipstick pops as soon as I look at my face. I smile, grab my purse, and walk out the door.

The lobby is unusually busy today. Thursday mornings are normally quiet, but there must be something going on. Looking around, I see men and women in expensive suits and carrying briefcases. They all have their hair slicked back, the men with too much gel, the women pulled back into buns so tight they must have headaches. It has to be a marketing meeting. I cringe as I think about having to spend all day with Brett Crawford. I’ve never talked to him, just seen him around, but I know his reputation. And I think I’d rather have my nails pulled off than have to work with him. I look at my nails—soft pink—and smile. Just then, the elevator door opens, and I step in.

“Wait! Wait!”

I hold the doors open as a woman sprints in. She’s out of breath and her shoulders are hunched over.

“Thank you.” She looks up at me.

“Ar—um, is that you?”

“Arianda. Yes. Do we—oh! Callie!”

Her face lights up. “Yes! Wow! You look incredible. I meant to text you, but I’ve just been so busy. But you. Oh my God, you!”

I laugh. “Me.” I stick my arms out to the side as much as I can on a crowded elevator.

As we go higher, more people get off, and we all space ourselves out. Except Callie. She’s still stuck to me. When the elevator chimes for the thirty-second floor, I smile at her.

“This is me.”

“I can’t believe it.” She steps off the elevator with me.

I glance around and see Li walking toward us.

“I knew those weren’t really for your girlfriend. Unless they were. But they weren’t, were they?”

I giggle. “No. They were for me.”

“You’re gorgeous.”

I shuffle my feet and look away. “Um, thanks.”

“Hey, can we do lunch sometime? Or dinner. What ever you have time for. You’re probably really busy all the time, so I understand if you can’t. Breakfast even? If you’re a morning person. I’m not, but I can even do that if you want to. Do you?”

“Are you propositioning one of my workers?” Li is standing beside us now. Technically, she’s my boss, not Mr. Shin, but in reality, the corporate officers on this floor make their own decisions about their assistants.

“Oh, no ma’am. I’m sorry. Just asking if she wanted to go to lunch or dinner sometime. Oh, I guess I understand why it sounded like that.” She giggles and looks toward the elevator.

Li pushes the down button. “That’s good. Because there’s a rule that I have to be propositioned before anyone else. Especially by cute, mousy girls like you.”

The elevator chimes.

“Now, down you go, little one.” Li shoos her toward the door.

I call out to her, “yes, we can do that. I’ll text you.”

“Can’t wait!”

The doors close on her, and Li turns to me. “Who was that?”

“Just a girl from engineering. She knew me before.” I leave the rest unsaid. We both know what I mean.

“She’s cute. With the right makeup and hair, she could be pretty. I guess I approve. Have fun with her.”

“One, I don’t need your approval. Two, it’s not like that. She just wants to catch up. I think. I assume.”

“Mmm-hmm. I’m sure.” She walks away.
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I lean over the desk and slide the papers across to him.

“Your signature. Here. And then here.” The spots are already marked with sticky flags, but I tap my long nails against them, anyway.

“Got it. Thank you, Arianda.”

“You’re welcome, sir.” I don’t move.

He looks up at me. “Is there something else?”

“No. Jonathan.” I still don’t move.

“You can go then. Thank you.” He turns to his computer, and I know there’s no hope. I walk out and slam his door behind me.

It’s been almost two weeks since that night at the club, and he hasn’t touched me since. Not the way I want him to. He still runs his hands along my body. He fondles my cock. We’ve even given each other blow jobs since then. But he hasn’t spanked me or pinched me or slapped me once.

That afternoon I think of a way to do it. He’s waiting for a proposal to come through. A Korean company is trying to undercut our main supplier, but Jonathan isn’t sure they can really produce what we need them to. The proposal will outline the steps they’re willing to take to meet our demand. And since it’s going to his work account instead of his personal account, it really comes to me instead of him.

“God damn it, they can’t be that stupid. Arianda, get KN on the phone.”

Even though I heard exactly what he said, I walk to his office door. “What was that, sir?”

“Get KN on the phone, please.”

“Why, what’s wrong?”

“They sent the entire report as scanned images instead of a pdf. One jpg for each page. All one hundred twenty-seven of them.”

“Oh, did you not want it that way?”

His eyebrows furrow as he looks at me. “Of course not. Why would I want it that way?”

“Oops. I was just trying to be helpful. I guess I screwed up.”

“You told them to do this?”

“No. I did it myself.”

“Well, just send me the pdf then.” He shakes his head.

“I’m sorry, sir, but I can’t. I deleted it.”

“You deleted it?”

“I guess I was bad, wasn’t I?”

He stares at me, and he growls.“Get in here and close the door.”

I practically skip to his desk.

“You were very bad. You know what happens to bad girls, don’t you?”

I lick my lips. “They get punished.”

He stands up and pulls his belt free. I’m so giddy I want to bounce on my feet and applaud, but I bite my lip and watch as he walks around the desk. When he’s beside me, he pushes between my shoulders and holds me against the hard top. He leans over me, and I can feel his hot breath against my ear.

“How many hits do you think you deserve?”

“As many as you think I deserve, sir.”

He stands up and runs his hand down my back and along the crack of my ass. My back arches under his touch. Then he yanks up my dress.

“Such pretty panties today. I don’t want anything to happen to them.”

I gasp at the cold as he pulls them down my legs. He’s behind me now, and he presses his cock against my ass. I moan and work my hips against him, but he steps away.

“I want you to count.”

“Yes, sir.”

The first blow comes, and I wince. “One.”

Then the second and the third. I’ll never understand how he lands each one on the same spot as the one before it. The fourth feels like it’s torn my skin open, and after the fifth, tears are dripping from my eyes onto his desk.

When he’s finished, after the fifth strike, he rubs his hand along my inflamed skin. His touch is gentle, but the friction and the heat of his skin only increase the pain.

“I’m so proud of you, girl. The way you took those. Even when you were in tears, you didn’t waver. You counted each one out for me. You did so well.” He slides his hand lower now, between my legs, and he’s cupping my balls in his hand. “So proud of you.”

My already hard dick swells even more at his touch and at his words whispered into my back. I feel him shift around behind me, and I wonder if he’s going to take me right here. My breath catches at the thought. But then I feel his hands glide down my legs, along my stockings and back up with my panties. He carefully pulls them up, reaching between my legs to make sure everything is in place. As in place as it can be with my cock raging for release.

“Thank you, Arianda.”

I stand up and pull my dress down. “Thank you, sir. I’ll send you the real pdf file now.” I smile as I walk back to my desk. Mission accomplished.
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As excited as I am, I crash back to the ground the next week. Nothing changes. He still expects me to just obey him. To do what he says and to take what he gives me. I keep seeing those girls at the club, sitting at the feet of their masters, taking whatever scraps they can get. He needs to understand that I’m not one of those girls. I open his calendar and look through it.

“Arianda? Can you come with me, please?” I jump at the sound of his voice. I hadn’t heard him come up behind me.

I follow him into his office and close the door. “Yes, Mr. Shin?”

“Is there a problem with my schedule for the rest of the month?”

“Why do you ask?” I grin.

“Because the only event on there is ‘Sex with Arianda.’ Every day. From 9am until 5pm. All the real appointments are missing.”

“Oh?”

“Arianda, this isn’t funny. I checked the backup servers, and they aren’t on those either. You saved them to your desktop before you did this, right?”

“You didn’t really check the backup servers.”

“I did. Arianda, there’s nothing there.”

I hear my heart in my ears, and I feel dizzy. “You’re doing this to scare me. Jonathan? You’re just saying that to scare me? Because you can tell me now. You can tell me the truth.”

“No. I’m not just saying this to scare you. As far as I see, it’s all gone. Unless you made a backup.”

I swallow, and I’m sure he hears it.

“Arianda?”

Tears roll down my cheeks as I look at him. I try to tell him I’m sorry. My mouth moves, but the words are choked off in my throat.

“God damn it, Arianda!” He picks up the coffee mug and shatters it against the wall beside his desk. “What on earth made you do this?”

I back away from him, wishing I could make myself invisible.

“What? I want to hear what made you think this was a good idea.”

“I don’t know.” I’m sobbing now, and he’s coming closer to me. His eyes have never looked like this before. They’re hard and sharp. I hear his breathing and his steps as he gets closer to me.

“You don’t know?”

My back is against the wall now, and his face is just inches from mine.

“You don’t fucking know? You deleted my entire calendar. There had better be a damn good reason.”

He’s so loud it makes me wince. “I wanted to make you punish me again. You never punish me anymore.”

He snorts out a laugh. “You wanted me to punish you? You did all this because you wanted to be spanked?”

I don’t say anything.

“Is that it? I want to make sure I’ve got this right. You did this—erased my entire schedule for the entire month—because you wanted me to spank you? Do you know how fucking ridiculous that sounds? You hear it, right?”

“Yes.” It’s more a whimper than a word. “I didn’t know it would delete the backups too.”

“This is my work, girl. Not my personal life. Not something fun or cute. This is my work. The second most important thing in the world to me, and you just—you know what? You want me to punish you for this? I’ll do it. I’ll punish you. Get out. You’re fired.”

“What?”

“You heard me! Get out!”

My entire body is shaking, and I fall to my knees. “Please, don’t do that. Please. Jonathan? Sir? Please don’t.”

“Get up and get out of here, or I’ll call security and have you removed.”

“I’ll do anything. Please.”

He’s moved back behind his desk now, and his eyes fall on me. I don’t see any hardness or anger in them anymore. I see disgust. “Get out.” The words are quiet and even, and that makes them even worse.

I use the door handle to pull myself up, and the door yanks open when I do. Li is standing there. Her eyes wide.

“Jonathan? Sorry, but I heard everything. I should have a backup. Everything the assistants do goes to my server. There are daily and weekly backups. So at worst, you’ve only lost anything that was changed since last Friday.”

I want to laugh. Li has it. I didn’t accidentally delete his calendar after all. It’s going to be alright.

“Thank you, Li. Forward that to me, so I can restore my calendar, please. Arianda, close the door on your way out. You have ten minutes to gather your things and leave.”

“What?” My jaw hangs open.

“Jonathan, didn’t you hear me? We can restore everything.”

“I heard you, Li, and thank you. I appreciate it. But that doesn’t change anything with Miss Garcia. Close my door, please.”

When the door latches behind me, I break down and fall into Li’s arms.

“Honey, it’ll be OK. He’s just angry. He’ll come around. And if he doesn’t, I’ll put you with someone else. It’ll be a different floor, but you’ll still have a job here. Hell, I’ll fire someone so you can replace them if I have to. You’re not going anywhere.”

I shake my head. “Don’t. Thank you, but don’t. That’s not fair to anyone else.”

“But what are you going to do?”

“I still have college starting in a couple of weeks. I can get loans to live off of. It’s what I’ve been doing until now. So nothing’s different.”

“Sweetie, everything is different. Just give it time. He’ll be fine. I’ll work on him.”

I shake my head again and pull away from her. She wipes the tears from my cheeks, and I see that she’s crying, too.

“Thank you for everything, Li. I’m going to miss you. Sydney too. I can’t face her right now, though. Will you wait until I’m gone and tell her goodbye for me?”

“It’s not goodbye. We’ll all stay in touch. We can do things on the weekends and complain about our lives. Just like we do now, but outside the office.” She chuckles, but her face is sad.

“I’d like that.” I open the drawers of my desk and take out anything that ever made it mine.


CHAPTER SIX



“Aron Garcia?”

I raise my hand. “Here.”

The professor walks to me with my graded test. She holds it face down, but I already know the score. I take it from her and flip it over. 100%. I lean back in my chair and sigh. I’m five weeks into the semester, and so far, I haven’t gotten less than 98% on anything. And I don’t care. None of it matters.

When class is over, I walk into the men’s room and sit in a stall. Before I leave, I check my makeup in the mirror. It’s perfect. Eyeliner is one of the two remnants of my past life that I allow myself. I wet my hand and hold it in the corner of my eye for a second. Then I pull it down, smearing a light smudge of black with it. I try to smile, but I can’t. I walk outside and down the street.

“You look amazing! How are you?”

Callie stands from the table and throws her hands around me. For a second, I’m not sure if I have the energy to return the gesture, but I do. I squeeze her tight and then force the corners of my lips up, higher than I have in weeks. I don’t want her to know.

“So, how are you? How’s school?”

“It’s great. Everything is good.”

“Of course it is, Mr. One Hundred.”

She and I have been texting. It’s very one-sided. She’s constantly forcing me to talk about myself. At first she wanted to talk about my personal life, but what was there to tell her? I go to classes for twenty-four hours each week. Sometimes, I go to the grocery store. Other than that, I never leave home. I never have anyone over. I don’t have friends. I don’t talk to anyone. Most of my time is spent sitting on the couch, staring out the patio window. Sometimes birds will land on my railing and look around for food. After a few seconds, maybe a minute, they realize I don’t have anything for them, so they fly away. I got tired of her asking, so last week I told her about an exam I had just gotten back. I’ve been Mr. One Hundred ever since, and I wish I’d never told her about it.

“So, have you ever been here before? I was just looking through the menu. What’s good?”

I shrug my shoulders. “No idea.”

I used to come here all the time before everything changed. It was my favorite restaurant on campus. My chest feels heavy as I remember the times I sat at the bar or at one of the large round tables in the corner with my friends from the engineering program. I look to the hallway where Rob threw up all over the wall. He was so drunk he didn’t realize he wasn’t standing over a toilet. I rest my head on my arms and close my eyes.

“What’s wrong? Are you sick?”

“No.”

“Then what?”

“Just tired.”

“We can do this some other time if that works better for you. I know you’re super busy all the time.”

“This is fine.” I look up at her as she puts her hands on my arms. There’s no time that’s ever going to work better for me.

“Aww, honey, you do look tired. Here…”

She dips her napkin into her water glass and reaches it toward my eye. I pull away.

“You just have a little splotch of eyeliner. I’ll get it for you.”

“No.” I turn my head. “Leave it. It’s fine.” I close my eyes as I exhale.

“Are you sure you’re OK?”

“Yeah. Just lots going on. Lots of stress.”

“Then go out with me! Friday night. You name the place.”

“I don’t think I can. I’ve got a project due, and I’m already behind on it. In fact, maybe I really should go now and work on that. I’m sorry I’m not better company. I’ll be better next time. I promise.”

“Don’t worry about it.”

I can see the hurt in her eyes, and I wish I didn’t have to be like this. I wish I could perform as the happy college senior for her, but I can’t.

“I’m so sorry, Callie.”

“It’s fine. Honest. Go work on your project and get some rest. We can talk later.”

As I’m walking back to my apartment, I can’t remember if I said goodbye to her or if I just walked away. I don’t even care.

When I get inside, I toss my backpack beside the couch, set my keys on the counter, and go to the bedroom. I look at myself in the mirror and stare at the smudged eyeliner.

“You’ve been a very bad girl making a mess of your face. How many spankings do you think you deserve?”

“As many as you think, sir.”

“Good girl. Lean over my desk.”

I bend over my bed and pick up the paddle that’s leaning against it.

“Pull down your pants.” I look at myself in the mirror. “Oh, you’re wearing my favorite panties, but that’s not going to distract me. I want you to count each blow.”

“Yes, sir.”

“One… two…”

By the time I get to twenty, I drop the paddle and run a hand along my ass. It feels like I’ve ripped open the skin and the pain of just touching it through my panties is unbearable. I crawl onto the bed. When I bought the paddle, I hoped maybe I could feel at least a little something like I used to. The same endorphins should be flooding my brain right now as when Jonathan would spank me. But it doesn’t feel the same. It doesn’t feel like anything, except pain.

The next morning, I text Callie.


CHAPTER SEVEN



“Oh my God! Are you serious in that?”

She clenches her hand to her chest as she looks me up and down. I’m wearing the same leather dress I wore last time I was here. When he brought me.

“You’re so gorgeous. But how can you walk in those?”

We both look at my black five-inch heels.

I shrug my shoulders. “They’re not that bad.” They’re awful. The last time I wore them, my toes ached for a week. But I need to wear them tonight. I need all of this tonight.

We walk down the dark and red hall, and the bass thump grows with every step. At the end of the hall, I put a hand on the counter to my right. My nails looking even more red in this light. I recognize Megan from before.

“Hi, I’m hoping you can help me. I don’t have a membership in my name, but my boyfriend does. He’s not able to make it tonight, but my friend was really looking forward to coming here. So could we use his membership to get in? Just for tonight. She has to fly back home tomorrow.”

Since it’s based around a tiny dot of a truth, I don’t feel as bad as I would if it were a total lie.

“I remember you.”

“You do?”

“Of course. How could I forget you? Miss Ariana, right?”

“Wow. Arianda. With a D. But yes. That’s impressive.”

She smiles. “Your boyfriend is Mr. Shin, right?”

“Uh…”

“Holy shit, Arianda! Mr. Shin?”

I flash my eyes quickly at Callie and hope that she gets the message to keep her mouth shut.

“Right. That’s him.”

Megan leans closer to the counter. “I don’t know if I should tell you this, but he’s already here. Maybe he was planning to surprise you.”

“Oh.” I fake a laugh. “That would be just like him. Did he have anyone with him? We originally planned on some others joining us, too.” I can’t handle the thought of him being here with someone else.

“No. It’s just him. Sorry. But you two go on in. Have fun.” She winks, and I look at Callie.

“Ready?” I open the door, and my heart begins beating to the rhythm of the music as the purple lights flash over the dance floor. I look around, trying to spot him, but I don’t see him anywhere. Maybe she was wrong. Maybe he’s not really here. The thought that he might be in one of the private rooms with another woman makes me sick. I feel a tug on my hand and spin around.

“Mr. Shin? Is this the same Mr. Shin that I’m thinking of?”

“Yes. It’s a long story. I’d rather not talk about it.”

“No problem. So, is that why you don’t work at Tien anymore?”

I just turn away and walk toward the tables.

We’re not sitting long before I find him. He’s at a different table this time. My heart races when I see his face. There’s only one glass on the table, and no one else is sitting with him. But that doesn’t mean anything. Maybe she’s just in the restroom. Or maybe she was here earlier but left. I gasp and duck my head as he turns in my direction.

“What is it?”

“Nothing.” I slide further to the right so Callie will be between me and him.

“Is it him?”

She turns around and scans the crowd.

“Callie, stop! Yes, it’s him, and he’s going to see you.”

“Don’t be silly. He has no clue who I am. But you, on the other hand… How well did he know you? I mean, like really well? Like really, really well?”

“Callie, grow up. Yes, he knew me ‘really, really well.’ We fucked. But that’s in the past. We’re both over it now.”

“Sure. I still don’t—oh, there he is!” She sticks her hand out and points at him as if I’m looking for him, too. As if I don’t already know exactly where he is.

I glance around her head and see that he’s staring right at me. I hope under the purple light, he can’t see how red my skin is glowing.

It’s then I realize what I need to do. I scan around the crowd again. There has to be someone. I’m just about to give up when I spot him. Sitting at the end of the bar. Grey suit and black shirt. No tie. He looks like he hasn’t shaved in a week. Perfect.

“Will you be alright here by yourself for a little bit?”

“What?”

“I have to go do something. I don’t know how long it’ll take, but probably not more than…” I look up at the man again. “I’ll be back in twenty minutes.”

“Oh my God, Arianda, you’re just leaving me here? What if someone comes up? I don’t know what to do.”

“What do you want to do?”

“I don’t know.”

“Well, first figure out what you want to do. Then if someone comes up, do it. Go out on the dance floor for now. Then just see what happens from there. You’ll be fine.”

“Arianda!”

I’m already walking toward the bar. I don’t dare look to see if he’s watching me, but I hope he is. I need him to see this. I need him to see that I’m over him. I’ve moved on.

When I sit on the stool, the bartender looks and tilts his head.

“Just a club soda, please.” I look to my left and smile. “Hi.”

“Hello.”

His eyes don’t stay long on my face before drifting down the rest of my body. This is going to be perfect.

He turns on the stool to face me. “I don’t think I’ve seen you here before.”

“No. Trust me, you’d remember if you had. I haven’t seen you here before either.”

“What’s the old song? Strangers at night, or something like that?”

“Tell me to follow you into a private room.”

“Excuse me.”

“You are a Dom, right? So start domming then. Tell me to follow you to a private room.”

“Uhh… Are you a Domme?”

“Far from it. Do you really want to waste this time? Don’t you think there’s something better we could be doing?”

“But we just met. Let’s have a couple of drinks first and get to know each other.”

“Jesus Christ.” I stand up. “What do you need to know? Look at me.”

I watch as he looks me over one more time.

“There. Now we know each other. Order me to a private room. Now. We can talk in there if you want.”

“OK, then I, uh… We’re getting a private room. Follow me.”

“Yes, sir. See, that wasn’t so hard, was it?”

He leads us away from the bar, toward the roped-off section in the rear of the club.

“Go left.” I tap on his shoulder. “Left here.”

“What?” He turns around and looks at me, his eyebrows raised.

“Go to the left side of this row of tables.”

“OK, whatever.”

I lower my head as we walk by Jonathan, but from the corner of my eye, I can see him glaring at me. His fist is curled so tightly around his glass that I’m worried he might break it. It would serve him right. I hope he does.

The man working the door to the private rooms looks at us with a question on his face, but I put my hand on my newly found man and rub across his chest while I nibble at his earlobe. It’s enough to get the bouncer to let us in. We walk down the hallway toward room seven this time. I open the door and lead us inside. It’s nearly identical to the room I was in last time. I look from the bed to the cross to the bench. My entire body trembles when I see it. I go to the cabinet and take out a set of handcuffs.

“So, what’s your name, at least?”

“Arianda. Is this your first time here?”

He looks away. “My first time by myself. That obvious?”

“Sorta. Look, we don’t have to do anything if you don’t want to. In fact, I’d rather we didn’t. I just needed to come back here, and I needed you to come with me.”

“Ah, so you’re just using me to get back at someone else?”

“That sounds terrible when I hear it out loud.” I walk up to him and put my hands on his chest. “But I want you to get something out of this, too. I got what I wanted, so now we’ll do anything that you want. Just tell me what you want?”

He looks around the room, his eyes moving from one thing to the next.

“Arianda, what the hell do you think you’re doing?”

I grin and turn toward the now open door. “What do you think I’m doing?” I hold the handcuffs up and let them dangle from one finger.

“I think you’re using this poor man to make me jealous.”

“Why would that make you jealous? We’re not dating. I’m nothing to you, so why would you even care?”

He glares at me, his nostrils flaring. Then he looks away, toward the other man. “I sincerely apologize for the behavior of my… brat. She’s still in training.”

Now, it’s my turn to be furious. “In training?”

He ignores me. “Please, tell William behind the bar that Jonathan Shin is picking up your tab tonight. Then get anything you want for the rest of the evening. Order for the whole damn bar, I don’t care. It’s on me.”

The man murmurs something under his breath and dashes out the door.

“Really, Arianda? Did you think I would fall for that? Do you even know his name?”

“We hadn’t gotten that far yet. And you did fall for it. You’re standing right here. But that’s not what I wanted.”

“Don’t lie to me, little girl.”

“I’m not.” I stamp my foot. “I wanted you to be jealous and to see that I’d moved on. I didn’t expect you to storm in here like some comic book neanderthal, dragging his woman back to his cave. Sexist much?”

“You didn’t expect me to come back here?”

I shake my head.

“Then you’re not going to expect this either.” Before I can move, he reaches behind me and twists my hair around his fist, pulling my head back. “You’ve been bad. Very bad. And you know what happens to bad girls.”

My mouth is flooded with saliva and my heart is thumping louder than the music from outside. “Yes, sir.”

“On the bench, girl.”

“Yes, sir.”

I move to the end of the bench and raise one knee to a side platform. “Fuck! Fuck, fuck, fuck!”

“What is it?” He’s at my side instantly. His hands probing my calf and then further up my leg. “Is it a cramp?”

“Callie.”

“What?”

“Callie. The girl I came here with. I told her I’d be back in twenty minutes.”

“What I have planned is going to take a lot longer than that.”

“I know. That’s why I can’t. I can’t just leave her out there.”

“How well do you know her? You could always invite her to come back here with us.”

“To watch?”

“That’s not exactly what I had in mind.”
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“Are you sure you’re OK with this? Just tell me, and we’ll leave right now.”

“Girl, Mr. Shin is hot, and you’re gorgeous. Who would ever say no to this?”

I hold her hand as we walk past the bouncer and toward the room where Jonathan is waiting. When I push the door open, he’s standing shirtless, facing us. I want to rip my dress off right there, but I close the door and introduce him to Callie.

“So, I’ve never done anything like this before,” she says.

“This is going to be so much fun.” Jonathan’s face lights up.

I watch as he moves behind her and brushes his mouth against her ear. She tilts her head back and leans into him. And now he’s kissing the side of her neck. He slides his hand down her front and works between her legs, against her pussy. His hand almost seems angry, and she moans.

I can’t take any more. I lift my dress and yank down my panties. Freed, my cock bulges upward, and I wrap my hand around it. I slide my hand up and down its length. My moans are matching Callie’s now, and she looks over at me. The look in her eyes makes my dick tense up, and I move toward her and press my lips against hers. This isn’t a sensual or romantic kiss. I’m letting her know that for tonight she’s mine. She parts her lips and lets me in. Jonathan’s hand is moving against both of us now as I press my body—and my cock—to hers.

“I want to taste your pussy,” I whisper as I kiss her.

She nods.

I lower myself to my knees and pull her panties down her legs. When they’re around her ankles, I look up at her and tug on her hands, pulling her down with me. She falls to her knees, and I set her on her back. I twist around, swing my far leg over her, and inch backward so my cock is dangling over her face. Then I lower my head between her legs. She pulls her feet up and raises herself to give me better access, and soon my tongue is lapping around her hard little clit. I hear her groan, and then I feel her lips on my cock. My body tenses, and I exhale.

Her lips on my cock make my tongue move even faster. Flicking and sucking her clit, and then moving along her beautiful folds. I probe inside her with my tongue, falling into an easy rhythm. But then I gasp when I feel him.

Jonathan spreads my ass and rams his cock inside me. I freeze for a moment—my dick buried in Callie’s mouth while he fills my ass—when I hear Callie whimper, I snap out of it. My body bouncing with each pounding thrust, I move my tongue back to Callie’s nub. Circling it. Sucking it. Tickling my teeth across it. As I do, her tongue and mouth and mirroring mine. Swirling around my cock. Sucking. Pulling it further into her.

The sensations are too much, and I know I’m going to come any second. My breaths are faster now, turning into moans, and then a light flashes through my body, and I scream. I feel my cock pulsing in Callie’s mouth just as Jonathan’s spurts inside me. All three of us moaning and grunting and screaming. Sounds filling the space of the room the way we’re filling each other.

Unable to move, I drop onto Callie, and Jonathan’s dick slides out of me. I roll to the side and take his outstretched hand, pulling him onto the floor. He wedges himself between us, and I take his mouth with mine while Callie slides up and wraps her arm around him.

When I pull away, I smile at him, then reach around and take one of Callie’s breasts in my hand. I don’t play with it. I just cup it.

“So, what did you think?”

“That was so incredible! I felt like I was going to choke at one point. I never expected a girl to have such a big cock.” She giggles.

“The better to fuck you with, my dear. Maybe we should move this to the bed?”


CHAPTER EIGHT



I walk into his office, my hips swaying with every step, and my heels clicking their rhythm against the tile floor. When he looks up at me, I move my tongue along my red lower lip and taste the lipstick. Devil’s Delight. When I saw the name, I knew I had to have it.

“You wanted to see me… Jonathan.”

His eyes narrow and his jaw tightens as I use his first name instead of calling him sir or Mr. Shin.

“What happened to the report I asked for?”

“It should be in your inbox. I sent it this morning. Maybe I should schedule an optometrist appointment for you?”

“This?” He turns the computer monitor around so I can see it.

“That’s it. I don’t see what the problem is.”

“The problem is you sent me some erotic novel instead of the report on display resolutions.”

“So boring. Who wants to read about that? But this isn’t a novel. It’s the highlights I made from several novels. A list of things I want us to try.”

I watch as his eyes go back to the computer monitor and he scrolls through the list, sometimes nodding as he does.

“Some of these require another person.”

“That’s why we have Callie, my love. I already checked. She’s free this weekend.”

“And I see you have my calendar cleared starting Friday at five.”

“As you always say, I’m the best assistant you’ve ever had.” I close my eyes and gloat.

“I don’t believe I’ve ever said that.”

“Well, actions speak louder than words.”

“Speaking of which, the report?”

“I’ll send it as soon as we’re finished here.”

“Who said we’re not finished?”

I walk to his desk and bend over it. My eyes meet his, and I just stare.

“You have been a bad girl.”

“I certainly have.”

“I think two quick paddles should teach you your lesson.”

He pulls my paddle from his lower drawer and walks around the desk.

“I’m not so sure. I’m a slow learner.”

“Indeed, Miss Engineering School Valedictorian.”

“You know I like my other title so much better.”

“Mmm, me too.” He bends over and nibbles on my earlobe. “Mrs. Shin.”

Right after my graduation, we flew to Las Vegas. It was supposed to be a weeklong celebration of my degree, but it turned into more.

It was our third night, and I was wearing a short black sequined dress. He had on a black suit with a blood red tie. The server had just brought us our drinks—straight whiskey for him and a vodka soda for me—when Jonathan dropped to his knee beside the table. Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out a black case and popped the lid. The sparkle hit me right away, and I gasped. A platinum ring with a ruby in the center and diamonds on either side. The stones were bigger than any I had ever seen before in real life.

“What is this?”

He chuckled. “I thought it would be obvious. Especially for the smartest woman I’ve ever met. I love you, Arianda, and I can’t imagine ever being without you.”

I looked into his eyes, but the gathering tears and the dark room made it impossible to see him clearly.

“I want you to be my wife. Will you marry me?”

I couldn’t speak, so I just stuck out my left hand. It was shaking so badly that he had to hold it with one hand while he used the other to slip the ring on my finger.

“Is this a yes?”

I nodded my head, unsure if I could even breathe.

“No jokes? No sarcastic comments?”

I shook my head no and pulled him toward me to kiss him. I knew then what it was like to be electrocuted. Everything in my body shut down. My heart. My lungs. My brain. With his lips against mine, I died. How could there be anything after that? It had to be the end of everything.

“I love you so fucking much.” I whispered against his lips.

“Never as much as I love you,” he answered.

The loud thwack across my ass makes me jump and brings me back to the present.

“Are you alright? It’s not like you to jump like that.”

“One” is the only answer I give him.

“Good girl.”

When he finishes, he leans the paddle against the desk and pulls me into him, his hands on my belly.

“I’m thinking about the fourth paragraph on page two. That one sounds very interesting.”

I smile and wriggle my ass against his hard cock. “That’s my favorite, too. Maybe we don’t have to wait until Friday to try that one. Maybe tonight.”

“I think tonight would be great.”

He kisses the side of my neck, and I get goosebumps.

“I have one more idea for you.” I take his hand and pull it up to my chest. Through my dress, he starts stroking my nipple, and I moan.

“How would you feel if I had something a little more substantial there for you to play with?”

“Are you serious?”

“I am. I want implants, and I’ve already made an appointment for the consultation.”

“Of course you have.” He chuckles. “I’m think I’m the luckiest man on the planet to have you as my wife.”

“I know you are.”
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CHAPTER ONE



I look in the mirror one more time to make sure I don’t have a hair out of place. I brush my hand along my suit jacket, smoothing it out. After months of asking, Ashley finally agreed to one date, so I have to make sure everything is perfect.

When the elevator stops at the lobby, she’s already there waiting for me. The toe of her red high heel is tapping against the tile as I walk toward her, and I know there’s already one strike against me.

“You look gorgeous tonight. That’s a really pretty skirt.” She’s wearing a sleeveless black blouse and a white and black skirt.

“Thank you. You’re late.”

“Sorry. Had to make sure I look my best for you.” I tilt my head and smile.

I think she tries to smile, but it ends up looking like a grimace. “Our car is waiting outside.”

When we walk into the restaurant, the host’s eyes widen, and she almost runs into a customer as she turns to take us to our table. She never even asked for our name. Once we’re seated, I look across at Ashley who is already reading through her menu.

“Do you come here often?”

“Isn’t it a little late for pick up lines, Michael?” She chuckles under her breath.

“The host acted like she knew you.”

“Oh, that. I’ve been here before. I guess I’m just memorable.”

“She seemed almost scared of you. What happened last time?”

“There was a minor issue with one of my dishes.”

“A minor issue? What was it?”

“The chef used a provolone cheese instead of a fontina in the crepe I ordered.”

“Food allergy?”

“No. This is a northern Italian restaurant.”

I wait for more, but she turns back to the menu as if she’s explained everything.

“I’m sorry. Maybe I’m clueless here, but I don’t know the difference between the cheeses.”

“It’s not complicated. Provolone is from southern Italy, so it shouldn’t be used in a northern Italian restaurant.”

“Oh. I didn’t know that.”

“Neither did the chef, but he’s getting paid to know that.”

“Do you secretly spend all your free time watching food shows?” I laugh and imagine her sitting around all night watching cooking tv channels.

She shakes her head. “After college, I lived in Milan for two years. I toured the area quite a bit while I was there.”

“So, what did they say when you sent it back?”

“I didn’t send it back. I asked to see the chef, and then I told him about his mistake. Can you believe he rolled his eyes at me?” Her arms are moving more with each word. “I told them I wanted to go into the kitchen and see their fontinas. I assumed they didn’t have any.”

“Did they?” I move her wine glass out of the way, so she won’t bump it.

“They did. I was shocked. So I made him a crepe the way it should have been made.”

My mouth is hanging open. “You what? What did he say?”

“I don’t know. I may have used some colorful language, and he apparently took exception to that.”

“Hold on, he kicked you out?”

“No. He left. According to the sous chef, he had tears in his eyes. But I didn’t see that, so I don’t know if it’s true.”

“You made a professional chef cry?”

“Allegedly.”

“Holy shit, girl. And you don’t have ‘badass’ tattooed on your forehead?”

“Last time I looked I don’t.” She smiles, and the nerves along my spine do the wave.

“So, in other words, don’t get the crepes here.” I joke.

“Oh no. I made sure the sous chef knew how to make them, so they should be magnificent now.”

“Well, I kinda have to get them then.”

“Only if you want to be blown away.” She winks.

I nearly swallow my tongue. It’s hard enough to believe we’re sitting across from each other at a restaurant. On a date. Let alone that she may be blatantly flirting with me.

I saw her on the elevator the very first day I moved into our building. I didn’t know at the time, but she owns the entire top floor. I also didn’t know then that the other residents call it the Witch’s Tower. And that’s one of the milder nicknames they have for her. Back then, I just knew that my heart quit working the instant I saw her, and it didn’t restart until I walked onto the seventh floor and the doors closed behind me.

Since then, I’ve talked to her every time I’ve seen her. Building myself up until the day I had the courage to ask her out. And then the courage to ask her again. And again. The fourth time I asked, she sighed and dropped her head. “One date. But you’re not my type, so set your expectations to zero.”

I held my shaking hands in front of my beaming smile. I didn’t care that I wasn’t her type. She said yes, and I felt like I didn’t even need the elevator. I could just float to my floor. As long as she gave me a chance, I could be whatever type she wanted.

Thankfully, the dinner passes with no cheese disasters and no one running away in tears. And she’s right about the crepes, they are exceptional.

Back at our building, we both stop just outside the doors. As soon as we go in, our one-and-only date is over.

“I had a great time tonight.” I smile and take her hand.

As soon as I touch her, a spark shoots through me. She bites her lip and looks at our hands, and I wonder if she felt it too. But she doesn’t say anything.

“Maybe you’d like to come up to my apartment for a drink? It doesn’t have to be anything more. Just a drink and time to get to know each other.” I look into her eyes, but I’m not sure what I see there. It’s been so long since I’ve been with someone, it all just looks like a confused jumble to me.

“Just a drink. Just one.” She walks into the building, and I follow her.


CHAPTER TWO



“So, what will you have? Wine, tequila, rum, vodka?” I ask as I open my apartment door.

“Rum and coke? And the bathroom?”

I point to the hallway. “First door on your right.”

When she disappears, I fix our drinks. They’re sitting in front of me on the coffee table when she returns. She’s grinning, and I hope she’s realized I’m not such a bad guy after all. Maybe I’ve even earned a second date.

We sit on the couch through three drinks each. I tell her about the not-so-exciting life of a retail clerk at an electronics store, and she tells me about her work as the Chief Information Officer for Tien Enterprises. It’s always been obvious she has a great job, but I didn’t know it was that great.

When I set down my empty glass, I look at her. She’s very blurry. I run my hand across her cheek, hoping to wipe away the distortion, but before I can, she takes my hand and squeezes it.

“So, I saw something in the bathroom…” She twists her body to face me, and her eyes crinkle.

Seeing her smile makes me scrunch up my entire face. I bite my lip, trying to go for the adorable scrunchy-faced lip biting guy look, but then I realize that I probably just look stupid. So instead, I concentrate on looking serious. But then I worry that she’ll think I’m mad at her. Maybe just a slight curve of my lips, nothing too dramatic. Yeah, that feels perfect. “Oh? What was it?”

“You live alone, right?”

I nod my head.

“And you’re not seeing anyone right now?”

“Yes. Right this very minute, in fact.” I smile, pleased with myself before remembering I decided on only small smiles for now.

“But no one else?” She strokes her thumb across the back of my hand.

I shake my head and watch her thumb moving across my skin. My head spins, so I have to close my eyes.

“That makes me happy to hear that. Because, do you know what I found?”

“What?” I ask.

“Your makeup.”

The blood falls away from my face, and my eyes pop open. “My what? That’s not mine. What makeup?”

“Put it on for me. I want to see you in it.”

My pulse is so loud I’m sure she can hear it. “You what?”

She slides so close to me that her shin presses against my thigh. “I want to see you in your makeup. What else do you have? Are there girls’ clothes in your closet?”

I shake my head so hard I can’t tell what direction I’m facing anymore.

She stands up and pulls me up with her. “Show me. I want to see this side of you.”

She leads me into my bedroom. I don’t know if she’s speaking. I can’t hear anything above the roar in my ears as I walk to my closet. Before I open it, I look back at her. Her head is tilted to the side, and she’s rubbing her breast through her blouse. When she sees my hesitation, she smiles and nods. I open the door and step back, wishing I could vanish.

She grabs a red sleeveless dress with a flared skirt. “This one.”

I stare at it but don’t move.

“I bet you’re so pretty in it. Put it on.”

My entire body is shaking. “I can’t. That’s… it’s not mine. I don’t wear that.”

“If that’s true, that makes me very sad. But I don’t think it’s true. I think you’re special…” Her words trail off and she rubs her fingers over my chest. “I want you to be pretty for me.”

She leans in and her lips brush across mine. Her other hand sweeps across my ass before settling in the small of my back.

“Please? No one else has to know. Maybe we could even have a second date if you do this for me.”

My head is spinning. Does she have a thing for femboys? Is that what she meant when she said I wasn’t her type? What if I do dress for her? Will she laugh? Worse? Or will she really want to see me again?

“OK.” My words are soft and shaky.

“I think I was wrong about you before, and I’m glad. But I want you to go all the way. Makeup too.” She kisses me lightly on my mouth and then pushes me out of my own bedroom.

I feel like I’m standing on a trampoline as I look at myself in the bathroom mirror. My head is spinning from the alcohol and the euphoria of finding someone interested in this side of me. Someone demanding to see it. I plug in my curling iron and open my makeup case. I’m not sure how much she wants to see, so I don’t bother with foundation or concealer. I just focus the best I can on my eyes and lips—smokey and dark red—then work on my hair.

As I walk to my bedroom, I hesitate at the door. My mind is playing two fantasies at the same time. One where I find her lying on my bed. Her blouse and skirt thrown on the floor. She’s propped on my pillows. Her breasts are straining at the cups of her bra, and her legs are spread just enough that I can see the wet spot on her panties. In the other, a camera flash blinds me as soon as I enter the doorframe. I blink away the light and look up at her. She’s laughing and filming me. Calling me a sick freak. When I round the corner for real, my heart is racing, and I act like I’m scratching my nose so my face is covered in case she does try to take a picture of me. But the room is empty.

“Ashley?” There’s no response. I turn back to the hall and nearly collide with her. She’s holding two drinks, and her mouth is hanging open.

“Oh my God, Michael…”

“There you are.”

“You’re… wait. I don’t want to see. Not yet.” She covers her eyes with her forearm. “I made more drinks for us.” She blindly extends her other arm in my direction.

I take it and wince. It tastes like pure rum.

“I set out some other things for you to wear. They’re on your bed. I’ll be waiting in the living room. I can’t wait to see the finished product.”

Her face lights up, and my belly flutters. She’s not faking this? She really wants to see? I take a large drink and turn back to my bedroom. On the bed I see the red dress, but beside it are black panties, a black bra, and a pair of black stockings. She must have gone through my drawers to find these. My cock springs up inside my underwear.

I set the sweating glass on my nightstand and take my clothes off. When I’m nude, I slide the panties up my legs. My dick is hard, but I tuck it back between my legs anyway. The tight crotch of the panties rubs against it and sends shivers through my body, but I ignore them and pull the stockings up my legs and fasten them to the red garter belt she laid out for me. Then I slip my arms into the bra. As I straighten it, I pull the breast inserts from my drawer. She didn’t get them out for me, but I want the extra boost.

When my lingerie is on, I look at myself in the mirror. I blink several times, unable to believe I’m going to let someone see. I finish my drink and slip the dress over my head, careful to not mess up my hair or makeup. Then I walk to my closet. In the back, at the bottom, there’s a suitcase with all my shoes. I step into a pair of black heels and walk to the living room.

When she sees me, her eyes move up and down my body, and I can hear her exhale. “Holy shit, Michael.” Her hard nipples are practically pointing at me, and she circles one with her finger.

“What do you think?” I don’t take my eyes from her as I walk toward her. My hips are swaying left and right with each step, and I move my tongue along my lower lip. When I’m in front of her, I spread my feet and straddle her legs. I lean over to kiss her. My body quivers as our lips touch, and I taste the rum on her breath. I pinch her lower lip in my teeth and stretch it just a little, letting it snap back when I release.

Her lips are parted as she slides her hands under my dress and cups the bottom of my ass. I gasp as she slips a finger between my legs and moves it around the head of my cock. It tightens, aching to be free of its prison, to get at the woman who dares to torment it.

I climb on top of her, my knees to either side, then kneel in her lap. My lips go back to hers and my hands engulf her breasts. As I work her sensitive nipples, she moans against my lips. I lean down and bite her neck. She groans as my teeth pinch her skin.

“What do I call you?” She asks me, her voice more than a breath.

“What do you want to call me?”

“Anything you want, gorgeous…” She lifts her leg and rubs her thigh against my dick.

I press down on her and rock my hips forward and back.

“Sydney.”

“Sydney? That’s perfect because I want you to go down under on me.”

I stare at her for a moment and erupt in laughter. My eyes water, and I gasp for air. I can’t hold myself up any longer. My weight pushes her into the back of the couch, and I wrap my arms around her. She starts laughing too.

While I’m trying and failing to suck in enough air to keep up with my roars of laughter, my foot knocks over her drink. I hear the thunk as it crashes and then the tinkle of broken glass and ice dancing on the floor.

“Stay right there. I’ll get this.” I untangle myself from her and stand up.

I wobble to the kitchen and then stand in front of the paper towel holder. It’s as confusing as an airplane cockpit. I finally give up and just yank the entire roll free. I take that and the broom and dustpan back to the living room. Ashley has slipped off her shoes and pulled her feet onto the sofa now. I peel away almost half the paper towels and drop them on the spill. Then I brush everything into the dustpan, push it aside, and sit next to her. My body is sideways, with one leg behind her. Wrapping my arms around her, I pull her into me and we both fall backward. Her weight presses down on me, and I close my stockinged legs around her, slipping my foot under her skirt and wriggling my toes against her pussy. She whimpers and lays her head against my chest. I close my eyes and fall asleep.


CHAPTER THREE



When I wake up, my eyes are glued shut. It takes all my attention and a small tow truck to pry them apart. I sit up and wish I hadn’t. Pain shoots through my head with each movement. Why am I on the couch? Why am I wearing this? I look down at my red dress and black stockings. My heels are on the floor next to the broom and dustpan. Ashley. Our date last night. I look around but don’t see her.

Maybe she’s in the bathroom. “Ashley?”

There’s no answer, so I walk around the apartment looking for her. But no sign. She’s why I’m wearing this. She picked out this outfit. Then we were on the couch. She was on top of me. And… and I fell asleep before anything happened.

I check for a note, but there isn’t one. I look at my phone. No messages or phone calls. I sink back into the couch and close my eyes as my head rolls against the soft back cushion. I think I might to throw up. What was I thinking? Of course, she left before I woke up. What else would someone do if they sobered up and found a man dressed like this? I even did my hair and makeup for her. God knows what she thinks of me after this. I’ll be lucky if she ever talks to me again.

I sit as still as possible on the sofa for another hour, but then I have to get up. I have to be at work at noon, so I shuffle into the bathroom, look at myself in the mirror, and regret it immediately. My lipstick is smeared around my mouth. My mascara is streaked down my cheeks. And my hair looks like an 80’s rock guitarist went swimming with his amp. I tie my hair back and clean everything off.
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“Dude, you look like shit, but what else is new?” My manager Ben is the moldy cherry on top of the melted and rotten ice cream that is my job.

“Late night.”

He cackles. “Yeah, right.”

I can’t deal with him today, so I walk around him and onto the store’s sales floor. When I push the door open, I have to stop for a second and squint to block out the glaring lights. I know they want it to be bright and cheery, but what’s wrong with depressing and cave-like now and then?

Something pushes me from behind, and I hop forward to keep from falling. I look back. Ben is backing out of the door with a printer box in his arms.

“Sorry, man. Didn’t see you.” He snickers. “Maybe try not to stand in the doorway next time.”

I want to roll my eyes. “Yeah, sorry. Do you need help with that?”

“Nah, I got it. Let a real man take care of this.”

“OK, Mr. Real Man.” I walk away, trying to put an entire store between us. And I succeed until lunch.

I should have gone out. Something to get me away from here before the store completely sucks my soul. Instead, I’m sitting at the table with my head down on my arms while I wait for the microwave to beep. Just as it does, Ben walks in, and I’d rather eat my lunch beside the next door restaurant’s dumpsters.

“You weren’t kidding about the late night last night?” He opens the microwave, takes my egg roll, and slams the door shut.

I stare at his back and clutch my plastic knife. Could I puncture one of his lungs with this? Just one. I’m not greedy. He turns around, and I do my best to wipe the murder from my face.

“So, did you find some exciting sewing pattern online that you just had to try out? Or was it an all-night discussion in a mom’s group about the perfect white wine to pair with a steamy romance?”

“No. I had a date, as a matter of fact.” I carefully take the lid off my boiling soup that was going to perfectly pair with the egg roll currently making its way through his stomach.

“Ha! Hilarious.” He’s so loud it makes my head throb again. “A date? You? What man would be interested in you?”

I sigh. “It wasn’t a man. I’ve told you, I’m not gay.”

“Sure you’re not, Cinderella.”

I narrow my eyes and stare at him. “I think you probably mean Tinker Bell? Cinderella wasn’t a fairy. I assume that’s the tired old joke you’re going for?”

“I’m not a fucking fag, so I don’t know. I guess you’re the expert on that. So this woman you went out with… how big was her cock? Did it feel good up your ass?”

“This isn’t a conversation I’m going to have.” I put my uneaten soup in the refrigerator and walk out of the room.

The rest of the day at work passes without too much hassle from Ben. But it also passes with no word from Ashley. Maybe she’s waiting for me to text her. But what if she was disgusted by seeing me? Or what if she thinks I’m gay the way everyone else does, so she relegates me to permanent gay friend status?

Me: Hey! How are you feeling? I had such a killer hangover this morning, but it’s gone now.

I stare at the sent message. It’s innocent. It doesn’t give anything away. If she wants to pretend she didn’t ask me to dress up for her last night, this is her chance. No pressure. After a couple of minutes, it changes from delivered to read, and I wait for the three dots to tell me she’s replying. But they don’t come. I toss my phone on the seat next to me and start my car.

It’s silly, but I expect to see her in our building. Maybe in the lobby or the elevator. And I’m tempted to stay longer in both just to give her a chance to show up. But when I get to my floor without seeing her, my stomach falls. I guess I don’t need to ask her what she thought about last night. She’s telling me loud and clear.

As soon as I walk inside my apartment, my eyes dart to the couch. I picture the two of us there. I remember the feeling of her fingers tickling my cock through the panties. It stirs at the remembrance, so I do my best to clear my mind. I don’t want that thing coming to life tonight. I toss my phone onto the couch and go into my bedroom, yawning as I slip into the silky shorts and cami. Maybe I should go to bed early. I didn’t sleep well last night, and I don’t have any reason to stay up.

The next morning, I take a deep breath as the sunlight shines across my face. I feel so much better. When I roll over and look at the clock, I see it’s almost ten. I slept for nearly twelve hours.

I skip from the bed to the bathroom to the living room. I’m off today and don’t have anything planned, so that means a movie marathon. I scroll through Netflix. The girl has to get her guy, and the costumes have to be fabulous. As long as it meets both criteria, any romance set before 1900 is fair game.

The first one I choose is set in the Scottish highlands. The daughter of a landed nobleman who will disown her if she doesn’t marry before her twentieth birthday. The rich and young Lord who only wants her so he can get her father’s wealth. And the handsome sheep farmer who is the daughter’s one true love.

As the opening shot sweeps along the green heather and cottongrass toward the craggy rocks jutting behind, I realize I don’t know where my phone is. I look around and don’t see it, so I pause the movie. It’s not in my bedroom or the bathroom. I check the kitchen and don’t find it. Did I leave it in my car? That’s the last place I remember checking it.

I grab my shoes and sit on the couch to tie them when something hard wedges up my ass. I jump up. My phone. It must have fallen between the cushions? My body stiffens when I see a missed call and a text from Ashley.

Ashley: I want to see you again.


CHAPTER FOUR



The phone is vibrating in my hands. Or maybe my hands are shaking so badly it just feels like it’s vibrating. I purse my lips and breathe out of my mouth. I’ve seen someone somewhere say this is supposed to calm you down. They’re a liar.

Do I reply right away? I should wait. Right? I set the phone on the couch cushion beside me while I stand up. I need to move. Three laps around my apartment. Each time I look at my phone as I pass by. By the fourth trip, I can’t take anymore. It’s sitting there taunting me, and I’m not strong enough to resist its cellular charms.

Me: I’d like to see you again too.

Ashley: Do you work Saturday?

Me: No. Saturday would be great. Meet in the lobby again?

Ashley: I’ll be at your door at 6pm to help you get ready.

I cover my gaping mouth with a trembling hand.

Me: Does that mean…

Ashley: I’m going to help Sydney get ready for her first date with me.

Me: I’ve never been out as her before. Maybe we can stay in?

Ashley: Absolutely not. Sydney is too beautiful to hide away. Don’t be ashamed of yourself. Answer the door in a bra and panties when I knock. Nothing else.
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The next few days are the fastest and slowest six days in history. When I’m at work, I can’t think of anything but her. When I’m home, I can’t stop seeing her. When I sleep, my hands roam all over her. I’ve texted her several times, wanting just a hint of what she has planned for us, but she won’t tell me anything.

Saturday morning, I wake up at eight and cook a bowl of instant oatmeal. It just sits on the table in front of me. My stomach is fluttering too much for food. I try watching television and reading. I can’t do anything except watch the hands move around the face of the clock. At 4pm, I go into my room and pick out a bra and a pair of panties. At 4:05, I sit in the living room wearing nothing but that. I can’t tell if I’m shivering from nerves or because I’m naked. Finally, just a minute before 6pm, there’s a knock on my door.

I take two deep breaths and look out the peephole. It’s her. Even through the distorted lens, she looks stunning. Her hair is a mess of curls piled on top of her head. It looks like a hairdo she just put together, but I know it’s one that takes lots of time and bobby pins. Her dress is silver, grey, and white and stops in the middle of her thighs. She’s wearing silver open toe sandals, and her black coat is draped over her arm. I turn my head to see down the hall in both directions. It looks clear, so I open the door but still hide behind it.

When she sees me, she smiles and takes my face in her hands. “I’ve been picturing you all week, but you’re even more beautiful than my imagination.”

I let out a trembling laugh and then pinch my lips together.

“Ready?” She takes my hand and leads me toward my bedroom. “Is it OK if I look through your closet and drawers? I’m afraid I was too drunk to ask permission last time.”

I nod my head. “But maybe not the drawer on the bottom left.”

“Oh? Maybe we can save that one for later.” She winks as she throws open my closet doors.

She shoves aside all my men’s clothes. After going through the closet twice, she pulls out a black dress. It’s one of my favorites. A V-neck with long semi-sheer sleeves. It ends just above my knees. I take it from her and smile.

“And the same stockings and heels you wore for me last time. But do your hair and makeup first. I’ll fix us each a drink while you do.”

I try to match her hairstyle, but I can’t. I’m too nervous. My hands don’t want to move, so I set bouncy waves in the bottom third of my hair instead. My makeup, though, is even more dramatic than on our first date. The foundation and concealer make my skin look flawless. And it should be after all that electrolysis. Hour after hour filled with painful pricks, but it left me with this. My smooth, hairless skin is a perfect canvas for the contouring and then the dark eyeshadow and red lipstick.

I look at myself in the mirror, and all the doubts are gone. Confidence fills me, and I strut into my bedroom where Ashley is waiting for me, my drink in her hand. I take just a sip before setting it aside and reaching for my garter belt. While I pull that around my hips, she drops to her knees beside the bed. Her eyes are wide as she looks up at me. My gaze drops to her hand.

“I want to do this.”

There’s a rolled stocking in one hand, and she trails the fingers of her other hand along my calf. I sit on the edge of the bed and hold my leg out for her. She slips the stocking over my toes and around my ankle, slowly unfurling it up my calf. Her fingers stroke my skin as she does. When she gets to my knee, she tickles the back of it with a fingernail. I squirm and clench the blanket in my hands to keep from sliding off the edge of the bed.

When both stockings are clipped into place, she leans in. Her face is just inches away from my core, and I feel the heat rising inside me. She traces the outline of my cock and looks up at me.

“We have a little time before we need to leave.” Her hands slide under my dress, and her fingers hook in the waistband of my panties.

I put my hands on hers and shake my head. “I can’t.”

Her eyebrows raise, and her mouth forms the prettiest O I’ve ever seen.

“It’s OK to play with it through my panties, but not in the open. And not… inside anything. Other than underwear. I know it doesn’t make any sense.”

Her fingers give my cock an excruciating tickle, and then she sits beside me on the bed. Her hand is on my inner thigh, and she uses the other to nudge my head so I’m facing her. “It makes total sense. I’m sorry I didn’t ask first. Forgive me?”

“There’s nothing to forgive. You didn’t know.”

She kisses me and slides her hand up my thigh to my panties and works it along the length of my now hard dick. I arch my back and moan. Every muscle in my body tenses.

“I don’t know… if this… is a good idea.” The words come out like my breaths, rapid bursts separated by spaces of nothing. “I can’t hold on much longer.”

My cock is already twitching when she pulls her hand away. “You’re not allowed to come yet. I want you to think about this all night while we’re out.”

I whimper. I won’t be able to think of anything else. “Will you finally tell me what we’re doing?”

Her face lights up and she pulls me from the bed. “Stargazing.”

“There’s a chance I might be the most romantic person in the world, but I’m pretty sure stargazing in January isn’t the best idea. Especially dressed like this.”

“We’ll stay warm. I promise.” She leads me to the door.

When it’s open, she steps outside, but I freeze. “I don’t know if I can do this.”

“Sydney, people are going to stare at you. But it’s because you’re so fucking gorgeous. Not a single person anywhere will look at you and wonder if you’re maybe a man. No one. Besides, if they did, they would have to deal with me. And I promise you they would regret that.”

I laugh. If I judged by her reputation in the building, I would think she’s some kind of fiery demon, but I’ve never understood why people say that about her. Even before we knew each other—all the times I asked her out, all the times she said no—she was never rude to me. She’s about as intimidating as a fluffy, pink marshmallow.

She smirks and pulls me into the hallway. My breath catches as the door closes behind me. This is it. This is everything I’ve always wanted and everything I’ve always been terrified of. I shift my eyes up and down the hallway. When I see there’s no one there, I exhale.

“Don’t do that.”

“What?”

“Don’t act nervous. Tonight you’re Sydney Matthews, a beautiful woman on a date with another almost-but-not-quite-as-beautiful woman. Enjoy yourself. I’m definitely going to.”

I squeeze her hands and grin. “I can do this.”
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It’s not until the car stops that I understand how we can stargaze tonight and not die of hypothermia. The driver pulls us to the front doors of the Goldman Planetarium, and I take a deep breath. Ashley slides her body next to mine.

Her mouth is so close to my ear I can feel her breath. “You’ve got this. You’re going to go out there and be yourself, and not a single one of those people will think a damn thing about you except to notice how hot you are.”

I open the door and step outside, my breath billowing around me.

She’s at my side in an instant. “Come on. Before we get so cold we forget where we are.” She links her arm in mine and leads us to the building.

When I walk through the doors, each heartbeat is an explosion against the walls of my chest. There are hundreds of people in here. I tug against her as I shuffle my feet backward toward the door.

“Oh no you don’t, missy. You can do this. We can do this together.” She yanks me into her arms and kisses me. And for a second, I forget that anyone else is in the room or even the world. It’s just us, and the puddle at my feet isn’t from melted snow someone tracked in. It’s the pool I’m melting into.

“Thank you.”

“I’ve got you. You’re going to be just fine.”

We wander hand-in-hand through the exhibits. Moving from ancient astrology charts to telescopes that are barely stronger than the zoom on my phone camera to the moon and then to Mars. We stop just beside a half-size replica of a Mars rover, and she puts her hands on the outsides of my shoulders.

“How many other first dates have taken you to Mars?”

“Believe it or not, you’re my first.”

“I’m shocked. Hold on… first date to take you to Mars or first date ever?”

I smile, but then I jump and shriek. When I turn around, there’s a man just a foot behind me, pretending to look at the rover, but I see his hand as he slips it back into his pocket.

“What is it?” Ashley asks.

“Nothing. I just thought that he… Let’s go look at something else.”

“Tell me.”

“I just… he grabbed me.”

“Grabbed you, or accidentally bumped into you.”

“It was a grab. He cupped my cheek. Let’s go somewhere else. Do you want to check out the food trucks now?”

“In a minute.” I see the fury in her eyes as she walks past me and up to the man.

“Ashley…”

The man turns toward us and smiles. He’s close to our age and a few inches taller. I don’t see anyone else with him, so I wonder if he’s here alone. I look around for security in case he starts a scene.

“Ladies, I hope you’re having a pleasant evening.”

My face is red. “Yes. Thank you.” I smile back at him, even though I wish I could slap him.

“We were.” Ashley is just inches away from him now, and I’m worried that she’s going to provoke him. “It’s our first official date, and I think it was going very well until you grabbed her ass. Now you’re going to apologize to her, and you’d better convince me it’s sincere.”

The man throws his hands up, feigning innocence. “I didn’t grab her. Maybe I bumped into her? I really don’t know. I was just trying to get a little closer to see the exhibit. But I’m very sorry if I did.” The slithery smile is still on his lips.

“It’s fine. Accidents happen.” I wish I could say so much more.

“You don’t seem sorry.” Ashley grabs one of his hands and twists his fingers back so far they nearly touch his forearm.

I think I may hear something pop, but I’m not sure.

“Oh, I see it. You definitely look sorry now.”

His mouth is hanging open, and he’s gasping.

“Now I want you to apologize to her again, but I want you to mean it this time. And I want you to remember this the next time you think it’s fine to grab a woman’s ass. Think you can do that?”

“Fuck!” His eyes move from her to me. “I’m sorry. Really. It won’t happen again. To anyone. I swear!”

Ashley releases his hand and smiles. “Good boy. Now shoo.”

“Fucking psycho.” The man practically sprints toward the door.

I take Ashley’s arm and yank her out of the room into the heated and covered space between buildings where the food trucks are set up.

“What was that?”

“That was me looking after my girl. Your ass is mine, and I’m the only one allowed to touch it.”

I want to be mad at her, but a warmth spreads through me despite the cooler air. We stare at each other for seconds, and then I move to her. It starts as a peck to say thank you. But once my lips touch hers, I can’t stop and I can’t pull away. Her hands move to my ass and she grips tight. I know I’ll have a mark there later, but I don’t care.

“I don’t think I’m hungry for anything here,” she says. “Maybe I should call my driver back and we could go to my place?”

“I think I would like that.” I purr.


CHAPTER FIVE



A tingle passes through me as she slides her keycard and presses the button for the fourteenth floor. It grows into an entire standing ovation up and down my spine when she turns toward me. Her eyes are the bluest I’ve ever seen them, and I’m pretty sure I now know the last thing a rabbit sees as a leopard swoops down on her. I have to look away.

“Did you ever think you’d be going to the Witch’s Tower?” she asks.

I giggle. “You know about that?”

“I might have heard a thing or two.”

“Is it bad that I wanted you to abduct me and take me up there?”

“We can always pretend I did.” She backs me against the wall of the elevator, and I feel her warm breath tickle my lips. “Or maybe I’m locking you away to keep you safe. No one is going to mess with my girl.”

My heart skips a beat. “I like it when you call me that.”

“I do too.”

Just as her lips are about to touch mine, the doors open, and I duck under her arms, laughing. I dash into her apartment and make it as far as the living room before she practically tackles me to the floor. I’m lying on the rug, panting and giggling, as she pulls the dress over my head. She reaches behind me and unclasps my bra before pushing me gently onto my back.

“This rug is amazing.” I run my hand through the white shag, thicker than any rug I’ve ever seen before.

“It is, but you know what’s even more amazing?” Her mouth settles around my nipple, and I lose my breath all over again.

Her tongue flashes around my hardening nub and then she sucks on it, pulling it into her mouth. I lean back and moan. She slides up and takes advantage of my exposed neck. Returning the bite that I gave her last weekend before settling back to my breasts. She kneads my flesh with her fingers while she grazes the skin with kisses.

“I want to know more about these.”

“What about them?” I ask. My voice is soft between pants.

“I love them, but how do you have them?”

“The same way almost every other woman does.” I giggle. “Hormones. Mine just come in a shot.”

She pushes herself up and looks at me. “You take estrogen?”

I nod and bite my lip. I search her face for a clue that maybe this is too much for her. Maybe she’s fine with a man who likes to dress up now and then, but a man who takes hormones? A man who doesn’t really think of themself as a man?

“What are you thinking?” I ask.

Her face might as well be written in the ancient Egyptian astrology charts we saw earlier tonight for as well as I can read it. I reach for her hand, but she pulls it away and my mouth dries up.

“I don’t want to tell you what I’m thinking.”

“I get it. It’s a lot. Despite all of this tonight,” I motion at my body, “you thought you were going out with a man, and I guess… Well, I didn’t mean to lie. I hope you know that. It’s not a lie to me. I just don’t advertise it to people.” I stand up and take my dress. Shaking it to get some wrinkles out.

“What are you doing?” She’s still sitting on the rug, her legs curved out to her side.

“Leaving. I’m sorry. I hope you can forgive me.”

“Leaving? No.” She takes my hand and pulls me closer. “And there’s nothing to be sorry for. At least not for you. Will you sit with me? Please?”

I lower myself and stare at her. She’s looking at the floor. I’m not sure if she’s moves a muscle until I see her take a large breath.

“I’m afraid,” she says. “I didn’t want to tell you what I’m thinking because I’m thinking I’m afraid.”

“Of what? Please don’t be scared of me. I wouldn’t hurt a fly. And after tonight, I’m pretty sure you could pin me to the floor and leave me helpless, without even breaking a sweat.”

“Oh, I’m sure I could. And the part of me that’s not scared really wants to do that to you.” Her smile is wild and sends a shiver through me.

“So what then?”

“I screw up every relationship I ever have.”

“I’m sure that’s not—”

“Every single one. My very first girlfriend in high school transferred to a different school because of me. I only dated a couple of girls in college. They both left me. As an adult, I’ve only dated once. I thought she was the one. We moved in together and made plans for more. But then one day I came home to an empty house and a note telling me she couldn’t take any more.”

“I’m sorry.” I touch her hand, and she doesn’t move away this time.

“Don’t be. It’s always my fault. Literally every time is my fault. I don’t blame any of my exes.”

“But what does that have to do with us tonight? With me?”

“It was easier when I thought of you as a guy. Even a guy with a killer body who looked like a freaking model in makeup and a dress. Because deep down, I’m not interested in guys. This was always just going to be physical. But you’re not a guy, though, are you? So the way I’ve been feeling about you makes a lot more sense.”

“What way is that?” I have to force my breath.

“Weak. Vulnerable. I think about you a lot.”

“Me too.”

“No. This is too much. Like stalker-level. I can’t stop thinking about you. Before, it was OK because I told myself nothing would come of it. But now, I want something to come of it. That’s the problem. I don’t want to push you away, but I know I will.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I do.” I see the tears forming in her eyes, and I scoot closer to her and hold her in my arms.

“What if I won’t let you push me away?”

I feel her warm breath on my neck as she snorts.

“I mean it. It feels like there’s more to us than just this, and I’m not going to let you deny it because you’re scared. What if this time is different? What if I’m different?”

“You’re definitely different.” She sticks her hand between my legs and starts rubbing me.

“I don’t mean that.”

“I don’t either. You feel different from any other girl I’ve been with. That’s scary.”

“It doesn’t have to be. It can be pretty wonderful.” I lay her back against the rug and pull her panties down her legs. Teasing as I go. She tries to slide closer to me, but I just scoot back. I’m going to work my way up. No shortcuts.

I hold her calf in my hands and kiss it. Then I move my mouth up, not taking it away from her skin. I want my breath to tickle her. And I kiss the inside of her knee. Then the start of her inner thigh. Just a little further up. Then a little more. She’s writhing under my touch now, but I won’t give in. I move inch by inch until I smell her sweet, musky scent. I stop and inhale before planting one last kiss on her clit.

I suck on it, and when it grows harder, I lick around it. She cries out and forces her shoulders into the floor. Her hips rotate to expose even more of herself to me. While I work my mouth around her clit, I slip two fingers into her pussy. She’s so wet I hear them slide in and out. I move them around, searching for her g-spot. And when she moans, I know I hit it. I’m working her clit from inside and outside now. Tongue and mouth and fingers all driving her further and further.

I lift away from her for just a second. “Does this seem like you’re pushing me away?”

“Fuck!”

I giggle as I move my mouth lower, licking at her folds. Tasting. Lapping everything she has to give me. She’s delicious, and I’ll never have enough of this. I slide my fingers back in and massage my thumb back and forth across her nub. She cries out again, and her body trembles. When I feel that, I move my mouth to her clit. Sucking and swirling, while I rub my fingers inside. And then she clenches down. Her muscles wanting to pull my fingers further into her. She’s throwing her hips now, but I’m not letting up. Not until I hear her scream. And it’s not long until I do.

She raises herself off the floor and pushes her pussy into my face. Her legs tighten around me. And I keep working until I hear her desperate gasps as she tries to pull in air.

I keep my fingers inside while I slide up and kiss her lips. Her breath feels like fire pouring into my mouth. And I kiss her again and again. Between breaths. Taking her breath. Until finally neither of us can do any more. I collapse face down, my arm draped across her belly.

“You’re never pushing me away.” I whisper.

“After tonight, I’m never letting you leave.”


CHAPTER SIX



I take another sip of my mocha and swirl the almost empty cup before looking at my phone. Still nothing, and it’s almost 12:30. We were supposed to meet here for lunch today. Our first follow-up date after our first true date. She was going to get away from work for at least an hour, and I didn’t have to be at work until 1. But she’s an hour and a half late now, and I really can’t wait any longer if I’m still going to get ready for work.

I’m wearing black leggings and a white sweater. I also have my hair and makeup done. She convinced me it would be fine. And as scary as it was to leave home this morning like this, it was fine. Better than fine. No one said a thing. No one looked at me funny. I didn’t hear anyone laughing under their breath at the table beside me. No one in the coffee shop stared at me. The girl behind the counter didn’t snort when I told her my name is Sydney. The fears that used to be so real all just vanished. Except one.

I check my phone one more time and stand up. I need to use the restroom. No one has walked down that hall for a few minutes, so I pull my purse onto my shoulder and take a deep breath.

There are just two stalls in here. Both empty. I hurry to the far one and close the door behind me. When I sit down, I realize I haven’t been breathing. I take a couple of breaths and relax.

I’m washing my hands when the door swings open. My heart drops and a tremor runs through me as I glance up. She smiles at me but doesn’t say anything as she goes to a stall. It’s just normal for her. She just saw another woman in the women’s restroom. Nothing strange about that. I look in the mirror. My eyes are twinkling. I decide that I’m ready.
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When I leave the coffee shop, I drive behind the building and pull my sweater off, replacing it with my red and black store uniform. The curves of my breasts look strange to me in this shirt. Normally, I hide them at work. Not today.

Now I’m standing outside the entrance marked “Employees Only.” A few stray strands of hair must have slipped out of my bun. I tuck them behind my ear and open the door. Everything else is fine, and this is going to be fine, too.

There’s no one in the back. I know Ben is working, but he must be on the sales floor. This is perfect. Maybe he’ll be with customers when he first sees me. He won’t say anything in front of them. That will give him a few minutes to calm down and realize this is alright.

I hold my head high and push through the swinging door that separates the front and back of the store. I hear voices, and my heart lifts. There are customers. I walk toward them. The customers won’t think there’s anything unusual about me. And when Ben sees them treat me like a normal woman, a normal human even, he’ll do the same.

I see them first. An older couple standing at the phone display while Ben explains something to them. When I come up, they all turn to me. The man and woman, both with short grey hair contrasting their darker skin, smile as I approach. Ben does not. His eyes are wide and his features frozen, and I wonder if there’s a rabid dog running up behind me.

“What the fuck is this?”

I feel my face turn red. “Ben… customers.”

“Yeah. And customers don’t need to see this.”

We both turn to the couple, and they just look at each other, clearly confused.

“I’m very sorry about this.” Ben tells them. “Michael is apparently having some issues this afternoon.”

“It’s Sydney. And I’m sorry for interrupting. I’ll let you three get back to things.”

The woman smiles at me, but Ben glares. “No. You don’t get to slap on some makeup and some fake boobs and suddenly be a woman. This is unbelievable, even from you. You need to go change. Right now.”

“We can talk about this once you’re free.”

“No. We don’t need to talk about this. You’re going to go change right now, and you’d better hope I forget this… Michael.”

I look at the older couple. “I’m so sorry about this.”

“Damn right, you’re sorry.” Ben answers for them. “Now go change or go home.”

The customers mumble a quick excuse and walk away. I watch them walk out the front door while Ben glares at me in silence.

“Your fucking faggot ass just cost us those customers. What are you even thinking? You’ve got five minutes to take that shit off and get back out here as the real you.”

I’m done. Each step I take thuds through my body like an angry hammer blow until finally I crack. This is the real me, and if he thinks I’m going to come back out on the floor as Michael, then he’s very mistaken. I walk through the back and get into my car, slamming the door closed.

The first thing I do when I get home is call Ashley. I really need to vent to someone who will understand my frustration. Her phone, though, goes right to voicemail. Is she ignoring me? She said she pushes people away. Is that what this is? No. Meeting for lunch today was her idea. She must be really busy at work.

When I don’t hear from her by eight, though, I’m worried. I look up her work number, knowing it’s a long shot, but I call anyway and leave a voicemail.

When there’s a knock at the door, I fly out of the chair to answer it. But it’s just a delivery person bringing my dinner. I haven’t eaten all day, so I thought I should order something. I sit at the table and pick through it. Maybe Chinese wasn’t the best choice when I already feel sick.

I push it away and lean back in the chair. Is this what being ghosted feels like? I’m sure she’s had at least one chance to text me by now. Just one quick text to let me know she’s OK. Let me know she isn’t ignoring me. I restart my phone in case there’s a problem with it. But still nothing. I wrap my arms around my knees and stare at the black TV.


CHAPTER SEVEN



The next morning I’m supposed to be at work at eight, but I don’t go. At 8:30, I get a message from the owner, Alejo, telling me I’m no longer needed. That’s fine because after yesterday, I decided I was never going back there again anyway. I lie back in bed.

Twenty-four hours ago, I woke up, and it seemed like I could have everything I ever wanted. I skipped from the bed to the bathroom to the coffee shop. Now I can’t even get out of bed. I don’t have a job. I apparently don’t have a girlfriend. I don’t even have any friends or family I can talk to. Until now, I never understood the phrase “crushing loneliness.” It feels like someone took me deep under the ocean. The pressure pushing in from all sides at once, trying to make me small. Trying to make me disappear. And I wish I could. I wish I didn’t exist.

I pull the covers over my head and make a simple spreadsheet on my phone. With my savings, I can afford to live here for another four months. Is four months enough time for the world to forget me? Especially when it never really knew me, anyway.

I just finish typing “work from home jobs where you never have to interact with any humans ever at all I mean literally zero interaction” into the search bar when there’s a knock at the door. My heart races even though I know it isn’t her. It’s never going to be her now. She’s had plenty of chances to text me. I ignore the knocks and scroll through the results. Apparently google doesn’t take me seriously when I say “never.” These results are all for jobs that require very little interaction. That’s still too much. Why hasn’t AI made us completely irrelevant yet?

Whoever it is knocks louder this time. Loud enough to pique my interest and my anger. I huff as I untangle myself from the covers. This had better be good. There had better be a fire and a tornado coming at the same time. If there is, it’ll be the best thing to ever happen to me.

I look through the peephole and don’t recognize the woman standing there. She has long dark hair and is wearing a black pantsuit and maybe the highest heels I’ve ever seen. I can’t tell if that’s real or distortion from the peephole lens. I’m not going to answer the door for her, so I’ll never find out.

I’m just two steps away when she knocks again. And yells. “Sydney.” I stop. How does she know that name? No one other than Ashley and a few people online know it.

“What?” I’m instantly mad at myself for answering so rudely and for answering at all.

“Ashley sent me. Can you open up, please?”

I think for a minute.

“Hello?”

“Fine, but only because I want to see your shoes.”

“What? Whatever, as long as you open the door.”

I do, and a wave of jealousy rushes in to replace all the air in my lungs. “How do you walk in those?”

“Lots of practice.” She twists her foot to the side so I can see it better. “Anyway, here. This is for you.”

I take the envelope that she hands me. “What is it?”

“A note from Ashley. Well, a note she dictated to me.”

I look at the note and think of how I want to destroy it. Fire is the obvious choice. Or I could tear it up and throw it out the window. Or soak the little pieces in water until they turn into a pulp. If I smeared bacon on it, would a dog eat it? I’d have to find a dog and some bacon for that, though.

“Before you tear it to pieces, read it.” I blush. I didn’t think my plans were that obvious. “There’s a reason she didn’t call. She begged me to drive all the way across town to deliver this, so that should count for something. And you,” she points at me and her stare kills me and all my future sons and daughters instantly, “you need to have at least a tiny presence on social media, so people can get ahold of you without having to drive all the way across town. This isn’t the 1800s anymore. And then answer your damn door.”

I squint at her. “You could have slid this under.”

“I know, but I wanted to see you.”

“Why?”

“Have a good day, Ms. Matthews. And be sure to read that. It’s only four sentences, and I made the words all very simple.”

“I still don’t know how you walk in those.”

She’s halfway down the hall now. “Give it time. You will.”

I close the door and tear open the envelope. I was always going to read this. My curiosity would have always gotten the better of me.

There’s a long story behind this, but… I don’t have my phone. Please call me at this number.

P.S. I love you even more than I love Rosé from that K-pop group I’m obsessed with, and I can’t wait to jump your bones if I haven’t already.

(The last part was implied, but I’m sure Ashley was thinking it, Li.)

My hand trembles as I read. I’ve been shakier since I started dating her than I ever have my whole life. I grab my phone but then stop. Maybe I shouldn’t call her. Do I really believe that she doesn’t have her phone? That sounds like a convenient excuse. But what if it’s true? I have to call.

“Ashley? It’s Sydney.”

“Thank God! I was so scared you wouldn’t call me. I messed up, and I’m so sorry, babe. There was a work emergency, and I’m in Winnipeg.”

“Winnipeg?”

“Yeah, I know. One of our server farms is here, though. The whole thing went down yesterday, and no one could get into it remotely. So, I had to fly up and supervise everything.”

“Oh.”

“And that doesn’t explain why I didn’t call.”

“No, it doesn’t.”

“That story involves my now ex-assistant and a microwave.”

“OK, so I’m going to need at least a little more info about that.”

“Short story is that he got tired of working for me, and he wanted to get back at me on his way out. Microwaving a phone for a couple of minutes is a pretty good way to make a point. Then because of the whole Winnipeg fiasco, I didn’t have time to get a new phone until today. And I didn’t have your number because I hadn’t backed up my old phone for a few months, at least.”

“So, we’ll put a pin in the whole microwaved phone thing for now, but you’re the head of IT for Tien, right?”

“Yeah. And I know where this is going.” She chuckles.

“And you, of all people, don’t back up your phone?”

“You can’t see me, but I’m facepalming myself right now. It’s a security thing. I can’t do cloud backups, and actually plugging in a cord is just so hard.”

“Oh yeah. For sure. Speaking of seeing you, when can I see you again?”

“My plane lands at 10:15 tomorrow morning, and I’m working from home the rest of the day. Do you work tomorrow?”

“That’s complicated, but no. How about I pick you up? I can fill you in on all my hot news then.”

“I’d love to see your beautiful face in the morning. Is your news something you want to talk about now?”

I know she’s just talking about seeing me tomorrow morning, not every morning, but I still get goosebumps when she says it. “My news can wait. See you at 10:15.”
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“So you just walked away?”

I nod my head.

“Girl…” She’s beaming.

“Can I get another hug?” I open my arms, and she walks into them.

This has to be our fifth hug since I picked her up at the airport. And there were the eight-or-so kisses. And the somewhere-around-three glancing touches in some of our naughtier places. I’m pretty sure we’re both glad she’s home.

“So, do you know what you’re going to do now?”

“Just keep holding on to you?”

“That’s a given. Don’t ever let go of me. Besides that.”

“No idea.” I loosen my grip and give her kiss number nine.

“I might have one.”


CHAPTER EIGHT



I step into the living room and slowly circle for her. I’m wearing a light grey dress with black thigh-high boots. My wavy hair is falling around my shoulders.

“So?”

“You would be pretty in a burlap sack.”

“I’m serious. How do I look?”

“I am too. No matter what you wear, I’m going to be wet all day just thinking about you sitting outside my office door.”

I sigh and pretend to be mad, but I can’t keep it up as her arms close around me and her lips find mine. When her tongue forces her way inside and I hear myself moan, I know it’s over.

“We still have a few minutes before we need to leave.” She bites my lip, and I inhale.

I slip my hand under her dress and between her legs. She wasn’t kidding when she said she would be wet all day. I tug them aside, and I find her clit. She groans when my finger runs across it. I move back and forth in tiny circles while she thrusts her hips against me. Pushing her pussy against my hand. My cock grows with each moan she breathes into my mouth.

We don’t have long before the driver will text and tell us she’s out front, so I hurry. Pressing harder and faster. Until I hear her whimper and she throws her head back, away from mine.

“Sydney… oh my God, Sydney.”

“I know.” My mouth is against her neck.

“Is it too soon to say I love you? Does that scare you?”

I take a step back from her and watch as she opens her eyes.

“Must have been too soon. Can we pretend I never said it?”

“No. I don’t want to pretend that. Do you mean it?” My heart is fluttering.

She looks away and runs a hand through her hair. “The car is going to be here any minute.”

“Do you mean it?”

Her eyes flash to my face before looking at her phone screen and then the door. She nods her head.

“Ash… is it stupid that I feel the same way?”

She shakes her head. Her lip quivering before curving into a smile. “I’ve never said that to anyone before.”

“Do you want to say it again?”

“Only if you say it, too.”

We look each other in the eyes and say, “I love you” in unison.

I giggle. “I think I love telling you I love you.”

“And I love hearing it.” She kisses my forehead. “But the car is here now, so we need to go. Are you ready?”

“I don’t know.” My heart is pounding even harder now.

“You’re going to be great.”
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“I’m glad you’re hot because that might just be the only marketable skill you’ve got.”

“What was it this time?”

“You forgot to attach the files to the invitation. No one can see them if you don’t do that.”

I’ve spent all week trying to learn these systems, and it seems like I’m getting nowhere. Li was already frustrated with me by Monday afternoon, so I can’t imagine what she’s thinking now. Well, I can because she does not hide her feelings. I hear every sigh and groan and muttered “Christ and a fucking lollipop.” That one made me giggle the first couple of times I heard it.

“I don’t think I’m cut out for this.”

“Bullshit. Look at everything you’ve learned so far this week. You’ll get this too.”

I go back to the template and start another test meeting. This time I remember all the steps, including attaching the agenda and the reference documents. A smile breaks across my face.

“Attagirl. You deserve a treat. Come on.”

She leads me toward the elevator.

“Where are we going?”

“Ninth floor.”

“OK. And why?”

“It’s a surprise.”

The elevator only stops one other time. The twenty-first floor. An older man looks at us as he walks in. I watch as he pushes the button for six. Then he turns around one more time and stares at me. As he turns away, I see him roll his eyes and mutter “fucking tranny” under his breath so quietly I could convince myself it was really something else he said. Until Li takes my hand and grips it so hard I wait to hear little pops. Then I know she heard the same thing I did.

The elevator stops at nine, but Li holds me in place. I look at her. She’s still burning holes into the back of the man’s head. When we don’t exit, he turns to look at us. I just smile and watch as the door closes.

The man gets off on the sixth floor, and we follow him. Li tugging my hand. He walks past a reception desk without even looking at the girl working behind it. She notices us, though.

“Can I help you with something, Ms. L—”

“No. But thank you.” Li drags me past her and down the hallway.

The man walks into an office, and Li lets go of my hand. “I want you to stay right here, OK?”

“What are you doing?”

“Right here. Don’t go anywhere.”

I watch her walk down the hall to the office. She looks at the nameplate on the door.

“You’re Douglas Quinn, right?” She asks evil elevator man.

“I am. What can I do for you?” I can’t see him, but his voice booms down the hallway.

Li sticks one finger up, telling him to wait, as she pulls the phone from her purse. She dials and holds it to her ear. “Hi, I need you to fire Douglas Quinn, sixth-floor accounting, please. Thanks.”

“What?” The man barks out a laugh. “What the hell are you playing at?”

Li winks and walks back to me. She puts her arm around my waist and pulls me into her, shoulder-to-shoulder. “Do you want to stay here and see it?”

“See what?” I ask.

“Let’s wait. So we can see it, and so he can see you.”

She won’t tell me any more, but in a couple of minutes I watch as a large man walks into elevator asshole’s office. The new man is so large he has to bend his head to fit through the doorway. There are loud voices exchanged for a few seconds, each of the men talking over the other, so I can’t make out what’s said. But when I see elevator nazi being marched out with his briefcase in his hand, it’s clear.

“You! What is this all about?”

“It’s about there being no place in Tien Enterprises for wrinkled-ass bigoted mother fuckers like you. You need to learn how to behave and speak properly around a lady.”

“What did I say to you?”

“Not me. I’m certainly no lady. I mean my friend here.”

I blush at her calling me a friend and at suddenly being inserted into this conversation.

“That? You can’t fire me for that. I don’t know who you think you are, but you can’t just waltz in here and fire me.”

The living wall of muscle snorts and yanks the man away from us.

“Come on. Ninth floor. We’ll take the back elevators.” Li takes my hand and squeezes.
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“So? Best milkshake you’ve ever had, right?”

“This is maybe the best anything I’ve ever had. E-V-E-R.” I’m already trying to figure how many milkshakes I can have each week without weighing five hundred pounds before the end of the year. Pretty sure the answer is a lot but still not as many as I want.

“Wait until you try the cookies.”

“There’s no way they’re better than this.” I set my cup down and look across the table at her. “So, are you going to tell me who you are? An assistant can’t just make a phone call and get someone fired.”

“But I did.”

I tilt my head and try to give her the sternest look I can. It’s not very intimidating.

“Fine. I’m the daughter of the owner.”

“The owner? Like Mr. Tien?”

“His friends and family call him Beelzebub, but yes, him.”

“I didn’t know that!”

“No. Some people who’ve been here a while know, but I think now most people probably don’t. Our old boy today sure didn’t.”

“No. He did not see that one coming.” I giggle. “So are you married?”

“Why Ms. Matthews, I am flattered, but I’d like to get to know you a little better first.”

“Ha ha. I just meant your name. It’s not Tien.”

“Oh. No, not married, and no, it’s not Tien. I changed it. There was a time I didn’t want to be a Tien. So I thought Li Liú sounded pretty.”

I nod my head.

“Plus, Liú means ‘to kill’ and that seemed fitting.”

I choke on the last of my milkshake.

“You finished? We need to get back so I can yell at you more for your mistakes.”

“Oh, I can’t wait.”


CHAPTER NINE



“Are you sure this isn’t too soon?” Ashley asks me.

“Stop mothering me. I’m fine.”

“You’re fine because I mothered you.”

“And I love you so much for it.” I take her shoulders and kiss her.

“Remember your first day at work? What you did to me that morning?” She slides her hand between my legs, and I growl.

“We don’t have time today, hon. But tonight we have nothing but time.” As much as it kills me, I pull away from her touch and pull my purse onto my shoulder.

“I should fire you for insubordination.”

“You should. But who else would put up with you staring at them all day? And who else would keep you wet all day?”

“Mmm, no one could ever get me as wet as you do.” She nuzzles my neck, but I push her away again with a laugh. “So mean.”

I hold her hand as we take the elevator downstairs.

It’s only eight, but it’s already warm. As soon as I step outside, I throw my head back and inhale.

“Nothing like the smell of car exhaust,” she says. People on the other side of the world could hear her sarcasm.

“Summer mornings always smell so wonderful.”

“If you say so.” She opens the door of the SUV for me, and I slide in.

I look up at the front seat. “Good morning, Therese.”

“Good morning, Sydney. Morning, Ashley.”

Ashley rests her hand on my thigh. “Good morning Therese. Mind taking the long way this morning?”

“Sure thing. Should I put in my earbuds before we leave?” I see her smile in the rearview camera.

“That might be a good idea.”

Before the SUV even moves, Ashley unfastens my seatbelt and spins me in my seat. She pushes me against my door, and her hands go under my dress, ripping my panties down my legs. I shiver.

She bends across the seat so her mouth is just inches from my core. “I can’t wait until tonight. That’s too long.”

She plunges down, and her tongue laps against me. The bumps rough across my sensitive skin. I moan and remember Therese. But when I look at her in the front seat, she doesn’t show any sign that she heard me. Her head bobs lightly to whatever song she’s listening to, and her eyes are focused straight ahead. This isn’t her first time around the block. It’s why we request her as our driver whenever we can have her.

I gasp when Ashley’s teeth graze against my clit.

“Was that too much? Did I hurt you?”

“Yes. And no. But it felt great, so I think I want more of that.”

“Yes ma’am.”

She presses her thumb against my nub as her tongue works further down, down my folds, pushing into the entrance of my pussy. I press myself against her.

The surgeon cleared me to have sex nearly six weeks ago, and we’ve taken advantage of almost every day since. My first time was confusing. My clit was still partially numb, so the only thing I could really feel was the electrical jolt of the nerves trying to fire back to life. I wanted it to be pleasurable. The most mind-blowing orgasm I’d ever had. But mostly it just hurt. I broke into sobs after only a few minutes, and Ashley held me all night.

But each time since then has gotten better and better, and as it did, I felt more and more whole. More me. Who I was supposed to be. And this morning, I’m the girl getting eaten out by her girlfriend on the way to her first day back to work in months. I put my hand on the back of Ashley’s head and pull her into me.

She growls against my clit and sucks on it. Sucking, releasing, sucking, releasing. Then brushing it with her teeth. Each change brings me closer. The orgasm is building. My breaths are short and heavy now, and I clench every muscle in my body, trying to hold on a bit longer. But I can’t. All my surgically rearranged nerve endings explode at once, and I shriek. My eyes are closed, but I know the sound had to have made Therese jump. I smile at the thought.

Ashley’s tongue keeps working for a few minutes more, but finally she scoots up, leaning against me, pinning me between her and the car door. I imagine the door springing open and the two of us tumbling out. I try to move us to the center of the car, but she’s too strong for me.

Her lips are on mine now, and I can taste myself on her. I run my tongue across her lower lip, and then she moves into my mouth. My body gives up, and I melt until I’m flat on the seat. Ashley is on top of me. Her finger probing my new hole while her lips dance across mine.

“Two minute warning, ladies.” Therese calls out from the front seat. I give Ashley one last kiss as she sits up and then pulls me up. We straighten our clothes and our hair. And by the time Therese pulls to the front of the building, no one would suspect a thing.
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Li is waiting for us as soon as we step onto the thirty-second floor. “Ashley, Sydney. Morning.”

“Good morning, Li.” Ashley plays it cool, but I can’t.

I squee and throw my arms around her. “It’s so good to see you! Do you know how much I’ve missed you?”

“It shouldn’t be that much since we text all the time.”

Ashley snorts. “I’ll let you two catch up. I’ll be in my office.”

“Texting isn’t the same as getting to see you and hug you.”

“Which you just did last week, so try another one.”

“Oh shush. I still missed you, and I know you missed me, even if you’ll never admit it. And I know you’re sick of hearing it, but thank you again for everything.”

Since my surgery, Li has brought me protein drinks and ice packs and lots of different cushions and pillows and pads. Things that I never thought of.

“You’re welcome. I know first-hand that there’s a lot you need but that the surgeons forget to tell you about.”

“Sisters look after each other.”

“Yeah, we’re not sisters.”

I hug her again. “Totally sisters.”

Just then, a man walks by. He’s tall and has his long black hair tied back in a low ponytail.

“Who’s the new guy?” I ask.

“That’s Aron. Jonathan Shin’s new assistant. He just started last week.”

“Ooh, I’m back just in time.”


THE DEFIANT GIRL

A TRANSGENDER ROMANCE




CHAPTER ONE



No one else is here yet when I walk into the office. My office. I look around at the enormous wood desk, the bare shelves, the black leather couch and armchairs. I walk to the wall of windows. The lake is just a couple of blocks away, and I can see the water burning as the sun climbs from it. The sun is always the same. The sun always does what’s expected.

I sit in the chair and rest my hands on the desk. I’m 25, and as of today, I’m the second most powerful person in the company. Everyone will say I only have this position because of my last name. And they’ll be right. My stomach trembles.

“You came early to see your office? What do you think?” My jaw tightens when I hear my father’s voice.

“It’s nice. I like the view.”

“The view?” He snorts. “No. The feel of towering over people. Seeing them down below while you’re here, on top of everything. Over all of them.”

I want to roll my eyes.

“I remember when your mother would bring you here, and you would play. Just a boy who didn’t know the world. Now look at you. Look at the man you’ve become.” He walks to me and pats my shoulder, pretending we’re the image of a proud father and dutiful son.

I remember that too. I remember Father yelling at me for running in the halls. One day mā had just taken me shopping and bought me a purple, stuffed kitten. I cried in the store until she let me have it. Father ripped it from me and threw it in the trash the instant he saw it.

I spin the chair away from him and stand up. “Are you sure about this? I don’t know if I can do it.”

“Of course I’m sure. You’ll be great. You’re going to be just like me.”

The words make me cringe.
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I clear my throat and look around the table. Everyone is still carrying on their private conversations as my gaze sweeps past them.

“Hello everyone.” I don’t think they can hear me, so I clear my throat again.

“Hey! Everyone zip it!” It’s Ashley, the head of IT, who finally quiets them.

I smile to thank her. “I think most of you know me, but I want to introduce myself officially. My father was supposed to do this, but he’s not able to make—”

“So sorry I’m late.”

I watch as he shuffles past me and takes a seat at the far end of the table. His shaved head is covered with a sheen of sweat, and he’s out of breath.

He notices me staring. “Really sorry. I had a meeting that ran over. Go ahead.”

I look away. “Right. So anyway, like I said, most of you know me.” Everyone except him. I’ve never seen him before. “I’m Xiao Dān, but just call me Dan. I’m the new COO of Tien Enterprises. Maybe we could go around the room, and you can each bring me up to speed about what’s going on?”

I try to scribble notes as everyone talks, but I can’t take my eyes off him. The way the muscle in the side of his jaw flexes when he thinks about something. The way he touches his nose every time he laughs. The way his eyes dart to mine every so often but immediately move down when he sees me staring.

“Dan? Dan? Anything else?” Brett Crawford, the head of marketing, is leaning over the table looking at me.

“Excuse me?”

“Do you need anything else from us, or are we finished?”

“Oh. Yeah, I think we covered everything. Thanks.”

I look at my notes as everyone stands and leaves the room. The page is mostly blank. Except for his name written over and over. “Jerome… Jerome… Jerome.”

“Hey, so it’s nice to meet you.”

I flip my tablet before he can see what I wrote. “Yeah, you too.” It’s just the two of us, but now the room feels too small, like there isn’t enough air.

“Maybe we can have dinner sometime and get to know each other? I seem to be the only one who hasn’t met you before.”

“Dinner? Yeah. Dinner? Dinner today?”

He laughs, and I’ve never heard anything that fills me with such joy. “I don’t know about today. But maybe. Let me check my schedule and get back to you.”


CHAPTER TWO



Jerome looks down at my plate. My fish is dry and bland, and I’ve been pushing it around with my fork for the last few minutes.

“Next time, you pick where we go,” he says.

Next time? “No, that’s OK. I’m good with whatever.”

“Clearly not. Maybe there’s something else you’d like more?”

His foot rubs against my leg, and my breath catches.

“Maybe something like this?”

I gape at him across the table. He can’t mean what I hope he means. “Umm…”

“Should we get the check and go somewhere quieter?” The side of his mouth curls up.

“If you want to.” Yes. I absolutely want that.

I notice my finger running along my lower lip, and I pull it away. Jerome calls to the server.

Once he pays, he drives us to his apartment. He keeps one hand on the steering wheel while his other slides up and down my thigh. With every turn, it gets closer to my crotch. I want so much to lean over his lap and unzip him here. When we pull into his reserved parking space, he stares at me for a second, and I wonder if he’s thinking the same thing. But then he opens his door, and I squint against the interior light.

In the elevator, Jerome pins me against the wall as we climb to the forty-seventh floor. His cock presses against mine, and I slowly circle my hips teasing us both.

When we stop, he looks at me. “Do you want this?”

Do you have to ask? “Do you?”

He nods. “Only if you do.”

He stretches his hand toward me, and I take it. “I think I do.”

“Just think?”

“I’m sure I do.”

His apartment is modern. Light grey walls and dark almost black, tile floors. He guides me to his bedroom and turns on the light. I salivate when I see the bed and imagine what we’re going to do on it. It’s been so long. I sit on the edge and watch him.

He looks like a man about to dive into a pool after wandering the desert. His hands fly to his waistband, and his pants drop with a muted thump against the floor. He kicks them and his shoes off. His cock sways with each step, and each movement sends my pulse racing.

“Is it OK if I take these off you?” He glides his hand along my waist.

I nod my head, and he unfastens my pants. His fingers are light and careful against my skin. I lie down, lifting my hips so he can pull my pants free. Then he works on my shirt. One button at a time until it joins the pile on the floor.

He settles on top of me, and his lips find mine. Our mouths pushing and pulling, and our tongues moving around each other. I can’t catch my breath. When his hand slides between us and wraps around my cock, I stop breathing altogether.

“Do you like that?”

“Mmm-hmm.”

He strokes his hand up and down, and the tension coils in my core. I haven’t felt this good in so long. Not since my junior year of college. Something I wish I could forget.

“Tell me what you want.” His lips barely leave mine long enough to get the words out.

“Whatever you want.”

“I want you to tell me what to do.”

I freeze. I know what I want him to do—I know what I want to do to him—but the words die in my mouth.

“You don’t like this?” He asks.

“I do. Really.”

“It doesn’t feel like you do.” He shakes my still soft dick.

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry. Tell me what to do.”

“I can’t.”

“Don’t you want this?” He lets go and rolls off me.

“So much.” I twist so I’m facing him.

Our lips are just inches apart again. I kiss him and then slide off the bed and to my knees. He sits up and moves to the edge. I look at his cock and swallow. I know my eyes are wide as I move closer to it. Inhaling his scent. Feeling its heat on my lips. I look up at him, as I open my lips and take in his delicious head. I taste the salt of his pre-cum. Our eyes are locked while I lower myself on him. My saliva is coating his length, my tongue running along every bumpy vein on his underside until I hold all of him in my mouth. He inhales when my nose nests into the hair at his base. His tip is wedged halfway down my throat. I pull back, but keep half of him in my mouth.

We still stare at each other as I work along his cock. Slowly at first. Now faster. Each time, bouncing my nose against him. His cock rubbing along the back of my throat. In and out. My head bobbing like the rough wake of a passing boat until I feel the muscles of his hips tense. Then his cock pulses, and I pull away, taking my mouth completely from his body even though it kills me to do it. He watches me with raised eyebrows.

“Do you want to finish inside me?” I ask.

“Tell me what you want, Dan.”

I shake my head.

Without taking my eyes from his, I stand and bend over the mattress. Holding that position while he stares at me. After a couple of seconds, he moves behind me. I feel his hot, wet cock slide between the cheeks of my ass, and then plunge into me. He doesn’t try to be gentle. I don’t want him to. He pumps inside me while his hand reaches around my front and takes my dick. I know he won’t last long. I already brought him to the very edge.

It’s only a couple more minutes before I feel his cock twitch. His tip practically pressing up into my stomach as he explodes inside me. He grunts with each push. Then he slows down and pulls away from me. His hand is still working along the length of my dick, but I put my hand on his to stop him.

“How do you want it?” he asks.

“I liked that. You were great.”

“You didn’t come yet. I’m not stopping until you do.” He moves his hand again, but my dick doesn’t get hard.


CHAPTER THREE



“You’re not into me. I get it. It’s fine.”

“What?” My mouth goes dry. “I am into you. A lot. I wanted this since you first walked into that meeting room.” I reach down and tease his naked cock. It gets hard right away.

“Then what is it? How do I make you come?”

I sigh as I roll onto my back and stare at the ceiling. “I… I just can’t.”

“Tell me. Please.” He takes my hand in his and pulls it to his chest.

When he does, I picture Ethan. The way his blond curls fell around his face and pulled me into his blue eyes. The nights on spring break when he snuck into my bedroom, leaving each morning before my father could catch us.

“Dan, don’t disappear on me.” Jerome kisses my hand and then takes one of my fingers into his mouth and sucks it.

“Please don’t ask me. Just accept that I can’t do this yet. It’s nothing to do with you. I promise. It’s not you.” I face him and put my forehead against his, forcing a smile. I’m not sure if it’s for him or for me. “Can we just stay like this, please? At least for a little while? I just want to feel you next to me.”

“Of course.” He rubs his nose against mine, and I close my eyes. My hand still in his.

When I wake up, Jerome is curled against me. His eyes are already open, staring at me, a goofy grin spread across his face.

“Good morning handsome.” He kisses my cheek.

I flinch at the word.

“Don’t like morning kisses?”

“I… don’t like being called handsome.” Please don’t take this as an invitation to ask me more.

“But you are. I can’t help it you’re so hot.”

“Hot is OK. And completely accurate.” I laugh. “Good looking, beautiful, gorgeous. Those are all fine. But not handsome. Please.” Pretty is even better than all of those, but no one has called me that since that spring break.

“Do you know how long it’s been since I woke up next to a hot, good looking, beautiful, gorgeous man? I might just never let you leave.”

“And I wish I could stay, but I can’t. My father insists I have the revamped product schedule to him by Monday morning. I spent all my weekend free time on you last night. And I wouldn’t trade a second of it.” I kiss him. “But I’m going to spend the next 48 hours working on that.”

“Maybe we can do this again?”

“Wake up next to each other? I’d like that.”
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Every day of the next week is torture. There’s always some report or presentation that my father wants from me. The other executives offer to help me with them, and I take them up on that. Once. But when my father finds out, he calls the entire executive team into his office and berates me in front of all of them.

The only thing that gets me through it all is Jerome. He’s out of town most of the week, but we text each other all day long. And then all night too. When we sext, I’m able to come. Alone. I rub my cock through my panties as I read his words and imagine him lying there next to me, accepting me.

He flies back late Friday afternoon, so we make plans to see each other the next day. He insists that I choose what we’ll do, and as much as I try to weasel out of it, he won’t let me.

It’s still dark when I pull next to his car on Saturday morning. When I open the door, I hear the lake lapping against the shore. I take the blanket from the trunk and walk around to him.

“Good morning, handsome.” I kiss him, and I’m sure there’s a spark that lights up everything around us.

“Good morning, gorgeous.” He wraps his hands around me and cups my ass, almost lifting me into him.

We walk hand-in-hand to the beach and sit on the blanket. He pulls a thermos from his backpack and pours us each a cup of coffee while I nestle my body into his. When he’s done, he wraps his arm around me, and we both sit, watching the waves as they drift into shore.

We sit without saying a word as the horizon turns from blue to purple to pink. When there’s a tiny sliver of orange just peeking above the water, I twist to kiss his cheek. He turns, and our mouths come together. The orange glow makes it look like the world is on fire around us, and it might as well be. My body—chilly and almost shivering until now—is suddenly filled with warmth as our tongues touch. I don’t think as I push him onto his back and settle on top of him. His moan vibrates against my lips when I grind against his hard cock.

“I like it when you take charge.”

His words freeze me more than the morning air ever could. I can’t do this. I can’t be like him.

“What is it? You look like you saw a ghost.”

He puts his hands on my hips and holds me down like he could sense I was about to roll away from him. When he’s convinced I’m not going to move, he slides them around to my rear, under my sweatshirt. I gasp when his cold hands touch the bare skin of my back. Then they move down. Under my waistband. I jerk away.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.”

“Dan, talk to me. Please don’t be like this.”

“This is a public beach. We can’t do this here.”

“We’re not going to have sex.” He laughs, but I don’t. “Although I am interested in what you have on underneath your jeans. I’d really like to see.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“I think you do.” He sits up and spins toward me. His lips find mine for a quick peck. “You don’t have to be embarrassed. I like that you’re wearing them. I bet they’re pretty on you.”

I shake my head from side to side. No, no, no. I can’t do this again. It’s all going to end the same way. It’ll always end the same way. I close my eyes and see him walking in on us.

Everything was in slow motion. Ethan was lying on top of me. His hand was stroking my cock through my red panties.

“You’re my pretty girl.”

I smiled at him. Then I heard the door handle creak, and I turned my head.

“What the fuck is this?” My father’s voice ripped into the dark of my room.

“Bàba! It’s nothing.” I screamed. I couldn’t see his face. Just the outline of his black body against the yellow light of the hallway. He stormed closer, and it was like he brought a wind with him. I pushed Ethan off of me as I scrambled to get away.

“You. You get out of my house right now.” He twisted his fist in Ethan’s hair and pulled him from my bed, leading him to the door. I squinted my eyes shut, trying to block the memory of him doing the same to me years before.

When I heard the door slam, I opened my eyes again and was blinded as he turned on my light.

“What are you wearing?”

“Nothing.” I put my hands over my red panties, but he jerked them away.

“This is your mother’s poison. I should have never been so lenient with her or with you.”

“Lenient? When were you ever lenient with either—”

His punch silenced me, and I curled into a ball, the old walls resurrected and higher than ever. But they didn’t stop his fists from slamming over and over into my body. I didn’t move. I didn’t even breathe until he left.

Jerome’s arms wrap around the small of my back and snap me back to the present. “Where did you go?” he asks.

The sun is fully up now, and the golden light glints off his shaved head. I run my hand across it. There’s only a faint hint of stubble. I rest my arms on his shoulders.

“I’m so tired of hiding.” I fight back the tears that are blurring my vision.

“You don’t have to hide from me.”

“Not you.” His arms are the only things holding me in place.


CHAPTER FOUR



Jerome holds me until the chill is completely burned from the air, and I never want to leave his arms. It’s the only place I’ve really felt safe since I was ten years old.

As the sun climbs, the beach fills with people. Early morning joggers at first. Then walkers. Then families with children. Sometimes people look down at us as they pass by. Some smile. Others look away as soon as our eyes meet. I wonder what they think of us, our arms wrapped around each other like two pieces of driftwood twisted together by the water. An empty thermos of coffee at our feet and crumpled pastry wrappers next to that.

I sigh. “Are you ready for the next part of our date?”

“There’s a next part?”

“You said I had all day with you.”

“I kind of hoped we would stay like this all day.”

“I’d like that too… But, come on.” I stand and pull him with me.

He jumps up and kisses me. “So where to now, boss?”

“My car. We’ll leave yours here.”

Traffic is still light, so the drive to the farm takes just 20 minutes.

“A berry farm?” Jerome asks when I pull into the gravel parking lot.

“We’re going to pick blackberries.” I turn and see him smile.

“I haven’t picked berries since I was a boy.”

“I never have. My father and I didn’t exactly have that kind of relationship.”

“Then it’s time you finally do it.”

We check in with a teenaged girl standing inside a little shed. Once we have our baskets, we walk into the field. There aren’t many others here yet. Two other couples and a family with three children. I watch as the kids run from row to row, cheering each time one of them drops a berry into their basket instead of their mouth.

“Here.”

When I turn, Jerome holds up a berry and places it gently onto my tongue. I bite down, and the juices squirt inside my mouth. I close my eyes and moan.

“Will you quit? There are children here.”

“I can’t help it. I love when things spurt in my mouth.”

His face turns red.

After ten minutes, I glance at his basket. It’s nearly as empty as mine. We’re eating almost everything we pick. I laugh. “This doesn’t seem like a very good business model for the farm.”

“I don’t think we’re the ideal demographic for them. Hungry and more interested in filling each other than our baskets.”

Now I blush. “Down boy. Save that for part three.”

“I didn’t know there was a part three.”

“I just added it.” I wink.

“I’m going to fill both our baskets now, so we can skip straight to that.” He reaches into the plant and yanks his hand out with a loud “Ouch.”

“What is it?”

“These have thorns? They should really warn people.”

“Let me see your finger.”

He holds it out, and I see the pinprick of blood on the tip. I take it and press my thumb along its fleshy underside, pushing a bead of blood out. I look at his eyes and pull the finger to me, wrapping my lips around it. The metallic taste fills my mouth as my tongue sweeps across his tip. When my lips press against the base of his finger, I suck on it, trying to pull it deeper inside me.

“God damn it, Dan.” He holds the basket in front of his crotch. “I can’t walk out of here like this.”

“Guess we just have to keep picking until you can get yourself under control.”

“I haven’t been in control since the day I first saw you.”

I smile and turn back to the bushes.

I laugh when we checkout. $3.75. Between both of us. But we had to have eaten at least twice that, so I give the woman $100. Jerome and I hold hands as we walk back to my car.

“So, is it time for the third part now?” Jerome turns to me with a sly grin as we pull away from the parking lot.

“Do you want it to be time for the third part?”

“I wanted the third part before the second part. But I want it to be your decision.”

“That’s a lot of pressure. I’m not sure I can handle it.” I chuckle.

“I have a feeling you can handle anything I have for you.”

I look at his lap and see the tent in his pants. I want to rub my fingertips against it, but my arm isn’t long enough to reach unless I lean over. “You poor boy. I think you need part three to put you out of your misery.”

“My place then?”

“I live with my father, so it’ll have to be yours. Sorry.”

“That’s OK. I like having you at my apartment.” He reaches across the car and fondles my cock. “Can we make one quick stop before then?”

I glance at him from the corner of my eye. “What do you have in mind?”

“You’ll see.” He squeezes my dick and sits back in his seat.
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I laugh when he gets back in the car. He’s carrying a large bag from Uncle Andy’s Pretzels. “Pretzels? That’s the reason we had to make a top secret, last-minute stop at the mall?” I tilt my head to peek inside the bag.

“Hey, you just drive and keep your eyes on the road. I’ll take care of these.”

I shake my head and put the car in gear.

“Open up.” He raises a pretzel bite to my mouth, and I take it between my teeth.

Cheese explodes from the center of the pretzel when I bite down on it, coating my mouth in its warm, delicious fat. “Holy shit, this is good.”

“Right? Worth the stop now?”

“Maybe you should feed me another one so I can decide.” When I bite into this one, I groan. “I’m going to come if you give me one more of these.”

“Then I’m cutting you off. I’m the only thing that’s going to make you come today.”

I sink into my seat. “Jerome, don’t expect that. It’s really not you. You’re so hot, and I want to come for you, baby. I really wish I could. But just… it’s hard for me. So don’t be disappointed when it doesn’t happen. It’s me. It’s absolutely a me-problem.”

He takes my hand. I look down. It’s so small in his. “Is it something you’ve seen a doctor about?”

I shake my head. It’s not something a doctor can fix. “No.”

“Well, I’m not going to stop trying, but I promise I won’t take it personally.”

I give him a quick smile and pull into the parking spot.

The instant we’re inside his apartment, I press him against the wall, and my lips assault his. I gasp when I realize what I did and pull away.

“What’s wrong?” His lips are still parted, and I want nothing more than to dive back into them.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to do that.”

“Dan, you didn’t do anything wrong. I like when you do that.”

“No. You don’t.”

“I do. I like when you take charge. Honestly.”

His eyes fall to the floor, and I can’t resist. I’m on him, my hands kneading his chest before I rip his shirt over his head. When he raises his arms to pull it the rest of the way, I trace my tongue along the lines of his pecs and then down to his abs. I fall to my knees, kissing his belly button and unfastening his jeans. I let them drop, and I yank his briefs down. His cock springs up toward my face, and I giggle. We both have the same idea, buddy. I don’t wait. I just plunge my lips over its tip, working its length into my mouth.

“Jesus, Dan. The door.” Jerome moans.

I look to my left. The entry door is still open, so I reach out and slam it shut. I’m not sure if it latches. I don’t care. I move my head up and down against him. I taste his sweat from the berry fields.

I move faster. He grabs the back of my head and slams his cock further into me. I growl, and scrape my teeth against him. When I do, his hips buck, and his hands pull my hair. For just a second my mind flashes to my father pulling my hair when I was ten, but I shake that away. He’s not intruding on this. I won’t let him.

As Jerome’s cock pulses, I try to pull back, but he’s holding me too close. His hot cum spurts down my throat. I struggle to swallow it, but it just keeps coming until I’m overwhelmed. I choke, and he finally lets go.

“Are you OK?”

I drop to all fours. Coughing as he leans over me. Then I look up at him and see a drip of cum dangling from the head of his dick. I wrap my lips around the tip and suck it dry.

“I’m great.” I sit back on my knees—my butt on my feet—and run a finger around my mouth to clean up any cum that escaped. I lick it from my finger while I stare up at him.

“Me too.” He drops to his knees and leans toward me.

I close my eyes, thinking that he’s going to kiss me, but his tongue darts around my lips.

“You didn’t get it all.”

I wrap my arms around him and pull him into me. “What do you want to do now?”

“You tell me. I want to hear you tell me what to do next.”

“I can’t. That’s not who I am.”

“Dan, I saw the way your entire face caught fire when you just took charge of me. It is exactly who you are. It’s exactly who I want.”

I shake my head and stand up, turning from him. “No. That’s my father. That’s not me.”

“No one will ever confuse you with your father. I promise you.”

I stare at the floor.

“Maybe we could go to my bedroom? Just tell me. I’ll do anything you want.” His eyes are practically pleading with me now.

Maybe he’s right. This doesn’t make me my father. “Yes. Let’s go to your bedroom.”

His face lights up. He takes the pretzel shop bag and walks down the hallway.

“We don’t need the pretzels in there. We have other things to put in our mouths.”

He just turns back to me and winks.


CHAPTER FIVE



“I know I said I like it when you take charge, but can I do just this one thing?”

“What is it?”

“I’m not telling. Can I?”

“Of course. You don’t need my permission.”

“Maybe I want it.” His smile fills his face. “But close your eyes. And cover them. I want to make sure you don’t peek.”

When my eyes are covered, I hear the bag crinkle. The smell of the pretzels hits me, and my stomach growls. Whatever food fetish he has, I hope it involves me eating the rest of what’s in that bag.

“The pretzel place isn’t the only shop I went to. Don’t be mad. Open your eyes.”

I look at him and don’t notice the bed right away, but when I do, I inhale and cover my mouth. “Jerome…”

“Do you like any of them?”

I walk to the bed. There are three teddies spread out on the blanket. White lace. Sheer black mesh with rose-colored flowers embroidered on the cups and between the legs. And sheer purple mesh with pink flowers stitched on the cups. I run my hands over them. When I do, my cock strains against my panties.

“What are these?” I look at him, searching his eyes for any sign that he’s mocking me.

“You wouldn’t admit it, but I know what you’re wearing today. Under your jeans. I thought maybe you’d want to wear one of these for me? You don’t have to. It was probably a stupid idea, and you’re probably angry. I’m sor—”

I kiss him and squeeze his ass, pulling him tight. His dick responds and hardens as my tongue slips into his mouth. I move him to the bed and lay him down.

“Wait right here.” I scoop up the teddies and take them into the bathroom. I know the one I want, so I fold the other two and set them on the vanity. My body is trembling as I step out of my clothes. I haven’t dressed for anyone since Ethan, and I’ve never worn anything as sexy as this.

When I slip the straps over my shoulders, my heart beats against the walls of my chest. I look in the mirror. Black has always been my color, but the pops of rose make it feminine and sexy. I wish I’d brought my makeup. I want him to see the full me. But that will have to wait until next time. If there is a next time. I take a deep breath and pull the door open.

As soon as he hears the door, he stands up. I take a few steps into the room, but then we both go still.

“Dan…”

I bite my lip, waiting for him to finish, but he doesn’t.

He just stares.

“You don’t like it,” I say.

He walks toward me, and I hear his short, labored breaths. “That’s the one I hoped you would pick. You’re beautiful.”

He grabs me and nuzzles my neck, nibbling at my tender skin. The feeling of his mouth on me—his teeth on me, him accepting me for who I am—is almost too much. His arms are the only thing holding me up.

He lifts me and carries me to the bed. With a swipe he knocks the bag onto the floor, and I see the last couple of pretzel bites roll under his dresser. He lies on top of me, and I savor his weight pressing down.

“Tell me what to do.” He breathes the words into my ear.

“I want you to suck me.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

The warmth of his breath and the silky feel of the material between my legs bring my cock to life. It’s a relief when he pulls the fabric aside and frees me. He kisses his lips to my swollen head, sucking just a little. Then he flicks his tongue against my tiny slit, and I roll my head back and moan. It’s been so long. I open my eyes when I feel him enveloping me. His warm, moist mouth taking half of my cock before he pulls back and kisses the tip again.

“You’re too big. I can’t take you all.”

“You don’t have to. Just take what you can.”

In answer, he plunges down on me and groans. His throat vibrates against the head of my cock, and I gasp. I know I won’t last long. My shoulders are digging into the mattress now. I’ll be sore tomorrow, but I don’t care. I lift my hips and move them up and down, timing my movements to his, pushing myself even deeper inside him. His tongue swirls around the bottom and sides of my cock with each stroke. The orgasm is already building inside me. My toes curl, and my heels press down against the bed. And then my cock pumps inside him. My hips thrash as my cum sprays into his mouth. He swallows it all.

When I can breathe again, I pull him next to me. “Thank you.”

“You don’t have to thank me.”

“Yes, I do. You don’t know how long it’s been since I could come.”

He kisses my forehead. “Move in with me, and I promise I’ll make you come every night.”

“Move in with you?” The idea is ridiculous. We don’t know each other. We just met. But my heartbeats and the butterflies in my stomach tell me it might not be so crazy after all. No. I can’t. It’s too soon. And we work together. I’m technically his boss, even if I don’t deserve that title.

“I’m sorry. I know how insane that sounds. I just got caught up in the moment, I guess. Forget I ever said anything.”

My heart sinks into my belly, crushing the butterflies. “Oh. Yeah. Don’t worry. Already forgotten.”


CHAPTER SIX



This is technically my conference call, but Jerome is sitting next to me taking the lead. He’s the chief financial officer, so he knows these numbers much better than me. Unlike my father, I believe in letting people do what they’re best at.

I’m not thinking about the call or these numbers anyway. Under the desk, my pants are off, and I’m wearing a short skirt over my panties and stockings. I slide my foot up Jerome’s leg and smile as he squirms.

He tries to discuss the third-quarter projections, but he’s having a hard time finding the words. His leg pushes back against mine, but I’m not deterred. He jumps when I brush my fingers across his cock, and I have to cough to cover my giggle.

Just as I wrap my hands around his balls, I hear my door open.

I turn off the camera and scramble behind my desk, but I don’t make it in time. I look up and see my father. His face is red, and his eyes are wide. He storms into the room, and the air temperature rises from the anger boiling inside him.

He turns to Jerome. “Mr. Parker, leave us, please.”

“Sir. Please let me explain.” Jerome’s face is as grey as if he had been dead for days.

“I said, leave us. Now!” His voice echoes off the walls.

“It’s OK, Jerome. I’ll be fine.” I hope my smile is convincing. This is about me, and I need to handle it myself.

I can’t see my father’s face, but I know exactly what it looks like. An angry and snarling badger isn’t as intimidating. I’ve never seen anyone willing to stand up to him. Jerome scampers out the door, mouthing “sorry” to me as he does. I lean back in my chair. Knowing what’s coming doesn’t make it any easier.

“You are an absolute disgrace. How dare you—”

“Father, please. Just—”

His fist twists my head to the left. When the next punch hits, my chair tips over backward, and I roll to put it between me and him.

“This is your mother. All of it. She plotted for years to ruin me, and now she has. She’s taken my only son and turned him into… whatever this is. I should have sent you with her.”

“I wish you would have!” I taste the blood running from my nose into my mouth. “You tortured me once she was gone. I hated you. I still hate you. You were never my father.”

He lunges toward me, but I’m on my feet now. I bolt around the desk. I’m faster than I was back then, that day when he first saw me.

“I was only ten years old. How could you have done that?”

“You fight poison with poison.” His voice is barely more than a growl.

“You were the poison. Not her. You always have been.”

“This…” he gestures at me. “This is all to humiliate me. You want to destroy me. You want the world to laugh at me. You’re just like her.”

“This isn’t about you. This is the real me. You’ve just never been able to see it.”

“Everything I ever did was for you. All of this. Everything I taught you. But you’ll never be happy until you tear me down. Just like her. I tried to save you from her. But I just cut the weeds. I didn’t pull the roots.”

“Do you hear yourself? Save me from her? I was a child. I was just a fucking child.” The tears are like melted steel pouring from my eyes.

“My son is dead.” His words are quiet, but they knock me backwards. “You are never to come back here. You’re never to come home. I will mourn you and never see you again.”

“You never had a son.” I take my bag from the couch and storm out the door. I don’t bother putting my pants on. I don’t bother with shoes. I don’t want to be around him a second longer than I have to. When I walk out of my door, I see Jonathan Shin standing in the hall. He reaches out for me, but I brush past him.

“Dan, it’ll be OK. Give it time.”

I don’t turn to look back at him. “No. It won’t.”


CHAPTER SEVEN



It takes only two trips to load all of my belongings into my car. My whole life distilled down to this. Before I close the front door for the last time, I take the house key from my ring and throw it against the blue and white vase in the foyer. I want it to shatter into a million pieces. It doesn’t. The key just bounces off and clinks to the floor. I march to my car, my feet pounding on the driveway.

I’ll stay at a hotel for now. Until I can find an apartment. And a job. I just graduated from business school, but my name will open doors. Even if I wish I could run away from it. Someone will take a chance on me, and when they do, I’ll prove myself.

I drive to a hotel downtown. It’s close to Jerome’s apartment. And our offices. I do my best to not look at the building as I go by, but traffic comes to a stop right there. Tried to save me… My jaw tightens when I replay my father’s words. This was never about me. The driver behind me blares their horn, and I move through the intersection.

I park in front of the hotel and go in through the revolving doors. The floor is blue and gold marble, and there are stuffed chairs scattered around the lobby. There’s a gold chandelier hanging above the dark wood desk. It’s all too much. A hotel trying to look like something it’s not.

The woman behind the desk smiles at me. She’s wearing a black jacket over a black blouse, and her blonde hair is tied up neatly off her neck. “How can I help you, sir?”

I cringe. You can help me by not calling me that. “I need a room, please.”

“Certainly, sir. And how long will you be staying with us?”

That’s a good question. “My plans are fluid at the moment, so I’m afraid I don’t know. It will be at least a week, however. Possibly more, depending on business.”

“Of course, sir. I’ll just need your identification and a credit card.”

I hand her the cards and turn to look around the room again. There’s only one other person in here. He’s sitting by the window reading a newspaper. It’s so quiet I can hear the taps of the keys as the woman enters my information. Then I hear a beep, and I turn around.

“I’m sorry, sir. There seems to be a problem. Perhaps we could use a different card?”

I exhale sharply. He wouldn’t have done that, would he? I smile as I hand her another card. Another beep. I open my wallet and look in the cash compartment even though I know what I’ll find. There’s less than $300. Not enough for even one night.

“This happened once before. Can you excuse me for a moment while I make a phone call and straighten this out?”

I don’t wait for her reply before I snatch my cards and walk outside. My entire body is shaking in fury. I get behind the wheel of my car.

With nowhere to go, I just drive. I end up at the lake. At the same beach where Jerome and I spent the morning wrapped in each other’s arms. It’s hard to believe that was just a couple of weeks ago. I walk out to our spot and lie down. Even though I know it’s impossible, I’m sure his scent is lingering in the sand.

What am I going to do? I close my eyes. The sound of the water is drowned out by the traffic moving past. I can’t stay with him. I won’t. Not like this. Not because I’m forced into it. But what else is there?

I lie there with my eyes closed until the sun drops. I still have nowhere to go. I brush the sand from me and sit in my car. This isn’t bad. I can do this. Just one night, and tomorrow I’ll find something. It can’t be that difficult. I recline the seat as far as it will go and lock the doors.

I can’t let him know where I am or what I’m doing tonight, but I need to hear his voice. I swipe open my phone, but it doesn’t unlock. There’s a message on the screen. “Lost phone. Please call to report its location.” Are you kidding me? I want to throw it into the water, but I just toss it into the backseat.
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The next morning I buy a prepaid phone. It’s a flip phone, the cheapest one they have. I feel like I’ve been transported to the early 2000s. Since I don’t have Jerome’s number memorized, I drive to a library and use their computer to log into my email account.

To: jerome.c.parker@div08.tien.com

From: XtraDT74@cardimail.com

Subject: Miss you!

I’m sorry I couldn’t call last night. Things were so hectic with the move. How are you? I hope my father isn’t taking this out on you. I have a new phone number. Call me when you get a chance? I really, really want to hear your voice.

I press send and sit back in my chair. I don’t expect him to call right away, but I take the phone out of my pocket, anyway. Just in case. I look back at the monitor and see that my email bounced back. “This account is unable to receive email from outside domains.”

“That fucker! That absolute fucking fucker!”

I gasp, realizing I said that aloud and way too loud for a library. The other patrons are staring at me. I give my best apologetic look and bury my head in my hands.

I wait in the library until 4pm. Then I drive to Jerome’s apartment. I have to see him. I have to know that he’s OK. I have to let him know that I’m OK. I’m sitting against the parking garage wall when he pulls up. He jumps out of his car without even turning it off and rushes to me.

“I’ve been so worried about you. I kept trying to get ahold of you.” He throws his arms around me, and it’s never felt so good to be held.

“I had to get a new phone, thanks to the devil’s dildo.” I hold my flip phone up. “He locked me out of my account. How are you? How has he been treating you?”

“That’s the thing. He’s acting normal. Like nothing even happened. Do you know how hard it’s been for me to not punch him? I can’t believe he fired you.” He sits down across from me. That’s when he really looks at me. His nostrils flare. “What happened to you?” His voice is shaky.

“Speaking of punching people…”

“That’s from him?”

I nod.

“I am going to murder him. He’s dead” He stands and paces along the row. His fists are clenched.

I go to him. “Don’t. Sweetie, don’t. This isn’t the first time it’s happened. I’m kind of used to it.”

“That does not make me feel better.”

I put my hands on his forearms and hold him still. “Listen. It’s going to be alright. Don’t do anything stupid.”

“I’m not going back there. Seriously. I will kill him if I do. I can’t go back.”

“Yes, you can. Just go on like nothing happened.”

“Dan, have you seen yourself? I can’t act like nothing happened. I’m not going back there. Don’t ask me to, because I’m not.”

“Shh, OK. It’s OK. Then don’t go back. We’ll both find something else. Something better.”

He looks at me for a moment. “Stay with me. I don’t know where you stayed last night, but stay here from now on. With me.”

My face flushes when I think about sleeping in my car, but I can’t tell him I have nowhere to go. “I can’t. I’ll be fine, Jerome. Honestly.”

“But I won’t be. Dan, I never want you out of my sight. I couldn’t sleep last night. I won’t be able to sleep tonight either unless you’re here with me. Please.”

His jaw is set, and his eyes are pleading. I wouldn’t have to sleep in my car if I said yes. And I do want to live with him. “I don’t know.”

“Just tonight. Then we’ll talk more.”

“OK. Tonight. Let me just get a couple things.” I walk to my car. When I open the trunk, I swallow. I don’t know where anything is.

“Dan…” Jerome’s voice makes me jump. I slam the trunk closed. “Where did you sleep last night?”

“I’m fine. Honestly.”

“Where? Why is everything in your car?”

“I, uh, I just didn’t—”

“I am not letting you leave until you have some place to live. I won’t let you sleep in your car.”

“Jerome, I’m alright. I’ll stay tonight, but I’ll be fine.”

“You’ll stay tonight and every night until I know you have some place to go. And I want to see it. Don’t argue with me about this.”

I don’t want to. I want to stay here. Forever. “Don’t be ridiculous. You can’t take me in like this.”

“It’s not up for debate. Open the trunk, and I’ll carry your things in.”

His eyes are hard and staring at me. I sigh and open the trunk.

When we have everything hauled in, he sits next to me on the couch, facing me. He leans close, looking at the marks on my face. I close my eyes. Then I feel his lips on my bruised cheek.

“Does it hurt?”

I lie and shake my head. It’s mostly a constant ache now. Sometimes when I move my head too fast or too much, I wince. And when I walk, each step throbs through my cheek and my nose. But not now. Not sitting here with him. Feeling his lips move from swollen spot to swollen spot makes me forget it all.

“Don’t ever leave me,” he whispers. “I don’t know what I would do if you did, Dan. Promise me you won’t.”

I look up at his face and see that he’s serious. “I’m never going to leave you.” I kiss him and then look down. “Maybe this isn’t the right time for this, but there’s something I want to talk to you about.”

“Anything.”

My heart is pounding. I know I want to do this. I need to do this. But what if he can’t handle it? What if he doesn’t want it? What if I lose him?

“Dan, tell me.” He brushes the hair away from my forehead.

I take a breath. “I want a clean break. From everything.” When I see the panic in his eyes, I realize what I did. “Not from you. Everything except you. I couldn’t stand losing you. But I want to put everything else behind me. I never wanted that job. I never wanted this name… I never wanted this life.” I swallow, and my eyes fall to the floor.

“What are you saying?”

“This is my chance to figure out what I want. I never had a choice before. Now I do. I don’t want to rush right back into an executive position. Not right away. That was always my father’s dream for me. Not mine. And I know I don’t want to…” A sob builds in the back of my throat, and I have to stop it before it breaks loose. I lift his arm off me and scoot away, turning to face him. “I don’t want to be this anymore.” I motion to my body. “It’s not me. I’m not Tien Xiao Dān. I’m not Dan. I’m not a boy.”

His eyes go wide. “This is a big change. Are you sure—”

“It’s not, though. It’s not big to me. I’ve known this my whole life. I chose my new name when I was ten.” I look down. “I’ve never told anyone, but to me it’s been my real name ever since then.”

“Will you tell me? Please?”

My eyes move to his, and I bite my lip. I never thought I could tell anyone. I never trusted anyone enough. I never loved anyone enough. Until now.

“Li Hua. My mother always called me ‘mo li hua.’ It means jasmine flower.” I can’t stop the tears now. “I don’t even know if she’s still alive.” I cover my face and the sobs shake my body.

He pulls me into him, almost onto his lap. His hand moves slowly up and down my back, and he holds me until my tears start to dry.

“What happened to her?”

I sniffle. “She knew about me. The real me, but we kept it hidden from my father. One day, he came home early and caught us. We were just having dinner, but it was bad. That was the first time I thought he was going to kill me. And the next morning, when I looked for her, he told me he sent her back to China. I’ve never heard from her since. It’s been fifteen years.”

“Baby… Li, I don’t know what to say.” He holds me tighter.

“I planned to hire an investigator to find her once I had enough money. I guess that will have to wait now.”

He kisses the top of my head. “How could you have ever worried that you’re like him? He’s a monster. You couldn’t be less like him.”


CHAPTER EIGHT



Over the next couple of weeks, I reach out to every corporate recruiter I can find. Each one declines to work with me. Only one of them gives me the honest reason why. My father contacted them and told them that Tien Enterprises would never do business with anyone who took me as a client. I should be surprised and outraged, but I’m not. By now, I know exactly who that man is and what’s he’s capable of doing.

Jerome is faring much better than me. He’s interviewed with four different companies already, including one today. He’s already done two video calls with them, but today’s interview is in person. It’s not a CFO position, so it’s technically a step down for him. But he would be the senior vice-president of finance, directly behind a man who has already announced he’s retiring next year. Jerome would have a year to learn this company’s intricacies before taking over.

I'm sitting on the couch when Jerome walks in. He’s been gone for almost five hours.

“Feel like celebrating tonight?”

"You got it?" I jump from the couch and give him a quick kiss.

“I did. Plus something else.”

“Something else? What?”

"I don't want to tell you just yet."

I slap his shoulder. "Rude. Tell me."

He smirks, shakes his head, and then walks into the kitchen.

"Jerome Ca'vante Parker, I demand you tell me right now."

"Or what?" He shrugs his shoulders.

“Such a bad boy. On your knees.” I push down on his shoulders, and he lowers himself to the wood floor. “Now, take my pants off.”

He looks up. His eyes are gleaming. I shiver as his hands run up the sides of my legs to my waistband. He hooks his fingers and pulls it out, but just enough so he can take it in his mouth. With nothing but his teeth, he pulls the black leggings down to my knees. Then he goes back for my panties. He bites at them, and it takes him three tries before he can get a grip. Each bite tickles my belly and hardens my cock. When he finally has the purple material in his teeth, he growls and yanks them down.

My cock springs up as soon as the room air hits it. When he sees it, he lets loose of the elastic waistband, and kisses its head.

"Bad boy. Your mistress didn't tell you to do that."

He looks up at me again and takes hold of my underwear, pulling them down around my knees with my leggings. When he's done, he stops and sits back on his knees.

"Much better. Do you want this?" I wrap my hand around my cock and slowly pump it.

"Yes, mistress."

"You have to earn it. Tell me everything we're celebrating tonight, and I'll let you have it. Isn't your mistress nice?"

His eyes lock with mine. "I found a job for you, too."

My heart skips. Would it be at the same company as him? We couldn't be that lucky, could we? Do they know about us? Do they know about me? Do I even want to do this? "Oh?" is all I say.

"Hear me out before you react."

My face drops. That isn't a promising start. "No promises. Tell me." I put my hand on his face and use my other to tease my cock across his lips. His eyes close and I can tell he wants to take me, but he doesn't.

"You would work with me. For me. You'd be my assistant."

I take a step back and look away. An assistant? He wants me to drop from being the Chief Operating Officer at one of the biggest companies in the world to an assistant?

"I know, baby, but maybe this is what you need. You told me you don't want to be an executive anymore. And this would be our chance to work together. They know about us and said it's not a problem."

“They know about me?”

“I told them my girlfriend was looking for work, too. Then I told them everything. This is the best position I could get you.”

“The best you could get me? Did they suggest this job, or did you?”

He looks away. “I told them we're a package deal. I wouldn’t take this position unless they took you too.”

I snort. So not only would I be an assistant, I would be an assistant they really don't even want. I'm just a bargaining chip. The same as an extra week of vacation. I walk away and sit on a stuffed chair in the living room. Jerome follows me and sits on the arm. He hooks his leg over mine.

“I really think this might be good. Please, just—”

"Did I give you permission to touch me?"

He drops his leg and looks at the floor. "No, mistress."

"Now, on your knees. You may kneel beside me. And not another word until I tell you."

When he's at my side, I run my fingers through his hair. An assistant? He's right that I don't want an executive title, but that?
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"Mr. Parker's office, can you hold please?"

I want to slam my head against the desk. I've been here for a month. Answering phone calls, sending emails, keeping Jerome's schedule. This is what I gave up my COO title for? No. I didn't give that up. It was taken from me. And I don't want it back. Not at Tien or at any other company. But I need more than this. I push the button and transfer the call into Jerome's office. As soon as I do, I walk in and close the door behind me.

Jerome has the call on speakerphone, so I can hear everything. He's talking to the distributor in Prague. There was an issue with the latest report he submitted to us, and he’s trying to convince Jerome that it will take at least a month to give us the corrected numbers.

I shake my head, and Jerome looks at me. "Tell him you want it by Friday." I mouth the words silently, but he gives me a questioning look.

"So sorry about this, but can I put you on hold for just a second? I'll be right back." He mutes the call and looks back at me.

"Tell him he has until Friday."

"Seriously?"

"He can have it done by then. Don't you agree?"

"Yeah, but shouldn't we give him a little more time?"

"No. It’s his mistake that caused all this, but he doesn’t want to take responsibility for it. He should be the one who's inconvenienced by it. Let him learn for next time."

Jerome and I stare at each other for a minute, but then he unmutes the call. "I need it by Friday... No. You have until the end of my workday on Friday. Thank you." He hangs up and sits on the couch next to me. His hand glides under my skirt, and he smiles at me.

"I'm not being unreasonable." I put my hand on his and pull it further up.

“There’s nothing unreasonable about you.” He stops, and then his lips move to mine.

I pull him into me.

"I think I love you, Ms. Liú."

"Think? I'm certain that you'd better." I squeeze his balls through his pants.

He groans. "I'm sure that I do."

"I'm sure I love you too."

He moves to my neck and bites his way up, brushing my earring aside and nibbling my earlobe. Then he pulls back. My face is flushed, but I'm suddenly cold without his mouth on my skin.

“You're wasted here,” he says.

"No. I think this is exactly where I want to be." I purr.

"Not that." He reaches for my hand. "Here. This office. This building. This job. It isn't you. Answering phone calls all day? You're not happy."

"I never said that." I've made a point to never tell him that. He got me this job when no one would take a chance on me.

"No. But I can tell."

"Oh, you've known me long enough to know what I'm thinking?"

He kisses the back of my hand, then wraps his mouth around one of my fingers and sucks on it. I let my head roll back, and I sigh.

“I do,” he says. “I know exactly what you're thinking. At all times. And do I need to remind you we’re in an office right now?”

“That could make it a lot more fun.”

He nestles his chin into the crook of my neck. "I love having you here, but we'll find something better for you, eventually. Just be patient."

I've spent my whole life being patient. I can keep it up for a while more.
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A week later, Jerome calls me into his office. Has he finally changed his mind about fooling around here?

I walk in, and my heels click on the tile with each step. When I get inside, I close the door behind me and raise my skirt so he can see the top of my stockings.

"Walk to me, boy. On your knees."

His back arches and his eyes close, but he stays where he is. "Sorry, Li. I'd love to, but not here."

I drop my skirt. “Then what?”

"I have news, and I don't think you're going to like it."

My heart sinks. I'm fired? He's fired? We're both fired? Even our sweet and vanilla office romance is too much for them, so they're letting us go?

He takes my hand and guides me to the couch. When we're sitting, he wraps his arm around me, and I can't help but lean into him.

"It's about your father."

I jerk upright. "Unless he's dead, I don't want to hear anything about him."

"I know, but I don't want you to hear this from someone else. MetroPride is honoring him at their annual gala next month."

"Not the LGBTQ group..."

"Ally of the Year. For a donation Tien made."

I shake my head. "That's obviously not true. Who told you this?"

"Everyone was talking about it at the meeting I just came from. Jason is on the board of MetroPride. He's the one who brought it up."

My stomach clenches, and I stand up. "No. They wouldn't do that. That just... That doesn't make sense. Did you tell him that's not right?"

"No. I didn't know if you wanted anyone to know the specifics. I thought maybe you’d want to put it all behind you and not worry about him anymore."

"But you're telling me this." I cross my arms and look back at him. "That's not helping to put it behind me."

"I'm sorry. I wasn't sure if I should tell you. But you might have seen it somewhere else if I didn't."

"But I might not have." I catch myself before my voice gets too loud. I plop into one of the chairs and stare across the room at him. "I'm sorry. You were right to tell me. I'm mad at him, not you."

"I knew that." He gives me his goofy smile, and I can't help but laugh.

"When did you say the presentation will be? Maybe this won't be such a bad thing after all." I tent my fingers and sneer.


CHAPTER NINE



I straighten Jerome's bowtie and take a step back. "God, I want to fuck your brains out right here."

"Maybe I should wear a tuxedo more often."

"I might just order you to wear nothing but tuxedos from now on. But only in the house. I don't want any other women to get the same ideas that I have."

"There's only one woman I'd ever be interested in." He leans in and kisses me.

I rub my hand across his chest. Even through the jacket and shirt, I can feel the definition of his pecs. "We can't." I push away. If I don't put space between us, I'll never stop. "It would mess up my hair and makeup, and we don't have time."

I look at my phone. Just a couple of minutes until our ride is here. I run my hands down my body. This black sequined gown fits like a dream. It shows off every curve I have and invents the ones I don't. When I walk, the side slit just barely flashes the top of my stockings. And these shoes are perfect for tonight. Glittering black with pointed toes and stiletto heels that could stomp a man to death, if they don't mangle my feet first. I take Jerome's hand and exhale.

"Are you sure you can do this?" he asks.

I squeeze his hand. "Come on. Our ride is going to be here any minute."
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There's someone waiting for us at the back door when we get there. The backstage area is a mess of taped-down cables, and there are brushes and curling irons and makeup cases scattered all around for last-minute touchups. I give Jerome one last kiss before he joins the crowd out front. Then I stand against the wall and let everyone bustle around me. I close my eyes.

"Li?"

I look up. The woman is slightly taller than me. Older too, but very elegant in her age. She's wearing a gold lamé gown with matching heels. Her blond hair is pulled back in a chignon. I nod my head, and she takes my hands in hers.

"It's so wonderful to finally meet you in person. What a gorgeous dress." Her eyes dip down my body and then back up to my face. "This is going to be such a touching moment for so many people tonight. And not just here. People around the world are going to be inspired when they hear your story. Being trans is truly something to be proud of, and your story is going to embody that for so many."

"I certainly hope that my message gets out there to everyone." I smile.

"I have to head back on stage, but you still have around fifteen minutes before we call you up. Do you want someone to make you a drink? Going on stage can be intimidating." From the smell of her breath, she's already had several.

"No. Thank you. I want to be completely sober so I can enjoy this special moment."

She grins one last time and then walks toward the stage, disappearing behind a black curtain.

It was way too easy to convince MetroPride to let me present my father's award tonight. When I introduced myself as his transgender daughter, they practically fell over themselves to make this happen. They knew this would make a big moment even bigger for them. The daughter of Tien Jin coming on stage, not just to give him the Ally of the Year award, but to come out as transgender. I'm sure they invited even more media to cover tonight than they already would have. Convincing them to keep it a secret wasn't difficult, either. They want the surprise as much as I do.

"Ms. Liú, two minutes." A man dressed in all black takes my arm and walks me to the side of the stage.

My heart is pounding now. I close my eyes and focus on my breaths, flowing in and out, and I smile.

As soon as the woman in gold says there's a surprise presenter for the Ally of the Year award, the stagehand pulls aside the curtain, and I walk out. My steps are firm and bold on the wooden stage, and I hold my head high. When I get to the podium, I see that my speech is already laid out for me, but I won't be using it. I adjust the microphone and look out at the crowd. I don't see him at first, but then I find him. He's sitting at a table to my right. He doesn't recognize me yet.

"Thank you so much for that warm welcome. My name is Liú Li Hua. I believe most of us in this room know Tien Jin." My eyes are locked onto his, and I'm pouring every ounce of my fiery hatred into them. "But most of you don't know that he has a transgender daughter. In fact, this is my official public coming out." The crowd applauds, and a few people even stand. What makes me grin, though, is the slow recognition spreading over my father's face.

"I used to think this was some terrible curse. Something I had to keep secret from everyone. But I was lucky to have a great parent who taught me how special I am. A parent who taught me that I deserve love and support, no matter my identity."

My father's face is as red as the glass of merlot sitting in front of him as everyone at his table pats him on the shoulder to congratulate him.

"It took me too long to accept those lessons as true, but I finally have. So, mother, I will always love you for that. Wherever you are. The lessons I learned from my father, however, were very different. From him, I learned that being different—being queer—was shameful. It was something to hide. Something to be embarrassed of."

There are a few murmurs from the crowd, but most of them haven't realized yet what I'm saying.

“In speeches like this, I think it's typical for children to share some of the most memorable moments of their childhood, so allow me to do that. One of my earliest memories is of my mother and I eating dinner together at the table. I was ten. My father was at work, so it was just the two of us. I always loved those times because I could be my authentic self. That night, my long hair was braided, and I was wearing a pink dress. But my father came home early. As soon as he saw us, he sprinted to me and dragged me by my hair to the kitchen. I cried and kicked at the floor. Mā slapped at him and tried to pry his hands from me, but he punched her, and she fell.

“In the kitchen, he yanked open a drawer and took out a pair of scissors. I don’t think I’ve ever screamed so loudly. I tried covering my hair, but he pushed my hands aside. It took him two snips to cut my braid. I’ll never forget that sound or the sound of my mother’s wails as she watched us from the dining room floor. I collapsed like the life had just been cut away from me. Then I felt him tugging on my dress, shearing it from my body, but at that point I was too numb to care. At that point, he had already destroyed everything I was, so I didn’t care if he cut my dress. I didn’t care if he burned it with me still in it. The very next day, he sent my mother back to her family in China, a country she hadn’t been in for almost twenty years. Just because she dared to accept me.”

The room is absolutely silent. Everyone’s eyes are wide, and they’re just staring at me.

“Then in high school, when he found out I had a boyfriend—my first love—he beat me so badly I couldn't go to school for a week. I didn’t dare date another boy until my junior year of college. When I finally did, I was careless. My father found us together. He threw him out and then beat me. He kept all of his punches to my body that time. He'd learned to only leave marks in places that could be covered.”

I watch as people turn left and right, incredulous, no doubt asking their neighbors if they believe this.

“And just a couple months ago, he found me wearing women's clothes in my closed office at the Tien headquarters. He didn't stick to the body that time. My face was swollen and bruised for nine days. After he beat me, he fired me, kicked me out of my home, and blacklisted me with every company he could think of.”

Now there's an angry buzz coming from the crowd. I can't tell if they're more angry with my father or with me for ruining their perfect evening. Probably both.

"So now that we know exactly who MetroPride decided to honor this year, I say we move to the presentation. Jerome?"

I look to the right side of the room. While I was speaking, he inched his way along the wall until he was even with my father's table. Now he walks up to him while father tries to murder me with his glare. He taps him on his shoulder, and my father spins. Jerome hands him the papers and then takes a quick picture. I can't quite read his lips, but I think he asked my father to smile. I hope so.

"I know that's not quite what you were expecting tonight. This is the official notification of the discrimination lawsuit that I filed against you and Tien Enterprises today, just before the courts closed. I'm glad these wonderful people—people who really are proud members and allies of the queer community—are here to serve as witnesses to this. Unfortunately, I need to leave, so someone else will have to present the actual award to you. So sorry I can't stick around to see your acceptance speech. I'm sure it'll be great."


CHAPTER TEN



“Is it bad that these might be my favorite part of you now?” Jerome pinches one of my nipples, and I moan.

"Of course not. They're definitely my favorite part.” I lie back on the bed and close my eyes. "I want you to suck that nipple."

"Yes, ma'am."

I moan as his warm lips close, and he pulls it into his mouth. My breaths are already coming faster, and he’s just started. I've never been able to come just from playing with my nipples before, but I think that might change soon.

While he sucks on me, he kneads both of my breasts. They're still a little harder than either of us wants, but the doctor assures us that the implants will soften over the next couple of months. They're already almost perfect, so I can't wait for that.

"Enough." I'm close to the edge already, but I don't want to come just yet. His hands stop moving, and he pulls his mouth away. I inhale as the cold air hits my wet nipple.

"You're such a good boy." He's looking up at me, waiting for my next command. I reach out and run my hand across the top of his head. "So good that I'm going to let you choose this time."

“Mistress—”

"No. I don't want to hear it. You're going to choose. One of us is getting fucked this morning. Now, who's it going to be?"

"Oh, that's easy." He slides his hands under me, and I giggle as he rolls me over. I knew this would be his choice. Especially on my big day.

I gasp. He's sliding into me almost before I’m ready. I want to moan. I want to lean back into him, but I can't. Not yet. He needs to learn.

"What are you doing?"

"I chose, and I'm going to fuck this delicious ass."

"But do you have permission to begin?"

"Oh." He slides out of my ass. I feel empty without him inside me.

"What do you say?"

"I'm sorry, mistress. I'll wait for your command."

"That's better. You can start now." I push myself up off the bed, and he pushes back inside my hole. I feel every vein and bulge as he slides in and out. Filling me.

He grunts, and he's slamming into me harder now. I hear his skin slapping against mine, and I swear I can almost feel his cock in my throat. I moan and start thrusting my hips backward while I wrap my hand around my hard dick.

I'm pumping it in time now. One thrust. One pump. One thrust. I move my free hand to my nipple and pinch it. Then I lick that finger and start swirling it around my sensitive nub.

"Oh, fuck me. Fuck!"

He grunts in response. "I'm going to come."

"No, you're not." I clench the muscles of my ass, knowing that it's pure torture for him. "Not until I give you permission."

"Please..."

I'm panting so hard I can't breathe now. The side of my head is smashed into a pillow and my hands are furiously working my cock and my nipple. I can't hold out any longer. My cock starts to pulse.

"Now, baby. Come for me."

"Yes, mistress." He thrusts his cock into me so hard, I slide up against the headboard, but I can only moan as my head hits it. I feel his dick tense just as mine finally lets loose, all of its juice spurting onto the mattress below me as his fills my ass. Both of us still pumping, not giving up until we've given every bit of ourselves. Finally spent, we both collapse.

My eyes are closed and I can barely breathe, but I feel him slide up against me. His face is just inches from mine. "I can't wait until you get your new hole for me to play with."

I purr. I can't either.

"May I clean up now?"

"Of course, my love."

I open my eyes and watch him move to the puddle of cum I left on the sheet. He bends over it and licks it. My little kitten lapping my milk. When he has it all, he looks up at me and smiles. "I'll be right back."

He comes back with a washcloth and wipes around my ass. I whimper. His touch is always so soft. When he's finished, he blows on it, and the cool air sends chills through me. Then he leans over and runs his tongue around my rim. I close my eyes, and move back, pressing my ass into his face.

"I love you so fucking much."

I think he says he loves me too, but his words are too muffled for me to be sure.

"We really do need to get ready at some point," I say.

This time, he doesn't say anything. He just whines. And I can hear that clearly.

"Go get the shower ready for us. I'll be there in just a minute."

He sighs, but he climbs off the bed and walks into the bathroom. I roll over onto my back and smile. I'm so lucky to have him.

When I hear the water, I get out of bed. As I walk, I feel my breasts bounce with each step. I don't know if I'll ever get used to that feeling. I hope not. I love the constant reminder that they're there, that they're mine.

He's standing just outside the shower, waiting for me. My eyes immediately go to his cock. It swells as soon as he sees me.

He slides the door, and we both step in. I close my eyes and let the water fall over me before I take the soap. When I have it, I drop to my knees and lather his feet and then his legs.

"What are you doing?"

I don't answer. I just keep moving up. Lathering his cock and moving my hand around it. Letting the water wash it clean. I hold it in my hand while I lower my mouth around it.

"Mistress..."

I pull my mouth back just a little. "Shh." And then I move again. Taking more of him this time. I work down, almost halfway, before I pull back and swirl my tongue around his bulging head. Then I move forward again. This time I take all of him, and now I'm moving my head back and forth faster. The water dripping in my eyes makes it impossible to see, but I don't need to. I know every inch of this cock.

When I feel his hands on the back of my head, I know he's close. I suck harder as I move along his length now. Twirling my tongue left and right. And then I can taste the first drop of his salty pre-cum. I pull back, knowing what's coming. And it does. He erupts into my mouth. Flooding me as I try to keep up with each of his pulses. I swallow every drop. When he's done, I stand up and kiss him. I still have some of his seed inside my mouth, and I share it with him. He takes it, greedy for all of it, and I lean back against the wall.
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"You really don't need to come with me. I'm a big girl."

"I know you are, baby." He gives me a quick peck on the lips. "But I want to be here for you. Just in case. If you truly don't want me to come with you, you can always order me away. You know I'll do what you say."

I know he will. I take his hand. "Come on. Let's do this."

I settled my lawsuit with Tien Enterprises a little over a month ago. Just as I expected, the media ate up the story of Mr. Tien's own daughter suing him for harassment. Every new development was on the front page of all the papers and news apps. The stock value dropped 20%, and my father had no choice but to authorize the settlement. He may be the CEO and largest shareholder, but there were rumors that other investors were organizing a hostile takeover. I loved every minute of it.

As part of the lawsuit, I received so much money that Jerome and I never have to work another day. But I don’t want that. I made sure that the settlement guaranteed me employment at Tien. Not in my old position, but as the assistant to the owner. I want him to see me every time he comes and goes. I want him to hear my voice every time the phone rings. I want him to know that I won.

Today is my first day, and my heart is pounding when I walk through the door. I know my father won't dare do anything to me now. And I know that legally he can't do anything to change or jeopardize my position here. But I still remember all those explosions growing up. Can he really control himself when he sees me walk in? I pump Jerome's hand.

"Nervous?"

I nod.

"Me too. But you've got this. If there's anyone in the world I believe can handle your father, it's you."

I exhale and push the elevator button.

The thirty-second floor smells the same as it always has. That's the first thing I notice when I step off the elevator. The mix of metal and wood and cleaners that always lets me know exactly where I am. Ashley is the first person I see. She storms past me and then turns around.

"Li?"

I smile.

"Thank God you're back. Maybe you can talk some sense into that assistant of mine. He's useless." She walks away.

"Good to see you, too."

She waves but doesn't turn back. I chuckle and walk down the hall to the back office.

The door is closed. I'm not surprised. I knock, and when there’s no answer, I turn the nob. Jerome waits outside while I walk in.

He's not here. My heart sinks. As nervous as I was, I was looking forward to watching his nostrils flare and his eyes bulge when he saw me. I wore this dress specifically for him. Pink with a short flared skirt. Just like I was wearing the first time he assaulted me. Now he's not even here? I walk out to my desk and shake my head when Jerome looks at me.

"Oh good, is Mr. Tien free?" Brett walks around the corner. "I need to run this by him, and it has to be right now. Oh hey, it's you! Welcome back."

I smile. "Thanks. He's not here."

"He's not? Do you know when he'll be back?"

"Not a clue."

"Weird. He's always here in the mornings, no matter what. I really need him to sign off on this."

I stare down the hall for a second and then make up my mind. "What is it? Let me see."

"It's the new print ad campaign." He sets his tablet in front of me and scrolls through the images and videos.

“Stop. Not that one.” I swipe back to the image we just passed. “That doesn't look right. The others are all fine. Go with them.”

He squints at me for a second. Then he nods. "Good call on that one. Thanks."
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The rest of the day passes just like that. Different people running to my father's office wanting his opinion on mini-crises. Every one of them could handle these things themselves, but he’s poisoned them with self-doubt. I’m going to change that. I’m going to teach them to trust themselves again.

At 5:30pm, Jerome stands and looks at me. "We need to go."

He’s stayed here with me all day, sitting in an uncomfortable waiting room chair. I tried to make him get a chair from my father's office, but he refused. I would normally punish him for that, but staying with me all day was just too sweet.

"I'm almost done. Can't wait to get home?"

"We're not going home. I made dinner reservations for us at six."

"Oh. Then we need to go."

"I just said that."

"Shush. No one asked you."

He chuckles. "Yes, ma'am."

He orders a car for us, and we head downstairs. No matter what I threaten, he won't tell me where we're going. When the car stops, I look at him. He doesn't say anything. He just gets out of the car.

Inside, the host takes us to a table, but there's already someone sitting there. Jerome smiles at the woman and she smiles back. They've obviously met before. "Ms. Yang, this is your daughter, Li Hua."

My jaw drops open, and I can't breathe. Is it really her? After all of this time? The woman stands in front of me. She's shorter than I remember. I search her face. Those eyes. And she has the same—

"Mā?"

She throws her arms around me and almost knocks me over. "Oh, my baby. My beautiful baby girl."

"Mā." I can barely force the word out. The tears are sweeping down my cheeks, and I know I'm going to leave a wet stain on her shoulder. But I don't care. How is this possible? How is she here?

We hold each other forever. I'm afraid that when I let go, she’ll disappear. When she drops her arms, I grab her hand and hold it, unwilling to take the chance. We sit on opposite sides of the table, but I still hold on.

"It's going to be kind of hard to eat with just one hand." Jerome laughs.

"I don't care. I'm never letting go."

My mother's eyes crinkle. "Don't be afraid. I'm not going anywhere."

I relax my grip but still keep my hand on hers, just in case. I pull it away inch-by-inch, never blinking. Ready to grab her again if I need to. But when the tip of my finger brushes against the tip of hers and she's still there, I relax back into my seat.

"So..." I look at Jerome.

"So."

"You knew about this… Did you do this?"

He bursts into a smile. "Surprise."

I stand up and put my back to the wall. "I fucking love you Jerome Parker." I shout so the whole restaurant can hear, and every eye turns toward us. I drop my arms around him and pull our bodies together. My mouth against his ear, I whisper, "I fucking love you."
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CHAPTER ONE



“Mr. McGill, so sorry. How are you today?” When I walk off the elevator, I nearly collide with him. It’s mostly his fault for standing so close to the doors, but he’s the owner so I guess he can stand wherever he wants.

His eyes widen when he sees me, but then he scowls as he walks around me. “Fine. Thank you.” I watch him push a button on the elevator and then close his eyes and lean his back against the wall before the doors close.

He doesn’t even know who I am. Not yet. That’s going to change, though. Soon, he’ll be very familiar with me. I turn around and walk through the noisy newsroom, toward the editor’s office.

“Nicolas, come in. I have a huge lead for you. Could be the story of the decade. Sit.”

I walk into his dark office. He could have had any office in the building, except Mr. McGill’s, of course, and he chose the only one without windows. All the woods in here are dark—mahogany and ebony. The three chairs by his desk and the couch on the far wall are upholstered in black leather. Even the walls are dark. In the rest of the building they’re bright and white, even if they are dingy from time. Here they’re a dark burgundy. Even the two florescent lights on the ceiling can’t brighten this space. It might as well be a cave after walking through the bright newsroom.

I sit at a chair directly across the desk from him. He’s not an unhandsome man. A little too skinny, which is strange given all the bad food choices I’ve seen this man make in the three years since I’ve been here. I’d be willing to bet my year’s salary—not that much since I’m not one of the big name reporters, yet—that this man is responsible for half of the pizza and chips eaten in this building every year. The blessing of a high metabolism I suppose. I unconsciously touch my gut when I think about it. I’m not fat, but I have to watch what I eat or it instantly adds an inch to my stomach.

“So what’s this lead?”

“A clinic that caters to rich clients. Rich male clients. These men send their wives and girlfriends there, and they come back as hot trophy wives.”

“Plastic Surgery Center Caters to Wealthy and Makes Women Beautiful. Wow, what a headline. Every single person in the world already knows that. You know I want something big. Not, this silly little fluff. Something like last month. My series about corruption in the city’s waste management system. Bribes, kickbacks, scandals. I need more of that. Get someone from the Lifestyle section to write this.”

“Just hear me out. This clinic isn’t just a clinic. First, it’s all top secret and done somewhere out of the country. No one I talked to knows where. Second, I heard a rumor that not all of these women are happy in their relationships. But when they come out, they’re like the perfect Stepford wives. There’s something going on here. It’s way more than just a plastic surgery camp for the rich. This is big. I know of at least one senator who sent his wife there—“

“Who?”

“I guess they were having problems. You’ll know who it is when you hear. She was about to file for divorce, but then she disappeared for a couple of months. When she came back, it was clear she’d had some work done. Nothing too garish. No one would have guessed if they didn’t know what she looked like before. But the big story is that she’s been fully devoted to their marriage ever since. Not a peep about a divorce. Not even to her friends, from what I hear.”

“Wait. You’re not saying—”

“Yep. He’s the one.”

“But she was going to leave him. Like had her bags packed and had papers drawn up.”

“I know.”

“Then she went to this clinic, and that’s what changed things?”

“That’s what changed her. I don’t know what they do, but it’s more than just plastic surgery. And it’s not couple’s counseling either. There’s something else. That’s why I said this could be big. Why don’t you take a couple weeks and check it out. See if you think it’s as big as I do.”

“I guess. Still sounds like nothing to me. If it is, I get to drop the story, right?”

“Absolutely.”

“Give me your source on this. I’ll start by talking to them.”

“No can do. That was a one and done thing. They’re burned now. You’re on your own. And it’s gonna be tough. This is the most private of private clinics. I don’t even know if you’ll be able to find anything on it.”

The idea of a challenge makes me bristle. I’ve been doubted by people my whole life, and I’ve always proven them wrong. I’ll do it again this time. “You should know better by now. If there’s anything to this clinic, I’ll find out about it.”


CHAPTER TWO



Lumley wasn’t lying. This clinic has almost no presence at all. The website is just a black page with a white email address. Nothing else. No description. No About Us page. They don’t even pretend to be a legit clinic. From what I can see there aren’t any hidden pages behind a password wall either.

Their business records are more sparse than the website. There is literally nothing on them. No record of ownership. No land deeds. No articles of incorporation anywhere. Not in any country that I’ve searched.

There’s no way a clinic like this can exist without a paper trail. They need a bank account and payroll provider. They have to order their medical equipment and supplies from somewhere. Even their food has to come from somewhere. All of these things leave a trail. The more I come up empty, the more determined I am to find it.

Uncovering what people want to hide is what I do best. It’s how I rose up from a small newspaper with two thousand daily readers to the Herald, a paper with over eight hundred thousand daily subscribers and over fifteen million online viewers each week. And I’m only twenty-seven years old. I’m not stopping here, though. This is just a stepping stone. The more I look into the clinic, I think this story might be the one that changes everything for me.

With no luck online, I need to change tactics. I call Lumley.

“I need a favor. You were right when you said there was nothing on this Sanderstill Clinic. So I sent them an email posing as a client. But they’re going to need a reference. And I’ll need some money. The vetting process isn’t going to be a problem. We both know I can BS my way into the war room at the White House if I want to. If someone would just give me my shot.” I can’t resist getting the dig in. “But I’m sure the clinic going to want a deposit. I need some of that big investigative budget to back me.”

He laughs. “What investigative budget?”

“Oh come on, you’re not going to tell me that you don’t blow a ton of money on Wilson each year. And Diaz? I don’t see either one of them flying coach. And I know neither one of them has to call begging for a handout like this. Look, you’re right. This is going to be a big story. There’s nothing here on the surface, so that means there’s a lot buried. And it’s buried too well. This isn’t just some clinic that values its privacy.”

“I still can’t just throw money around for you to burn.”

“It’s not going to burn. This is going to bring eyes. Don’t you always say we need more eyes and clicks on our stories? Well, this is it. Don’t miss out because you don’t want to spend a little bit of that money. You know I’ve got the best gut in the newsroom. It’s telling me that there’s something here.”

“Fine. Let me know when you find out how much you need. If it’s not ludicrous I’ll make sure you get it.”

“This is going to be the best decision of your career.”

“It’s going to get rid of a major headache, that’s for sure.”

As I set my phone down, I look around my apartment and think about the money that they’re going to spend on this story. The money they’re going to spend on me after this story breaks. Right now, I live in a tiny one bedroom apartment that takes open concept to the extreme. I look from my couch to the stained and cracked tile in the kitchen. Soon no more of this. Once I’m finished with this clinic, I’ll be able to write my own ticket. Maybe I won’t live in a mansion, but maybe I won’t be too far off either. Either way I’m going to have more bedrooms than I know what to do with. It’s not like I have company over. I don’t really have any family. Or friends for that matter. There’s no time for any of that. I’m not here to make people like me. I’m not even here to tell people the truth or break these stories. I’m here for me. I’m going to be big. Heads are going to turn when I walk into a room.

The next morning I receive an email from the Sanderstill Clinic. There’s no message. Just a link. It seems like a random mix of letters and numbers with .com added at the end. But it’s another clue. I copy it, so I can search for the ownership records later. Now, though, I click and look at the page. It’s a form. An application.

Name: Derrick Nichols. It was the third choice on a random name generator website, and I like the way the last name mirrors my first name. Like an inside joke they won’t get until they see they story on page one.

Occupation: Owner, AquaFlo Valves. A couple of years ago, I registered ten businesses and trade names for an occasion just like this. As an investigative journalist, you never know when you’ll need a paper trail to prove that you are who you really aren’t.

Client’s Name: Hannah Nichols. My imaginary wife.

I fill out the rest of the first page. It’s all demographic information. They want to know our ages. I make myself a little older, but Hannah is just twenty-four. She needs to be young if she’s going to be a trophy wife for a millionaire. Then our address. I’ve already pulled tax records and found a mansion in Utah that’s owned by a corporation. It’s perfect. Utah property records are famously difficult to access, so they’ll never know that I don’t actually own that house under a shell company.

I have to read through the next page twice. It’s asking for medical information. Typical questions about history that any doctor’s office would ask. But these questions aren’t for Hannah. They’re for Derrick. I don’t understand why they need to know my medical history, but I fill out the form anyway. I wasn’t expecting this, so I don’t have anything prepared in advance. Instead I just answer the questions honestly, as if they were asking about the real me. Family history of heart disease. Allergic to coconut. Personal history of depression. Suicidal thoughts? I leave that blank. Not anymore. Not for a couple of years now. I knock on the wood of my desk just thinking about it.

The next pages are about Hannah and Derrick’s sexual history. I’m more prepared for these. Then a page about Derrick’s sexual kinks and fantasies. I open the notes program on my computer and copy the list that I made earlier for this. Derrick is a classic alphahole with a soft spot for his girl. So he gets off by being in control, but also by giving Hannah what she wants, even if she doesn’t know that she wants it at the time. There’s never any impact play or bondage. Derrick and Hannah don’t like that. Occasionally some light D/s role play, but never outside the bedroom.

On the final page, there’s just a four word prompt and a large white box to fill in the text: Describe your ideal woman. Again, I assumed there would be a question like this, so I have an answer already written. She’s beautiful with long dark hair. Her facial features are soft and delicate. She has large breasts, and is slender but not athletic. Her hips are full despite her small size. Quiet around strangers. She has a personality of her own, but she knows she has to defer to me on the ultimate decision if we disagree. And if we do disagree, she’ll share her opinions. She knows I value her input even if I don’t always take her advice.

As I read through my wishlist again, I realize that this is my actual wishlist for a partner. If I could ever find a woman like this, I would do whatever it took to make her mine. I hit submit and close the lid to my laptop.

There’s another email waiting for me the next morning. Another link to a webpage made of seemingly random and meaningless numbers and letters. This time the link leads to a series of videos. I click play on the first one, but the sound is so low that I have to pause and put on my earbuds.

It’s just a history of the Sanderstill Clinic. It was founded in 1983, so its older than I ever imagined. There are some exterior shots of a very modern building that looks more a luxury hotel than a clinic, but there’s nothing that would give any clue about its location. Even in the videos they send to potential clients, they’ve very careful. But no one is ever careful enough. I watch the video again, sure that I’ll find some clue.

I don’t spot anything in the first video, so I move on to the second one. This one is set inside, and is a list of services that they provide. Between the boring subject matter and the narrator’s voice, I have to fight to keep my eyes open. It’s not long before I lose the battle.

A loud knock at the door wakes me, and I look at the clock. 4:17p.m. I napped for over six hours? That’s not possible. I shake my head to clear it, and that’s when I notice the video is still playing. Still the same video. It must have been on repeat. I chuckle. I ought to know everything in that video by heart now.

The person at the door knocks again, and I walk to the door. Through the peephole, I see it’s a delivery person, so I open the door. He doesn’t say a word. Just hands me a package and walks away. I look at the envelope, but there’s no return address on it. Strange. But it’s made out to me. I tear it open. Inside are two bottles and a note.

Mr. Nichols,

I trust you found our videos informative and enlightening. I’ve enclosed your new medications. You’re to take one tablet of each, every morning and every evening. For your first day, however, take them now and again before going to bed.

I look forward to meeting you in person.

Dr. Kendall Gooding

Sanderstill Clinic

Finally, a name of someone associated with the clinic. This delivery is the break I’ve been waiting for. I walk to the kitchen, pour a glass of water, and take a pill from each bottle. One pill is a large white circle. The other is a smaller pink oval. I swallow them both. I never question what I’m doing. I never wonder why the envelope was addressed to my real name, Nicolas Mallen, or why it was sent to my real address.


CHAPTER THREE



Over the next month, it gets harder and harder to concentrate on my work. I know I can’t let this clinic story crowd out all the other stories I’m working on, but every two or three days they email a new video. Normally I’m very attentive to details. Nothing gets past me. But there’s something about these videos that makes it hard to concentrate while I’m watching them. Or maybe it’s these pills that I’m taking. I still don’t know what they are. I just know the clinic wants me to take them, so I do.

Today, I feel a slight tingle when I open my email and see one from the clinic. They haven’t sent anything in over a week, so I was starting to worry that I wouldn’t hear from them again. Maybe I had done something wrong. Maybe they got suspicious because of the number of times I watched each video. Maybe they somehow caught on to me. But now I know I was worried for nothing. I sigh and click the link.

I expect another video. I have my notepad out and my pen in my hand ready to take notes. Instead, it’s text. Short and to the point.

Hangar 74B

Metro International Airport

Saturday 9:00 a.m.

Dress comfortably

Bring nothing

Everything you need will be provided

What’s going to be in the hangar when I get there? Is this just a meeting, or are we going somewhere? It sounds like I’m going somewhere after I arrive, but where? I won’t be gone for long since they tell me to bring nothing. Are they taking me to the clinic? Am I finally going to get what I’ve wanted from the beginning of this story?

The Lyft driver drops me off just outside the airport’s private entrance. After giving her my name, Derrick Nichols, the guard lets me in. I walk along the hangars until I find 74B. It’s massive. And isolated. The only hangar in the row. I’m no expert on this, but it looks like it could store an entire fleet of personal jets. The main door is closed, but the smaller door to the side is open. I walk inside.

It takes my eyes a second to adjust to the dim interior, but when I do, I see a plane. I count 8 windows running along the side. Jet engines on both wings. I wish I would have brought a pen and paper, so I could write down the tail number. Instead I do my best to memorise it. YJFW6. I’ve never seen a tail number like that before, so I’m not sure what to make of it.

“Hello?”

There doesn’t look to be anyone here. I am a little early, but I expected someone to be waiting on me. I walk around the plane. It’s white with light grey striping that runs from the nose, over the windows, to the tail. The stairs are down, and I just set my foot on the lowest step when I hear someone behind me.

“Mr. Nichols. Excuse me for not being here to greet you. I was momentarily called away. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

I’ve heard that voice before. I turn, but I don’t recognize him. He has dark brown hair has just the barest hint of a wave and is swept up and away from his face. His cheeks and jaw are covered in a closely trimmed, well-maintained beard. His eyebrows, while thick, are almost definitely trimmed and shaped. Under them are the most startling blue eyes I’ve ever seen. They’re almost unnatural. They’re certainly mesmerizing. I stare at them while he speaks.

“I trust you are doing well this morning. We’re most pleased at the interest you’ve shown in the clinic. As you know, we offer a rather specialized service. One that isn’t for everyone. Dare I say, it’s not even for most people. But you’re not like most people, are you Mr. Nichols?”

He winks at me. The corner of my mouth rises in the slightest of smiles. I wish I could place his voice.

“I’m excited to show you the facility. I believe you’re truly going to love it. It’s just what you’re looking for. Please, board and make yourself comfortable. I have one brief matter to attend to, and then the pilot and I will be joining you. No more than a few minutes. The flight, however, will be considerably longer than that. I’m glad to see you followed the directions and dressed comfortably. Following instructions is so important. I can tell you value that skill as much as I do. We’ll get along quite well, you and I. Please make yourself at home.”

He gestures me up the stairs. I walk up them as he disappears through a door that I assume must lead to an office.

He’s not gone long. When he returns the pilot is with him. Her blonde hair is parted in the middle and then pulled back into a long ponytail. She’s wearing a black suit. The typical pilot uniform. Gold bars on the cuffs of her sleeves. A plain white shirt and a slender black tie. She’s wearing makeup, but not much. Black eyeliner and mascara, a beige eyeshadow just two shades darker than her natural skin tone, a natural pink lipstick. I wonder what she would look like with more dramatic makeup. A natural look has its place, but rich pigments can accentuate so much more. So many women don’t understand the wonders that makeup can do for them. She nods at me before entering the cockpit and closing the door behind her.

“You’ll have to forgive my rudeness, Mr. Nichols. I know your name, but I seem to have forgotten to introduce myself. I’m David Lattimore, vice-president of the Sanderstill Clinic. In all the excitement, proper introductions quite slipped my mind. I just love the feeling I get when I get to meet a new client and escort him—or her—to the clinic. It’s such a special moment”

Is that a smirk on his face or just a simple grin?

Just then the plane moves forward, and we both lurch backward in our seats.

“I suppose that is as good a reminder as any to fasten out seatbelts. No matter how much I travel, I can never get used to the takeoffs. The way my stomach drops when we leave the ground. The extra force pulling on me from the acceleration makes my heart flutter. It’s so much worse on smaller planes like this. I prefer to take one of the larger jets, but unfortunately they were all booked this weekend. My fault for not scheduling ahead.”

The plane gains speed down the runway, and I can hear the frequency change in the engines as they strain to give enough power to break free from the ground. The thunks of the wheels over the tarmac become more frequent but less jarring until finally everything smooths out. I feel momentarily dizzy. When I look outside, I see the ground dropping below me. I settle back into my seat and close my eyes, focusing on the high pitched drone of the engines. This part of the flight, the feeling of heaviness and the background roaring always puts me to sleep. Today is no different.

I have a dream that I’m falling, and my eyes snap open. I look around unsure for a moment where I am. David must see me jerk because he reaches across the aisle, taps my shoulder, and motions to his ears. I’m puzzled at first, but then I realize he’s telling me to take my headphones off. I don’t remember putting any on.

“We had a slight bit of turbulence. That’s what woke you.”

That’s right. I’m on a plane. Flying to the Clinic. Hopefully to start unravelling this mystery. Wow, I’ve never slept so soundly that I’m this out of it when I wake. “How long was I asleep.”

“A couple of hours. Three-and-a-half to be exact.”

I feel my eyes go wide when he tells me that.

“You didn’t miss anything. Until the turbulence it was a very uneventful flight. And I assume a person as busy as you are, Mr. Nichols, could use all the sleep you can get. I can only imagine the hectic life of a successful water valve manufacturer, such as yourself.”

“Oh. Yeah. It’s, um, it keeps me busy.” I shake my head trying to force away the grogginess that still lingers.

He smirks. “At least you have Hannah to come home to. I can’t wait to meet her. I truly feel that she will benefit greatly from our humble program.”

“I think so too.”
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It’s another three hours before we land. As we descend, I imagine a map and try to figure the places that are over six hours away by plane. I stop trying to guess when I realize that our flight path may well have been 3 hours of circling just to conceal our destination. Or David could have lied about how long I was asleep, but that idea doesn’t occur to me.

When the plane comes to a stop, I walk down the stairs and onto a small but very modern airport. We’re somewhere tropical. Near the sea. I can smell the salt in the air. There are palm trees. And my clothes are already starting to stick to me. I was dressed for a chilly day, not tropical humidity. David ushers me toward a black SUV with tinted windows.

During the ten minute ride, the driver doesn’t say a word. I’m not sure if that’s because he’s quiet, because he’s been ordered not to say anything, or because there’s no space to insert himself between the words pouring from David. It’s remarkable how much information he shares during the course of the ride. He tells me about the climate of the island. Sunny over three hundred days a year. Never below fifty degrees Fahrenheit and never above ninety five. He tells me about the island’s history. A now-inactive volcano. No locals. Legends of an angry god who would kill the animals of anyone who tried to settle here. And he tells me about the clinic. Founded in the early 1980s by a Beverley Hills plastic surgeon who realized that there was a market for a clinic offering more than just the standard procedures. They offer a service that, as far as he knows, no one else in the world does. It’s costly, but they maintain absolutely secrecy and investigate each client thoroughly before accepting them.

I stifle a sniff when he says that. They obviously don’t vet their clients as carefully as they think. The paper trail I’ve created for this identity is good, but to hear him talk, they should have been able to see that it was a fake right away. I wonder if he realizes that he just gave me more than enough information to find the exact location of this clinic. And when I have that, I’ll be able to find out everything I want to know. Over-confidence is the downfall of so many.

When we reach the end of the long gravel driveway and pull in front of the main building, I know exactly where I am. I feel like I’ve seen it one hundred times before. Probably because I have, watching each video over and over until it’s seared into my brain.

The driver opens my door for me, and then opens David’s. It’s a nice touch. I could get used to having a man open my doors for me. But no matter how famous I get, I’ll never have that kind of money. David escorts me up the six steps, past the veranda, and though the main entrance. Double doors painted a tropical blue, contrasting the white on the exterior of the two story building.

We walk into a large sitting area that resembles the lobby of a hotel. There are several chairs arranged in groups and all of those are placed around a fireplace. I wonder how much use the fireplace gets here. There are a two women sitting in a set of chairs nearest the corner. They are both beautiful, and I wonder immediately if they’re clients. They don’t have that unnatural look that a lot of women get after extensive plastic surgery. In fact, they appear to have a natural beauty. It’s hard to tell their ages, but I would guess no older than thirty. They’re both wearing light-colored dresses that fall casually about their crossed legs. They have high-heeled sandals and both are wearing full makeup with expertly done hair. I catch myself staring and look away.

“Gorgeous, aren’t they?”

I look at David. “Are they—”

“Satisfied clients. Impeccable in every way. Their faces, their bodies, their manners, even their very behaviors. Simply perfect. Just as Hannah will be when she finishes this program. Now, follow me please. The director of the clinic is a very busy woman, but she’s cleared her schedule to meet with you.”

Her first-floor office is filled with light. There are windows all along one wall. The walls are painted white, but not such a stark white that it appears clinical. She has pretty, framed watercolors lining the other walls. There are two chairs upholstered in bright pink along the wall of windows. Opposite that is a sofa the same blue as the front doors. Her desk is the only clue that this is an office rather than a living room. She smiles as I enter.

“Mr. Nichols, so wonderful to finally meet you. I’m Dr. Gooding. Please have a seat. You must be parched after that flight. Let me get a water for you.” I sit on the sofa as she opens a small refrigerator next to her desk. She hands me the cool bottle of water, and I crack open the lid and take a sip. Then another. I didn’t realize how thirsty I was.

Dr. Gooding walks back to her desk. I watch as her powdery light blue skirt sways with each step until she turns and faces me. Her perfectly portioned rear resting against the side of her desk. She has a thin silky blouse over that. Her hair is pulled up into a bun with some strands hanging out, but there’s nothing casual about it. Each hair is placed perfectly. She’s not wearing as much makeup as the women in the front but is definitely wearing it. She’s every bit as beautiful as those women. I wonder if she’s had any procedures done here too.

“I’ll take you on a personal tour of the facility in just a bit. Unfortunately, I have to take a call with the board first. It really shouldn’t be more than a few minutes. But please, make yourself comfortable here.”

“That’s no problem at all. Take as much time as you need.” The longer she’s gone, the more time I’ll have to look around. I don’t see any filing cabinets or bookcases, so I assume all the records must be on the open laptop sitting on her desk. I hope she leaves it unlocked when she walks away.

“Thank you. I still feel very rude, but there are certain necessities that must be dealt with. As you know. Take this chance to relax from your flight. Take deep breaths of the wonderful tropical air.” Her chest rises with a breath, and then she laughs and walks out of the room, shutting the door behind her.

As soon as the door latches, I’m up and walking toward her desk. The computer is unlocked. I just double-click the first folder when I notice the smell. Floral. Almost like a perfume. I jerk my body upright, wondering if someone walked in on me. But there’s no one. I turn my attention back to the computer, but the room starts spinning and I have to close my eyes. I sit in the office chair. It’s so comfortable. I tilt my head back against the headrest. Just a second more, then I’ll start searching for information.
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The first thing I’m aware of is the noise. It’s very faint. Whoosh. Whoosh. It sounds like waves. I try to open my eyes, but I can’t. My muscles won’t react the way I want them too. I should be concerned by this. I should panic. Dr. Gooding could be back any second. I must have fallen asleep. I need to get away from her desk before she comes back. I try one more time. I just need to concentrate. But the rocking of the waves is the only thing I can focus on. I exhale and let the sound pull my mind away. Whoosh. Whoosh. Whoosh.
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I think I groan, but it comes out so weakly that I’m sure it comes out at all. My face feels swollen, the skin stretched to its limit. I blink my eyes open, and all I can see is a white ceiling. And more white at every corner of my vision.

“Good morning. Please don’t speak. Everything is fine. Just rest your head against the pillow and relax. There you go. Close your eyes.”

I know that voice. But how? It’s so soothing. I do what it says.

“Good girl. You’ve been through a tremendous amount, so some discomfort is to be expected. But you’re on the mend now. Soon, you’ll feel better than ever. You already are better than ever, but soon you’ll feel it too. For now, though, don’t speak. You had a surgery on your vocal cords, so speaking would just undo all the progress that we’ve made. And neither of us wants that, do we?”

I shake my head.

“No, I thought not. Are you comfortable? Perhaps another brief hit of morphine if you’re in pain?”

I shake away the thought of morphine. I don’t have any pain. Just this discomfort behind my face. And in my chest. I hadn’t noticed that before. It’s there too. Was I in some sort of accident? The last thing I remember was sitting in Dr. Gooding’s office. Did something happen there? I hear my breaths becoming more forced now. What is going on? What could have happened that—did he say surgery? He couldn’t have.

“Shh, it’s alright. Here, just one brief push to help with your nerves.”

I hear a beep and within a few seconds, my body sinks into the bed. The mattress is enveloping me and cradling me. It’s like a cocoon protecting me. I know I’m safe as long as I’m here.

“Good girl. Now just relax, Hannah. I’ll be right here.”

I know I’m safe as long as he’s here.


CHAPTER FOUR



I wake up and I’m alone. I hear a beeping and follow the wires and tubes from the sleeve of my gown to a machine on a stand next to my bed. A hospital? Why am I in a hospital? When I look around, I see that I’m wrong. This isn’t a hospital room. At least not like one that I’ve ever seen. The walls are a soft lilac and the trim is a light cream color. There’s art on the walls. Framed watercolors that remind me of something. What is it? To my right there is a sofa and then bank of windows. Outside I can see a courtyard. There are trees. Palm trees. I can see immature coconuts in their tops. To my left is a recliner. Pastel pink just like the sofa. Then three doors. I assume one must be to a hallway. I’m not sure what the others go to. Between two of the doors, there’s a bookcase filled with books. I can’t read the titles from here. I can just see the colorful bindings. Someone sorted them by color. I appreciate the attention to detail.

As I look around, there’s white in the corner of my vision. I remember that from before. I didn’t know what it was then. Now I know it’s gauze. My face is wrapped in it. What happened? Then I remember—do I remember? Am I imagining it? I remember David Lattimore sitting in that chair. He said something about a surgery. He told me not to speak. That speaking would somehow damage… something. I can’t remember. I remember that he told me it is alright though. I remember him telling me to relax. Just hearing his voice in my head calms me. I lean back into my pillow. I don’t close my eyes, but I stare at the ceiling. Just… listening. I can hear waves in the background. It soothes me.

I don’t know how long it is, but I eventually I hear the latch on my door. I turn my head. Slowly. No part of me is moving quickly. I watch as a woman wearing all white walks in. Scrubs. A doctor? A nurse?

“Hi sleepyhead. How are you feeling?”

I’m not sure how to answer. I nod my head and hope that she’ll know I mean I’m feeling fine—My face. I remember before. My face was… it must have been swollen. It felt so big. It feels normal now. Other than the wrap around it. What happened to me?

“It’s okay to talk now, sugar. Enough time has passed. Your old vocal cords have had plenty of chance to heal.”

I know her voice too. I’ve heard it before. Hearing her accent makes me smile. It’s southern, but I can’t quite place it. Maybe southern Georgia? Either way, I’m glad she’s here with me.

“Does your throat feel okay? Do you want to try just a teeny sip of water?”

I nod my head and then remember that I can speak to her. Now. “Yes.” The word is a quiet squeak that startles me.

My surprise must have been evident on my face. “That’s totally normal, sweetie. It’s going to make all kinds of squeaks and chirps and who-knows-what-else for a while. You don’t have to worry unless it starts growl or hiss. That’s when you’re fixing to be in trouble.”

We both laugh as she hands me a styrofoam cup. My hand squeaks against the side, and it reminds me of my voice. The thought makes me giggle.

“How was it?” she asks after I take a drink. “Feel alright?”

“Feels fine.” It’s barely more than a whisper, but it sounds wrong. I don’t know why. I cough to clear my throat.

“Oh no. Don’t do that. That’s one of the few things you can’t do. We can’t have you ruining your brand new angelic voice right away. No coughing, shouting, or singing. At least until the doctor says it’s okay.”

“Dr. Gooding?”

“That’s the one. Isn’t she the sweetest?”

I smile. She really is. Wait. Is she? I’ve only spent a couple minutes with her. Not enough time to decide if she’s nice.

“She’ll be coming in to see you in a little bit. She was visiting one of the other new girls down the hall. Then you’re next once she wraps up there. Should be any minute.” She squeezes my hand and takes the empty cup from me.

As she’s wrapping a blood pressure cuff around my arm, there’s a knock at my door. It swings open, and Dr. Gooding peeks her head in.

“C’mon on. Just getting her vitals.”

“Hi Miss Hannah, you’re awake. You had a nice long nap. How do you feel?”

Miss Hannah? That… doesn’t seem right either. Does it? But it does. Why is that so confusing? “I feel good.” My voice is more steady now, but it’s still weak and sounds twenty-seven octaves too high.

“Good. Any pain?”

I shake my head.

She goes through various parts of my body. Asking my about some of them. Pushing on others. Each time, I tell her whether or not I feel pain. Each time I do not. When she pushes on my chest, I wince. There’s only a slight discomfort, but there’s more. More than I expect. It feels like I have padding there.

“I think we’re finally ready to take the wraps off. This is always the most exciting part.” She smiles and puts her hands together like she’s clapping. “Are you ready to see the new and improved you?”

New and improved me? What is she talking about?

“Nora, can you bring that tray over while I start cutting her bandages?”

“Sure thing, boss.”

Dr. Gooding pulls a pair of scissors from her coat and walks up to me. She pulls at the gauze on my face, and I feel the cold of her scissors against my skin before she pulls it away with an apology. Then I hear the snips. The sound of sharpened metal tearing though the fabric. She cuts and unwinds, cuts and unwinds. Every so often she stops and sets some of the used gauze into the tray that the nurse is holding. Nurse Nora, apparently.

When she pulls the last piece of gauze from my head, she stands back to look at me.

“You are going to be so pretty. This is going to sound like I’m bragging, but I really think this might be the best work I’ve ever done. Of course, if you tell any of the other girls I said that, I’m going to deny it.” She laughs. “What do you think, Nora?”

“I agree. She’s already gorgeous, and she’s not even cleaned up yet. And once the swelling is done, she is going to be a heart breaker.”

I know they’re talking about me, but the words don’t quite register. “She,” and “her?” It’s familiar and normal at the same time that it’s totally wrong. But why? Each time I reach for an answer, I come back empty.

“This is like Christmas. Ready for the rest?”

The excitement in her voice and on her face transfers to me. I’m excited now, too. I want the rest to come off. I want to see the new and improved me.

Trying not to turn me too much, she slowly takes the gown from my shoulders and lowers it to my hips. This is the first time I’m seeing my chest. I’m totally wrapped in bandages from the upper part of my chest to well below my waist. My chest seems larger than I remember it. My belly less so. But that has to be from the bandages. She starts cutting the bandages around my belly.

This goes more slowly than my face. After every couple of snips, she turns me slightly to the side and pulls the loose bandage from under my body. But we gradually work our way up. Higher. Closer to what seems like a giant mound of gauze on my chest. When she cuts through it, though, I see what it really is. It’s breasts. There are breasts there? I have breasts? That can’t be.

“They’re so pretty,” Nora says. “I bet you can’t wait to show those off for all the boys back home.”

Of course not, I… Suddenly my mind is filled with images of me wearing low cut tops. The exposed line of my cleavage visible to everyone. An electric thrill runs through my body as I think of it.

“Let’s sit you up so you can see everything. Now remember, your face is still swollen and bruised. Nora did a great job cleaning you while I was cutting the rest of the bandages off, though. Just remember this isn’t the final result. It’s the same with your breasts. They’ll seem too high and firm right now, but they’ll soften and drop. Give them a few weeks, and it’ll look like you developed them at puberty. And I’ll never tell anyone differently if you don’t.” She gives a conspiratorial wink that is meant to be humorous. And maybe if I weren’t so confused about everything that’s happening I would laugh. Instead I simply smile politely, as a lady should.

When they raise the back of the bed, I can see that there’s a mirror directly across from me. I see… someone being raised in a bed. I know that it has to be me, but it also can’t be me. She’s… well she looks like she’s been beaten up. But she’s beautiful. She looks like a gorgeous woman who fought the wrong opponent in a mixed martial arts match. I scratch my cheek, and the woman in the mirror does the same.

“You’re so pretty. Don’t you think?”

I hear her, but I can’t answer Nora’s question. I just stare at myself. My face. My breasts. I am pretty. And the thought makes me smile. I shouldn’t smile at that, should I? Why not? What’s wrong with a woman knowing that she’s attractive? Should I be ashamed of it? A woman? The thoughts are swirling in my head. Around it. Above it. I see the woman in the mirror gasping for air. Her eyes are wide. Her mouth is hanging open. Her head is rocking back and forth as she fights to suck in air. Why is she panicking? I watch as her body begins to shake. Just a slight shiver at first. It’s barely noticeable. Then it grows, and now I see the tremor in her hands. It’s odd watching it happen like this. It’s me, but it’s not. It’s some other woman, not me. I see Dr. Gooding rush to her side and take the woman’s hand in hers. Now Nora is on her other side. She’s brushing the lady’s too-short hair with her hand. Both of them are whispering to her. I can’t see their mouths, but I know they are. Can I hear them? I wish I could feel their touch too. I feel lonely while this other woman gets all of their attention. In the mirror, I see Nora take a step back. Her hand is still on the woman’s head, but it’s just resting there now. No longer stroking. With her free hand she reaches to the machine on her right and pushes a button. As soon as she does, she returns and cradles the woman’s head against her chest. I hear her say that it will be alright. I heard that. It’s the last thing I hear before Nora, Dr. Gooding, and the woman all disappear.


CHAPTER FIVE



I walk down the stairs in the most stunning red dress imaginable. With each high-heeled step on the stairs my breasts bounce just a little. Every eye is on me, and I love it. I smile. But not too much. Not so much that people recognize it as a smile. They just think I’m glowing. And I am.

My hand glides down the banister, and in the corner of my eye, I see my red fingernails float above the polished wood. When I reach the bottom, I expect to see him waiting for me. But he’s not. I look around. Where is he? Someone laughs. A woman. Then the others join her. What are they laughing at?

“Look at her makeup. She looks like a clown.”

“And her hair. My three-year-old styles her hair better than that.”

I look around to see who they’re talking about, but they’re all staring at me. Each face is contorted in laughter. Hideous. Mocking. Sneering at me.

“I just did my hair and makeup. Just before I came down.”

They laugh even harder now.

“It’s looks like a man did her makeup.”

“Like a man,” someone else says.

“She looks like a man.”

I gasp and open my eyes as I hear the knock at my door.

“Come in.” I wipe a tear from my eye. How silly to cry because of a dream.

“Good morning, Hannah.” Nora is carrying my breakfast tray.

“Good morning, Nora. How are you?”

“I’m excellent. How about—what’s wrong?” I see the concern on her face

“Nothing.”

“You’ve been crying.”

It’s nothing. Just a silly dream.”

“It’s obviously not ‘nothing.’ Do you want to talk about it?”

“It’s so stupid… but do you think there’s anyone here who could teach me how to do my hair and makeup?”

“Girl, of course. We’re the one-stop-shop for everything beauty. I’ll talk to them and set up an appointment for you.”

“Thank you.”

“Sweetie, you’re very welcome. It makes me so happy to see the woman you’re becoming.”

I can’t stop the smile the spreads across my face and stays there. Me too. It makes me so happy too. I can’t imagine anything I’d want more.

The next day, a woman I’ve never seen before comes to my door. She looks to be slightly younger than me which makes her the youngest staff person I’ve seen here so far.

“So I hear you want to learn how to do your hair and make up?”

“I do.”

“Excellent. I always enjoy converting one more to the girly way of life.” She puts her hands together, wriggling her fingers like a comic book villain.

I giggle. “You’re not going to say that about me. I’m almost hopeless.”

“Oh stop. No one is hopeless. When I’m done you’ll be able to do it better than a lot of professional makeup artists and hairstylists. Except me of course. But who knows? Maybe the student will become the master, and you’ll outdo me.”

“I wish. You’re gorgeous.”

“You’ll be able to do it too. I promise.”

My first attempts start out clunky and awkward. I’m always afraid that I’ll burn my hair with one of the irons, and it’s like I’ve never held a brush in my life. For hair or makeup. But as the next couple of weeks go on, I continue in what I call “my girly classes,” and I slowly get better. She shows me the best ways to use highlights on my face, so I can contour without getting that heavy makeup look. Then we try different ways of wearing eye makeup until we find one that is perfect for me. When I complain to her about my hair being too short, she spends the entire afternoon giving me extensions. It looks completely natural, but I still can’t wait for my own air to grow out

After the second week of classes, Dr. Gooding clears me to finally leave the wing I’m on. I can’t wait to go explore and maybe meet some of the other women who are here. Nora says there are four other girls in the clinic right now.

Wednesday morning, I shave like I do everyday. Then I do my makeup. I choose a pink lipstick and a blue metallic eyeshadow. It’s almost reminiscent of the eighties looks that Jessi showed me during our classes, but this is a modern twist.

When my makeup and hair are done, I walk to my closet to pick out the dress I want to wear. As soon as I was able to walk around the floor of my wing, Nora let me wear dresses instead of those awful hospital gowns. I was so glad when I finally got to wear real clothes instead of those. Her one condition was that I could only wear a dress if I also wore high heels. And I tried. I wore a pair around my room, but quickly gave up. I wanted to wear, them, but there was just no way. Nora, though, didn’t let me give up. The first time I walked from my room into the hallway, she was there by my side. At first she held on to me as I wobbled with each step, but when I started to get more comfortable she let go. She was there the entire time, though, just in case she needed to reach out and save me. We did this for the next couple of walks too. On the fourth time, she walked toward me, but I waved her off. I wanted to do this on my own. And I did. I was so proud of myself. Now, I just automatically reach for heels when I’m putting shoes on. I can’t imagine ever wearing flats unless it’s sneakers for a workout.

Today, I smile at Nora as I walk past her office. Toward the stairs. My heart flutters a little as I approach them. Each step is white marble, and the handrail is a black wood painted to a high gloss. This isn’t like the dream. This isn’t like the dream. I repeat this over and over to myself as I walk up to them. Only, it is like my dream. These is the same staircase. I’m wearing my prettiest dress. Just like the dream. At the top of the stairs, I almost back out. I’m sure I can’t do this. But then I look down. No one. No crowd. No party. I exhale. It’s not the same. I rest my fingertips on the rail. They’re painted light blue. Not red. Another difference. Not the dream. I take one step down and then another. The heels of my sandals clack against the marble, announcing my presence to everyone. Yet no one comes. It’s going to be okay.

When I get to the bottom, I have to fight back tears. I’m so relieved. I look around for anyone, but there’s no one. I walk to the lounge and sit in the chair nearest the fireplace. There’s no fire now, but I can smell the remnants of last night’s. Last night was very chilly. It would have been wonderful to come down and warm myself by the fire, but I wasn’t ready. A couple of times, as I lay in my bed reading, I heard women’s voices rising from the floor below me. I couldn’t tell what they were saying, but I wished I could join them. Now I can. Now that I’ve proven that my nightmare was just a nightmare.

I’m not sitting long before I hear the click of heels approaching. I slip the fabric bookmark inside my book and look up.

“Is anyone sitting here?”

“No. Please.” I gesture to the seat beside me.

She has the most gorgeous red hair. Wavy and flowing past her shoulders. She looks like a shampoo commercial came to life. Her green dress with white flowers is the perfect match for her hair and skin. Everything about her is beautiful. I wish I could be that pretty.

“I’m Erin. I don’t think I’ve seen you here before.” Her voice is musical. The sweet warm tones of a marimba. I’m instantly captivated.

“So glad to meet you. I’m Hannah. I’m new. This is the first time I’ve been downstairs.”

“Ah, that explains it then. I hope to see you around more often.” She smiles, and I can feel the warmth even five feet away. “I didn’t mean to interrupt you. What are you reading?”

“Oh, just a silly romance novel.” She follows my eyes as I glance down at the shirtless man on the cover. “They’re my weakness. Totally addicted to them.”

“Me too. There’s just something about them isn’t there? The fantasy. The women you wish you could be. The men you wish you could be with. The happily ever after at the end. It’s every woman’s dream.” She laughs.

“It certainly is.”

Erin and I talk all morning and make plans to see each other again that night. We do. And the next night and the next. Soon we’re inseparable, wandering around the building, sneaking in and out of rooms just to explore, giggling like two schoolgirls.

Now, though, I’m just sitting on the corner of her bed. My legs are dangling off the side, and I kick them out to look at them. I smile at my sandals and pretty toenails. Her room is almost the same as mine. The same bed. The same doors. The same bookcase full of romance novels. She wasn’t lying when she said that she was just as addicted to them as I am. We’ve spent hours talking about them. I look over at her. She’s lying down with her head propped up on her hand. Her hair is pooling around her like a lake reflecting the last orange light of sunset. I smile.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“What?” She reaches for my hand and pulls me down toward her.

I roll over, so I’m facing her. My dress is bunched and twisted around my waist. “I was just thinking that you’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.”

“Oh stop. I certainly am not.”

“No, you really are. Everything about you is perfect. I hope your boyfriend knows that.”

She smiles.

She’s told me all about him. Her lover. Her soon-to-be husband. He’s the one who sent her here to the Clinic. Every time she mentions him, I sigh. I wish there were a man waiting back home for me. One who thought I was perfect. Just waiting to marry me and make me his forever.

It’s not something I decide to do—I don’t even think about it—but I rest my hand on her thigh and slowly slide it up toward her hips. When I notice what I’m doing, I’m just as shocked as Erin. I pull it back right away.

“I’m sorry. I don’t know—I don’t…”

“It’s alright.” She takes my hand and puts it back on her thigh.

Then she leans across the gap and kisses me. It’s just a quick peck on the lips, and she pulls away as soon as our lips touch. But her smile makes my body bubble. I lick my lips and taste her lipstick on mine. I move forward and kiss her. Just a peck, and then I pull away. She licks her lips and laughs. Then she reaches over my arm and puts her hand on my thigh.

“Is this okay?”

I nod my head. My hand moves under her dress as she slides closer to me, and I feel the elastic hem of her panties. I look into her eyes. Her beautiful green eyes. They’re wide but not in shock or anger. I wonder if her heart is beating as fast as mine. I want to put my hand on her chest and feel it, but I’m not in control of my hand as it works its way to her waistband and slips between the smoothness of her panties and her silky skin.

She shaves. And must have this morning. My hand wanders further down. Then I stop. With my hand resting on top of it, I look at her. The question is burning in my eyes.

She smiles. “I’m not quite like most other girls. I hope that’s alright.”

Alright? She’s so beautiful. I never would have guessed. It’s silly, but all I can think about is her hair. She has the most perfect hair of any woman. How can a woman with that hair have this too? I wrap my fingers around her cock, and it starts to swell in my grasp.

I kiss her again. “Can I…”

She opens her mouth to me and grinds her hips into my hand. Obviously, I can. With my lips pressed against hers, I start to slide my fingers up and down her length. I’m just exploring at first. I want to feel it. Her panties are tented out now, giving me room to feel my way around. And I do. I wander briefly to her balls and scrape a nail along her sack, but it’s her cock that I want to touch. I bring my hand back to it. Teasing it with my fingers. She moans. A feminine moan from a beautiful and feminine girl. I want to hear more of it, so I slide my hand up and down her shaft.

She’s completely hard now, and I can’t wrap my hand all the way around it. Still I keep moving up and down. Moving faster. Her breaths coming swiftly. I match her breathing. Inhaling as she exhales. Her air tickles across my lips and nose as I breathe it in. My nose is resting against hers now as I bring her closer to the edge. The heat from her cock wants to burn me. I want it to burn me. Her breath catches as her muscles tense. Then I feel her body quiver as she spills her seed into her panties. Spurt after spurt. She comes, and I keep stroking her. Keep stroking her until she starts to soften.

When she regains her breath. When I regain my breath, I run my fingers one last time along her cock. And then along her panties. Her thick liquid coats me. Carefully, I pull my hand out and raise it to my lips. I want to taste her. I want to take this small part of her and make it mine. I lick the tip of each finger until its salty and sweet tang covers my tongue. I move it around my mouth. Savoring it. I’ve never tasted cum before. It’s wonderful.

She moves her head, and now her lips are against mine. Maybe I’m selfish, but I keep my lips closed. I don’t want to share this with anyone. I want this to be only mine.

Just then I feel her hand outside my panties. She slides it up toward my waist and then inside. I freeze when I feel her hand against my skin. I couldn’t move if I wanted to. Does she know what she’s going to find? I gasp when her finger brushes against the base of my cock.

No.

I pull back, and she jerks her hand away. “I’m sorry. I can’t.”

“It’s okay. We won’t. You don’t have to.”

What’s going on? I feel my cock tighten against the fabric of my panties. My cock? I don’t understand. I can’t slow my breathing. I roll over onto my back and close my eyes. Go away! I try to push the thoughts from my head. My cock? No. No, no, no. This isn’t right. No. No.

“Hannah? Hannah, it’s okay. You’re alright. I won’t tell anyone. I promise. I didn’t know, but I don’t mind. You know I don’t. You felt me. I’m a special girl too. Just like you. I know what it’s like.”

Special girl like me? What is she talking about? I’m not a girl. I’m not—And why is she calling me Hannah. My name is… My name is Hannah. No. What’s happening to me?

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” My voice is so high-pitched. How can this be? “There’s something wrong with me. I’m so sorry.”

I almost fall from the bed as I stand up. I see the tears on Erin’s face carrying the mascara down her cheeks.

“Sweetie, no. Erin, don’t cry. You’re perfect. I adore you so much. More than you’ll ever know. This is… this is me. There’s something wrong with me. I just… I don’t know what it is.”

“Hannah, stop. There’s nothing wrong with you. Hannah?”

She calls to me as I leave her room, but I can’t turn around. I need to be alone. I have to be away from everyone. I have to—the story! I’m here for a story. I’m… a journalist? Yes! I’m here for a story on… what?

Back in my room, I close the door behind me and throw myself on the bed. I don’t even bother kicking off my heels as I do. I pull the covers over my head. I want to hide. I want to be alone. I want to wrap this around me and never come out.

As I lie there, I work to remember my life before the clinic. My life as a man. As a reporter. I can recall it in bits and pieces. And like a color-by-number picture the more details fill in the space, the more vibrant the image becomes. Until I remember enough to see most of it.

I was doing a story on the Sanderstill Clinic. A trophy wife factory. I contacted them pretending to be a client. They sent me an application. They flew me here. Then… I still haven’t colored that part yet. As hard as I try it’s just black and white lines. I can’t tell what they represent. It doesn’t matter. I know enough.

I know that they must have found out who I really was. Not Hannah. Someone else. A man. I wish I could remember his name. My name. But they found out. And they set me up. I suspect they may have drugged me, but I’m not sure. I wonder if a toxicology screen now would show the remnants of whatever it was.

Then the surgery. I cup one of my breasts in my hand. They gave me these. I’m sure of it. I don’t know if they did anything else to me. I don’t think so. Maybe they haven’t had a chance yet.

I’m still not sure how they made me think I was really a girl, though. That can’t be possible right? Maybe they kept me drugged the whole time, and I was suggestible under whatever it was. It must be worn off now. I can’t let them give me anything else. Not even a drink. I can’t trust anything.

I’m panting now. I try to take deep breaths, but I can’t. I pull the blanket tighter, like I want to drive out the little air that’s left inside me. Were they making me one of their women? Was that the plan? I have to get out of here before they do that. I have to get out. But I need a plan to do that.

They trust me to have almost full access now. But I can’t just leave in the middle of the day. There are too many people around. I’ll have to do it at night. And it has to be soon. If I can’t trust any of their food or their drinks, I won’t have my strength for more than a couple of days. Tonight, I’ll walk around and look for weaknesses. Then plan. Tomorrow night will be the night.

I lie there making a mental map of the facility. Tonight I’ll go through and fill in the spots that I’m unsure of. As I’m doing this, Nora walks in.

“Hey sweetie. Are you cold? We can turn up the heat in here.”

I pull the blanket down and look at her. How am I supposed to act? I need to say something, but what if it’s the wrong thing? “No, I’m fine. Thanks.”

“Okay, just making sure. So anyway, I’ve got great news for you. Dr. Gooding just called. She says you’re ready, so she scheduled you for tomorrow morning. The last surgery. That means we’ll have to get you prepped tonight. Isn’t that wonderful?”

“Ready?”

“I knew you were. You’ve been doing so well. I’m going to miss you when you’re gone. I shouldn’t admit this, but you’re one of my favorites. I’ve just loved watching you bloom.”

“Gone? Where?”

“Back home, goofy. Back to your man. You must be so excited!”

Back to my man? Do I have a man back home? The thought of waking up next to someone and feeling his body against mine makes me smile. But that’s not right, is it? I don’t think I’m even dating anyone. I couldn’t be. My career always comes first. I wouldn’t let myself be distracted by anything else. There would be time for that later.

“I knew that would make you happy.” She must have seen my smile and is grinning back at me now. “It’s the dream, isn’t it. Well, tomorrow morning it comes true. You’ll be a full woman, in every way. It’s what you want, right?”

“A full woman?” As soon as I say it, I realize I probably shouldn’t. At least not as a question. “Of course.” I try to cover my mistake with another smile, forced this time, and hope that she can’t tell the difference.

“I’m so thrilled for you.” She rubs my leg through the blanket. “I’ll be back later to go over all the details, but I just couldn’t wait to tell you.”

Does this mean… It has to. What else could she mean? I don’t have time to plan my escape. It needs to happen tonight if I want to go back to my old life. And keep my manhood.


CHAPTER SIX



That’s exactly what she meant. Nora and Dr. Gooding come in to my room a few hours later to officially tell me the “good news.” Of course, Nora is beaming because she had already snuck and told me, but we still pretended to be surprised. For very different reasons. Apparently, I’m to start a bowel prep late tonight, and then first thing in the morning, they’ll take me down to have a new vagina… installed. They think I should be happy about this. So I have to pretend that I am. I’m wearing my biggest smile, showing all of my teeth the whole time they’re telling me about it. They go on and on about the procedure. What exactly will be done, and what I can expect afterward. In recovery and beyond.

As they talk to me, I realize I’m not forcing a smile anymore. Hearing about the procedure and imagining my life afterward is making me happy. I cover my mouth and pretend to cough, so I can gather myself. I don’t want this. I don’t. Their enthusiasm is just rubbing off on me. That’s all it is. It doesn’t change the fact that I’m a man.

Finally, they leave, and I know that I need to start preparing. They won’t bring dinner tonight, so I don’t have to worry about someone else coming in. I should be alone for the rest of the night until they bring the bowel prep. I get out of bed and walk to my closet. There’s not much in here that’s practical. And the few things that are, are definitely not meant to blend in when trying to escape in the dark. Nearly everything in the closet is dresses, but in my drawers there are a couple of workout outfits. Capri leggings and sports bras. Bright pink. It’s not ideal. Not close. But it will have to work. I slip out of the dress I’m wearing and pull them on. Then I lace up a pair of matching sneakers, and pull my hair up into a bun. Next I look around for something I can pack my belongings in. I don’t have a backpack or any other kind of practical bag, but there are some crossbody purses. I take the largest one and start filling it. I don’t have anything valuable, so this is strictly necessities. I shove my other workout outfit in there. A few pairs of panties. And some basic makeup. I don’t know why I pack that, but it seems important that I have it. I fight the urge to put some on now. I just don’t have time for that.

When I’m sure that things outside are quiet, I crack open my door and peek out. My heart is racing. But there’s no one in the hallway. I creep past room after room. I know there is only one other girl in this section, so I just need to avoid her.

It seems to take forever, but I finally reach the staircase. I remember the first time I walked down these stairs, so proud of myself. I tiptoe down them now, looking around after every step to make sure no one spots me. When I’m at the bottom, I stop. The main entrance is in front of me. In the corner of my eye, I see the chair where I met Erin. My jaw clenches. I hope she’s alright. I wish I didn’t have to leave her the way I did.

As I’m staring and imagining her hair—like a phoenix perched on her shoulder—the front door squeaks. I inhale sharply and dash down the hallway to my right. From here I can see someone walking inside. He’s huge. He takes up almost half of the double-width door frame. I’ve never seen him before. He’s dressed in all black. As he walks into the building, I hear the crackle of a radio. He must be security. So much for walking out the front door unnoticed.

Instead, I walk down the hallway. There are no lights shining under the doors, so I try each one as I walk past. I know from my previous explorations that these are all offices and examination rooms. Tonight every one is locked.

When the hall turns to the left, I pause. I’ve never been this far before. The walls here are bare. No artwork hanging. I go more slowly now There are only three more doors. One on each side, and one where the hallway dead-ends. These doors are the same as in the rest of the building—speckled wood stained the honey brown color of weakly brewed tea—but I’m not sure what’s behind these. So, while I still turn each knob, I turn them with just enough force to move them. I don’t want to make any noise in case someone is inside. Each of the side doors is locked. The last door, however, is not.

It seems to take five minutes before the knob turns far enough that I can open the door. But I’m not going to rush now. When I open the door just enough to see in, the smell of moisture and mildew smacks into my face. I almost step back. Is this an exterior door? It’s too dark to see, but I twist my body and squeeze through, hitting one of my new breasts on the edge of the door as I do.

When I’m inside, I shut the door behind me. I stand for thirty seconds, a minute, two minutes. Hoping that my eyes will adjust to the dark, but they don’t. I can’t wait anymore. I have to go now before someone notices that I’m gone. I take two tentative steps forward. With my third, though, the world falls away from me. My foot drops lower and lower, but there’s no floor. Desperate, I pinwheel my arms. They have to catch on something. And they do. It feels like a railing. Stairs. There are stairs going down. My body is shaking too much to move, so I stand still until my nerves settle. When they do, I take the steps. Slowly. Feeling each one out before I shift my weight away from the foot planted on the step above. Even then I still grasp so tightly to the handrail that my arm trembles.

When both my feet are on what feels like concrete or stone, I run my hands along the walls, feeling for a lightswitch. I find one to my left. Just about to flick it up, I stop. I don’t know if there are windows in here. I don’t know if there are lights at the top of the steps that might shine around the gap in the door. It’s too much of a risk. I have to continue in the dark.

I shuffle my feet forward no more than a few inches at a time, but I still hit my shins over and over. When my right foot kicks something solid, and I feel a concrete wall in front of me, my heart drops. Is this really it? I can’t have come all this way, just to be trapped here. I feel the wall above my head. There has to be a window. I move along the wall, running my hands up and down every inch, but every inch is just concrete.

It’s silly, but a tear runs down my cheek. This really is the end. There’s no where to go. Maybe I can hide down here. Maybe they won’t find me right away. But they will sooner or later. And then what? The surgery that will end my life. I put my back against the wall and slide down, slumping onto the floor. I was going to be the Herald’s Chief National Correspondent by the time I was thirty. I had three years to do it, and I know I would have. My whole life had been building to it. The years on the student papers in high school and then college. All the journalism classes. All the interning every summer, every Christmas break when the other students were spending time with their families. Not me. All my relatives are mostly gone, and the ones that are left are no family of mine. No, it’s always just been me. That’s why I had to do this. It was going to be my legacy. I sigh. Now, there’s nothing left for me. I’m nothing.

I’m just about to lie down and wait for morning—wait for them to find me here and do whatever it is they’re going to do to me—when something blows a hair across my face. I sit still and concentrate, trying to find what it was, but I can’t. It’s gone. Was it just an errant breath? Maybe it was a draft from somewhere else in the building. Or maybe it was a push of air from outside. Maybe there is a way out. I bounce to my feet. I can’t give up until I’m sure, so I turn to the wall and start running my hands over the surface again. I don’t go far before something catches my hand. I pull back, not sure if it cut me. But then I feel it. Cold and sticking out of the wall. Cylindrical. A hinge? I move my hand past it, and feel the crack outlining the opening of a door. It is! No more than three feet away from where I was going to lie down and give up on my life.

I run my hands along the cold metal and find the knob. I don’t try to be quiet now. I twist and pull. The door swings toward me. I can see sandy ground just past the opening, and then trees. I made it! I’ve never been so happy to see the moon—just a sliver—but to my eyes everything is as bright as during the day.

While I was in the basement, I got completely turned around. Even with the light I have no idea which way to go. I’m just about to randomly guess when I hear the breaking of waves to my right. It has to be the sea. If I can get there, I can follow the coast until I find a town or at least a marina. I can convince someone to help me. I’m free of this nightmare.

I don’t care what noise I make now. I sprint toward the sound of the water. My feet are pounding on the sand as hard as my heart in my chest. And then I can see it. The rippling reflection of the moon. The silver and black waves rolling inevitably toward the shore. The seem to be moving so slowly as they push themselves in. Higher. Gathering into peaks. But just as they do they crash down and scatter onto the smooth and shiny sand. The wave becomes water again and slides quietly back to the sea.

I don’t hear him until it’s too late. His body slams into mine. My head hits his shoulder and then rebounds into the sand. I gasp air into my lungs, but nothing will come. Each attempted breath feels like a stab in my stomach. The pain becomes too much, and I stop trying to breathe.

“My apologies Miss Hannah. I certainly did not intend to handle you so roughly. I mistimed my last steps, and the momentum carried me into you. I am sincerely sorry, and I do hope that you’re not seriously hurt. I am sure, however, that you will be sore in the morning if you aren’t already. Now, could you please roll over onto your back, and I’ll help you up. I hear you gasping. It’s quite alright. It doesn’t seem like it, but the best thing we can do is to sit you up. It will be painful, as you are already experiencing, but please just trust me. It’s happened to me several times. We simply need to relax those muscles. Don’t panic. You’ll be just fine.”

He’s right. The last thing I want to do is sit up, but he pulls me up anyway. And in a couple of minutes, the pain goes away, and I can breathe normally. I look at his face.

“David?”

“It is. I truly am sorry, for the way I handled you. That was not my intention.”

Now there really is nothing left. This is it. This is the end. I fall backward onto the beach and sob.


CHAPTER SEVEN



David and the large man I saw earlier take me back to the building and into one of the locked rooms on the first floor. There’s not much inside. A mattress on the floor. A toilet. A sink. There aren’t even sheets on the mattress. The minivan-sized man carries me inside the room and sets me on the mattress. He’s much more gentle than I would have assumed based on his size.

“I do wish we could take you back to your real room so you could sleep comfortably tonight.” It’s David who speaks, of course. “Perhaps tomorrow evening you’ll be able to relax and then sleep there. Tonight, however, we must take precautions with you. We must ensure that you don’t seek to harm yourself. You do have a history where that’s concerned.”

I look up at him. I didn’t put that on the medical questionnaire they sent me. How much do they know about me? No matter. The thought of harming myself didn’t occur to me until he just mentioned it, and even now I dismiss it right away. I’m not that person anymore. I’m literally not that person anymore.

“I know that makes you unhappy, but it really is for your own protection. Now, before I leave is there anything else I could possibly do for you, Miss Hannah?”

Let me walk out the front doors? Put me back on that plane that you used to bring me here and fly me home? Other than that, I can’t think of a thing. “No. Thank you.” I can’t believe I’m thanking him. The man who kidnapped me and then recaptured me when I was so close to getting away. He gets a thank you from me?

“Please try to make yourself comfortable then. Dr. Gooding will be here in a few moments to talk to you.”

He closes the door, and I hear it lock from the outside. There’s a large window looking out into the hallway. I watch him walk away.

I slide to the far side of the mattress, against the wall, and I turn my back to the window. It’s over. I accept that. I see the headline in my mind: Local Nobody Disappears, No One Cares. What have I left behind? A dilapidated, hole-in-the-wall apartment. And what do I have there? Nothing. I don’t own anything of any real value. Everything is replaceable. Just like me. No one is going to miss me. Maybe a couple coworkers will wonder where I am. Maybe Lumley, the editor, will look into it. But not for long. He’ll move on to the next big story. I don’t blame him. It’s what we do. And now someone else is going to get that next story. Someone else will take the career I had planned for me.

Would I have been happy if I got that career? I don’t know if I ever truly wanted it. Everyone told me that I should. I was good at journalism, very good, so all my mentors and advisors told me that I could be big one day. They kept pushing me to become more than I was. And eventually their dreams for me became my dream. My way of making something of my life. My way of being different from the people I came from. But as I lie here now and think about the life I’m about to lose, I wonder how much of that dream was really mine. How was just a desire to escape? Journalism was never my love. It was my tool to prove that I wasn’t like everyone else. Proving that is what drove me

The realization comes too late, though. I’ll never have that life back, so there’s no point in sitting here wondering if I want it. I’ll have the surgery in the morning. They’ll make me into one of the hot wives that this place cranks out. They’ll do… whatever it is to my mind, so I’ll never even know any better.

I laugh at the irony. Since I was a teenager, my life has been planned out. I plotted every last thing. I knew every milepost I needed to reach, and I knew when I wanted to reach it. Once it was laid out, my whole life become about meeting those goals. I never re-evaluated or thought about deviating. I didn’t give myself the choice. Now, my life is just as planned out as it was before. I have to follow the path that they set for me instead of the one that my teenaged self set. Either way, I’m following the road that someone else laid.

A knock at the door interrupts my brooding, and I’m glad. I don’t want to be alone right now. I sit up and look toward the door.

The keys clank against the knob and then turn in the lock. When the door swings open, Nora peeks her head in.

“Hey Miss Hannah. Mind if I come in?”

“Where’s Dr. Gooding?”

“Would you rather talk to her? She was going to come, but I stopped her and said I wanted to see you instead. Do you want me to get her?”

“No. Not really. Come in.”

“You don’t look so good.”

I laugh, and when I start I can’t stop. Everything bubbles out in my laughter, and soon I’m gasping for air because I’m laughing so hard. “I suppose I probably don’t.”

She sits next to me on the mattress and pulls me into her. “I thought you wanted this.” Her words are so quiet, I have to force myself to stop laughing to hear them. “I thought you would love this.”

She sounds sorry. “Why?”

“You’ve been so happy here. Happier than almost any other client we’ve had. I know what we do is hard on some people. The ones who don’t come here by choice will struggle before they finally give in. Nearly all of them go on to love their new lives, but they always rebel at first. You’ve always seemed different.”

“What do you mean, different?”

“You were never like the other girls. Not those at least. You were like the women who come here on their own. There were a few moments, but you never really fought us on anything. Not seriously. And then you just always seemed so content. Like it was the real you shining out.”

“Hardly.”

“I think it was. I’ve been here long enough and seen enough women come through here. I can tell. Maybe you don’t even know yourself, but I do. Your happiness was genuine. That’s not something we did to you.”

That can’t be true. I just felt that way because of what they did to me. That’s all. She’s wrong. I don’t say anything.

“The surgery tomorrow is canceled. We won’t do it until you ask for it.”

“That’ll be never.”

“That’s fine. This last step is your choice.”

I snort.

“Is it okay if I just sit here with you for a bit longer. I meant it when I said you’re one of my favorites.”

I don’t know what to say. I just know I don’t want her to leave yet, so I put my hand in hers and squeeze. She leans her head against mine.

It can’t be true. Can it? I was never happy with what they did to me. I try to remember everything. Hoping to jog my memories, I start with Jessi teaching me hair and makeup. Before that, learning to walk in heels. Wearing dresses. Having my surgery bandages removed and seeing myself for the first time. Hearing them call me Hannah. I feel the tingle go through my body as I think about each change. There’s something electric about each one. Could she be right? I close my eyes and let my head rest against hers.


CHAPTER EIGHT



“Mrs. McGill, has anyone ever told you how utterly sexy you are?”

“I may have heard it a time or two, but not from my husband.”

“Oh, I have the feeling you’ll get sick of hearing him say it.”

“Never.”

I walk out of the bathroom and toward the bed where he’s lying naked, staring at me. I hear my heels on the wood floor as I get closer to him. I’m wearing a white lace bra and matching panties. On my legs are white thigh-high stockings secured in place with a garter belt. The perfect wedding night lingerie, starting what I hope will be the perfect honeymoon.

“Do you like what you see?” I already know his answer.

“Very much.”

“I like what I see too.” I stare at his firm cock.

This isn’t the first time I’ve seen it. It’s not even the tenth. But this is the first time I’m seeing it as his wife. As the new Mrs. Hannah McGill. And that makes this special. It makes me want it even more than I usually do. I climb onto the high bed and crawl on my knees to him. Over him. I straddle his legs and stare into his eyes as I grip his cock. He looks down at my hand for a second, but I wait, unmoving, until he again looks into my eyes. When he does, I squeeze, a reward for his good behavior.

As I glide my hand up and down his length, he smiles. Just the corners of his mouth at first, but then it spreads into a full grin. It’s the same grin he gave me at the ceremony today. When I walked into the room—my dress sparkling from the woven metallic bodice and the diamonds beaded on the tulle skirt—every head turned toward me. But my eyes were on him. On that grin. He was wearing a dark navy suit over a grey vest and with a navy tie. His boutonniere—a pink tulip, my favorite flower—matched the bouquet in my hands. His curly hair is always a mess, and today was no different. But I wouldn’t change that for the world. His messy hair is emblematic of the messy road we traveled to get to this point.

I watched that grin the whole way down the aisle. I watched it as he promised to love me and cherish me. As he slipped the ring on my finger. As he kissed me in front of his family and our friends and coworkers. Seeing it again now causes a warmth in my core that spreads into the rest of my body. I lean down, my body pressing into his cock, and kiss him. This isn’t a mostly chaste kiss at the altar of a church. The instant my lips find his a shiver runs down my spine. My tongue pushes into his mouth. Both of us are wide open. His taste is pouring into my mouth, and I drink it all in. And suddenly I feel his hands sliding under my panties.

With his lips still against mine and his tongue still inside my mouth, he pulls and I hear the fabric rip. I reach down and feel the new hole that he created between my legs. Now I’m smiling. Our mouths separate, and I raise my body up off the bed and move forward just a little. He has one hand resting on my hips, but with his other he positions his cock at my dripping entrance. I lower myself and take him inside me. I gasp when he’s inside me. I’ll never get used to that sensation. He whimpers as I rock my hips in a circle around him, moving his cock around inside me.

“Do you like that?”

“I love that.” He says.

“I love you.”

I know I’ve said it at least fifty times today. One hundred. But it’s not enough. I can never say those three words too many times to this man. My arms wrapped around him, I had just whispered it in his ear at the reception today when Nora and Dr. Gooding walked up to us. I let go of him and give each of them a hug.

“Girl, you are beaming.” Nora says.

“You are so gorgeous today.”

“It’s official!” I squeal. “Thank you both. It’s all because of you.”

“No. This is all you, honey. Dr. Gooding might have helped, but you did all this.” She motions around the room and then at me.

My lips hurt from smiling so wide. “I did, didn’t I? But you two—both of you—played such a huge role. I’m so glad you could make it Dr. Gooding. And you,” I look at Nora, “are the most gorgeous maid of honor ever, if I do say so myself.”

Her face turns red.

When Weston and I started seriously planning our wedding, I knew right away Nora had to be my maid of honor. There was no one else. And even if there were, there would have been no one else I wanted more. I had to have her by my side, as this dream came true. Especially since she’s the one who helped me find the courage to even have this dream.

“Not nearly as much as I love you, Mrs. McGill.” Weston thrusts his hips upward into me and refocuses my thoughts. Not that they could ever drift too far from him or his cock.

I lean over him again. My breasts are at his mouth now, and he wastes no time taking my pebbled nipple between his lips. He pulls it into his mouth, sucking on it while he runs his tongue around it. Over it. I throw my head back trying to regain my breath, but I can’t. I start moving up and down faster on his dick, clenching myself around him. He groans, and the vibration against my nipple sends a wave of pleasure rolling through my body. With each movement his cock rubs against the sensitive spot inside my vagina. He bites my nipple and I let out a surprised yelp.

When his finger finds my clit and starts circling, it’s all I can do to keep my balance. I tighten the muscles in my legs. Weston pumps harder now. Our bodies moving in opposition. Slapping together. Groaning as I ride him harder and he drives further inside me with each thrust. Now his free hand is gripping my ass and pulling me into him.

I feel a cramp start to grow in my right leg, but I ignore it. I don’t have room for anything other than him. He is my everything right now. I keep moving but my breathing almost comes to a stop. Short and shallow, like a woman trying to fight back a sneeze. I get dizzy and know I’m close.

I look down at him. His mouth is still around my nipple. Still sucking. But his eyes are on mine. Right where I want them. Everything else disappears. All sound stops. There is just those eyes. The two most precious jewels in the world, and they’re mine. A present from him to me. And I can’t imagine ever wanting anything more.

With a final thrust, we both come at the same time, and the sound of the world comes rushing back. It startles me, like a violent clap of thunder following a bolt of lightning. He grunts as he continues to drive his cock inside me. His juices filling me. I moan. I don’t want him to stop. I don’t want this to end. I keep going. Sweat dripping from my forehead onto his. But soon our exhausted bodies give out and we stop. I collapse on the bed next to him.

Eight months ago I would never have imagined this moment. I sat on that mattress, Nora leaning against me, and I thought about everything she said. I thought about the steps along the way. And as I thought about that, I realized I was happy. Every new thing they did added to it. And I couldn’t remember ever feeling as happy as I did there. The job I had based my whole life around never made me feel that way. So why was I fighting the final step? Why was I giving into the panic and shame rather than unwrapping the gift that was given to me?

It was three days before I told them my decision, but I made up my mind that night. That night that Nora and I fell asleep leaning against each other. I wanted the surgery. I wanted to finish things. I wanted to be a full woman in every way. There was so much promise in my new life. So much that I could do and become.

Two months later, I met him. Weston McGill, the thirty-year-old owner of the Herald, my newspaper. He flew to the Clinic, and we sat in the first floor living room as he told me everything.

He told me about the first time he saw me in the newsroom. He couldn’t take his eyes off of me. I laughed because I remembered it. I was standing next to another reporter and asked who the man staring daggers into me was. When he said it was the owner, I froze. That was the man I knew I had impress. And I tried every way I could, but nothing worked. Or so I thought.

Weston said he knew then that he had to have me, but if he did he would lose everything. His very opinionated, very bigoted parents wouldn’t hesitate to take everything away from him if he starting dating a man. But he had to find some way to make me his.

That’s when he told me about how he and Jason Lumley came up with this plan. They were old friends, and Weston had confided in him his feelings for me. One night when they were drinking, Weston told Jason about the Sanderstill Clinic. Jason laughed and joked that they should send me. It could solve all of Weston’s problems.

Even when he sobered up, Weston couldn’t stop thinking about that. He pestered Jason over and over, but Jason refused each time. For a while. Then he finally relented. Maybe it could work after all. So they devised the rouse of a story as a way to send me here.

As he told me this, my mouth went dry. Before he even told me, I knew that he was the one who sent me there. The one who paid for it. The one who arranged the fake story to lure me into his trap. But hearing the confession from him was different from having deduced the knowledge. I tried to sit there with him. I tried to listen to what he said next, but I couldn’t. I stood up and walked away. Up the stairs. To my room where I locked the door behind me.

He didn’t follow me, but he stayed at the clinic. Every day I would see him. He would always sit in the same chair. No matter what time I walked by, he was always there. Each time he saw me, he would smile. He was like a boy looking at a puppy in a shop window. His smile was full of the possibility of his wishes but mixed with the reality that it would never be.

But seeing him sitting there every day and seeing that same grin each time, wore on me. And one morning, I walked up and sat across from him. We talked. Not about the mountainous obstacle that we would eventually need to climb, but about smaller things. It was like talking about the flowers and the pebbles along the way to the executioner’s stand. But each day we talked. And each time we talked I softened toward him.

Just as she had been through the whole process, Nora was wonderful. After I talked to Weston each day, I would talk to Nora each night. Two girl friends sitting in my room talking about a man. I wished Erin could have been there too, but she went home while I was recovering from my surgery. I was just glad I was able to see her again before she left, and that she as able to see the choice I made.

When I left the Clinic to fly home on the same plane as Weston, I still wasn’t sure what the future would bring. He promised that he would support me financially no matter what and with no strings attached. I appreciated that. It was more than he had to do. In exchange, I promised him I would seriously consider a future with him.

When I got home, I moved into a hotel suite. I didn’t want to go back to my apartment. That wasn’t my home anymore. I didn’t see Weston for the first two weeks that I was back. And I missed him. I missed his company and his stories and the way he looked at me. I missed looking at him and talking to him. That’s when I knew I had to give him a chance. We spent the next three months dating, and as much as I didn’t want to, I started to fall in love with him. But then I gave in and moved into his house. That’s when we started to talk about marriage. It was something we both wanted, and neither of us wanted to wait any longer than necessary.

Now here I am, sharing my honeymoon bed with the man I love. I slide my body against his, and I’m still surprised by how amazing it feels to have him next to me. I hook one of my sticking-clad legs over his and close my eyes. His scent fills my nostrils, and I inhale. I smile, thinking that I’m going to be next to him every night for the rest of my life.


CHASING MY FORTUNE

RELUCTANT FEMINIZATION




CHAPTER ONE



My hand is shaking when Jeffrey takes it. We’re standing in front of a restaurant that his family has rented for tonight. An entire restaurant for five people. My feet refuse to move any closer to the door.

“I don’t think I can do it. I know I can’t.” The world is spinning, and I wait for the ground to drop away any second.

“Baby, you’re going to be brilliant.” He gives me a quick kiss, but I barely feel it with all of my trembling. “Slow breaths.”

“Why are we doing this?”

“You know why. This was your plan, but if you’re not comfortable, we can go back to the car. We don’t have to do it.”

I drop my eyes and don’t say anything. It seemed like a good idea at the time, but now that I’m standing here—wearing a dress and makeup with only a door separating me from his family—I feel ridiculous.

“Ethan... Erin, you’re lovely. So much more than I imagined. That makeup artist is brilliant. No one will suspect a thing. But just say the word, and we’ll leave.”

I sigh and look at him. “No. We’re doing this.”

Walking into an empty restaurant is strange. It’s quieter than I ever imagined. So quiet I hear my heart beating. When I see his family, it stops.

His mom, dad, and sister are sitting at a table. When they notice us, they all stare. Their expressions frozen. His sister is the first to move. She’s wearing a sleeveless red dress. The skirt bellows around her as she walks toward us. Jeffrey has already warned me about her.

“Jeffrey.” She gives him a quick glance before turning to me. “This must be the mysterious Erin.” She leans forward and kisses my cheeks. “So wonderful to finally meet you. That’s such a pretty dress.”

I look down at my blue dress as if I don’t know what I’m wearing. “Thank you. You must be Michelle. It’s great to meet you, too.”

She turns back to her parents who have walked up behind her. “Well, I guess she does exist after all. Maybe I was wrong. I would have bet my whole inheritance that he was gay.”

The blood rushes to my face, and my mouth falls open.

“Michelle, honey, that’s enough. Don’t say such wicked things. Just thank the Lord above you were wrong about that.” The woman gives a shiver, as if being gay is the most horrific thing she can imagine. And from what Jeffrey has told me, it is. “Now Jeffrey, don’t be rude. Introduce us to this lovely woman.”

His face lights up. “Mom, Dad, this is Erin, the love of my life, the bright star that lights—”

“Must you be so dramatic?” His mom rolls her eyes. “No wonder everyone thinks you’re a deviant.” She smiles as she takes my hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Erin. Now, come. The chef is ready to present the first course.”

Mr. Davis doesn’t say a word. He just smiles and then turns to follow his wife back to the table.

As soon as we’re all in our seats, the servers set the appetizers in front of us. They lift the glass domes in unison and smoke pours away from the dishes.

“So, how did you two meet?” Michelle glares at me, and I’m not sure if I’ve ever felt more examined. I try to hold her gaze, but I have to look away.

“Uh, I work at a non-profit that helps veterans with medical bills, and Jeffrey organized a fundraiser for us. We met that evening.”

“Two star-struck lovers seeing each other across the room for the first time?”

Jeffrey chuckles.

“Not quite. It was a date auction. I made the winning bid for your brother.”

“I’m surprised he let a woman bid on him.”

“Michelle! Your brother is not one of those people.” Her mother hisses at her from across the table, and Jeffrey squeezes my hand.

“You’re going to tell me you didn’t suspect it too?” Michelle is clearly just trying to provoke her mother at this point.

“Enough! Not another word from you about that. We can all see now that he’s not, so don’t let those disgusting thoughts enter your head ever again.” His mom looks at me and smiles. I try to return it, but I just want to slap her.

“Mom, you and dad are the only ones who think it’s disgusting. I think he should love whoever he wants to love.”

Mrs. Davis glowers at Michelle until the younger woman finally looks down.

For the next two hours, the servers bring dish after dish. I sit quietly most of that time. The less I speak the better. I want them to forget that I’m even here. And they all do. Except Michelle.

Every few minutes, I catch her studying me, her eyes squinted and her head just barely tilted. My stomach churns each time. When she smiles and looks away, though, I tell myself I’m just being paranoid. The way Jeffrey described her, I expected a demon with glowing, red skin and long, black fangs. It’s no wonder I think the worst.

After the fourteenth course and the twentieth time I catch Michelle leering at me, Mrs. Davis pushes her chair back and stands up. Her husband follows her lead. “Thomas and I really should be going. Erin, you’re an absolute dear. It was delightful to meet you, and I look forward to seeing you many more times in the future.”

I smile. “I look forward to it too.” I hope the lie isn’t too obvious.

“You’re assuming that she’s not just some actress Jeffrey hired so you would think he’s straight.” Michelle’s chair squeals on the tile floor as she pushes it back.

I gasp. Spots are dancing in front of my eyes, and my jaw is hanging open but I’m powerless to close it.

“Michelle, apologize to the woman right now.” Mrs. Davis’s face is as red as the raspberries in the second dessert course.

Michelle cocks her head almost completely to the side and her lips curl up. “I’m sorry.”

Mrs. Davis grabs her by the arm and yanks her from the table. My eyes don’t leave them as they walk out the door and into the parking lot. Even when the door closes, I can’t look away.

“Don’t let her get to you. She’s always been jealous of me. That’s all.”

“She knows.” The tears are welling in my eyes.

“No she doesn’t. If she knew, she wouldn’t have said anything. She’d save that to blackmail me. She only plays her cards like that when she’s bluffing.”

I hold my hands out in front of me. They’re trembling, and I can’t get them to stop. “That the most stressful thing I’ve ever done.”

“But you did it. And it worked. My parents love you.”

“That was them loving me? They acted like I wasn’t even here.”

“That’s exactly what you want from my family. Trust me.” He leans forward and kisses me. “Come on. I have an idea.” He takes my hands and pulls me up from the chair.

“What are you doing?”

“You’ll see.”

He leads me down the hallway toward the restrooms. The end of the hall is dark, lit only by the red emergency exit sign above the back door.

“Jeffrey…”

“I can’t take it anymore. Do you know how fucking hard I was all dinner long? Every time I looked at you, I thought my cock was going to explode.”

“You…like this?” I motion my hands down my body.

He laughs. “I never expected it, but my boyfriend wearing a dress is the hottest fucking thing I’ve ever seen.”

“Oh. Uh, then maybe we should head home too, and I can help take care of your little problem.”

“Little problem?”

“Okay, your enormous, more than I could ever dream of, problem.”

“That’s better. But I can’t wait that long.” He drops to his knees and pulls me toward him. His head disappears under my dress, and I feel him yank the panties down my legs.

“Jeffrey, we can’t! Not here—” I gasp as I feel his lips around my cock. I want to stop him, to tell him we can’t do this. But I can’t speak. I fall back against the wall. The only communication is through my panting.

I moan when his tongue swirls around me, and I have to bite my lip to keep quiet when his head plunges down on me. He moves faster, and I thrust my hips at him. It feels like he’s going to rip the dress right off me, so I pull up the skirt to give him more room. I close my eyes and slam my head back against the wall.

As much as I try to stay quiet, I can’t. Tiny whimpers escape my mouth as my cock pulses and then spurts into his mouth. I start to slide down the wall, but catch myself. I have to grab the metal bar across the door to hold myself up.

“Well, that was quite the show.”

I spin to look down the hall. Michelle is standing there with her cell phone pointing at us.

“I knew my brother would never date a real woman.”

“Michelle,” Jeffrey jumps to his feet and rushes down the hall toward her. “It’s not like that. She is… I mean, I swear. Erin is a woman.”

Michelle holds her cell phone up and shakes it. “That lovely cock between her legs suggests otherwise. And I have it all recorded right here.”

Jeffrey lunges for the phone, but she jerks it away from him.

“It’s already uploaded to my cloud account, you idiot. Now, what should I do with the video?”

“You wouldn’t dare.” Jeffrey sounds like he could murder her.

I fall to the floor. Tears are pouring from my eyes.

“I don’t know what I would dare. It depends on you, brother. So who is he, really?”

My jaw is hanging open, and I’m gasping for air. I knew this would happen. I knew it.

Jeffrey runs back to me when he sees me on the ground. His arms go around me, but he doesn’t try to lift me up. He just kneels on the floor next to me. “It’s okay, baby. Don’t worry. Just breathe. I love you, and I’m right here.” He strokes the side of my face, and I look up at him. My tears blur everything.

“How touching. At least it’s someone you care about. I suppose that makes it a little better. But I doubt mom and dad would see the distinction. Bye-bye trust fund. They wouldn’t give their little queer son a dime of their money.”

“Michelle, please.” Jeffrey’s voice cracks. “Please don’t tell them.”

“I might, I might not. I haven’t decided yet. Toodles, brother. It was nice to meet the real you, Erin.”


CHAPTER TWO



“What are we going to do? What is she going to do?” I’m shaking so badly I can’t open the door. I hand the keys to Jeffrey.

“I don’t know.” He unlocks it and pushes it open for me. “But it’s going to be okay. We’ll be okay, no matter what.”

“But the trust fund.”

“I’ll figure something out. But it’s not important. If I don’t get it, I don’t get it.”

I can’t believe what he’s saying. “It’s 100 million dollars. You can’t just throw that away. Especially not for me.”

He pulls me into him, and I almost lose my balance. He has to wrap his arms around my waist to keep me upright. “You’re the only one I would throw that away for.”

I wrap my arms around him, but just shake my head. I know how he is when he gets in these moods. He insists that love will always win. But sometimes it doesn’t. Especially when you’re going up against a family that is not only one of the richest in America but also one that is filled with enthusiastic homophobes. These people aren’t shy about their bigotry.

“Let’s go out. After a few drinks, we’ll forget all about my sister.”

He must be planning on some powerful drinks. “I don’t know.”

“Come on. It’ll do you good. And you’ll have fun. You’re too hot to stay in tonight.”

“As Erin? Absolutely not. Jeffrey, you are insane? This was just one time. Erin is done. She’s dead. No more.” Plus, these heels are mangling my feet. I just want some fuzzy socks and comfy slippers.

“Erin doesn’t have to be dead.” He kisses me, and I want to melt. But I’m not going to give in. I twist my head away.

“No. This was it. Plus, I really don’t feel like going out. Tonight was a lot for me, and I just want to crash. Preferably in your arms while watching a cheesy movie? Please?” I pout my lips and bat my eyelashes at him.

“You know I can’t resist your charms.”

I giggle, and it feels good to laugh.

“Popcorn?” he asks.

“Of course. Gimme a few minutes to get all this off.”

Before I take another step, I reach down and slip off my heels. My feet instantly feel better. I pad upstairs, unzipping the dress as I walk. When it’s off, I peel off my underwear and slip into a pair of boxers and an old T-shirt. I stop in front of the mirror. Even almost four hours later, my makeup is still perfect. It would be pretty on a woman. Not me.

As I toss the makeup remover wipe into the trash, I smell the popcorn, and I take a deep breath. It smells just like a movie theater. Freshly popped and with a jug of butter poured on it.

I hurry downstairs and dive onto the couch just as Jeffrey turns off the kitchen light. He walks out carrying an enormous blue bowl, and I drool as soon as I see it. The fourteen-course tasting menu we had earlier can’t compete with good old-fashioned popcorn. Jeffrey sits beside me and takes the remote from the end table. I cuddle against him.

We’re just halfway through the movie when my phone chimes.

“They have nerve disturbing us right as we’re getting to the good part. The dog is just about to jump on her, and then she’ll find out that it’s really her boss she’s been messaging this whole time.”

“Hey, don’t tell me! You’ve seen this before?” I grab my phone, and I go cold when I see the name on the screen.

“No, but it’s kinda obvious what they’re setting up here. Who texted?”

“What? Oh, uh, pause this for me, will you? I need to run upstairs.” I push the blanket off me and head to the stairs, my phone gripped tightly in my hand.

“Who is it?”

“No one. Nothing important. I’ll be right back.”

When I get to our bedroom, I stop and look at the screen again.

Michelle: Don’t tell Jeffrey. Read this in private…

I unlock my phone to see the rest.

Michelle: Meet me tomorrow for lunch. 12:30pm. Come as Erin, and do not tell Jeffrey about this.

I sit on the edge of the bed. My heart is racing. This can’t be good. She’s going to tell me to stop seeing Jeffrey. And I will if it means he’ll get his inheritance. I won’t keep him from that. Before I delete her message, I copy the address of the restaurant into my notes app.

The tears are pooling in the corners of my eyes now. I look up and try to blink them back, but I can’t. I just fall back on the bed and they fall with me. After a couple of minutes, I hear Jeffrey on the stairs. I sit up, wiping my eyes and sniffling, hoping that he won’t notice anything.

“What is it? What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. I had to pee and didn’t want to dirty the downstairs bathroom since we just cleaned it.”

He squints at me. “Mmm-hmm. And you had to sit on the bed because…?”

I fake a laugh. “Those heels really did a number on my feet. I needed to sit for a minute before heading back downstairs. You ready to watch the scene that you already spoiled for me?”

“Who texted?”

“No one. Just spam. I won a free iPhone. Yay me, I guess.”

“Hmm. You know you can tell me anything, right?”

I nod and move past him and down the stairs. If I try to talk, I’ll start sobbing.
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The next morning, I stare at Jeffrey and silently growl. He goes to the gym every Saturday morning. Except today. Today, he’s sipping coffee in his pajamas while he reads a book. And it looks like he never wants to leave. But I’m running out of time.

I don’t know what Michelle meant when she told me to come as Erin. The dress from last night is the only piece of women’s clothes that I own, and I can’t wear that to a restaurant on a Saturday afternoon. So I have a pair of skinny jeans and a sweater picked out for today. I’ll wear it with makeup and the heels. If Mr. Leisurely Saturday Morning leaves. Makeup is going to be hard enough in our bathroom mirror. There’s no way I can do it in the car without looking like a clown.

At 11:15, I decide I have to do something. “Hey, do you feel like doing me an enormous favor?”

“Maybe. What?”

“Run to the coffee shop and get me a latte.”

He looks up from his book, and his gaze moves from my face to the coffee mug in my hand. “Serious or joking? You’ve already had at least a couple this morning, haven’t you?”

I set my mug down. I’ve had five so far this morning, and between the caffeine and my nervousness, my insides are a jumbled, bouncing mess. “Serious. These aren’t the same. I want one of those ones where they line the cup with chocolate syrup.”

“And you don’t want to go yourself?”

“Please?”

His eyes go back to his book, but he doesn’t answer. After a few seconds, he folds the corner of the page and stands up.

I give him a short kiss. “Thank you, sweetie.”

He smiles as he grabs his keys. “The things I do for you.”

And the thing I’m about to do for you.

I watch his car back out of the driveway, then I sprint upstairs. The coffee shop is ten minutes each way. If I just pull my hair back in a ponytail, that should be enough time. I hope.

Twenty-two minutes later, I’m in my car and pulling away from our house. I go the back way through our neighborhood so he won’t see me when he comes back. I’m so sick, I want to pull over and throw up.

Halfway to the restaurant, I get a text. It’s Jeffrey. He’s probably mad, and I can’t blame him. When I park, I finally read it.

The Future Mr. Ethan Williams: I hope you were kidnapped.

The Future Mr. Ethan Williams: Okay, I don’t really hope that. But where are you?

Me: Sorry I couldn’t answer. I was driving. Had to run to the store real quick. I’ll be back shortly. Love you so much! *kiss emoji*

The Future Mr. Ethan Williams: For real??? It better be for something important. Guess I’ll just have to eat this cranberry pomegranate bar I bought for you…

I close my eyes and groan. I love those. The real pieces of fruit mixed in the shortbread, the cream cheese icing, the sweet cranberry glaze drizzled over the top. But even that doesn’t sound good to me right now.

The Future Mr. Ethan Williams: Love you too, btw. *pink heart emoji*

I shiver when I get out of the car, so I pull my coat tighter. But my palms go slick with sweat when I see Michelle. She’s sitting in the corner, and she smiles as I walk toward her.

“Erin, you came.” She embraces me and kisses my cheeks.

I try to do the same, but I can’t get my mouth to move. When she releases me, I fall into my chair and stare at the top of the table.

“So last night was… something, wasn’t it?”

“Uh, yeah. About that—”

“You look nervous. Don’t be.” She smiles, and it looks almost sweet. “Tell me a little more about your relationship with my brother.”

“Um, like what?”

“Well, it’s cliche to ask if you love each other, but how do you two feel about each other? Where is your relationship right now?”

“Well, I mean, we really do love each other. We’ve dated for three years and lived together for a little over a year now.”

She looks surprised. “That long? Have you two made any plans for the future? Is there a future for you two?”

I hide my trembling hands in my lap. “I don’t know. I hope so, but I guess that depends on you.”

“Me?”

Now, I know the innocent look on her face is just an act. “Are you going to tell your parents?”

“I haven’t decided.” She leans in, and her finger traces her collarbone and then dips toward her cleavage. For a split second, I wonder if she’s going to kiss me. “What will you do if I tell them?”

Be absolutely and forever shattered. “I can’t keep him from his trust fund. I’ll end things with him. I’ll have to.”

“So you’re only interested in him for the money. If he doesn’t get it, you’ll leave him?”

“What? No! I would leave so he can get his money. I won’t let him throw that away for me.” A tear rolls down my cheek, and I close my eyes, trying to block the rest. Some escape anyway.

She leans back. “That’s a shame. I would have liked you better if it was just about the money. At least we’d have something in common then.”

“We both love your brother.”

She snickers. “I’m not going to tell them.”

My breath catches, but there’s no way I heard that right. “You…”

“I won’t tell them. In fact, I’ll do what I can so this will never be a problem for you two.”

“Thank you! Oh my God, thank you! Thank you!” My voice is so loud that I’m sure others are looking at us, but I can’t be any quieter.

“Do you really think I’m such an evil person that I would stand in the way of love? And don’t get me started on this stupid morality clause in our trust funds.”

I move around the table and wrap her in my arms. “Thank you so much. I’m so relieved. I’m going to go tell Jeffrey right now.”

When I get to the door of the restaurant, I turn back and wave. She smiles. Jeffrey was wrong about her. Maybe this can mend their relationship.


CHAPTER THREE



“Baby, are you here?” I burst into the room so fast, the door slams against the wall. “Baby?”

“What’s wrong?”

Over the kitchen island, I see Jeffrey leap from his chair and rush toward me. It’s only seconds before his hands are on my arms.

“Are you alright?”

I can’t hold back my smile. It breaks over my face. “I’m better than alright. You will be too once I tell you the news.”

“What is it?” He takes a step back. “And this? I thought you said no more Erin.”

I take his hand. “That’s part of it, too. Guess who I just met with.”

“I don’t have a clue. Can I get a hint?”

“You grew up with her, and you’ve always told me she’s evil.”

The color drains from his face. “Michelle. Did you… run into her at the store?”

“I lied about shopping. I’m so sorry, honey, but I had to. And it was worth it. She wanted to meet, and she told me not to tell you.”

“And you thought that was a good idea?”

“I know, I know. But what if she’s not as bad as you think?”

He snorts.

“No, listen, she’s not going to tell your parents. She’s going to help us.”

“Then you didn’t meet with the right Michelle.”

“Jeffrey, isn’t this great?”

He turns away. “Why?”

“Because it means you can get your trust fund next year.”

“No, I mean, why isn’t she telling my parents? Why would she ever offer to help?”

“She doesn’t like that stupid clause anymore than we do. And maybe she’s just changed?”

“No. She didn’t just change.”

I toss my hands up. “Jeffrey, who cares why she’s doing it? We don’t have to worry about her, and that’s great news. Doesn’t that make you happy?”

He stares out the kitchen window and then looks back at me, finally grinning. “You’re right. I’ll worry about her later. For now, this is the second best news I could ever get.” He lifts me and spins me in his arms.

I giggle. “Only the second best?”

“You agreeing to marry me would be better.”

“Oh. Well, someday—”

He drops to one knee. My mouth falls open and I take a step back. My butt presses against the edge of the sink. He has to be joking, right?

“Ethan Timothy Williams, will you marry me?”

“Are you—oh my God.”

“This is the point when you say yes. I hope. Even though I don’t have a ring for you yet.”

My tears are falling onto the floor as I nod my head. “Yes. Absolutely, yes.” I drop to my knees and kiss him, and he pulls me into him. Our lips and tongues move together, and I’m not sure anymore which belongs to him and which belongs to me. Maybe there isn’t a difference. He kisses down my chin to my neck.

I gasp as he yanks my sweater up and takes one of my nipples into his mouth. His warm, wet lips kiss around and pull it into him. The wave of pleasure rolls from my chest to my cock, and it throbs. I never knew my nipples could be so sensitive, but I want more than this. My cock needs more than this.

I pull the waistband of his pants as far down as I can reach, and he takes them from there. His mouth still sucks on my nipple as I take his cock in my hand. It’s electric under my touch, and the tiny shocks run through my body. I snarl. My hand slides up and down his length. He whimpers. I’m squeezing too tight. Too hard. I know it’ll irritate the sensitive skin if I keep doing this, but I can’t stop. Jeffrey Davis is going to be mine. My husband. My forever.

The thought frees me, and I release his cock and pull him onto the floor with me. Onto his stomach. I shimmy out of my jeans and panties and twist so I’m behind him. My dick slaps at his crack now.

“Is this what you want?”

He nods his head.

“Tell me. Tell me you want this.”

“Ethan, please. I want to feel you inside me.”

My tip is wet with pre-cum when I slide it into him. He clenches his muscles around me, and my head rolls back. I can already feel the orgasm building. My breaths are shallow, and each thrust brings a throaty exhale. The warmth of his ass around my cock is driving me crazy, and I’m going to explode if I don’t control myself.

“Fuck, Jeffrey.”

I pump harder into him. The slaps of our skin reverberate off the kitchen cabinets and mix with my grunts and his moans.

When I feel myself pushing against the edge, I hold back. It takes all of my will, but I can’t come yet. Not until he’s ready. I reach around and put my hand on his dick. I’m rough on his skin again, and I don’t care. Neither does he. His cock pulses, and he lets out a long, low moan. That’s when I lose it and pump inside him. My cum filling him. I buck my hips wildly now. I’m a pure animal as I make him mine.

When my cock is finally spent, I slip out of his ass and collapse onto the floor beside him. My mouth finds his, and I suck on his lower lip.

“That was so fucking intense, Ethan.”

My entire body rumbles. “You’ve got a lifetime of that ahead of you.”


CHAPTER FOUR



I’m at work Monday when Michelle texts me. My palms sweat as soon as I see her name. Did she change her mind? I want to ignore it. I don’t want bad news here in the office. But what if she gets mad because I don’t answer her right away? I wish the preview gave some clue, but it’s just a gibberish web address that I don’t recognize.

I set the phone face down on my desk and sigh. There are thirteen new requests for assistance that came in over the weekend. I open the first one, but I only make it halfway before I pick up my phone and open the message. I can’t wait any longer.

Michelle: You’ve gotta check out this video. Too cute! You’ll need earbuds. And watch it by yourself before you show anyone else.

The thumbnail is a picture of a cat facing off with a goat. I grunt. I hate cat videos. Michelle hardly seems like the type to send them to people, so I wonder if it’s really something else. I put my earbuds in, and press play…

I shake my head. That’s it? It’s a video of a cat slapping a goat over and over. That’s what I had to check out? What do I even say in response to that? Thanks for thinking of me, but I don’t like cats and don’t think they’re cute? Oh, and you don’t have to send me any more? Like them or not, I can’t tell her that. I wouldn’t even if she didn’t hold my life in her hands.

Michelle: So? Did you watch it yet?

Me: OMG yes! That was so adorable!!! *heart emoji* *heart emoji* *heart emoji*

Michelle: *smiling emoji* I’m glad you liked it. Does Erin want to go out for drinks Friday evening?

Me: Of course! And you’d better keep the cat videos coming before then too! Don’t be all one-and-done.

Michelle: Challenge accepted! You’ll be sick of these videos by the time I’m done. Haha.

Me: Never! *cat emoji*

I gasp when I see the time in the top corner of my phone screen. The afternoon has flown by. I didn’t get even one application processed. I grab my bag and head toward the door, chuckling when I think again about that video.
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I smooth my skirt under me as I sit on the barstool. The bartender’s eyes linger on my chest, and I just smile. If he knew that was all breast forms and glue, I doubt he’d be so interested. When his eyes finally make it to mine, I smile and order a Malibu sunset. I take a sip and turn to look out over the room.

This place is packed. Mostly college students, but some older people, too. There’s a bachelorette party in the corner, and they’re already screaming in laughter every couple of minutes.

“Hey, girl.”

I jump when I feel the hand on my shoulder.

“Just me.” Michelle laughs.

I exhale as I hug her. “God, you scared me half to death.”

“You look great. I’m glad you decided to let Erin come tonight.”

“Of course. I’ve been looking forward to it. She needs to get out more.”

I ordered these clothes and the breast forms the evening she asked me to go out with her. When they came, I waited until Jeffrey was asleep and then snuck to the downstairs bathroom to put them on. My pulse raced when I saw myself in the mirror. I gave myself the best sexy poses I could dream of. But when I heard a noise, I ripped the clothes off and hurried back upstairs. Jeffrey was still asleep. I slid in next to him, careful to not shake the bed too much, and stared at the ceiling. I didn’t sleep that night. I was too excited.

“I have something I want to show you. I’ll text it.” Michelle grabs my arm and pulls me to an empty booth against the wall. “Do you have earbuds with you?”

I nod and pull them out of my purse as my phone chimes.

“I think this is the best one yet.” She’s sitting on the edge of her seat and her eyes are wide. “Watch it.”

I stick the earbuds into my ears and swipe open my phone. “Another video?” I smile across the table and press play…

“Hey… Hey. So what did you think?” Michelle takes the phone out of my hand.

“About what?”

“That video.”

I open my mouth to speak, but nothing comes out. What video? I shrug my shoulders.

“Didn’t I send it to you?” She pulls her phone from her pocket and scrolls through it. “Nope, guess not. It’s just a cute cat video. I’ll send it to you later.”

“You’d better! I love cute cat videos.”

“Promise. Now, come on.” She takes my hand and pulls me toward the area people are using as a dance floor. There have to be a hundred people all crammed into a space the size of my living room. There’s not enough room to dance, so they’re all just bobbing and bumping into each other.

I stop, and Michelle turns around with a huge smile across her face.

“Don’t you want to dance?”

Of course not. I don’t dance. Especially not dressed like this. I’m wearing heels, for God’s sake. I stand still and just look at the people in front of me.

“Come on.” Michelle tugs on my hand again. “Not even a little part of you wants to join in?”

It could be fun. Maybe I should try it just for a bit and see. I blow out a breath. “Maybe just for a song or two, but that’s it.”

“Attagirl.”

I smile as she yanks me forward.

The men crowd around us almost immediately, and someone bumps into me from behind. Just a little nudge, almost. I assume it’s accidental, but then he puts his hand on my hip and grinds himself into my ass. My body goes stiff. I can’t let some strange guy dance with me. Especially not while I’m dressed like this. I turn around, and as soon as he sees me, he smiles and moves in tighter. I sway just a bit to the music. Why can’t I do this? I look around at all the women here dancing with men. They’re all doing it, so why can’t I? I move my body in time with his. Left and right. And he presses against me. Is that...? I back away a little. Just so I don’t feel what I think I felt. But he closes the gap, and now, I’m sure I feel it.

“I have a boyfriend.”

“That’s okay.” He keeps dancing.

“Nothing is going to happen with this.” I point my finger at his crotch.

He gives me a thumbs up as he drops down, squatting in front of me. His ass is shaking from side to side. Then he puts both of his hands on my hips and pulls himself up, sliding against me like a snake slithering up a tree. I can’t help myself. A tingle runs through my body.

We end up dancing together for so long that my calves and thighs throb. When I can’t take any more, I put my hand on his shoulder and kiss his cheek. “That was fun. Thank you. But I need a break.”

He smiles, nods, and turns around, moving to the next single woman that he finds.

As I squeeze through the mass of people, I see Michelle already on the edge of the crowd. I sneak behind her and put my hand on the small of her back. She jumps.

“Paybacks.” I laugh.

“You’re done already? It looked like you were having fun.”

“I was.” I smile. “That was Kordle. Or at least I think that’s what he said.”

“Well, whoever it was, you hit it off.”

I shake my head. “He was just fun to dance with. I can never get Jeffrey to dance.”

“That doesn’t surprise me. He needs to treat you better if he wants to hang on to you.”

“No. Your brother is the best. I wouldn’t change a single thing about him.”

She rolls her eyes, and we head back to the still-empty booth along the wall.

“There’s nothing wrong with having a little fun with someone else, you know. It’s not like you and Jeffrey are married.”

I blush.

She slides next to me on the bench and presses her hand against my belly. “What if it wasn’t with a man?”

I look up at her. Her face is just inches from mine.

“I’m really good at keeping secrets.” Her hand slides down my stomach and then brushes against my cock.

I lose my breath.

She slips under my dress and cups my balls.

“Michelle…” The word barely comes out.

She massages me through my panties. I squirm to get away, but now her other arm is holding me in place.

She leans forward and kisses me. Everything disappears except the bass thump of the music and the taste of her mouth. My lips open in surprise, but she takes that as an invitation, and her tongue darts in. That’s when I’m finally able to move.

I pull my head back and put my hands on her shoulders. “Michelle. Stop.”

“Oh. I…” She turns her head and slides away from me.

“It’s okay. Don’t worry about it.”

She shakes her head and moves back to the other side of the table. Even in the dark, I can see that her face is red. “I didn’t mean—I don’t know what happened. Too much alcohol. And I’m hot. And just—I need to go. I’m going to call a car.”

“Michelle, wait. It’s okay. We’ve both been drinking.”

She doesn’t acknowledge me. I watch as she shoots out the front door. Then I close my eyes and lean my head against the back of the seat. What was that about?


CHAPTER FIVE



The sound of the television wakes me up. I cover my head with my arms, but that doesn’t block out the noise or the light.

“Good morning, sunshine.”

I grumble something that even I don’t recognize.

“I have a glass of water and a couple Tylenol on the end table for you. Can you reach them or do you want me to get them for you?”

I use the arm of the couch to pull myself up so I can take the pills.

“How’s your head?”

“It’s fine. It’s just everything else that feels terrible.” I look over and see Jeffrey sitting in a recliner watching me. “Good morning, baby.” I smile, or at least I try to. I’m not sure what it really looks like.

“You’re not sitting in a very ladylike position.” He chuckles.

“Huh?” I look down.

Oh shit. Why am I wearing a dress? It’s twisted around me and the bottom is pulled up around my waist. I tug at the material, but it doesn’t budge. I stand up and pull it around the way it’s supposed to go and then sit back down, legs together without a thought.

“I can’t believe you brought Erin back without telling me. And then apparently had a wild night without me, too.”

I rest my chin on my palm and stare toward the door. What did I do last night? Oh! Oh my God, that!

“I don’t know if I’ve ever seen your face this red, so it must be good. Dish it, girl.”

What do I say? I can’t tell him what Michelle did. “I, uh, went out with your sister. I told you that.”

“I thought Ethan was going out with her. And this obviously wasn’t just a simple outing.”

“It was just a bar. You know the one on 12th and Broad? That one. I didn’t even have that much to drink. Not as much as Michelle. But we danced. There was this guy I danced with for quite a while.”

“And?”

“And nothing. He had an erection at one point, but I made sure he knew I had a boyfriend. Then we kept dancing. Nothing more. You were asleep when I got home, so I slept down here so I didn’t wake you. That’s it.” I don’t want to start a civil war over something that his sister probably doesn’t even remember.

“As bad as you looked when I came down, I thought maybe you’d have some exciting story about fighting people off as they threw themselves at you.”

I laugh a little too loud and take a drink of water.
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“Hey, so Michelle wants us to go to dinner with her tonight. You in?”

“Depends on which Michelle you’re talking about. If it’s one of the random 37 million Michelle’s out there, then sure. If it’s my sister, then nope.”

“Oh, come on. She’s really not that bad.” I walk to my closet and slide my clothes from left to right while I look for something to wear.

“You’ve known her for all of a month now? I’ve known her all 25 years that she’s been alive. Trust me. She can seem nice, but it’s all an act. It always is.”

“Hmm, maybe.” I hold out a green dress and look at it. “But maybe she’s growing up. It wouldn’t hurt to give her a chance.”

“Maybe someday, not now. But I want you to go. If you can be friends with her, that’s great. God knows she needs some friends. Just watch your back with her. You can’t expect a porcupine to change its quills for fur.”

I set the dress on the bed and walk to my underwear drawer. I pull out a pair of panties, a bra, and black tights.

“You’re going as Erin again?”

I stop and look at him. “Yeah? I thought you liked Erin.”

He comes up and kisses me while his hands move down to my ass. “I love Erin. She’s fucking hot. But I love Ethan too. Most importantly, I thought you didn’t like Erin. You keep telling me you’re finished with her, but then you keep buying more and more things.”

I do? My eyes flick over to my closet. It’s evenly split between Erin’s things and Ethan’s. That’s what it’s always been, isn’t it? “I don’t know. I guess sometimes I like being Erin, after all.”

“Well, I love you no matter who you are, so you go be you.” He kisses me on my forehead, and I close my eyes. “Just be it without me if my sister is involved.” He chuckles and walks away.

Michelle pulls into the restaurant parking lot just ahead of me, so I follow her red sports car and park next to it. I get out, but she doesn’t. When I tap on the passenger window, she waves for me to get into the car.

“What’s up?”

“First, you look gorgeous today.” Her eyes move along my body, and I blush. “Second, found a video that you have to see. I just sent it to you.”

“Oh, awesome!” I reach into my purse for my earbuds. “A cat hanging from a ceiling fan?”

“Yep, watch it. It’s hilarious.”

I press play…

“Erin? Wake up, Erin. We’re here.”

I blink open my eyes and look around. “Here? Where?”

“The airport. You asked me to drive you.”

“I did?”

“Yeah. For your trip. You must have been really out of it.” She laughs.

“Trip?”

“To that clinic you told me about. The one Jeffrey wants you to go to.”

“He does? Oh… oh! That one. Duh, yeah. We’re here already?”

Michelle gets out of the car and walks to the hangar, so I follow her. There’s a man standing inside. When he looks at me, it’s like his blue eyes skewer me.

“Ladies, good evening. It’s truly marvelous to meet you both. Miss Erin, I presume?”

He tilts his head toward me, and I nod.

“My name is David Lattimore. I’ve heard so many wonderful things about you, and I can’t wait to know you even better. It’s going to be just a moment while the captain finishes her pre-flight checklist, but please join me in the cabin whenever you’re ready.”

I can’t take my eyes off him as he walks up the steps and disappears inside the plane. There’s something about him.

“I know you’re just going to be gone for a week, but I’ll miss you. I feel so silly.” Michelle turns her head away.

“That’s not silly at all. I’m going to miss you, too.”

“You are?” She steps closer until I can feel her breath against my chin. Goosebumps ripple down my arms.

“Of course I am.”

“Then maybe I should give you something to remember while you’re away.”

Her lips break over mine, and for a second I think I’m going to be swept away. It’s amazing how much her kiss feels like Jeffrey’s. When I close my eyes, I imagine it’s him holding me instead of her, and my lips move on their own. Drawing and grasping at everything they can. Feeding on this feeling. I wrap my arms around her neck, and that’s when I open my eyes.

This isn’t Jeffrey. He’s much taller. Michelle. I pinch my lips shut and lean my head back just a bit. How could I ever think it was him? Her mouth moves off mine, and her inhale pulls at my breath. I need to tell her I didn’t mean anything by that kiss. She needs to know that I’m not attracted to her. That I would never cheat on Jeffrey even if I were.

“They’re probably waiting for you.”

“Probably.” I know I should let go of her, but I can’t yet. Not while her hands are on my body. I shake my head.

“Don’t do that. Don’t think about it. Just let it be.”

“But Jeffrey.”

“Jeffrey knows. Remember that he told you he likes the thought of you playing with other women? Remember that?”

He did?

“It’s not cheating on him unless it’s with a guy. And that makes sense, right? Remember, he told you that.”

“I… I think so. Yeah, maybe I—”

“So see? It’s fine. Enjoy what just happened. Don’t think about it too much.”

“Yeah, okay. Well, I should probably get—”

“Yeah. I’ll be waiting for you when you get back.”

I hug her before turning around and walking onto the plane.


CHAPTER SIX



“Right this way, Miss Erin.” David holds out his arm for me as we climb the steps to the veranda. It’s an old-fashioned gesture, but it makes me smile anyway.

I expected a hospital, but this place is more like a hotel. The large sitting room on the other side of the blue double doors looks like a lobby. There are armchairs clustered in small groups, a fireplace, and a large table along one wall that could easily be a check-in counter.

When I stop to look around, David takes my hand again. “This way, my dear. Dr. Gooding is waiting for you in her office.”

We walk toward a large, curved marble staircase. I assume we’re going up, but he turns us down a hallway instead. We stop at the first door on the right. The door is open, and David peeks his head inside.

“Are you ready for Miss Erin, Doctor?”

I hear a woman’s voice answer from inside. Then, at David’s beckoning, I walk into the office. It’s light and white, just like the rest of the building, with an entire wall of windows. I see the woman walk around the desk, and I smile as she takes my hand.

“Erin, it’s so lovely to meet you. Wow, you’re going to be gorgeous when we’re finished.”

“Really?” My stomach flutters. It’s too much to hope for. She has to be exaggerating.

“Trust me. I’ve done this for almost ten years now, and I’ve seen a lot of women come through. Very few of them are as beautiful as you before they begin the process. And that smile? You’re radiant. ”

I blush at her compliments.

“Please have a seat. We have just a few documents to go through, and then I’ll show you to your room.”

I smooth my skirt under me as I sit and then cross my legs.

Dr. Gooding grins as she hands me a tablet.
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My entire body buzzes when I see my room. It’s so feminine and pretty. Soft, light purple walls, almost-white trim, and pastel paintings on the walls. I walk to the pink sofa in front of the windows and look out. The courtyard is lush and green. There’s a palm tree so close to my window that I wonder if I could reach out and pluck a coconut from it.

“What do you think?” Dr. Gooding asks.

“It’s gorgeous. Everything here is.”

“I’m glad to hear that. We want the entire clinic to be a place of beauty.”

I turn to face her just in time to see another woman enter the room. She’s wearing all white scrubs, so I wonder if she’s another doctor. Dr. Gooding follows my eyes and then smiles.

“Perfect timing, like always. This is Nora. She’s the head nurse here. Nora, this is Erin. She’s going to be staying with us for a bit.”

“Oh my gosh, sweetie, look at you! If this is what we’re starting with, I can’t wait to see the finished product. You’re already a flower. Where do you go from here?”

I blush and look down. I’m not used to this attention.

Dr. Gooding walks up and puts her hand on my arm. “We’ll start in the morning. The next couple of weeks will probably be a blur, but we’ll take really good care of you. And you’ll love everything we’re going to do. I promise.”

I should be nervous, but I’m not. I sit on the edge of the bed and Nora walks up beside me.

“Girl, you really are going to be great. Dr. Gooding is a miracle worker, but she won’t even need to break a sweat with you. Now, let me get your vitals real quick, then I’ll let you get settled in.”

After a couple of minutes, she has everything noted in her tablet, but before she leaves, she hugs me. “Welcome to the family, sweetie.”

My chest is full and warm as I hug her back.
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I’m lying on my back and floating. The waves are breaking around me, and I want to just drift off. But I can’t. I focus on my eyes. It’s hard. Muscles that I’ve never thought about before seem different, like someone is pushing against them. I move through them one at a time in my mind. Relaxing and contracting them until I find just the right ones. They’re all there and in the same places. But nothing wants to respond. At last, I’m able to force my eyelids to separate. It’s just a crack, but it’s enough.

I look around me and see the lilac-colored walls. For a second, I wonder where I am, but then I remember. The clinic Jeffrey sent me to. Thinking of him makes my entire body tingle, and I feel my cock start to get hard. I want to rub it, but I’m still not able to move my arms. When I hear my door open, I’m suddenly glad that I can’t.

“You’re awake! How do you feel, sweetie?”

My words just come out as a crackly hiss, so I try again. “—ood.”

Nora holds a plastic cup to my lips and tilts it up. A little water falls into my mouth. It’s cold and might be the most wonderful thing I’ve ever felt. “Is that better?”

I nod my head.

“Now, any pain anywhere?”

“No.” My voice is still little more than a whisper, but she can understand me now.

She smiles. “That’s great. Now, you probably will have pain at some point, so when you do, I want you to push this button right here, okay?”

She runs a cord through the arm on the side of my bed and then hands me the end. The hard plastic reminds me of a game show buzzer. I look and see a black button on the end.

“That’s your pain killer. We want to keep it all under control, so don’t turn into some tough old broad who tries to ignore the pain. It’ll just get worse if you do that. Push this whenever you feel you need it. It’s timed so you can’t overdose. Got it?”

I nod again. “So what…” My voice gives out again.

“Your throat might not be ready for talking yet. You’ve had more things shoved in and out of that thing in the last week than in your entire life, I’ll bet.”

My cheeks are burning.

“Or maybe not, if you’ve been having fun. So what’s happened? Is that what you’re wondering? Well, Dr. Gooding started with your facial surgery, but once you were in the operating room, she realized there wasn’t much to do. Just a little work on your nose and your chin. A bit on your forehead too, but really not much. So since she had extra time, she did a bit of vocal cord work. That’s the main reason why your throat is scratchy.”

“Vocal cords?”

“Just to tighten your voice up. Think of it as your natural voice but a little better. Then a couple days later she did your body surgeries. Shoulders and ribs to bring them both in a little bit. But you really didn’t need much. I mean it. You were meant to be a woman from the get go.”

I smile.

“Only a couple more to go now, but they’re the good ones. Tomorrow you’ll have your implants. Then you’ll have three or four weeks of healing before we tackle the plumbing, if you know what I mean.” She winks at me.

My mind wanders off as I hear what’s coming.

“Someone’s beaming.”

I don’t realize I’m grinning until she points it out. “Tomorrow… breasts?”

“Yes, ma’am. Tomorrow you get your very own boobs. I don’t have to ask how you feel about that.” She giggles.

“Happy…”

“Clearly. Your smile is so big, you’re about to pop all your stitches.”

I gasp and snap my mouth back into a neutral position before I damage anything.

“I was just kidding, sweetie. Go ahead and smile. You deserve to feel happy about this.”
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“Miss Erin?”

I look up and see David walking toward us. I’ve always heard the myth that sharks would die if they stop swimming. Well, I’m pretty sure if David stopped talking, he would die. But he’s such a sweet man, it’s hard to hold that against him.

“Hi David.”

“I am so sorry to interrupt your conversation, ladies. And trust me, the last thing I want to do is disturb you when you both are getting on so well together and in your time here. But you have a phone call, Miss Erin. Do you want to take it?”

I jump from my seat, almost forgetting that Hannah is there. “Yes! Yes! Where is it? The phone?”

“Follow me, please. We have a room set up just off this hallway. It allows for patients to have much-needed privacy while they…”

The rush of blood in my ears makes it impossible to listen to him anymore. My entire body is trembling more than the time in college when I drank twelve energy drinks on a dare. It’s been so long. I can’t wait to hear his voice.

David opens the door for me, and I rush to the phone sitting on the table. “Jeffrey? Baby, I’ve been dying to hear your voice. I’ve missed you so much.”

“Well, this is a little awkward.”

“Oh. Did I pick up the wrong line? I’m sorry.”

“Is this Erin?”

“Yes…”

“It’s Michelle. How are you?”

“Oh.” I’m sure she can hear the disappointment in my voice. “I’m good. How are you? How’s—”

“Jeffrey?” She snorts. “He’s fine. We’re all fine. So things are going well there?”

“Yeah. Things are good.” I exhale. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be rude. I just expected you to be Jeffrey, so I was disappointed. I haven’t heard from him the whole time I’ve been here. But, I really am glad you called, though.”

“I’m sure he’s just busy and hasn’t had a chance to call.”

“You’re probably right.” My voice is flat.

“So tell me, how is everything?”

“Oh my God, Michelle. This place is so wonderful.”

I spend the next ten minutes telling her about all the procedures I’ve had and the people I’ve met. When she asks my favorite change, I pretend to think, but I know instantly which one it is. My breasts. If you asked me a year ago if I wanted breasts, I would have laughed and said no. And I would have been a fool. They are absolutely the best thing to ever happen to me. Well, next to meeting Jeffrey.

By the end of the call, I’ve almost forgotten my disappointment. Or I at least try to convince myself that I have. I set the old-fashioned phone back down in its cradle and step outside the room. Hannah is sitting in the same chair where I left her.

I need to get my mind off of Jeffrey, so I walk up to her and take the book she’s reading. “Why don’t we go up to my room?” It’s not cheating if it’s another girl, right? Michelle told me that’s what Jeffrey said.

Her eyes move down to my breasts and then back up to my face. “Okay.”

I turn and walk toward the stairs, and the click of her heels tells me that she’s following.


CHAPTER SEVEN



“Good morning, Erin. How are you feeling?”

Why is Alyssa here today? “Kinda meh, but I’ll be alright.”

“What’s wrong?”

I think about yesterday afternoon. About Hannah. As soon as I touched her cock, she bolted out the door. She couldn’t get away from me fast enough. No one wants to be with me. Not her, not Jeffrey. “It’s nothing. Just a down day. Where’s Nora?”

I’ve been here for a month now, and I’ve never known Nora to not work on a weekday. It’s silly, but I’m a little worried.

“She’s taking today off. She had a late night with one of our other patients.” Alyssa takes the blood pressure cuff off my arm and wraps it around the rail of my bed, ready for next time.

“Oh no, I hope they’re both okay.”

“They’ll be fine. It happens sometimes. Well, your vitals look good. Anything I can get for you?”

“Maybe a cup of coffee, if you don’t mind? I kinda want to hide out in here for a while.”

“Sure thing. So, who are you avoiding?” She giggles, but I don’t.

“Well… Hannah. But I’m not really avoiding her. Just, I don’t know.”

“Oh, you don’t have to worry about her. I shouldn’t tell you this, but she’s the patient we had an issue with last night.”

My heart pounds, and I sit up in my bed. “Is she okay?”

“I can’t say anything. But she’s fine. Just spending some time in one of our observation rooms for a while.”

“Oh my God!” An observation room? Did she try to kill herself? Was she that upset?

I’m so lost in my thoughts, I don’t notice Alyssa leave and come back with my coffee until I smell it. I look around. It’s sitting on my nightstand, but Alyssa is already gone.

What could have driven Hannah that far? Was it me? I replay everything that happened. She’d just finished masturbating me, and I’d started to do the same to her. But when I touched her, she pulled back. Like she was embarrassed to have a cock. But why? She’d just found out about me, so why would she be ashamed of herself?

Maybe me touching it reminded her it was still there? I certainly understand not feeling complete without that final surgery. She might feel the same. Or maybe they told her she couldn’t have it at all. How would I feel if they told me I couldn’t? Would I be suicidal? I shiver.

Oh my God, what if they just don’t do it at all here? What if they stopped performing that surgery? Or maybe they never did. There are clinics that lie about procedures and results. What if this is one of them? What will I do? I have to get this for Jeffrey. I have to get this for me.

My heart is racing, and my entire body shakes. What am I going to do? I force my breaths in and out. “Alyssa?” I hope I’m yelling loud enough that she can hear. I don’t think about the call button beside my bed. “Alyssa? Please.”

“What is it?” Alyssa comes running into my room. “What’s wrong, honey?”

“I… I… need…”

“Shh, just lay back and take a deep breath for me.” She holds two fingers to my wrist. “Attagirl, deep breaths. Deep breaths. Just like that. There you go. Good girl. Now tell me what’s wrong.”

“I need a phone. Please. Can you let me use a phone? I haven’t talked to him in so long. Please.”

“Who? Who do you need to talk to?”

“Jeffrey. I need to hear his voice, that’s all. My boyfriend. Just two minutes. One minute. Just enough to hear him. Please. There has to be a phone I can use.”

She looks around. “I could get fired for this. Or worse. You have to promise me that no one will find out.”

“Find out what?”

“I’ll let you use my phone. Just for a minute. But you have to promise. You can’t tell anyone. And you have to block the number, so your boyfriend can’t call you back. Just one time only. This is it. Promise?”

I sit up. “I swear. I won’t tell anyone.”

She looks around again like she thinks someone may have snuck in, then she pulls her cell phone from her pocket. I take it and dial the number. Please pick up. Please pick up.

It takes three rings for him to answer, and I’m in tears at that point.

“Hello?” His voice sends a jolt through me.

“Baby? It’s me.” I sob out the words. Alyssa runs her hand along my back to calm me.

“Who is this?”

“It’s me. Erin. Can you hear me?”

“Erin… The fuck! Erin? Where are you? Are you okay?”

“Yes.” The word curls around my sob. “I’m at the clinic.”

“What clinic? Are you hurt? Tell me where you are, and I’ll be there. I’ll leave right now.”

“I… I don’t know. The clinic you sent me to. I just needed to hear your voice. Why haven’t you called me?”

“I didn’t send you to any clinic. Where are you?”

“You did. But then you didn’t call me. Even your sister called, but you didn’t. Did I do something wrong? Why didn’t you call?”

“My sister? Of course, you didn’t do anything wrong. I’ve been looking all over for you. Tell me where you are.”

“I need to go. I’m not supposed to make any outgoing calls. I had to sneak to do this. But please call me at the main number. I love you so, so much. Please tell me you’ll call me.”

“I promise, honey. I love you too. Just tell me where you are. Ethan, tell me—”

I’m crying again and can’t say anything more than “bye” as I hang up and hand the phone to Alyssa.
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Even in my room, I can hear raised voices coming from downstairs. I try to listen, but I can’t make out what they’re saying. All I can tell is that it’s two men arguing. I think of everyone I’ve met here, and the only men I’ve seen are part of the security team. Was there some kind of incident? I look at my door and wish there were a lock on it.

The voices die down after a few minutes, and I curl my feet under me in my armchair and get back to my book. I’m Knot Gonna Take It, book 3 of the Packing It Hard Series. I just get to a steamy part when there’s a knock at my door.

“Come in.” I look to the door and see Dr. Gooding. Is something wrong? She’s already made her rounds this morning.

She smiles as I set the book down on my table. “This is a little unusual, but you have a visitor.”

My head snaps. “I do? Who is it?”

“Jeffrey Davis. He says he’s—”

I hop out of the chair and scamper to my closet. “Jeffrey? He’s here? Now?”

“He is. He’s downstairs. We don’t normally allow visitors at this stage, but we’re making an exception for you.” I swear she’s speaking more slowly than she was just a second ago.

“I can’t see him like this.” I throw outfits out of my closet. None of them are right. There has to be something. I toss my hands up and groan. “I have nothing to wear.”

She puts her hands on my shoulders from behind me, and I stop. “Erin. It’s fine. You can wear anything. He doesn’t care. He just wants to see you.”

I shake my head. She doesn’t understand. “No. It has to be perfect. I haven’t seen him in so long.”

“What about this one?” I look, and she’s holding a red dress that I just tossed onto the floor.

“Too long.”

“This purple one?”

“He’ll think I look like a cartoon character.”

She rolls her eyes. “Then this one. I think you look pretty in white.”

“Hmm…” I do love the way I look in that dress, but is it good enough for him? I take it from her. “It’ll have to do. Thank you.”

She chuckles. “I’ll let him know you’re getting ready and will be down shortly.”

I lay the dress on the bed and go to the bathroom. Pinks. I want all pink makeup for him. I open my case and take out everything I need. The foundation and concealer. Blush. Eyeshadow palette, eyeliner, and mascara. Lip liner and lipstick. I clip my hair up and work everything onto my face. When I’m done, I run my hair through the flat iron. Will he recognize me with straight hair? I giggle. I hope so. I want him to rush up to me before I even get to the bottom of the stairs and take me in his arms while he tells me how beautiful I am. My nipples tingle at the thought.

Before I leave, I fasten the straps on my pale pink sandals and stand in front of the mirror. My stomach drops. What if he doesn’t like this? What if he thinks I’m ugly? Maybe I can’t do this. I sit on the edge of the bed and stare at the mirror. He loves me. And I love this. So that means he’s going to love it too. Right? But if he loves me, why didn’t he ever call me? I take a deep breath and walk to the door.

I see him from the top of the stairs, and my heart feels like it’s going to burst. He’s more handsome than I remember. I want to run down the stairs and throw myself at him, but I force myself to take my time.

I watch him as I go down the steps. He’s mostly looking down, but every few seconds, his head pops up and he scans the room. I freeze when his eyes sweep across me. I try to be calm, but I can’t help the giant smile on my face. The sides of his mouth curl up, but his head keeps moving. Did he even really see me? I stand there a moment, waiting for the cliche ah-ha moment when his head will whip back to me and his jaw will drop. But it doesn’t come. He just looks down at his shoes again.

I reach the bottom of the stairs and walk halfway across the room before he looks up again. This time, his eyes squint as he looks at me and his mouth pops open just a bit. He stands as I step in front of him.

“Ethan?”

I shudder. I never expected to hear that name again, and I never want to. “Erin. So…” I grin.

I see the tears pooling in his eyes. Then his face contorts, and he wraps his arms around me. Everything feels right now that I’m back in his arms again, and I want to stay here forever.

“I’m so sorry.” He’s sobbing now, and his tears are running down my shoulder.

I pull him tighter. “Sorry for what?”

“Have you seen yourself? For this. For my sister. I didn’t know. I swear, I didn’t know.”

“What are you talking about?”

He sniffs and steps back. “I don’t expect you to ever forgive me.”

“Jeffrey, you’re not making sense. What do I need to forgive you for?”

“Look at you.”

I smile, waiting for the compliments to come.

“It’s like you’re a completely different person.”

I tilt my head. I don’t think I look that different. It’s just taking him a while to process everything.

“These.” He motions to my breasts, and I beam. Until I get my last surgery, these are my pride and joy. “I can’t believe it. I’m so sorry.” He drops back into the chair and starts crying again.

“Jeffrey, talk to me. What are you sorry for? Was there another woman while I was gone? A man? I forgive you. It’s okay.”

“How can you say that? Ethan, look at yourself. It’s not okay.”

“One, don’t ever call me that name again. There is no Ethan anymore. Two, what’s wrong with how I look?”

He breaks down, and I roll my eyes. With a sigh, I sit in the chair next to his. “Jeffrey, you’re going to have to tell me what you did, because I really don’t know.”

“We can talk on the way home. I have a plane waiting at the airport for us. Do you have any real clothes to change into? Something other than that?”

“Now wait a minute.” I stand so I can face him. “You’ve done nothing but insult me since I came down here, and I’m not going to put up with it.” I feel my heartbeat in my clenched fists. “You obviously did something while I was gone, but with this attitude, you’re making it ten times worse. I’m not going anywhere with you while you’re like this.”

He stares up at me. His eyes are wide and his mouth is hanging open. “You’re not going anywhere with me while I’m like this? Jesus Christ, you’re worse than I thought.”

“That’s it. You can take your plane and fly wherever you want. I don’t care. You’re the one who sent me here, and now you want to spend all our time together arguing with me?” I spin and stomp toward the stairs.

I’m only a few steps away when he grabs my arm and jerks me backward. “You’re coming with me. I’m getting you out of here.”

Before I know it, David and a couple men I’ve never seen before are pulling Jeffrey off of me and literally carrying him to the door.

“I didn’t send you here.” He’s struggling in their arms and shouting. “I didn’t know where you were until you called me.”

I stare as they carry him out the door and down the stairs. There’s an SUV waiting with its door open.

“Wait!” I run toward the door. My breasts are bouncing so much I have to put my arm over them to hold them in place. “Wait. Please.”

When I get to the door, everyone turns to look at me.

“What do you mean you didn’t send me here? This was all your idea. And I’m glad you did it.”

He shakes his head.

“It was! Your sister explained it all to me.”

“You know how I feel about Michelle. Why would I have trusted her with this?”

“I… But you did. I swear. You just don’t remember.”

“Eth—” He clamps his jaw shut before he can finish the word. “Erin, I would remember something like that. There’s no way in hell I’d ever, ever work with my sister on something like this. I don’t even trust her to fix me a drink.”

He has always hated her, but she told me this was all his idea. She wouldn’t lie, would she? But then why would he lie to me now?

“I love you no matter what your name is. No matter what you look like. I don’t care about any of this. I’m just sorry that you had to go through it. I’m sorry I didn’t find you sooner. I’m sorry I believed my sister when she said she didn’t know what happened to you. That’s what I’m sorry about. And I never meant to insult you, so I’m sorry about that too. You’re gorgeous. More than gorgeous. I’ve never seen any woman as beautiful as you.”

“I didn’t have to ‘go through’ this, you know. You make it sound like it’s something terrible. It’s not. I love it. I love everything that happened here. I love this new me.”

He twists his mouth to the side. “I’m not doing any of this right, am I? Let me try again. I love you and want you to be happy. So if that means that you’re Erin or that other name I won’t say or someone else, I’m happy as long as you’re happy. I just want whatever you want. I just want you. For now and forever.”

A tear slips from my eye, but I wipe it away. “That was better. Fifth time’s a charm, I guess.” I walk down the stairs and stand in front of him. “I love you, and I want you for now and forever, too.”

My heart is beating faster than it ever has, and I know that the instant our lips touch, everything will change for both of us. I lean forward and my mouth falls onto his. This could be our 10,000th kiss, but it might as well be the first. The sound of his lips on mine. The taste of his breath, just a tiny bit sweet. The feeling of his stubbly chin brushing against mine. These are all new to me, even though I’ve experienced them too many times to count. But never like this. Never as me.


CHAPTER EIGHT



Jeffrey’s mother raises her glass. “To the world’s next great supermodel—”

“It’s just one cover and only for a local magazine.” I roll my eyes and laugh.

“We all start somewhere, dear. Who knows what the future will bring? So, to the world’s next great supermodel and to the best daughter-in-law we could ever ask for.”

I blush and kiss Jeffrey’s cheek. “I wish Michelle could be here,” I whisper into his ear.

“Erin, you know why she can’t.”

I look down. “I know. But she’s still your sister. And my friend.”

He shakes his head. “That’s only because of the—never mind. I love that you’re so sweet, but that’s never going to happen.”

Jeffrey’s parents were furious when he told them what his sister had done. All in an attempt to break up me and Jeffrey. The very next day, they revoked her entire trust fund and kicked her out of their home. Since then, no one in the family has talked to her. Except me. She and I still message each other. Mostly just to say hi, but I always send her any new cute cat videos I find. I know how much she loves them.

The dinner is uneventful, which is amazing, since Jeffrey and his mother can almost never be in the same room as each other for more than five minutes without fighting.

As we all walk outside, I gasp. “I forgot my purse. Be right back.”

There’s no one else here tonight, but I still hurry back inside, scolding myself when I see it sitting on the edge of the table. I pick it up and then jump when I feel an arm slide around me.

“I thought you could use my help.”

I spin to face him. No matter how many times I look into his eyes, I’ll never not lose my breath. “It’s just a small clutch. I think I can handle it.”

“Maybe that’s not what I wanted to help you with.” His hand slides down to my ass. “Maybe there’s something that I want to handle.”

I roll my eyes. “If they give an award for the worst pun—”

“Or maybe there’s something I want to clutch.” He squeezes my cheek.

“I take it back. That’s the one that would win the award.”

“Remember last time we were here?” He grabs my hand and takes me toward the back hallway.

I shiver when I think about it. It was the first time I ever met his parents, and I was so nervous. About them and about what I was wearing. I was so scared to wear a dress back then. And then he took me here. Down this hallway. Where his sister caught us.

He cups my breast with one hand while he unfastens his pants with the other. It’s not as dark as I remember. “You didn’t have these last time.”

I shake my head and bite his neck.

“You didn’t have this last time, either.” He sticks his hand under my skirt and slides it between my legs. I moan as it moves across my pussy.

“So, which version of me do you like better?”

He rips my underwear to the side and lifts me against the wall. I wrap my legs around him, and my entrance automatically finds his cock. It twitches against my delicate folds.

“I like whichever version is with me.” He presses inside me, and I gasp. “I have to admit, I do like your pussy a lot more than I thought I would.”

“Mmm, that’s good because I love it.” I roll my head back against the wall and close my eyes.

He pumps inside me deeper, and with each thrust, my body bounces. My breasts move up and down like an eager child nodding her head. I’m glad I decided against the backless dress today. I would have wall-burn if I were wearing it.

My breath is ragged, and I press my lips against his. I moan into his mouth when I feel his thumb press against my clit. He circles it, and I thrash my hips. But I can’t come yet. I don’t want this to end.

I try to fight it back, and for a while I do. But it’s too much. The orgasm builds and builds until finally it spills over whatever walls I can erect to stop it. I’m screaming with each panted breath now and even his mouth on mine can’t keep me quiet. My entire body trembles when I feel his cock pulse and then spurt inside me.

I collapse, my legs still wrapped around Jeffrey’s waist while he pumps into me. Then he falls forward, pinning me against the wall. His forehead rests against mine and his warm breath moves across my face.

“Fuck.” His voice isn’t even a whisper.

I giggle. “I think we just did. I’ll never get used to how great this feels.”

“I love you so much.”

I loosen my legs and drop my feet to the floor. He takes a step back but still stares at me.

“Same.” I wink and give him a quick kiss. “Ready?” I take his hand.

“I’m pretty sure the entire staff heard what we just did. They’ll all be staring.”

“Good. Let them see us.”


CHASING A DEBT

RELUCTANT FEMINIZATION




CHAPTER ONE



“Oh, it’s you.” She makes sure I can hear the disappointment in her voice when I walk into her room.

“Oh, it’s me.” I make sure she can hear my disappointment, too.

We both giggle.

“So, how’s my favorite patient today?” I smile at her before I unhook the blood pressure cuff from the side of her bed.

“Well, I’m here, so I can’t be that good.”

“Aww sweetie, I know.” I put my hand on the back of hers. “But you’ll be good as new in no time and playing with those cutie pie dogs of yours before you know it.”

Her face lights up. “Did I tell you what happened with Muffin last night?”

“No, what?” I wrap the cuff around her arm and clip the oximeter sensor onto her finger.

“It was her birthday, so Henry bought her a box of puppy cupcakes. Well, she jumped on the counter and ate the entire box the instant he walked out of the room.”

I give an exaggerated gasp. “So bad! Did she get sick?”

“No. An hour later she was begging for more food.”

“She’s gonna get fat if she doesn’t watch that.”

“Oh no, she never gains any weight,” she says. “I wish I was like that.”

“You and me both, girl. If I look at a piece of chocolate cake for too long—”

“It goes right to your waist.”

“Exactly.” We both laugh. “Well, tell Muffin happy birthday for me. Your numbers look good. Can I get you anything while I’m here?”

“No, but can you make sure my favorite nurse is the one who comes in next time?”

“And who’s that?” I already know her answer.

“He’s handsome and funny. You’ll know him when you see him.”

“You forgot charming.”

“Let’s not push it too far.” She grins.

“Oh, okay. I’ll see if I can scrounge him up for next time. See ya in about an hour, Mrs. Orlik. I’ll try to sneak you one of those puddings you like.”

“I guess you are a charmer, after all, Quinton.” I flash her a quick smile as I walk out.

I move behind the nurses’ station and take the first empty chair I find. I still have a couple of patients to check on, but my feet are killing me. If I don’t get off of them for at least a minute, I’m going to give serious thought to chopping them off.

I kick them out in front of me and grab my cell phone. There’s a video I’ve been wanting to watch. I somehow ended up on a mailing list for a casino I’d never even heard of, but every couple of days, they send me a video with tips and tricks. I saw that one came earlier today, but I haven’t had time to watch it yet. Just as I click the link, an alarm sounds. A code blue. I grab the crash cart and race down the hall.

Beth is already doing CPR when I get into the room.

“Whatta we got?” I call out.

“Cardiac arrest. Possibly pulseless or asystole.”

I stick the defibrillator electrodes on him, and Beth stands clear. The machine runs through its diagnostics and advises against a charge.

“Fuck… Go.” I don’t need to tell her. She’s already restarted her compressions. “I need someone in here to intubate!” I yell into the hallway as I throw open a drawer and pull out a syringe preloaded with epinephrine. We’ve rehearsed this so many times, I don’t even give a thought to the dance. My feet and hands just know what to do.

Just as I push it into the IV, two doctors rush in. I give them a quick summary. “Non-shockable. Just administered 1mg epinephrine, 7:53. First dose.”

Then I turn to Beth. Doing compressions is exhausting after just a few minutes. She’s still going strong, but I don’t know how long that will last. “Beth, switch out. I’ll do those. We need a central line started. And someone needs to intubate.”

“I’ve got the line.” In the corner of my eye, I see one doctor pull a kit from the cart. Beth takes one from another drawer when he’s done.

“V-tach. Everyone clear!” The other doctor yells out to us, and we all take a step back. He charges the defibrillator, and I watch as the patient’s body convulses. “Still pulseless.”

I press my hands against the patient’s chest and start pumping up and down. The tightness is already spreading across my shoulders and upper back. I know that in a minute or two, it will become soreness and then fatigue shortly after that. I look around the room to see who can swap with me before that happens.

Beth is directly across from me, ventilating with a bag, and one of the doctors is behind me. He calls out the second dose of epinephrine. A few seconds later, Angel dashes into the room. I nod at her, and she moves to my side without having to be told.

In two more minutes, I pause the compressions so we can check the rhythm. Another defibrillation. Another convulsion. I step back and Angel moves into my spot. Ready to go. But she doesn’t need to.

“Got a pulse.” The doctor standing by the foot of the bed says.

I turn to the monitor. It doesn’t look healthy, but it looks stable. Maybe we did it.

“Let’s get him down for angio, stat.”

Angel wheels the bed from the room, and I let my shoulders droop. Everyone is slumping now that the adrenaline spike has burned away.

I feel a hand on my shoulder, and I turn around. It’s Dr. Ranganathan. “You did great, Quinton.” He turns from me to the others. “All of you did. Great job everyone.”

He keeps his hand on me a little longer than is necessary, and I smile at him. We’ve subtly flirted every time we’ve seen each other for the last year. Neither of us ever makes the next move, though. Too soon, he drops his arm and leaves the room, giving me a wink on the way out.

“You two need to fuck already.”

I jump. I’d forgotten Beth was still in the room with me.

“He couldn’t handle me. I’m too much man for him.”

I laugh and walk out of the room and back to the nurses’ station. I want nothing more than to just collapse into a chair and not move for the next twelve hours, but I go to the refrigerator and grab a butterscotch pudding.

“Look what I found.” I hold the pudding up as I enter Mrs. Orlik’s room. Her eyes light up.

“Mmm, thank you, sir.”

“You’re very welcome, sweetie.”

“Did something happen? I saw a bunch of nurses and doctors run by a little bit ago.”

“Yeah, but don’t worry. It’ll all be fine. Nothing bad ever happens when I’m around. I’m good luck.”


CHAPTER TWO



The man working the door has seen me so many times he lets me right in. It’s like walking into a different world. The air is thick with smoke, and there are flashing neon lights everywhere, working with the sound of jangling coins to keep people mesmerized. And they are. Too enthralled by their machines to notice anyone else.

I walk past the spellbound crowd and through a door to the left. There’s not as much light back here. No neon and no electronic clanging. Once the door closes behind me, there’s only the sound of people concentrating and of cards being slid across the felt tables.

There are two tables a few feet apart. One for Texas hold ‘em, and one for blackjack. Each one has a dealer and standing between the two of them is a pit boss to make sure no one tries anything. I take a chair at the far end of the blackjack table and nod at the dealer, Angelique. I like the nights when she’s here. She smiles as I pull out my wallet and set the money in front of me.

“Only one thousand tonight?”

“For now. I am feeling lucky, though.”

“Fingers crossed.” She takes the cash and slides a stack of chips across the table to me.

I scoot a $50 chip back to her for a tip and then put $100 on the table. Just the minimum bet for now. I want to get a feel for the game before I wager any more.

I play every other game for the next half an hour. I still have $800, and now I have a running count of the cards. It’s time to increase my bets.

I set $300 on the table for the next hand. I end up with a nineteen, and the dealer busts. The following hand is another dealer bust, and I know now’s the time to strike. I pull out my wallet and slide $3000 across to Angelique. She casts me a questioning look, but I just nod my head. She slides me the chips.

In twenty minutes, I’ve almost doubled my money, but I know I can do even better. So I push in $2000 on this hand. When I draw a pair of eights, I take a deep breath. It’s an easy decision. I have to split, but that means I’m in for $4000. Angelique comes to me and stops. Everyone at the table is waiting. I blow out my breath. No matter what happens, I’m still ahead, so I slide in another $2000 and tell her to split. There’s no question this is the right move, but I can still hear the thump of my pulse in my ears.

My first hand draws a seven, so I hit. King. Shit. The second hand draws a nine, and I stand with seventeen. Maybe I can at least break even on this. I watch as Angelique flips her card. Then hits. Then hits again. She ends with twenty, and I fall back in my chair so hard, I feel the front legs come off the floor. Four thousand dollars vanished like it was never there. But the deck is even more in my favor now, so I go all in for my next hand.

I grin as soon as I see the cards. I’m holding eleven versus the dealer’s four. “Can I get credit?”

The pit boss, Joey, walks over and stares at my cards silently for a few seconds. “You wantin’ a double?”

I nod. “You know me. You know I’m good for it.”

“You ain’t never settled up from last time yet, so I don’t know shit.” He looks at me and tilts his head. “Alright. Gonna be 30% interest now. On this, plus everything you owe us from before.”

“30"%? No way. You were charging me 20% before, and that’s already a ripoff.”

He turns his back to me and walks away.

“Fine. 30%. It’s not going to matter. I’ll win it all tonight, plus extra.”

“That’s what they all say.” He chuckles.

I feel like I’m soaring as Angelique slides the chips across to me. Five thousand. I add it to my bet and tell her I’m doubling down. This is the hand that’s going to change my life. Everyone is going to hear about it. Quinton Sprigg using the casino’s own money to make his fortune. I watch as she pulls a card from the shoe and flips it over in front of me. A two. How is that possible? The odds are so low that it never even occurred to me that might happen. I look up at Joey. He’s smiling. It’s never good when he smiles.

I watch as Angelique flips over her card. A nine. She’s holding thirteen now, and I feel myself panting. I’ve got a chance. A good one. There are so many nines and tens still in the deck that she probably has close to a fifty percent chance of drawing one. When she draws a six, I sigh, and it feels like my soul escapes my body with the breath. I’m numb. I’m not really me anymore. Just a shell.

I look at Joey. He’s laughing, and it makes my blood boil. How can he laugh about this? I grind my teeth and do my best to say a friendly goodbye to Angelique. She looks as heartbroken as me.

I push through the door into the main room, and the lights and sounds push back at me. My body stops like it ran into a wall, and I squint my eyes, willing my feet to move.

“Hey! Yo, Springs! Quinton Springs!”

I turn to look for the man mispronouncing my name. He’s small. And dark. Not his skin, but his entire aura. Everything about him is black. I’ve never seen him before.

“Come with me.” He turns like there’s no question whether I’ll follow him. And there isn’t. Nothing good will come of this, but I know these aren’t people that you can just disobey.

“Where are we going?”

He doesn’t bother turning to talk to me. “Boss wants to see you.”

Shit. I’ve never met anyone higher than Joey before, and I don’t want to. “Is it something that you can just tell me? I don’t need to waste his time. If it’s about the money, I’ve got it. Just need a couple days to get to it. That’s all.”

He doesn’t say a word as he unlocks a back door and motions me inside.

To my left there’s a wall of monitors with a man watching them. There are multiple angles on each machine and table. This is something I would expect at a legitimate casino. Not here.

“Quinton, my friend, come in.”

My jaw drops a little when I see him. He’s at least six inches taller than me and his shoulders are so broad, I wouldn’t be surprised if he has to walk sideways through doors. I walk into the office and look around. Everything is a dark brown wood. I would go crazy if I had to work in here.

“I’m Dominic Morneau. Pleased to meet you. Have a seat.” He doesn’t offer to shake my hand. Instead, he walks behind me and shuts the door. “It appears you’ve had a little bad luck tonight.”

My face goes red. “Just a little, but nothing to worry about. I’ve got the money I owe. Like I was telling—”

He holds up a hand to silence me, and I snap my mouth closed.

“I’m not worried about that.” He walks around his desk and sits so he’s just a couple of feet away from me. He leans back and rests against its edge. “I’ve had my eye on you for a while now.”

“You have? So you know me then. You know I’m honest.”

“I know lots about you.” He grabs his waistband with both hands and unzips his pants.

My eyes go wide.

“I know that you like the boys more than the girls.” He reaches inside his fly and pulls out his cock.

I gasp when I see it. It’s already hard and swollen. The dark pink head looks like it’s ready to burst.

“I thought you might be interested in this.”

I can’t take my eyes away. “That?” My mouth salivates just looking at it, and I have to swallow.

“I’ve been pinned in this office all day, watching some sexy-ass women and men come through here. It kinda gets me going a little, if you know what I’m saying. And my hand just isn’t the same as a nice warm mouth like yours. Seeing as we’re practically friends, I thought maybe you could help me out a little.”

I blow out a breath and realize that I accidentally blew it onto his penis. Get ahold of yourself, Quinton. Has it been so long that you’re really just willing to throw yourself at the first cock you see? No matter how much I try to talk myself out of it, the answer is yes.

“We’re just two men who both have needs, right? And you could take care of those needs by wrapping your pretty little lips around my dick here. I know you want it.”

I do. There’s something about this, about him. I haven’t wanted it this badly in a very long time. I drop to my knees in front of him.

“Does that mean you want this?”

I look up at his green eyes. He looks hungry, like he wants to devour me right here. I nod.

“Attaboy.”

I kiss his moist tip and taste the mix of pre-cum and sweat before moving further down his shaft, kissing from the tip to the base and then back again. My own cock is hard now inside my pants, and my breath is already ragged. When I get back to his head, I wrap my lips around it and suck. Gently, for now. I don’t want to give him too much too soon. I look up and see him close his eyes. I do the same.

I squeeze his length with one hand while I move more of him into my mouth. When I get to the ridge separating head from shaft, I run my tongue around it a couple of times, and I hear him moan. Then I move further. Sucking on him the whole time.

There’s no way I could ever take him all into my mouth, and when I feel his head bump into the back of my throat, I stop. I don’t try to take any more. Instead, I work back along his length, moving my tongue around while I pump the rest of him with my hand.

I can’t remember the last time I gave a blowjob to a man like this. It wasn’t a problem to fit every inch of my last boyfriend into my mouth. But this is a challenge. A puzzle. I have to coordinate my tongue and my lips and my hand. They all have to work together to get him off. And when he yanks my hair and pulls me into him, I know I’ve got it.

Before long, his cock grows even tighter, and I suck harder. My hand squeezing and tugging against his shaft while I move my head back and forth. He tenses, and I pull back, teasing my tongue around his head. I feel his first spurt hit my cheek, and I take him into my mouth now. Milking everything he has, drinking it all. When he’s drained, I lean back and look up at him. His eyes are on me. I run a finger along my chin and cheek, smearing his seed across my face, before putting my finger up to my mouth. I make sure he watches my tongue glide across my finger as I clean all of him off of it. When I’m done, I bite my lip and sit back on my heels.

“God damn, Quinton.”

I don’t say a word. I don’t move. I just stare at him.

He walks to the other side of his desk and opens a drawer. I’m still motionless as he comes back around and wipes something across my face. The familiar citrus scent fills my nostrils. A hand wipe. I chuckle silently.

“Be back here Saturday at 8pm. I’m going to put your talents to work.”

My jaw drops open. What does that mean? Does he expect another blowjob? More? No. I won’t. I’m not a sex worker, and I have no interest in becoming one. This was just one time. That’s all. I stand up and walk out of his office without saying a word.


CHAPTER THREE



“Are you sure? I don’t think I take this one.”

“Let me double-check.” I walk back to the computer and scroll through her med list. And it’s not there. I look again, but I still don’t see it. “It’s not on your chart. Let’s take these others for now, hon, and then I’ll go do some investigating on this one. Maybe it’s new.”

I hand her a cup with the pills in it and watch her swallow one at a time. Sometimes, she struggles with her shaky hands, but she never lets me help. When she’s done, she slams the cup down on her tray like it’s an empty shot glass and sticks her tongue out so I can see all the pills are gone. I laugh.

“I’m going to go check on this one, sweetie. Need anything when I come back?”

“If there’s some hot man roaming the halls, maybe you could send him in.”

“I thought Mr. Orlik was out of town until Tuesday.”

“He is. I said a hot man, not my husband.”

“Girl, you’re bad.” I chuckle. “If I see a hot man wandering out there, I’m liable to take him for myself.”

“How about we share?”

“Deal.”

I hear her laugh as I walk to the nurses’ station. I sit down and look through her chart again. There’s no order for this med, so where did it come from? I look through the logs, and I gasp when I see it. This can’t be. There’s no way. I sit there blinking at the screen for several seconds.

It’s this damn game room and Dominic. The closer it gets to Saturday, the more I think about him. Now, he’s almost all I think about. Earlier in the week, I knew I could never go back there. I would find a way to pay what I owe, and that would be it. But now I don’t know. I swear if it weren’t for work and these casino videos that I keep getting, I would totally lose my mind. But if these thoughts are starting to interfere with my work…

“Quin, what’s wrong? You look like you’re about to cry.”

I look up and see Beth on the other side of the desk and blow out a breath. “I almost gave a patient someone else’s medication.”

“Almost? Or you did?”

“Almost. Thank God she noticed it when I handed it to her.”

“Then it’s all fine. Don’t beat yourself up.”

I shake my head. “It’s not fine. What if she didn’t catch it?”

“That’s why we go over their meds with them each time. It’s another safeguard. Don’t look at me like that. Everyone makes mistakes. Even the super nurses like you who just annoy the rest of us because you’re so perfect.” She laughs, but I’m not in the mood.

“Obviously, I’m not perfect. I hope Becca is in a good mood today when I send her the report on this.”

Beth rolls her eyes. “Quin, we all know you’re her favorite. And deservedly so. She’s always in a good mood when it comes to you.”

“She shouldn’t be. Not when I make mistakes like this.” I leave her behind and head toward Mrs. Orlik’s room.

When I get there, I walk in and sit on the chair at her bedside. She smiles when she sees me, but I can’t smile back. I can barely look at her.

“I see you didn’t bring a man in with you.”

“No, not this time. But I did find out about that medicine. I’m the one who messed up. If you wouldn’t have noticed it, I would have never even known.” I don’t know if it’s possible for me to sink any lower in the chair.

“Well, good thing I caught it then.” She laughs.

“I’m so sorry, sweetie. That should have never happened. It’s the kind of mistake that can have terrible consequences.”

She shrugs her shoulders. “But it worked out fine, didn’t it? Life’s too short to worry about all the things that didn’t happen. You’re still the best nurse here, even if you did try to kill me.”

My jaw drops, and she roars with laughter. “Oh my God, don’t joke about that! I feel terrible!”

“Honey, you’re fine. Don’t you dare waste another second feeling bad about this. I forgive you, even though there’s nothing to forgive. Hell, maybe I would have liked that med, anyway. Was it something good?”

“A cholesterol pill.”

“Do you hear yourself? You’re feeling this bad because you almost gave an old woman a cholesterol pill? The way you’re acting, I thought maybe it was heroin or something. Now, get out of here before you make me mad. I don’t put up with wallowing. Never have.”

I stand up and force myself to smile at her.

“You’re still my favorite.” Her eyes twinkle.

“You’re mine too.”
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I feel a drip of sweat run down the back of my neck as I stand outside the white concrete block building Saturday night. There are cameras everywhere, so I’m sure Dominic already knows I’m here. But I can’t bring myself to go inside. Not yet.

I’ve walked back to my car three times already. Each time, I tell myself that I’m going to get in and drive away. But then I come right back. Why am I here? No sane man would ever do this. I should have gotten the money from someone. A loan if I needed to. Then I could make a clean break, but instead, I’m standing out here fighting with myself.

“Hey.”

I scream when I feel a hand on my back. I spin and see that it’s Dominic. Somehow, standing outside makes him look even bigger. His black hair is slicked back and his eyes seem dead even in the well-lit parking lot.

“I don’t have all night.” He grabs my hand, and I feel my knuckles crack under his rough grip as he yanks me toward the door. “Come on.”

I’m only vaguely aware of the usual noises and lights all around me as we walk through the game room and toward the back. When we’re in his office, he closes the door behind us and runs the back of a finger down my cheek. I close my eyes and try to stop my trembling.

“Do you know how long I’ve been watching you? Just waiting for the right moment. But now you’re ready. Have you enjoyed those little videos I’ve been sending you?”

What videos? The only videos I can think of are the ones from the casino newsletter.

“You’re scared of me right now, but just give me some time. I’m not such a bad guy as long as you do exactly what I want. And you don’t have much of a choice in that, do you?”

I look up at him. “What’s this about? What do you want from me?”

He smiles and unzips his pants. They fall to his knees.

His thighs look even more muscular than his shoulders, and I don’t know how that’s possible. I gulp as I trace their lines up to the bulge behind his underwear.

He tugs his briefs down, and as soon as he does, his cock falls free. I bite my lip. Is that why I’m here tonight? Am I that lonely and desperate that I’ll do this just for a taste of him?

“Do you want this?”

Of course not. No. Absolutely not. My head betrays me and nods up and down.

“There’s something you need to do first. Put this on.”

I look up and see him holding a dress. Black and tiny. “You’re joking.”

“No. Take your clothes off and put this on. I even have a sexy pair of panties for you to wear under it.”

My throat goes dry, but my body tingles. I stare for a second, but then I take it. It’s just a dress. What’s wrong with wearing it for him?

“Good girl. I knew you wouldn’t disappoint me. Trust me, you don’t ever want to disappoint me.” The words are even rougher than his hands.

I set the dress on the chair next to me while I take off my clothes. He watches the whole time. His eyes follow my hands while he holds his cock in his.

When my pants and boxers are on the ground, I take a deep breath and reach for the panties he holds out to me. I should be humiliated. My face should be burning and my heart pounding. But it’s not. I’m not. Lots of people wear panties. I pull them up and slip the dress over my head.

It’s tighter than anything I normally wear, so I have to tug it into position, but once I have it in place, I look at him. His hand is working up and down the length of his cock, and his eyes are glued to my body. I stand still. I’m not sure what he wants me to do.

He’s breathing faster now, and there are groans mixed with the pants. I watch as his cock tenses and then his hips pump. His hand is moving even faster. Up and down from his base to the tip of his head. A drop of his pre-cum shakes loose and falls to the floor. It seems like everything is in slow motion as I watch it. When I look up, I see him snarl, and then the cum explodes from his cock. I bite my lip as I watch the thick ropes shoot from him.

When he’s done, he looks up at my face. “You make me so fucking horny looking like that.”

I blush. But it’s not embarrassment. It’s pride?

“I got some shoes for you to go with that dress. I can’t wait to show you to the rest of the boys. They’re gonna love that cute little mouth as much as I do. And I bet your ass is even better.”

Whatever trance I was in snaps when I hear that. My heart stops and I shiver. “No. No, no. I’m not doing that.”

He turns away from the closet and faces me. “Do you think you have a choice?”

“I’ll find some other way to pay you back. Just give me a day or two, and I’ll have it for you. But not this. I won’t do this.”

He walks up to me, and I swear I can feel the floor shake with each of his steps. With his hand on the middle of my chest, he pushes me backward into the wall. Then he keeps pushing, and I wince from the pain.

“You’re not a very bright girl, are you? You’re going to do exactly as I say. I don’t care if you pull every last dime of that money out of your ass right now. This isn’t about that money. This is about all the money you’re going to be bringing to me in the future. Now be a good little girl, and keep your fucking mouth shut unless someone is shoving a cock inside it. We’ll get along just fine as long as you do. Understand?”

I can’t say anything. I can’t even breathe. I just nod my head. He walks back to the closet, and as he does, I silently grab my car keys and then inch to the door until I feel the handle against the palm of my hand. As soon as he bends over, I twist it, and sprint out of the office, away from him.

I don’t even care that I’m barefoot and wearing a dress. I just have to get away. I run through the game room, dodging the people and the slot machines.

I’m almost surprised when I push through the door. I didn’t know if I would make it this far. The guard doesn’t say a word as I fly by him. When I get inside my car, I lock the doors and slam it into drive as soon as I start it. I see him then. He’s standing just outside the door, not chasing me, just shaking his head. I push the accelerator all the way to the floor and my car hesitates for a couple of seconds before it finally takes off. It’s way too slow, but it doesn’t matter. Dominic just waves as I drive past him.


CHAPTER FOUR



I can barely see as I step off the elevator into the parking garage. I lean against the cold concrete wall and wipe my eyes, but it’s pointless. Today was the hardest day I’ve ever had as a nurse. Mrs. Orlik was fine. Until she wasn’t. And there was nothing we could do. Nothing worked. In the end, she was all alone, surrounded by nurses and doctors while she gasped for air. Her husband wasn’t even able to make it in time.

I’ll never forget the panic on her face. All I could do was hold her hand while a doctor injected a sedative into her IV. She never regained consciousness after that, but at least she didn’t suffer. Unlike those of us who were there.

I let my back slide down the wall until my butt thuds against the concrete. My sobs are sloppy and echoing through the garage, and I don’t care. What’s the point of all the good days we have if things just end up like this? If we just end up suffering and scared and alone? I wrap my arms around my knees. I never want to come back to this hospital.

“Are you alright?”

I sniff and look up. The woman is standing a few feet away from me. There’s a blue teddy bear in her hand. I force a smile for her sake and nod my head. “Just a really, really rough day. I’ll be fine.”

She studies me, and I can see her debating what to say next. “You know, my baby wouldn’t be here right now if it weren’t for people like you. So, I don’t know if this helps, but maybe just try to remember all the good that you do. I know how easy it is to be overwhelmed by negative things.”

“Thank you, sweetie.” My smile is genuine now, even though the tears are still streaming down my cheeks. “That does help. And I hope for the best for you and your child.”

She steps into the elevator and smiles at me one last time as the doors close. I let my head fall backward against the wall, and I wait for my tears to dry. For now. I know there will be more later, but I just need to get home right now.

I wipe my eyes, cough to clear my throat, and head down the row toward my car. I’m almost there when I hear someone pull up next to me. I don’t pay attention to them other than to move closer to the parked cars so they’ll have plenty of room to go around me. But then something clamps tight around my mouth and nose. I flail my arms, trying to shake free, but I can’t. Whoever it is just clenches his hand even tighter. My heart is roaring in my ears and I can’t breathe, and it’s not long before I don’t have the strength left to fight against him. I collapse as the world goes black.
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My head feels like someone parked a car on top of it, and every little motion I make—the slightest move, even breathing in and out—makes it worse. I don’t dare open my eyes because I know that any light is just going to make it worse. What happened? I’ve never had a hangover nearly as bad as this one. Did someone drug me?

I jump when I hear someone yawn. Who is that? I try to make my brain go back to last night. To whatever bar I was at. To whoever I went home with. But it’s all a blank. I remember… Oh God, Mrs. Orlik. A suffocating weight falls over me, and I groan despite myself.

“Ah, good morning, my dear. Are you waking up? This is, I’m sure, one of the most unpleasant mornings you’ve experienced, but allow me to put you at ease. You are going to be completely fine, and you are most certainly safe. So there is not a single thing for you to worry about.”

I open my eyes and turn my head. The light blinds me for a few seconds, but then I see him. Or rather, I see his eyes. Bright blue and they pierce right through me. I open my mouth to speak, but the movement and the light are too much for my stomach. There’s no warning, just vomit. I’ve never seen so much come out of anyone. And it gushes all over his grey pants and black shoes. He jumps away from my bed, but it’s too late. He’s covered from the knees down. His jaw is hanging open and his eyes are wide. It looks like he’s searching for something to say but coming up empty.

I put my hand over my mouth. Horrified. I look from his face to the floor to his pants. “I am so sorry. Let me help—” I start to roll over, but I have to stop. My stomach threatens another round if my head doesn’t explode first.

“No. You stay right there. I, uh, um, I… I’ll take care of this. Don’t move. I’ll be, uh, I’ll be right back.”

I melt back into the bed and close my eyes again, but then I realize that this isn’t my house. My eyes jerk open, and I look around, forgetting the pain and nausea. The walls are white with a light-colored wood trim that matches the doors. There’s a beige chair against a wall, and I assume windows behind that. The cream curtains are all drawn, so I can’t see outside. But I can tell it’s daytime. There’s light peeking around the sides.

I force myself to sit up in bed. It’s a hospital bed. Did something happen to me? Is that why I feel so miserable? But this doesn’t look like a hospital. There are no monitors, no computer, no hand sanitizer for the caregivers to use when they come in. Everything is spotless, but there’s so much lacking that I can’t imagine how this facility could possibly be accredited.

When I hear the door, I look up and see him walk in. His eyes beam into the room long before him, and I have to force myself to look at anything else. He’s not a large man, but he carries himself with a confidence that I’ve never seen before. Despite the fact that he’s now wearing a white hospital gown.

“So sorry for the delay. I had to make a slight change to my wardrobe.” He smiles, and I think I burst into flames. He’s wearing a hospital gown and mopping the floor while he holds a roll of paper towels pinched under his arm, and I’ve never seen anyone so sexy in my entire life.

As I watch him clean up my mess and then sanitize the floor, I try to speak. I need to ask where I am. I want to ask who he is. But I can’t say a word. I just stare. And when he starts to hum, so quietly that I’m sure he doesn’t mean for me to hear it, my heart flutters. I know the song. It’s one my mom used to sing when she was getting ready in the mornings.

“There. The floor is now as good as new. And you, my dear, are looking so much better than you were just ten minutes ago. Tell me, how do you feel?”

“Where am I?”

“Ah, of course. A most natural question. Let me reiterate that you are perfectly fine and perfectly safe. You are at the Sanderstill Clinic, and we will take excellent care of you—unlike those brutes who brought you here. Dr. Gooding is an absolute artist and one of the most capable people I’ve ever seen. In fact—”

“Where?”

“You’ve probably never heard of us, but everything is fine. This video will answer all of your questions much better than I ever could.”

I watch as he takes a remote from my bedside table and points it toward a television mounted on the wall. Within a few seconds, the screen bursts into color, but he pauses the video.

“Make yourself comfortable, my dear, and watch this. I’ll be right back to answer any other questions that you might have.” He presses play and walks out of the room. Or at least I think he does. I can’t pay attention to anything other than the images flashing across the screen and the low bass rumbling in the background.


CHAPTER FIVE



“Knock, knock.”

I look up from my book. “Come in.”

“I hope I’m not disturbing you, my dear.” He’s wearing a black suit today and carrying a vase filled with purple flowers. “I thought you may like these.”

“David, they’re lovely.” I’m beaming, as much as I can. “Thank you so much.”

He sets the vase on my bedside table and then just stands there. Staring at me.

I bite my lip. “What is it? Is something wrong?”

He looks at me for a second more and then turns his head. “I apologize. I certainly did not mean to make you uncomfortable.”

“I’m never uncomfortable around you.” His face turns red, and I wonder if I shouldn’t have said that. “You’re just so sweet and nice and I enjoy spending time…” I’m digging a hole I don’t know if I can get out of, so I just stop.

“Uh, I… you are all those too, and—anyway, it looks like the latest surgery was a success, so congratulations to you for that.”

Congratulations? I giggle. “It was. Thank you. Do you like it?” My breath catches when I ask him. I know his opinion shouldn’t matter to me, but it does. I want him to like it.

“Very much. I, uh, think you’re very pretty, Miss Quinton.”

The room could be filled with butterflies and birds of every color, singing and fluttering, but when I look into his eyes, I don’t notice any of it. “Thank you so much David.” Pretty. He called me pretty. I could float away from this bed and drift out over the palm trees that dot the courtyard. A pretty, human-sized balloon drifting over the world, and I would never want to come back down. Pretty!

“In fact, you’re much too pretty for that old boy name of yours. Your boyfriend back home didn’t tell us what he would like you to be called. Is there a name you prefer?”

It’s like he shot a rifle, and the bullet tore through my papery skin. My helium is rushing out, and I’m plummeting to the ground. I cringe, expecting a thud that never comes. My boyfriend? “I don’t have a boyfriend.” Do I?

His finger grazes across the back of my hand before he jerks it away. “Of course you do. He must care about you very much to send you here to us. Our services are not inexpensive, you see. Not something one would do unless they had very strong feelings for someone.”

It hits me. “Do you mean Dominic? He sent me here? He’s not my…” I close my mouth. If I don’t, I’m going to burst. Anger floods through me, and my face is burning.

“I see that he’s someone you love very much.”

What? “No. Not with what he did… what he wanted to do to me. No.” I ball my fists so tight my knuckles turn white.

I see David’s eyes move from my face to my hands. “Perhaps you don’t wish to speak of this—and if that’s the case, please forgive me for asking—but what did he wish to do to you?”

“I owe him money. A lot. But he said he wasn’t concerned about that because I would make him a lot more in the future.” I shudder when I remember that night. “He told me he wanted to show me to his friends, but I ran away before he could do anything. How did I end up here?”

David furrows his eyebrows and stares at me. Then he smiles. “You’re safe here, my dear. From everyone and everything. So please take this time to consider your name. A lovely lady such as yourself needs an equally lovely name.”

He lifts my hand to his mouth and kisses the back of it, and everything melts away from me. That night. Dominic. The money I owe him. They might as well have happened to someone else. I hold that hand to my chest and vow to never use it again. I’ll seal it in glass so this moment will always be perfectly preserved.

Suddenly, I know what I want my name to be. “Eleanor. Call me Eleanor.”

“Eleanor? I must admit that’s an unconventional choice. Perhaps that’s the name of your grandmother or another relation that you’re fond of?”

I almost snort. I don’t have any family that I’m fond of. Not since mom passed. “It’s a friend’s name. It was. She just lost her battle with cancer, but I want her to live on with me.” The image of Mrs. Orlik lying in the hospital bed, squeezing my hand as her eyes pleaded with me for help, flashes through my mind, and hot tears roll down my cheeks.

My bed sinks as David sits beside me and pulls me into him. One arm is wrapped around my waist while the other strokes my hair. “It’s a beautiful name, and she must have been a very lovely woman to have inspired such devotion from you.”

“She really was.” My voice warbles. I can’t think of any name I’d rather have.

“You’re a very lovely woman too, Eleanor.”

His hand stops and cradles the back of my head, and I wonder if he’s going to kiss me. I look up. He’s just inches away. His warm breath caresses my cheek, and my lips tingle in anticipation.

But he stands up. “I really must be going. Please accept my apologies if I’ve overstayed my welcome or overstepped in any way. It was not my intention.”

“No, David—”

“I will inform Miss Tamara that I’m finished in here. I believe you have more lessons scheduled for this afternoon, so I will leave you to focus on your studies. Please take care, Miss Eleanor.”

I fall back against my pillow and sigh. Maybe this is nothing. All in my imagination. Just some silly schoolgirl crush on him. School boy. I’m not a girl.
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David must have gone right to Tamara’s office after leaving my room because within five minutes, she knocks on my door and walks in.

“Good morning, beautiful.”

That word isn’t right, is it? But it makes me flush with pride to hear her call me that. “Good morning Tamara. How are you today?”

“I’m good. We have a busy day today. Think you’re up for some walking to start out?”

“Sure. Any excuse to get out of this bed.” I swing my legs over the side, but she stops me.

“I mean with these.” She pulls a pair of heels from her bag, and I freeze.

She wants me to wear those? Those are women’s shoes. But they’re cute.

“Is this your first time wearing heels?”

I nod. I think so, isn’t it?

“They always look scary at first, but give it a couple days and you’ll be walking around like you were meant for them.”

I chuckle. I’m sure that will never happen. But that doesn’t mean I can’t try, right? Just to see how they look on my feet and how they feel. “Let’s do it.”

She lifts my feet one at a time and slips a black pump on each. And each shoe makes me inhale as it sends a tingle through my body. I hold my feet out in front of me and just look at them once she’s done.

“What do you think?”

“I love them.”

“Good girl, I knew you would. Now let me help you up.”

For my first few steps, I cling to her like I just fell off a boat and she’s a life preserver. But this isn’t as bad as I feared. I drop my arm from hers and stand for a few seconds to gather myself. She must know what I’m doing because she shuffles back. Then I walk forward. The first step is wobbly. My ankles aren’t quite sure yet what to do. But I walk anyway. All the way across the room to the wall.

Tamara gives me a couple quick and quiet claps. “It’s not even going to take a couple of days for you. You’re gonna be running in these before the day is over. Wanna try the hallway?”

I laugh. “Only if you promise no running.”

I clomp behind her as she leads me out of my room. When I look down the hall, I blow out a breath. I’ve seen it many times before, but it’s never looked so long. It doesn’t matter. I want to do this. And I do. I make it to the end and back. Then again. Each time I walk back toward her, I stare at the smile on her face. That’s my motivation. I’m doing it for that. Not her smile, but the one I know is on my face. I love the way these shoes look and feel.

Over the next couple of weeks, Tamara comes in every day except Sundays, and she drills me on everything from hair to makeup to clothes to shoes to something so simple as the way I sit and stand. And the more time I spend with her, the fewer doubts I have about what I’m doing. It doesn’t seem wrong anymore to do my makeup every morning or to wear heels when I walk out of my room. It seems natural to wear a dress when I go downstairs and meet with the other girls.

Until today.

I’ve just finished my lipstick when Dr. Gooding knocks on my door. “Good morning, Eleanor. I think it’s time for one last surgery. What do you think?”

I run my finger along my jaw and just look at her. “Another surgery?”

“The last one. The one to give you your very own vagina.” Her face is twinkling.

A vagina? Me? I charge across the room and hug her. My entire body feels like it’s vibrating. I squeeze her until she forces her way out of my embrace. But I never want to let her go.

“I’ll take that as an enthusiastic yes.” She chuckles. “I’ll be back this afternoon to talk more about this and let you know what to expect.”

I nod like a bobblehead as she leaves my room. When she’s gone, I have to sit. I’m afraid if I don’t, I might collapse into a trembling heap of excitement as my muscles finally give out. My jaw hurts from grinning so widely. This is what I’ve always wanted. Ever since… when? When was the first time I wanted this?


CHAPTER SIX



I know I’ve wanted it since I got here. But that was just around a month ago. And I remember sometimes thinking about it during the few weeks before I came here. Was that the first time? I was a boy before then. Wasn’t I happy like that?

The more I think about it, the less sure I am. I have no doubt I want it now, but can I really feel that strongly if the first time I thought about it was two months ago? Something’s not right. I need more time to think about this. And space. I need to get away from here, so I can clear my head.

Everyone in the clinic has been so wonderful, but everything they’ve done has been pushing me toward this. The facial surgery, the breast implants, the fat transfers, the lessons on makeup and how to wear a skirt. It’s all been building to this final surgery. I’m sure if I mention my doubts to anyone here, they’ll be understanding and help me through them. But I need to do this on my own.

I go through my closet and drawers and throw the essentials on my bed. Just a few panties and bras, a couple of dresses I really like, two cute pairs of shoes. In the bathroom, I take a bottle of gel, a can of hairspray, a curling iron, and only the makeup I can’t live without. Then back to the bed to cram it all into the largest purse I own.

It’s easier said than done. I fold and roll and squish, but the things won’t fit. Just as I dump them all out on the bed for one more try, there’s a knock at my door. I jump and stand perfectly still. As if they won’t know I’m here as long as I don’t move.

“Miss Eleanor? It’s David. May I come in, please?”

My heart restarts when I hear his voice. What if I talked to him about this? I could tell him everything. Would he understand? Would anyone? Yes, I want more than anything to have a vagina. But I don’t remember how long I’ve wanted it, therefore I don’t know if I want the surgery that I actually really, really, really want. It sounds so ridiculous when I think about it. How could I expect him to understand that? I hurry to tuck everything under my blanket, and then I walk to the door.

I don’t know what it is, but just seeing him calms me. I’m able to breathe when he’s around. He’s not wearing a suit today. Just jeans and a T-shirt. His shirt does nothing to hide the lines of his muscles. And the way his jeans bulge in the front? I wipe the corner of my mouth to make sure that I’m not drooling.

He walks to my bed, and his eyes linger just a fraction of a second too long on it. I wonder if he notices. But then he turns to me and smiles.

“So, if I have been informed correctly, tomorrow is the big day, as people say. You must be so very excited. A jittery ball bouncing around the room, no doubt.”

Yes. Excited, jittery, bouncing around, nervous, scared, unsure. All bundled more tightly than I ever imagined possible. I just nod my head.

“I thought so. And I want to take your mind off of it all. Do you have a swimsuit?”

“A swimsuit?”

“I assumed you do, but perhaps I was wrong. I’m sure I can find one for you though, if you just let me know your size. I could guess, of course, but I’m not nearly as good at that as—”

“I do have one, but I’ve never worn it before.” I’ve never had the opportunity, but I’ve always wanted to.

“Wonderful. Would you be so kind as to indulge me and perhaps put it on and come with me? I thought we may both enjoy a stroll along the beach. The water is breathtaking when the light hits it just so.”

My stomach tightens, and I look at the bed. It’s one of the things I was trying to pack. How do I explain to him that my swimsuit just happens to be on my bed and hidden under my blanket?

“I’m so sorry. I can see that you don’t want to be bothered right now. Forgive me for intruding and for making such an outlandish request of you.”

“David, stop. I would love to go with you. I just need to—”

“Of course. You need a moment to change. I completely understand. Perhaps you could meet me downstairs in ten minutes?”

I walk up to him and put my hand on his chest. It’s like touching a piece of steel. His eyes drop to my hand, and I think he stops breathing. “I’ll be there in nine.”

He’s waiting at the base of the stairs when I take the last step. I’m wearing my pale pink bikini under a black coverup dress with a pair of pink flip-flops. I wanted to wear heels, but I’ll just take them off when I get to the beach anyway. When he takes my hand, I feel a jolt of electricity. I inhale sharply and clutch his hand tighter.

Our joined hands sway between us on the walk to the beach. And the entire time, I tell myself to make this quick. I have to go back to my room and finish packing. But then there’s nowhere else I would rather be than here with him. Maybe I should tell him. The others seem to listen to him. If I could persuade him I need more time, maybe he would convince them. Then I wouldn’t have to hurry away tonight. I wouldn’t have to leave him. He’ll understand. I’ll make him. I just need the right moment.

When we get to the beach, I close my eyes and take everything in. The rolling rumble of the waves. The shifting sand under my feet. The smell of the salt water. I inhale deeply. I haven’t been to the ocean since I was a child. Every year Mom would take me to the eastern shore of Georgia, just north of Florida. I would run around on the sand until I got so tired I would collapse. Then I would fall next to her, and we would both lie there, listening to the waves crashing in slow motion along the shore. Remembering it makes me miss her. I pull David into me and wrap my arms around him. I just want us to stay here like this forever.

“Will you tell me something, my dear Eleanor?”

Right now, I think I would tell him anything.

“Why are your belongings scattered across your bed and hidden under your blanket?”

I go stiff, and he looks down at me. His thumb slides across my forehead, brushing away a stray hair before he tucks it behind my ear.

“Do you intend to leave us? Does this have something to do with the man waiting for you back home? Mr. Morneau. No one would blame you for seeking to run from him. He is a powerful and frightening man, after all. He lied to us when he applied for our services, but I’ve learned much more about him since we last spoke. ”

I pull away from him and drop to the sand. It’s warm against my skin. He sits next to me.

“Are you attracted to him?” His voice is quiet, and he’s looking down.

“No!” The word bursts out louder than I intend. “I gave him a blowjob once, though.”

“Oh.”

“Just once. Never anything more. And that was before I knew what he had planned for me.”

“Eleanor, can you ever forgive me for my lapse? I should have investigated more when he hired us. I should have known better than to just take him at his word without verifying what he said.”

I slide my hand along the sand until it touches him. He doesn’t pull away, so I lace my fingers between his. “There’s nothing to forgive you for. How could you have known he was lying?”

“I should have. I’m so angry when I think about the things he was planning to do to you. The things that I would have helped make possible.”

“David, it’s fine. Someone told me once that life’s too short to worry about all the things that didn’t happen.”

He lays me down and pulls me into him. His arm is draped across my waist, holding me in place. As if I would ever want to leave this spot. I feel his breath against my cheek, and I turn toward him.

“You’re safe with me, Eleanor. I’ll never allow anyone or anything to harm you.”

I nod my head, unsure if I can say anything.


CHAPTER SEVEN



We lie like that for minutes. His breath teasing me but neither of us moving closer.

“David, can I tell you something?”

“Anything.”

“I don’t know if I want this surgery tomorrow.”

He sits up, and I roll over and stare at the blue sky. He’s going to be disappointed or tell me that I have to have it or remind me how important it is, and I can’t face him while he does that. I know whatever he says is going to be true and will make complete sense logically, but I don’t want to look at it logically.

“Okay.”

I hold my breath, waiting for the rest. “That’s it?”

“What can I say? I’m a man of few words. Do you want me to say more?”

“You aren’t going to try to talk me into it?” I sit up so I’m facing him now.

He takes both of my hands in his and studies my face. “No.”

I laugh. “That’s it?”

“Eleanor, if you aren’t sure you want this surgery, you shouldn’t have this surgery. It seems simple.”

“But I do want the surgery.”

“Then you should have it.”

“But before I came here, I didn’t. At least I don’t think I did. I never thought about it, but now I want it more than anything. Doesn’t that seem strange to you?”

“Eleanor, I want to kiss you.”

“What?”

“May I kiss you?”

Oh. Oh my God, he’s serious. I try to say yes, but I can’t move my jaw. It’s just hanging open, so I move my head up and down.

I watch him watching me as his lips graze softly across mine. Then I close my eyes and put my hands behind his head, pulling him in to me. Suddenly it’s like we’ve both exploded. Our mouths and lips and tongues are mashing against each other, and I twist my fingers into his hair and pull it tight. This kiss is every sun and moon and star, all combined into one giant burst. It’s better than any sex that I’ve ever had, and when I collapse to the sand and pull him down with me, I could be happy if I never have sex again as long as I always have this.

“Before you came here, I didn’t want that,” he says. “I never even knew you existed, but now I want you more than anything. Things change, Eleanor. What we want changes. Just because you didn’t want something before, doesn’t make that desire any less real now.”

I feel like I’m shattering, and a wind would scatter me in every direction. “That was just… you teaching me a lesson? That’s it? Nothing other than—”

“That was me telling you I love you. Something I would have said was impossible two months ago. But now I’m lying on a beach, surrounded by a sparkling blue ocean and palm trees and tropical birds in every color, and I can’t see any of it because I can’t look past you. If I can’t have you, I’ll never be happy for a single second of my life, but if I do have you, I’ll never want anything else.”

“David, I don’t know what to say. You have me. You’ll always have me.”
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The next day when I wake up, I see David sitting beside me, and I feel his hand wrapped around mine.

“Wha—”

“Eleanor, you’re awake. Everything went well. Beyond well. The surgery was an absolute success. Dr. Gooding assures me that it’s her finest yet, and I do believe her. She said it’s her gift to us. Are you in pain, my love?”

Did he just call me his love? I smile and let my weight settle back into the bed. I’m his love. I close my eyes.

It’s dark outside when I wake again. David is still sitting next to me, still holding my hand, but he’s asleep. It wasn’t a dream. My entire body feels weightless, and I don’t know if it’s the pain medication or him. But it doesn’t matter.

I don’t know how long I lie motionless, watching him sleep. Watching his chest rise and fall. His lips part now and then. His eyelids flutter. But finally I must move because his eyes jerk open and he turns to me.

“My darling, how do you feel? I must have fallen asleep. I’m sorry. I’m meant to be watching over you.”

“I’ve never felt better.”

“So there’s no pain?”

“There is, but I don’t mind. If it means I can have this, then I’ll take that trade any day. Do you want to come here with me?” I pat the bed beside me.

“I want nothing more, but not while you’re healing. I won’t cause you more pain than you’re already experiencing.”

“You won’t. I want you here. Please?”

“Are you sure?”

“This bed is plenty big for two. Yes, I’m sure.”

His eyes sparkle as he stands and then walks around the bed. He’s gentle, but I still grunt when the shifting mattress moves my legs and the newly formed area between them. He gasps and freezes, but I pull him down with me. I don’t care about the pain. I just need him here next to me. As soon as he’s nestled against me, I fall asleep.
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“Knock, knock. Good morning, Eleanor. How are you feeling—oh, and good morning to you too, David.”

I blink my eyes open and see Dr. Gooding standing at the foot of my bed. Then I feel David’s arm draped over me, and I remember that he spent the night with me. I smile.

“Dr. Gooding, my apologies. I realize this is most inapprop—”

“David, stop. You spent the night with your girlfriend after she had a major surgery. There’s nothing inappropriate about that.”

I blush when she calls me his girlfriend. Is that what I am? Is that what he would call me? Is that what I would call myself?

“You look very pleased this morning, Eleanor. Any pain?”

“Some, but nothing I can’t handle.”

Dr. Gooding reminds me about the pain pump and then examines me the best she can with all of the bandages and wraps and swelling. She then tells me that the next week will be unpleasant at best. But I don’t care. At the end of it, I’ll be complete, and I’m going to have David at my side the whole time.

On the morning of the tenth day, he wakes me with a kiss. My lips quiver under his touch.

“How are you feeling, my love?”

“Waking up like that? I couldn’t feel better. I want that every morning.”

“Then I’ll make sure you have it. Do you feel strong enough to handle the next couple of days without me?”

“Oh.”

“I won’t go if you’re not up to it. I have business I need to handle for the clinic, but you come first. I’ll only go if you give me permission.”

“A couple of days?”

“I’m planning on two. Three at worst.”

“Where are you going?”

“To the States. I don’t really want to say anything more.”

“Oh, of course. Sorry. You just can’t handle the excitement of watching me dilate all day long.”

He leans in until his mouth is next to my ear. “It kills me watching you do that. There’s only one thing I ever want going into your pussy, and it’s not some plastic rod.”

My core is overwhelmed by the heat rushing into it, and if I weren’t a swollen mess down there, I would make him take me now.

“Go ahead. Just promise to be back as soon as you can. And be safe.”

“I will be. I love you, my darling.”

“I love you too.” His lips sweep mine again, and nothing could ever feel better.


CHAPTER EIGHT



“I have a surprise for you.”

“Oh? I love surprises. What is it?”

“Come with me.” David takes my hand and walks me up the stairs.

It’s been three months since my surgery, and I’m completely back to normal now. Well, that’s not true because normal never felt like this before. I’m better than normal. I’m not sure how Dr. Gooding does it, but somehow she’s cut the recovery time by more than half of the traditional surgery.

“Are you happy, Eleanor?”

I stop on the stairs, so I can look at him. “What do you mean?”

“Are you happy? With your life. The way everything has turned out?”

Is he trying to tell me he’s not? “Yes?”

“You’re not sure?”

“I’m sure. I’m beyond happy. I never imagined I could feel this contented or loved or at peace.”

He smiles, and I sigh. I know now that he’s not going to drop any bombs on me.

“And waking up to you each morning is more than I could have ever hoped for.”

“I feel the same about you, my love. You’re more than I ever dared to dream of. But promise me you’ll remember your happiness when you see what I’m going to show you.”

“Uh, okay?”

He tugs my hand, and we continue up the stairs. When we get to the top, he turns to the right, and I smile as I remember my time here.

“Where are we going?”

“To your old room. I want you to meet someone.”

“A patient?”

“Remember that trip I took right after your surgery?” We’re outside my old door now. “I was collecting a client. She’s in here.”

“And you want me to see her?” My heart is pounding. Does he make a habit of falling in love with each new client he brings here? Is that what this is about? He wants me to see his new girl?

He doesn’t answer me. He just knocks on the door and then pushes it open. “Miss Celina? Good morning to you. I brought a special guest for you today.”

The woman looks at me and smiles. I introduce myself.

“Good morning, David. Good morning, Nora. It’s nice to meet you.”

“Eleanor. But close enough.” I giggle. I never thought about it before, but I do like the name Nora.

“So,” David turns to me. “Do you recognize anything about Miss Celina?”

I look from her to him and then back again. “Should I? Do we know each other?”

She shrugs her shoulders and giggles.

“Look closely,” David whispers. “As in literature and film, it tends to be the eyes that give it away.”

“I… no, that obviously can’t be. I don’t know. I give up.”

David walks next to the bed and takes the woman’s hand. She smiles up at him, and I’m filled with an instant anger toward her for daring to look at him like that. I shake it away. They’re just being friendly. That’s all.

“Miss Celina, it was wonderful to see you again. You’re making such wonderful progress. It’s taking a little longer than usual, but you’re going to be an absolute heartbreaker when Dr. Gooding finishes with you.”

The woman giggles again, and I look her over one more time. There’s a nagging itch at the back of my mind, but I brush it away. I’m certain that I’ve never seen her before. “It was a pleasure to meet you, Celina.”

David turns to me as soon as the door is closed behind us. “Well?”

I shake my head. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen her before. Not that I remember.”

“You have. She’s my gift to you.”

I feel my eyes go wide, and he chuckles.

“Not in that sense. She doesn’t belong to you. She’s going to be her own woman by the time she’s finished here. But the fact that she’s here is my gift.”

“I’m lost, baby. Sorry, but I still don’t get it.”

“Do you remember why you first came here? The things that man had planned for you?”

I shiver. Other than an occasional nightmare, I haven’t thought about him in a long time.

“I wouldn’t let that stand, Eleanor. I couldn’t. No one will ever threaten the woman I love and get away with it.”

“What are you saying?”

“I’m saying you just met the new and, if I say so myself, very much improved Dominic Morneau.”

“No.”

“I would never lie to you, my love. It’s taken longer than usual with him, given his size, but I believe she’s quite attractive now, don’t you?”

I’m dumbfounded. The eyes. He told me to look at her eyes, and when I did, I saw him. The same man who was going to force me into sexual slavery for him. The same eyes. But sweet and innocent now instead of cold and dark.

“David…”

“I apologize if you don’t approve. Sincerely. But I will not abide any man attempting to do to you what he did. Not as long as it’s in my power to stop him.”

“But to kidnap him?”

“To do the same to him that he did to you. And do you remember what I asked as we walked here? I asked if you’re happy, and you said you are. Miss Celina will be too. She’s adjusting very well to her new life. If given a choice, she would choose it every time just the way you would. Just the way that I will always choose you. Every time.”

I drop my head.

“He was not a good man, Eleanor. This is a second chance for him. A gift so few people ever receive.” He weaves his fingers with mine. “Come in here with me.”

He pulls me into another room. This one is empty.

“Put Miss Celina out of your mind for now. Dr. Gooding gave me some great news this morning after our budget meeting. I thought maybe I could share it with you.”

He guides me to the bed, and I wonder why I need to be sitting for this. When he pushes up my dress and slides my panties down my legs, I understand.

“This is the news?”

“No.” He drops to his knees and buries his face against me.

His tongue swirls around my clit, and I’ve never felt anything so wonderful. My entire body goes weak as a wave of electricity passes through it. I try to twist my hands in his hair and pull him even further into me, but I can’t. I don’t have the strength.

He licks his way lower, along my folds, down to my new entrance, and then back again. I gasp when I feel his finger slide inside me. This isn’t the hard plastic of a dilator.

“David, what—”

“Shh.” He sucks on my nub, trying to pull it into his mouth, and I forget what I was saying. I forgot everything. I fall backward on the bed. My head just misses the side rail, but I don’t think I would have noticed if I had hit it.

As soon as my back hits against the mattress, David moves onto the bed with me. On me. He slides between my legs. “What are you doing?” I ask.

He presses against me, against my—

Oh my God.

I scoot up the bed and look at him. His pants are off now, and his cock is just inches away from me. “We can’t do this.” I put my hands on his chest to hold him in place.

He smiles. “This is the news. The first part of it, at least.” He grabs my wrists and moves them to my sides as he slides up to me. The head of his cock rubs against me, and I writhe under him. “Is this what you want?”

Of course I want this. Every day since my surgery has been agonizing, knowing that I couldn’t have it. Not yet. Not until I was cleared. But now… “I’m scared.” I close my eyes, afraid to look at him. He’s going to think I’m a fool. Or a coward.

“It’s normal to be scared. I’ll be gentle and only do what you want. Just tell me what you want.”

“You know what.”

“But I want to hear you say it.” He teases his cock along me, and I purr.

“I want you inside me.” It feels so strange and right and wonderful and awkward and magical to say it. I want to feel him inside me.

His dick presses against me and then slides in. I whimper and fist the blanket on the bed.

“Does that hurt?”

“Mmm, no. It feels great.”

He moves in further. Just an inch at a time, giving me time to stop him if I need to, but I don’t. When he’s totally inside me, I feel so… full. So complete. This was meant to be. Everything that happened before brought me here for this reason.

He holds himself in me for so long that I think I’m going to go crazy, but then he pulls out. Almost as slow as he pushed in. I growl and clench down on him.

“You’re a hungry girl.”

I release the blanket and move my hands to him. To his back. I claw my nails into his skin. He groans and arches his back. His cock presses further into me, and I dig my nails further into him.

“Eleanor…” He’s thrusting his hips now. Moving in and out of me. Still slow. Still careful. But with each stroke, he moves a little faster. A little more. And I close my eyes. I can’t see anything anyway. The only thing I can focus on is this feeling of him—of my man—moving inside me.

The back of my head is pressing into the mattress and my toes are curled. Each pump makes me moan, and each moan moves closer to a scream. I don’t care that I’m in the middle of the clinic. I don’t care that there could be patients and nurses and doctors walking on the other side of that door. I don’t care about anything other than me and him.

He’s thrusting into me hard now, and each push feeds my orgasm, makes it grow. I try to hold it all in. I don’t want to come yet. But I can’t stop it. It rips from my core through my body, breaking me and leaving me gasping and trembling. And as soon as it moves past me, I feel David tense, and then his cock twitches and pulses. His cum fills me, and I squeeze down on him, milking every drop that I can take until he collapses on top of me.

“You’re so perfect, Eleanor. So absolutely perfect. How was it for you?”

I can’t form any words. I can barely even recognize the ones he just uttered. I push him to the side and roll on top of him. His cock stirs under me as my lips fall on his. I know it’s just gravity pulling me down on him, but it feels like it’s so much more, like neither of us could ever separate now if we wanted to. But I can’t imagine ever wanting to.

“I assume that means you enjoyed yourself.” He chuckles. “Do you want to know the other news?”

“I don’t know if I can handle more than that.”

He puts his arms around me and nuzzles his mouth into the crook of my neck. My breath catches. “Dr. Gooding wants you to work for her. As a nurse. You don’t have to decide right away. Take all the time that you need—”

“Yes.” My grin is so wide I can feel it pulling at my lips. “I would love that. Of course I want to do that.”


CHASING A STAR

FEMINIZATION ROMANCE




CHAPTER ONE



I shove the two crumpled dollar bills into the pocket of my apron, slide the dishes into my bus bin, and wipe down the table with the same dirty rag I’ve been using all day. When I get to the kitchen, I hump my tub onto the counter next to the sink and walk to the back. I toss the two dollars into the tip jar, throw my apron into the dirty linen cart, and grab my backpack.

The inside of my car is hot enough to bake all the spinach and mushroom frittatas for the next shift. I even left the windows down. If I didn’t, my car would probably be on fire now. Putting my seatbelt on without scalding my skin on the black plastic is a challenge, and I’m not up to it today. I end up swearing at the sun twice before the latch clicks into place. Even the weather here conspires against me, trying to scare me away. But I’ll never give up. I’m going to be a star, and when I am, this will all just be part of my backstory. The man who worked his way up from nothing and made it big. I’m going to be a role model for kids all around the world.

I back out of my parking spot, and wind through traffic toward the highway. I’ve got forty minutes. In any other city, it would be plenty of time. Here, I’ll be lucky if I’m less than half an hour late.

But somehow I walk through the door with five minutes to spare. There’s a row of chairs set up, and in each one there’s a white male with brown hair, between 5’8” and 5’11” and 145 and 165 pounds. They all perfectly match the physical requirements of the casting call. Except me. But I won’t let a couple of inches or ten pounds keep me from my shot. I’m smaller than they want, but if they give me a chance, they’ll see that I’m more than they expect.

No one looks at me as I sign in on and walk to the far end of the room. They’re too busy running through lines or doing breathing exercises or even humming to themselves to block out their nerves. I’ve done this so many times I don’t get nervous anymore. I just tilt my head back against the wall and close my eyes.

There are nine men called into the room before me. I counted each one, but I never looked at their faces when they left. Every actor knows to mask their face when they’re walking out. You never want to seem too happy or too disappointed when you leave an audition. It’s not like when you walk in. You need to show that you’re confident and in control when you do that. Own that room before you even set a foot into it. That’s what one acting coach told me.

I stride in and see a man and a woman sitting behind a table. They look from my headshot to me and back to the headshot, and I know I have to take charge or they’ll make up their minds before they even give me a chance. I squint my eyes just a bit and give them the most self-assured grin I have while I introduce myself. I even add a little gravel to my voice. Just enough so they know I’m more macho than my small frame suggests.

Once the camera is rolling, I go through the lines, emoting every tiny drop I can squeeze from the writing. After two minutes, they cut, and I stand there looking at them. I hit everything perfectly, and when they start whispering back and forth, I soar. They saw it too. I clasp my hands in front of me and tilt my head just a little. I need to seem humble. No one wants an arrogant actor, especially one who hasn’t had his big break yet.

When they finally turn to face me, the woman is the one who talks for them. “Mr. Martins, we’re not going to waste your time. You’re not right for this part.”

I feel like someone tied a concrete block to my stomach and dropped it from a building, but I don’t react other than to nod my head. At this point in my career, I’ve mastered the art of being rejected.

“But I have a different project that’s perfect for you,” she continues. “You’ll have to go through one more audition, but I have a feeling you’ll do just fine.” She writes on the back of a business card and then holds it out for me. “Come to this address tomorrow at 10am.”

I take the card but don’t look down at it. I’ve never had a callback before, so I’m not sure what to do or say. “Um, thank you? I’ll be there tomorrow.”

My smile is as broad as a marquee as I walk out of the room. The other actors look at me and then look at the ground. Their lips curl down, and I know they’re debating whether they should walk out or go through the motions anyway.


CHAPTER TWO



The next day, I pull up to the address on the card at 9:30am. It’s a hotel. Nothing fancy, but still nice. I get out of the car and walk around the building. There’s too much nervous energy pooled inside me, so I need the walk to burn some of it off. Thankfully, it’s not too hot yet.

At 9:45, I head inside. I expected at least a couple of other actors sitting in the lobby, but there’s no one. I look at the back of the card again, like I don’t already have it memorized, and head to the elevators. Room 417.

The fourth floor is as desolate as the lobby, and my empty stomach twists on itself. Is this a prank? Did she write a random hotel room on the card? I take a deep breath before I knock on the door. Will anyone even answer?

I don’t hear any chairs shuffling or steps coming to the door when I do knock, and I’m just about to leave when someone throws open the door. Not just someone, Bronson Ellard. His eyes are even more captivating in person. They’re a ring of brown and copper and slate and moss all dancing around his pupils.

“You must be Will.” He takes a step back and waits for me. “Do you want to come in or should we do this in the hallway?”

“Oh.” I try to say more, but I can’t. I can either walk, or I can talk. I can’t do both.

This isn’t the first celebrity I’ve met since I moved here. Not even the most famous. But he is the only one I’ve fantasized about at night when I’m lying in bed alone. My face goes red when I think about the things I’ve done to him in my imagination.

“Are you okay?” He chuckles. “Amy left her coffee in her car, so she went to get that. You probably just missed her.”

“I… you’re…” I shake my head to clear away whatever this is. I can’t act like a star-struck fanboy during an audition.

“I am.” He smiles, and everything else in the world becomes invisible. “You’ve got the perfect look for this. I think you’re going to do great.”

I stare at him a second more and then force myself to take a breath. “So why are you—”

“The elevators in this building are so fucking slow. You sure you don’t want anything while we’re waiting… Oh, William, you’re here. You’ve met Bronson then.”

“Yeah, we, uh, we’re just meeting now. Um, hey.” If I don’t shut up, they’re going to think I’m an idiot.

I watch as she sets her coffee on the table and then picks up a large three-ring binder. “Did you give him his lines yet, Bronson?”

“No, I haven’t done anything. Will and I were just getting to know each other better when you came in.”

Did he just wink at me? The Bronson Ellard? He couldn’t have. He must have had something in his eye. Dust. Hotel rooms are known for being dusty. That’s all.

I jerk when Amy taps me on the chest with a folded piece of paper. “You’re going into this cold, so you’ll be a flaming pile of shit for the first couple takes. We already know that, and I’m keeping the camera off for now. No camera, no pressure, right?”

Seriously? I’m sight reading with the hottest actor in Hollywood, and she doesn’t think there’s any pressure?

“Hey, you ready? You got this.” Bronson puts his hand on my shoulder and it makes me feel like I can do anything. “We’ll start over here by the window.”

When he steps into the sunlight, he ignites, and my hand is a moth. I have to touch him. I have to press my palm against him. To feel his searing heat on my skin. My hand is raised halfway between us when Amy coughs, and I jump at the sound.

“Alright William,” she says, “we’re starting on page four where you say ‘I can’t hide this anymore.’ It’s an argument. You’re upset because your boyfriend is asking you to keep your love a secret. Got it?”

I flip to page four and find the line she wants me to open with. “Wait, which character am I reading?”

“Mia.”

“But it’ll be rewritten for two men before shooting?” I ask.

“No. Let’s go through it once real quick before you ask too many questions. I want to see your interpretation of it. Bronson, just feed off whatever William does this take.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He clears his throat and shakes his entire body before looking at me. And winking again. This time I’m sure. I bite my lip and stare at my feet before taking a deep breath and beginning.

Amy stops us after a couple of minutes. “Cut. Alright, alright.” She claps her hands twice, and I look over at her. “Tell me what you were going for with that. Because if you were going for painful and cringey, you absolutely nailed it, my friend.”

I feel my face go red. “I’m sorry. This just threw me. I was expecting to read a part that I could actually play, but I’ll do it better this time. I think I’ve got some ideas.”

“Hold up.” Amy puts her hand between my shoulder blades and guides me to a full-length mirror. “I want you to look in here and see Mia. You are her. These aren’t lines for someone else. They’re for you. They are you. Now, get over whatever hangup you have, and be Mia. This is your role. Prove it to me.”

It’s common for auditions to use scripts from other projects when the writers haven’t finished yet or when projects need to be top secret, but I’ve never heard of having an actor read a role that he’s clearly not cut out for. Is it some way of testing my range? I suppose if I can play some guy’s mistress, then whatever role they finally give to me should be a piece of cake.

I walk back to my spot in front of Bronson and mouth an “I’m sorry” to him. I don’t want Amy to hear, but I want him to know that wasn’t my best. Not by far.

This time, though, is different. The lines are flowing through me, and I’m caught up in the role. So much so that I push Bronson against the wall and stop myself just inches short of his mouth when the script calls for me to kiss him. We stand there and let our breaths mix as we study each other. He’s so into his role I see a fire burning in his eyes. What I wouldn’t give to look into those eyes and see that desire for me. The real me, not just some part I’m playing.

“Cut. That was so much better, William. Brilliant. And great as always, Bronson. But why’d we stop?”

I look from Bronson to Amy. “Uh, the next part calls for a kiss. It says ‘with passion.’ Do you want us to pick it up after that part?”

“Both of you go back to your original marks. I’m going to roll the camera for this one. Do it just like that last take, but don’t stop until I tell you. Got it?”

“So you want us to…” I turn to the man standing next to me, the man I would love to kiss.

He smiles. “I’m willing if you are, babe.”

My jaw drops. “I… uh…”

“We’re rolling. Action.” Amy’s yell is so loud I’m sure the people in the neighboring room can hear her.

Bronson and I fuel each other like two dancers twirling around a dance floor. Pressed together, moving as one. Neither of us thinking. He pushes and I pull, and we balance each other perfectly. The tension builds until he’s against the wall and my hand is on his chest. I feel his heart beat against my palm, and I look up at him just as he brushes his lips against mine and then spins me so I’m against the wall.

Now, he presses his mouth down against me and runs his tongue along my lips until I open for him. I moan as his tongue moves into my mouth, and I’m glad I’m the one leaning on the wall. I grab the back of his head and hold him tight to me. I’m not thinking about the script or about messing up his hair. All I think is that I want this forever.

He grinds his hips into me, and his hard cock pokes through his jeans. I slide my hand down his chest. Down to his waist. Lower.

“Cut! Fucking hell, that was phenomenal! You two are goddamn magic together.” Amy is clapping like she just watched a play, and Bronson backs away an inch. His breath still tickles my nose, and now I notice that his hand is cupping my ass.

“That was great,” he whispers and then turns toward Amy. “I think we’ve got our Mia.”


CHAPTER THREE



“Me? No. That’s not what you mean. Right? No, obviously not.”

“Amy, why don’t you head out, and I’ll tell Will about the project.” Bronson helps her take the camera from the base and pack it up.

I just pace the room with my arms crossed.

Bronson’s hand is on my shoulder as soon as the door closes behind Amy. “This is the role of a lifetime. One that’s going to make you a household name. Don’t let your ego stop you from becoming a star.”

“Playing a woman named Mia? Yeah, I’ll be a household name because I’ll be a laughingstock.” I pull away from him and walk toward the window. “Are you really serious about this, or is this a joke? Some elaborate prank to make fun of me because I’m a nobody or because I’m small or both.”

He spins me so I’m facing him, and his mouth is just inches from me. “Of course it’s not. We wouldn’t do that. I wouldn’t do that. I know I’m a big name now, but it wasn’t that long ago that I got my first break. I know what it’s like to be where you are, Will. That’s what excites me about this. You’ve got it, but you have some disadvantages that you can’t overcome on your own. You need help. This is what you need.”

“But a woman? That doesn’t make sense. Why? There are plenty of women out there—real women—who could play this part. They would give anything to work with you. Why me?”

He runs his thumb down my cheek and across my lower lip, and I know then this is just a dream. I’ll wake up any second in bed, and I’ll be dry humping my body pillow.

“Maybe I’m not interested in working with those other women. Maybe I have a certain type, and Amy knows about that. Maybe we can be more than just costars.”

I cringe when he says “other women,” as if I’m not a man. But when he holds his thumb pressed against my lip, I can’t help myself. I take it into my mouth and start sucking on it. He can call me a woman, a moose, or a beetle, and I still wouldn’t care right now.

“Does that mean you’ll do it?”

I moan, and I’m not sure if it’s a yes or a no.

“You won’t be sorry. Trust me.” He pulls his thumb from my mouth, and it takes all my willpower to not whimper. “We start filming Monday. It’s a small lot in Culver City. I’ll text you the address. Be in your trailer at 8:30am. Your own single trailer. They’ll need extra time for hair and makeup with you, but you’re going to be perfect. I can’t wait to see you.” He squeezes my shoulders.

“Bronson, I can’t. There’s no way—”

“8:30am. Don’t be late, and don’t worry about breakfast. Amy makes sure the craft services are epic on every project I do.” He walks out the door and leaves me alone in the empty hotel room.
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I’m exhausted Sunday night, but I can’t sleep. My mind is too busy circling over the same patch of thoughts. It’s like a plane dumping fuel before making a crash landing. I should have called Amy or Bronson and told them no. I shouldn’t even consider this. But this is the reason I have Bronson Ellard’s phone number stored in my phone. And if I maybe used some heart and star emojis along with his name, that doesn’t mean any more than the meaningless dreams I’ve had about him all weekend. The dreams where it’s not his thumb in my mouth.

I roll over. 6:30am. The red light of the alarm clock taunts me, and I sigh. Culver City is fifty minutes away, so that means it’ll take an hour-and-a-half to get there. Thirty minutes before I have to leave. That’s not enough time to sleep, and any sleep I get now will be too little, too late anyway.

The drive takes longer than I anticipated, so I only have five minutes to spare when I pull up to the security gate. The guard moves slower than anyone I’ve ever seen, but after what seems like forever, she hands me a pass and gives me directions. I look at the clock. Still 8:25am. Maybe she wasn’t really that slow after all.

When I pull into the spot she told me, I look around. There are already people buzzing everywhere. They’re carrying cases and cables and just running around empty-handed. I spot the trailer that I assume belongs to Bronson. There’s a golden glow around it and it seems cleaner than all the others. And there, right beside it, is mine.

I open the door and stop after two steps. This is nice. Nicer than the entire apartment I share with four other guys. Two leather sofas and a tv at least twice as big as the one I have at home. There’s a miniature kitchen with a small refrigerator, toaster oven, two-burner stovetop, and a dishwasher. Beyond it all is a bathroom and what looks like a king-sized bed in the bedroom.

I’m almost convinced it can’t really be for me when there’s a knock and the door and someone walks in. “Um, Martins?”

My mouth is so dry that I can’t speak for a second. “Yes?”

Her face lights up. “It’s so great to meet you. I’m Kisha.” Her long black braids bounce with each step toward me. “I’ll be doing your makeup and hair. Amy told me all about you, and she was right.”

“All about me? Right about what?”

“Are you ready? Or do you still need some time? I probably shouldn’t say this, but I’m new. To this part of it, at least. I normally work at the side of the studio slapping makeup on the extras all day long. So if I do something wrong, just tell me.”

I raise my hands. “I’m new too. I’ve only ever been one of those extras. And only a couple times at that.”

“You’re so sweet to try to make me feel better. Do you want to start now?”

She’s already unpacking her cases onto the makeup table, so I don’t think I really have a choice. I sit in the chair and stare at myself in the mirror. There’s no way I can do this. I don’t care how good she is at makeup. I watch my face go red. What if they blame her for this? Will she get in trouble or even fired because she can’t make me into a convincing woman? “You don’t have to do this, you know. I can talk to them. I’ll take the blame for it.”

“The blame for what?” She laughs, and it makes her even prettier than she already is. All the makeup in the world won’t do that for me. “Just close your eyes and relax. You’ll be gorgeous in no time.”

I snort, but I close my eyes anyway.

She’s doing something to my eyes when I hear the trailer door squeak open. Does everyone just walk in? I wish she would pull the brush away so I could see who it is.

“Wow.”

My stomach flutters. It’s only one syllable, but I know that voice.

“Right? She’s beautiful.” She? It sounds like Kisha is just a few inches away from my face. “It didn’t take much work. It’s like filling in a couple clouds on the Mona Lisa when da Vinci already did all the rest.”

Bronson laughs, and I can’t help but smile.

“Hey! Don’t move. Just give me ten more seconds.”

I make my face as neutral as I can and hold it for her. When she gives the all clear, I open my eyes and see him. His thick, brown hair is parted in the middle and hangs below his ears, almost to his chin. He’s wearing glasses today. Thick, black rims.

“What?” His face is glowing.

Should I tell him I was tilting my head to see if there really are lenses in the frames of his glasses? “Nothing. Uh, good morning?”

“Good morning. Have you seen yourself yet?” He turns to Kisha. “Has she seen herself?”

“No. I made her wait until I was completely finished.”

Stop calling me she and her. “Is it that bad? I’m scared to look.” I watch Bronson’s face. I know I’ll be fired as soon as someone sees me, but he’s my canary. His reaction will show me just how embarrassing this is going to be. I’m hoping for “accidentally getting into the wrong unlocked car” and not “accidentally peeing in your roommate’s dresser drawer because you were so drunk you thought it was a toilet.” His smile is friendly but not too much, and he’s not showing any teeth. And I think that means it will be closer to the wrong-car end of the spectrum.

“Ready?” Kisha doesn’t give me a chance to answer before she spins me toward the mirror.

Oh my God.


CHAPTER FOUR



“Come on. I’ll introduce you to everyone.” Bronson tugs on my hand but lets go as soon as we walk into the studio. When his hand drops from mine, I feel like I’ve lost a limb. “By the way, you’re Taylor whenever you’re here. It’s your stage name.”

“What do you mean? Don’t I have to file for that?” He’s already ten feet ahead of me and doesn’t hear a thing I say.

We make our way around the room. I thought I knew this industry and had an idea of what to expect, but I didn’t. There’s so much more of everything here. More people, more equipment, more cables, more food on the craft table. I almost drool when I see it all.

“Did I lie?” Bronson asks as he bites the end off a piece of bacon.

“No, but all this?”

“And this is just for breakfast. Wait until lunch. Oh, I think I see Amy. Come on, she needs to see you too.”

I hope that he’ll take my hand again, but he just walks away, toward some offices in the back.

The door is open, and he doesn’t knock. “Amy, remember Will?”

Her eyes flash quickly to me and then move back to Bronson. “Don’t tell me he didn’t show.”

I sink. It’s only been a few days, and she’s already forgotten me?

Bronson laughs. “Have I introduced you to my friend yet?”

“I don’t think so.” She turns to me again. “Jesus fuck, that’s not… is it? Oh my God! William?”

She walks around the desk and stares at me, just inches away from my face like she thinks my pores hold some secret. Bronson puts his hand on the small of my back, and I press into him. When I turn my head, he’s smiling at me, and I’m sure that when I’m famous and someone writes my story, they’ll say this is the point I fell in love with him. I just hope they leave out the fact I’m wearing a wig, women’s makeup, and a pink satin robe.

“I knew this would fucking work, but this is unbelievable.”

Bronson kisses my cheek, and his lips are so warm and soft, I wish I had thought to turn my head so he could have “accidentally” kissed my lips instead.

“Now, let’s get you to wardrobe.” He runs his fingers along the back of mine and I reach for his hand, but he’s already moved past me.

The director calls Bronson away just as we get to the door, so I walk in by myself. There’s a man holding a brown suit jacket out at arm’s length, but he tosses it on the table when he sees me. “So you’re the famous Taylor Martins.” He looks me up and down. “You should do just fine.”

“Uh, thanks?”

“It’s great they’re taking a chance with you like this. We all need more representation in this industry, no matter which part of the alphabet soup we are, if you know what I mean.”

I don’t, but he doesn’t wait for me to ask for clarification. He’s snaked through a maze of racks, and I don’t have a clue where he’s gone until he pops up in front of me.

“In here.” He carries an armful of clothes into a tiny room that is curtained off from the main area. The only thing I can make out for certain is a purple dress. “Robe off, doll.”

I just look at him, my mouth hanging open.

“Off, come on. I know all about you. You’re not going to surprise me with anything.” He unties the belt and spreads my robe. “Hmm. Wasn’t expecting that. Lose that. I’ll be right back.” He points to my crotch before sweeping through the curtain.

Did he mean… What exactly did he mean? I can’t very well lose that in the time it takes him to do whatever he’s doing. And I wouldn’t want to even if I could. Does he mean I need to tuck it up between my legs? I stick my hand down my shorts and pull the head back, but it just pops right out. I’m trying again, with both hands this time, when he glides into the room.

“Whoa, girl! Not in here. That’s why they gave you the fancy private trailer. You do that on your own time, not mine. Out of those boxers, now.”

“I wasn’t doing anything. I thought you meant—”

“Not interested in small talk. I’ve got five minutes to make you presentable, or it’s going to be my ass that gets chewed out. So let’s hustle.” He claps, literally claps at me, even though we’re standing so close he can touch me.

I tug the boxers down my legs and kick them off. As soon as they’re on the floor, he’s kneeling in front of me.

“Shouldn’t I at least get your name before we do this?” I laugh, but he just looks up at me and frowns.

“Erick. With a CK.”

“Oh okay. I totally would have pronounced it with just a C.” I might as well tell a joke to the curtain.

“Step into this.”

I look down and he’s holding out a pair of nude panties for me. “Is that necessary?”

“Underwear? I don’t believe so, but society says yes. So step.”

“No, I mean those.”

“Sorry, I don’t have a pair made from silk and gold thread, princess. This will have to do.”

“I just meant—” He cuts me off with a stare, and I close my mouth and lift my leg so he can pull them on me.

When he gets to my knees, he stops and looks up at me. “I completely get why you don’t want to, but you really need to shave these things. You’re lucky you’re already practically hairless, but this is a vain and bigoted industry. They’re going to look for any reason to hire a cis woman over you, so you need to do all the little things to take away those excuses.”

I know it’s pointless to argue, so I just say okay and he gets back to it. When he gets to my crotch, he doesn’t even pause before he cups my balls and presses them inside me while bending my dick backward and then pulling the panties tight.

“Perfect.”

It doesn’t feel perfect. It feels like I’m being stretched and compressed and pulled in ways I’m not supposed to be pulled. It’s the worst wedgie I’ve ever had and I want to pull everything back out, but he slaps my hand before I even move it.

“Don’t you dare touch it!”

“I wasn’t going to.”

“Mmm-hmm. Two minutes. Hold your arms out.”

He doesn’t give me a chance to move before he yanks my wrists up. He’s slipping a bra over them and has it hooked behind me before I know what he’s doing. Then he raises the dress and lowers it over me. I can tell he’s done this thousands of times because somehow the fabric doesn’t come close to either my hair or my makeup.

When it’s settled around me, he takes a step back—all that’s possible in this tiny cubby—and puts a finger to his mouth while he looks at me. “I wish they’d let me use padding on you, but they want your all-natural look to really shine here. C’est la vie.” He tosses his hands up and throws the curtain open. “Thirty seconds for shoes. Left foot.”

I look at my foot and realize he wants me to lift it for him. When I do, he slips a black ballet flat on it. Then he does the same with the right. I say a quick prayer of thanks that they didn’t expect me to wear heels, but then a wave of queasiness rolls over me. What if they expect me to wear heels later?

Erick practically pushes me out of his area just as I hear someone yelling my name.

“On time, like always. It was a pleasure to meet you, Taylor. You really are lovely. It’s a shame the director won’t let you shine in this one. Maybe next time.”

I want to tell him that there won’t be a next time for me as Taylor. And that I don’t want to shine in the way he’s talking about. This is just a launchpad for me. The role that proves I can play anything. But he’s already gone, so I hurry back to the set.

On the way, I stop at craft services to grab a vegetarian sausage link. My stomach is going to growl if I don’t get something. As I eat it, I overhear a few people talking, and it’s clear they’re talking about me. I move as close as I can without being seen. The only voices I recognize are those of Amy and the director. I lose my breath as soon as I hear what they’re saying.

“She was smart to transition,” the director says. “There’s no way she would have ever made it as a man, but as a trans woman? She got the looks and the novelty.”

“You should have seen her as a man. I did once at an audition, and damn, that was pathetic.” Amy laughs. “She’s such a better woman. It’s obvious she was meant for this.”

The more I hear, the more sure I am that I could spit fire at them. And I want to. I want to march over to them and tell them how wrong they are. I’m not transitioning. And Amy knows that. And I can find work as a man in this town. I don’t need this role or any of them.

But what if they aren’t wrong? I’ve been here for three years, and my biggest role was as an unnamed extra mauled by a rabid zebra inside a shopping mall. I haven’t even been cast in a medicine commercial. Everyone I know has been in at least one except me. Maybe I do need this part, but as soon as this is over, I’m setting the record straight. I’m not trans and I’m not transitioning. I’m a man.

I throw my half-eaten sausage in the trash and walk to the set. I go around the back, so they won’t know that I overheard them.

I’m so happy to see Bronson. He knows the real me, and he saw what I can do. I get so close to him that I can smell the cedar and orange scent of his soap, and I want to hug him, to feel his body next to mine and his arms around me. I want that scent to rub off on my clothes so I’ll smell them all day. Just as I’m about to lean in with an embarrassing laundry-soap-commercial sniff, he turns, and I take a step back.

“Hey, there you are. Wow.”

“Wow?”

“That dress on you.”

“Oh. That. It’s not anything special. Just…” My mouth is too dry to say anything more, and I’m glad. Was I really about to say it’s just something I threw on?

“Well, it looks great on you. Kudos to whoever in wardrobe picked that out.” He smiles, and I forget that I was just about to make a fool of myself. “Are you ready to do this for real?”

My mind goes back to the hotel room, where his mouth and body pressed against me. Where his cock pressed against me. Yes, I’m very much ready to do that again. “I guess so… I think I am.”

“You’re going to be great.” He raises his hand to my face, and I think he’s going to cup my cheek in his palm. I can see the desire in his eyes. He looks like he wants to take me right here. And I might let him. I bite my lip as his hand gets closer to my face, but he glances away and then brushes the sleeve of my dress. “You had a piece of lint.”

“Oh. Thank you.” I turn and see a camera operator staring at us.


CHAPTER FIVE



“You were incredible. You’ve got something special… Are you even listening?” He laughs.

I was incredible, but all I can hear are those voices saying I’d never make it as a man. Saying I make a much better woman. The same things I heard growing up. The same bigots who look at me and think a femme man isn’t a real man, that I must secretly want to be a woman. Only now they don’t think it’s a secret.

Bronson moves even closer and takes my hand. My heartbeats are so loud I’m sure he can hear them. “You’re wonderful.”

I look from our hands to his face. His eyes have that look again—the same one they had on the set—and I wonder if he’ll stop himself this time, too. I brush my thumb across the top of his hand.

“Fuck, I can’t take this anymore.” He moves so fast I’m not sure if he’s trying to tackle me. I only know when his mouth collides with mine and he uses his tongue to force my lips open. And when I open for him—as me, not as characters we’re playing—I hear a hum, as if our universes are vibrating in harmony.

He softly pushes me onto my back with a hand kneading my chest, and my nipples get hard for his touch. No one’s ever touched me there before, and it sends tingles through my body. I reach my hand between his legs to find his cock. It’s hard even before I start massaging it through his pants.

“We shouldn’t do this.” He breathes the words into my mouth.

“Yes, we should.” I press my lips against his and run my tongue along his.

“Not here.” I can barely hear his words about the roaring of my heart. “Someone could see us.”

I tilt my head and move my lips to his neck, but he pulls away and clears his throat.

“I don’t know what I was thinking. Anyone could find out about us. I won’t do that to you. I won’t ruin your reputation like that.”

I try to pull him back to me, but he stands up. “It’s fine. No one is going to catch us, and so what if they do? I’m already wearing a dress and makeup. Do you think finding out I’m gay will surprise anyone?”

He shakes his head over and over. “I can’t do it. What people think matters in this business. It matters more than you think.”

“But it shouldn’t. And it’s my choice to make.”

“I can’t. Not here. Trust me, you’ll thank me later. Now I need to get some air. I’ll see you back on the set after lunch. Be sure to fix your makeup so no one can tell.”

He doesn’t even look at me before he rushes out. I sink into the couch and don’t move until an assistant knocks on my door to give me a ten-minute warning.

All afternoon Bronson ignores me except during our scenes. When I walk near him, he finds some excuse to walk away. When I say something to him, he either pretends he doesn’t hear me, or he gives me a curt answer. By the end of the day, I’ve had enough. I’m sitting behind the cameras, watching him and the director go over the next scene. But all I want to do is go to wardrobe to get my real clothes and then wash all this suffocating garbage off my face. I want to sneak away from here without him noticing me. I don’t care if he ever notices me again.

“Hey, Taylor.”

I spin to see who’s whispering to me. It’s Amy. She motions for me to follow her. Maybe she’s going to tell me I can leave early. Maybe she’ll tell me I’m fired. It will be a relief if I am.

She walks into her office and then closes the door behind us. “So? How’s your first day as a star?”

After overhearing her earlier, I can’t look at her without trying to stare daggers into her. “Fine.”

“Just fine?” She chuckles, but I can’t.

“It could have been worse. It could have been pathetic.” Just like she said I was as a man. I desperately try to set her on fire with my mind, but she doesn’t even break a sweat.

“Well, you were fucking great. Anyway, Bronson told me what happened, and he wants to show you he’s sorry. So I have a car set up to take you to his house as soon as we finish here.”

“Today was just a mistake.”

“Do you think I’m blind? I saw how you’ve looked at him ever since you met him.”

I turn away. “That was before. I’ve seen some things since then too. Things that made me change my mind about him.”

“Honey, that’s obviously not true, or your ears wouldn’t be this red. He’s not some damned nobody. He’s got a reputation to think about. What do you think happens to his career when it gets out that he banged some young trans girl in her trailer over their lunch break?”

“I’m not a trans girl! You know that! I’m sick of everyone thinking I am.” I know my voice is too loud, and I hope there’s no one outside the door.

“I know that.” Her voice is a whisper now. “But that’s what the headlines would say. He’d be branded as an abuser, and even if you told your side of the story—even if you never wore a bit of women’s clothes the rest of your life—you’d still always be the trans woman who was victimized by the big Hollywood star. Nothing more. People here don’t care about the truth. The truth is boring.”

I rub my hand along my cheek until I remember I’m wearing makeup. My stomach is in a knot because I know she’s right. Growing up as a feminine gay boy in the Midwest showed me how gossip destroys lives and clings to you forever. No matter what you do to shake it away. When I came here, though, I thought I was getting away from all that.

“I’m going to tell the director that Bronson is done for the day. I’ll make up some diva excuse about the light not being right for his skin or something. Without him, they won’t need you, so go back to your trailer to get ready. At least go hear him out before you make any decisions that you’re going to regret.”

I sigh. “Can I ask you something?” I really hope she says no.

“Of course.”

“I heard some people talking about me earlier. They said I would never make it as a man, so transitioning was good for my career. Do you think that’s true?”

If she feels any shame or embarrassment about being part of that conversation, she doesn’t show it. Her face doesn’t turn red, and she doesn’t even hesitate before answering. “Do you want the truth?”

I don’t know, so I look down and don’t say anything.

“Hollywood likes to pretend it’s some shining example of diversity, but it’s not. Sure, we celebrate the people from minority groups who make it big. But have you ever noticed that they’re all perfect? Not just a black man, but the most handsome black man you can imagine. Not just a Puerto Rican woman, but a Puerto Rican woman who’s so stunning you think it has to be from plastic surgery. You don’t get to be a star unless you meet this idealized version of beauty.

“That’s what every struggling actor is battling against. So no, you’re never going to make it as a man. You just don’t physically have it. That’s bullshit, but that’s how it is. As a woman, though? Even as a trans woman? You’re gorgeous. You’d be on equal physical footing with all the other beautiful women. Then your talent could shine through, and trust me, it does. You’ve been brilliant in the scenes that we’ve shot today. But brilliant as an attractive trans woman, not as a small and average looking man.

Each word twists inside me, ripping away a tiny piece of my dream until it’s lying shattered at my feet.

“I’m sorry. It’s just the truth. Why don’t you head back to your trailer now? I’ll take care of things here. Just be ready when the car comes.”

I’m barely aware of anything around me as I walk through the studio. Everything I always wanted—the only dream I ever had—is gone. I spent my whole life wishing I was someone else. Someone famous who was above all the petty concerns that weighed me down. But I’m never going to be that person. I’m always going to be no one.

When I’m in my trailer, I throw myself onto the couch. Growing up, I swore that I’d never again let another person make me cry, but this is the closest I’ve come since then. It would be so easy to lie here and let myself dissolve, but what would that accomplish? Does that fix my broken dream? If I’m going to mope, I’m at least going to do it upright, so I push myself up. And that’s when I notice the black garment bag hanging in the corner. There’s a yellow sticky note on it. It just says “Wear this tonight.”

I’m not sure what I think when I unzip the bag. I should have guessed there would be a dress inside. I hold it up to me and stand in front of the mirror. The coral fabric drops to a few inches above my knees. I only debate a minute or two before I shrug out of the dress I’m wearing and slip this over my head. It’s brighter and more summery than the purple I had on. I watch myself in the mirror while I twirl left and right, but that just makes me feel like an idiot. What man puts on a dress and does that?

There are shoes in the bottom of the garment bag, but I’m not sure what to make of them once I see them. Tan sandals with a heel. To someone who grew up wearing heels, I’m sure it’s small, but to me, it’s enormous. At this point, though, what does it matter? I slip off the flats I was wearing and slide into these. When I stand, I’m thrown so far forward, I nearly tip. I laugh. It would be appropriate for a pair of heels to kill me just after I found out my dream was dead, at least as a man.

It only takes me a few steps to make up my mind. There’s no way I can wear these. They do look a lot better with this dress than the black flats, but the flats look a lot better than a cast on my ankles. With the flats back on, I study my reflection. It’s the first time I’ve really looked at myself all day. Before, I was looking at the makeup or the wig or the dress, but not me. Now, I finally see what everyone else has been seeing all day, and I have to look away before I get sick.

Lucky for me, the car comes before I have much time to brood. The driver tries to make small talk a couple of times on the drive, but I can’t do it. I just sit in the back and pretend to be on my phone.
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Bronson’s house is amazing. It’s all stucco and glass, and there are plants vining off every level of the tiered terraces. But I know this isn’t its best side. As we pull through the gate and up the driveway, I see glimpses of the ocean just on the other side of the house. So close, he can probably open his back door and grab a fistful of sand from the beach. This is the house I dreamt of living in since I was a boy.

He’s waiting at the door when the car stops. His broad grin almost makes me forget the rest of the day. I wish I were coming home to that every day, to his arms around me and his lips on mine.

“You’re even more beautiful than before.”

He holds me around the waist, but I twist away. “This house is incredible.”

“Not nearly as incredible as you.” His hand finds the small of my back and slides lower until his palm settles on my ass. I can feel his breath on the side of my neck.

I want so much to lean into him and let his hands and mouth wander wherever they will, but I can’t, not after what happened at lunch. “What is this between us, Bronson?”

“I think we both know what it is.”

His lips brush against my skin, but I take a step back. “Are you seriously trying to be the most confusing man on earth? At the audition and then in my trailer today, I thought I knew. But then you ignored me all afternoon. More than that, you acted like you couldn’t stand to be around me. And now we’re back to this?”

“Do you think I don’t feel the electricity shoot through my body every time you look at me? Or feel the heat when your skin touches mine?” He takes my hand and pulls it to his groin. “Do you think this doesn’t happen when I just think about you?”

I yank my hand back. “Then what? You only want me when no one is around?”

“I want you all the time. But it’s complicated.”

He moves toward me, but I walk away, to the window overlooking the beach. The sun is setting, and the ocean looks like a giant oil slick that caught fire.

“I have to think about my career.” His voice is pleading.

“Amy explained all that to me. But do you really think people would see you as some predator? You’re not. I want this as much as you do. Apparently more.”

“It’s not just that. It’s… like it or not, I’m a sex symbol, and I have an image I need to maintain.”

“Are you seriously saying that—”

“Yes! If I’m spotted dating a man or even a trans woman, that’s gone. That’s why we have to be caref—”

“Jesus, Bronson, this isn’t the 50s. The only person who cares about that is you.”

“You know what happened to Andre Sova. Everyone knows what happened to him.”

I watch his reflection get closer to me, and when he puts his arm around my waist, I finally give in and lean back against him. Our bodies fit together perfectly, and I close my eyes when I feel his heat rush into me. “That wasn’t the same thing. He took advantage of those men.” It takes every bit of my strength to speak when all I want to do is melt into him.

“And they’ll say I took advantage of you, too. Please tell me you understand.” He slides his hands down my belly but stops them just above the one spot where I need him to be.

“I do, but I don’t want to hide. I spent my whole life hiding, and it was terrible. Is that really want you want?”

“What if we didn’t have to hide? What if there were a way we could let the world know about us without having to worry about anyone’s reactions?”


CHAPTER SIX



He can’t be serious. I fall into the chair, holding my head in my hands.

“Just think about it. Wouldn’t it solve everything?”

I open my mouth to speak, but nothing comes out. Not even a whisper. It’s so idiotic, so… wrong. There’s no way.

He drops to his knees in front of me and rubs his hands along my arms. “Babe, just think. We could be together. In public, in private, on set. Everywhere. No one would judge us. And you know what this would do for your career. This would be perfect.”

I drop my arms and look at him. “Perfect? If it’s so perfect, why don’t you do it?”

“I would in a heartbeat. If I were you. But if I did it, it wouldn’t solve anything.”

“We could be together.”

“And both be unemployable. But if you do it, we can be together and be a power couple. We’re instantly the hottest thing in this town. You can’t tell me you don’t want that.”

I do want that. But do I really want it that much?

“You want to know what I think, Will?” He puts his hands on the sides of my face. “I think I want to be with you forever. And I think you want that too. And I think you want to be a star more than almost anything else. And you know what else? You haven’t said no, so I think you know this could work.”

I shake my head and stand up. “Do you know how crazy this is? Do you know what you’re asking me to do?”

“Of course I do.” He reaches for my hand, but I pull away. “But answer me—wouldn’t this solve everything?”

“But this? Bronson…” The air is sticky in my lungs.

“Yes, this. Everything you’ve ever wanted, Will. Everything.”

“I need to go. I need some air.”

“You need to think about this. I understand. I’ll get my keys and drive you home.”

“No. I need to be alone. I’ll walk.” I barely register where the door is but start moving toward it.

“Will, don’t be ridiculous. You live on the other side of town. You can’t walk. At least let me call you a car. You can’t just leave.”

I’m already out the door and on the driveway before he catches up to me. He wraps his arms around me from behind and holds me in place.

“It’ll be here in 5 minutes. Please wait for it. Please? Inside with me?”

“No.” I shake my head again. “I’ll wait at the gate. By myself.”

“Okay, okay.” He takes a step back toward his house. “Promise me you’ll text to let me know you got home safe?”

I nod.

“Please keep an open mind, Will. I want this for both of us. I lov—look forward to seeing you again.”

My heart stops. Was he going to say he loves me? I turn to face him, but he’s already on the steps and heading into the house. He doesn’t look back. I stare at the closed door until the car pulls up beside me.

I don’t know how I make it upstairs and into my apartment. I don’t remember getting out of the car or walking in. I think I may have seen Scott playing video games. He might have said something as I walked by. Maybe he asked why I’m wearing a dress. I’m not sure. What if I do this?

I look around my room. The peeling paint in the corner, the closet door propped against my clothes because it won’t stay in place, the window that won’t open. I would never have to live here again. I unlock my phone and text Bronson. Just a quick “made it” to let him know I’m safe. I watch as the dots of his reply appear and disappear. Appear and disappear again. Appear and stay. Thirty seconds, a minute, two minutes. Then his reply: “Okay.”

I set the phone beside me and close my eyes. I would be trading everything I am, everything I ever knew, for a chance to live my dream. Is that worth it?
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“You must be Miss Taylor and Mister Bronson—Oh. Please accept my apologies, Mister William. I noticed the look on your face and realized right away that I’d gotten ahead of myself. I meant no offense.”

I smile and want to tell him it’s fine, but he doesn’t stop long enough.

“It is my absolute pleasure to welcome you to our little island. I trust your flight was satisfactory? Of course, the weather here is nearly always satisfactory. Last year, they tell me we had sunshine on 310 days, and I believe we may have even more sunny days this year. Being from Southern California, though, you must be used to that. Oh, I nearly forgot to introduce myself. My manners are practically non-existent this afternoon. I’m David Lattimore, Vice-President of the Sanderstill Clinic. Please, right this way.”

Bronson and I look at each other as David ushers us to the waiting SUV. As soon as our seatbelts are on, I reach my hand toward Bronson. He raises my hand to his lips before lacing his fingers between mine.

Thankfully, the ride is only ten minutes, because after three minutes, I’ve already had more of David than I can take. I’m from Hollywood. I should be used to people who are in love with the sounds of their own voices. But they aren’t like this. They at least breathe once in a while.

When we pull in front of the clinic, I hop out of the car before it’s even in park. I need whatever quiet I can get, even if it’s only a fraction of a second. And that’s about all I have before David is at my side, leading me into the building. I pause just inside the doors and look around the lobby. There are a couple of women sitting next to an unlit fireplace. I stare longer than I should, and David interrupts my thoughts.

“I assume you’re wondering if those are clients, and yes, they are.”

“Did they… um, you know, used to be…” I swallow, and it’s so loud I’m surprised the women don’t look up at me.

Bronson moves to my side and puts his arm around me. I rest my body against his.

“My sincere apologies,” David says, “but I cannot answer your question. Our patients’ confidentiality is second only to their safety and well-being.”

I feel my face turn red. It was foolish of me to ask. And what would change if he answered my question? Would I feel better about this if he told me they used to be men? Would I feel worse? I’m better off not knowing.

“Now, if you’ll follow me, I’ll show you to Dr. Gooding’s office.”

Her office is empty when we get there, but David insists we make ourselves at home inside while we wait. I go right to the windows and look out. There’s a courtyard in the center of the building, and it looks like two wings on either side. Maybe this was an old colonial mansion. I shudder as I imagine the things that could have taken place here.

“Hey, you’re going to be fine. From everything I’ve researched, this place is the best.” Bronson slips his arm around my waist and pulls me into him. “And they’d better be for the money it cost me.” He chuckles.

“But…”

“But what?”

“You’re supposed to say ‘but you’re worth it’ at the end of that.”

“You are certainly worth it.” He kisses my cheek and stares out the window with me.

“What if this is a mistake?” I ask.

“Do you think it is?”

“No.” I’m going to have everything I’ve ever wanted. I just have to trade my dick to get it. “I just wish…” I sigh. “Never mind.”

“Tell me. What is it?”

“We’ve talked about it a hundred times already. I just wish I didn’t have to do this to be with you.”

“I know you do, babe. And I wish that too.” He kisses my forehead. “But you know the world we’re living in. We’re in an insulated bubble, but that can pop at any time. You don’t tempt fate by poking it with a sword.”

“You somehow said that with a completely straight face.”

“It’s called acting, my love.” He smiles, and it reminds me why I’m doing this.

“Tell me you love me.”

“You know I do. I love you more than I’ve ever loved anyone in this world.”

“I love you too.” I wrap my arms around him and stay like that until Dr. Gooding comes in.

“I’m so sorry to have kept you waiting. Rounds ran a little longer than I expected. I’m Dr. Kendall Gooding. You must be Bronson and William?”

She reaches her hand toward me. I shake it, and Bronson does the same. Then she motions us toward the couch. She sits in a chair across from us.

“You both look nervous.”

I giggle, but then turn toward Bronson. Is he nervous? He hasn’t told me that he is, but is he just putting on a brave face for me? I watch as he smiles and looks at the floor. “You are nervous. Why?” How did I not notice this before?

“Because you’re doing this. For me. It’s a lot, you know?”

“It’s for us.” I put my hand on his leg. “And you should have told me.”

“You were already nervous enough. You didn’t need to think that I was worried, too.”

“Bronson…”

“I can assure you both this will be a very successful course of treatment,” Dr. Gooding says. “Anyone who knows me knows I don’t like to brag, but I am excellent at what I do. And you are already very feminine and pretty.”

I wince. “I’m sorry. That’s been an insult all my life. I have to get used to it being a compliment from now on.”

She smiles. “I understand.”

“And you can help with that too, right?” I ask. “Brainwash me so I believe that I’m a normal woman?”

It’s her turn to wince. “It’s not brainwashing. Nothing like it. We incorporate hypnotic suggestions to make you more comfortable with the physical procedures we perform and the new role you’ll be taking on once you leave here. It doesn’t make you into someone else. Think of it as freeing you from shame and teaching you to enjoy the pleasures of the new you. And please don’t ever refer to other women as normal. That tells me you think of yourself as abnormal, and you certainly are not.”

“But when he’s done, he’ll be…”

“A 'normal woman?” Dr. Gooding sticks her tongue out at me, and I grin. “Yes. At that point, she will think of herself as a woman. Not because she’s been brainwashed, but because she will be a woman. It will be just as natural as you thinking of yourself as a man. I understand that it’s important to both of you. I assure you that will not be a problem.”

I look at Bronson and blow out a long breath.

“Are you ready for this, babe?” he asks.

“I am.”


CHAPTER SEVEN



I slam the eyeliner down and snarl at the mirror. Every time I do it, I either poke myself in the eye or, like now, blink and end up with a giant black streak across my eyelid.

“Can’t I just be one of those women who’s happy without wearing makeup?”

“Of course.” Nora reaches around me and grabs the eyeliner. “But are you one of those women who’s happy without wearing makeup?”

I sigh and look down. “No.”

“Then take this and try again, sweetie. You’ll get it. It’s not natural to hold a sharp stick next to your eye. You just have to do it over and over until you get used to it.” She leaves me alone in the bathroom, but as she walks out, I hear her mutter, “Jessi isn’t allowed to take a vacation ever again.”

“I’m telling her you said that when she comes back.” I giggle.

“Oh, I’ll tell her myself before you get the chance. Asking me to fill in for a beautician is like asking a beautician to help with a surgery.”

“Both end up with people getting poked by something sharp.”

“I’ll poke you if you don’t watch it.” She giggles, and sits in the chair next to my bed. “Aren’t you going to have people who do this for you back home?”

I shrug my shoulders. “I think sometimes? But not always, so I need to learn how to do it for myself.”

The past three weeks have been packed with lesson after lesson. I never knew there could be this much to learn. Everything is different. My clothes, my shoes, my hair, my nails, my morning routine, my evening routine, my sometimes-in-the-middle-of-the-day routine. The way I walk, the way I sit, the way I stand, the way I talk, the things I say, the way I act around other women, the way I act around men, the way I act when I’m alone at the end of the day and can finally let my hair down. Nothing is the same.

When I started, it felt like I was playing a role. But the more I do it, the more it becomes something natural for me. Just the boring old sameness of life, day after day. I’ll never forget the first time Jessi brought me a pair of heels. My entire body erupted in a combination of excitement and trepidation. And when I could walk around my room in them, I wanted to high five everyone in the entire clinic. Now my only thought is whether they’re cute, whether they’ll match my dress, and how long I can wear them until my toes start to throb.

It’s amazing how unexciting my life has become. I’m transforming myself from a man into a woman so I can be with the man I love and become a star, but I spend my days just like any other woman would. It’s so beautifully undramatic. Until the morning Dr. Gooding walks in and asks if I’m ready for my bottom surgery.

I’ve never felt so much energy flowing through me. This is it. The last time under anesthesia. The last recovery. And finally, it’ll all be done. I’ll finally be me. I want to run and hug her, but I hold on to the rail of my bed to keep me in place.

I act cool. “Oh, I think I’m ready.”

“You think you are?”

“I suppose.”

“For being an actress, you’re not fooling anyone, you know. I see you bouncing on your tiptoes. And your eyes are gleaming.” She laughs.

“So I need more acting lessons when I get home? Can I hug you? Is it silly that I want to?”

“Girl, this is a big step.” She walks forward and wraps her arms around me. “It’s something you’ve been looking forward to, so it’s natural to be excited.”

I squee, but only a little. “Can I call Bronson? Please?”

“This is the giant step at the end of the path. Of course, you’ll want to talk to him about it. I’ll tell Nora to bring your phone.”

She might as well have not told her, though. He doesn’t pick up when I call. It’s been eight days now since I’ve talked to him. I know he’s shooting a movie in Vancouver and is probably busy all the time, but he can’t call for a couple of minutes? Or text? I’m starting to worry. Maybe something happened to him. Maybe he’s having second thoughts about me. Or maybe he met someone else. I call one more time, but there’s still no answer. So I send yet another text, and set the phone on the table beside my bed.

It seems like everyone in the entire clinic comes to my room throughout the day to congratulate me about my surgery. The nurses, cleaners, administrators, David and a couple of guys I haven’t seen before, even some of the other patients. This is a big deal, and it is worth celebrating. I just wish I could celebrate it with the person I love most. But he still hasn’t called or texted when I hand my phone to Nora just outside the operating room.

“I’m sure he’s fine, sweetie. Just busy.” She tries to comfort me.

I nod my head and lie back on the table.
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“Mr. Ellard’s phone.”

I jump a little when the woman picks up, and it makes me wince from the pain. “Can I talk to Bronson, please? Is he there?”

“I’m sorry. Mr. Ellard isn’t available at the moment.”

“But it’s me, and I need him. It’s Taylor. Tell him it’s Tay—” The beep cuts me off as she hangs up.

Why did another woman pick up? I drop my phone to the floor. For just a second, the thud and clatter is satisfying, but then the wave of exhaustion and emotion and pain hits me as I sink backward into my bed. I press the button on my pain pump and fall asleep.

I’m out of it for the rest of the day. There are times that I remember seeing Nora or Dr. Gooding standing beside me. And times I remember no one being there with me. But they’re just flashes. Every time it becomes more than that, I press the pain pump so I can go to sleep and forget everything.

The next morning, I know Nora is stroking my hair, and she says something about my medication, but then she walks away. She gets to the door before I’m able to stop her.

“Whatterya doin’?” My words are so slurred I don’t know if she can understand them.

“I lowered the dose and frequency on your pain pump. You’ve been using a little too much.”

“No.” I press the button, and I’m not sure if it’s to spite her or because I’m becoming too aware of everything around me.

“Yes, sweetie. I know it’s a lot of pain, but we can’t have you getting addicted.”

“I want… Another woman? Why?” I smash the button as hard as I can, but nothing happens.

“You want another woman? Dr. Gooding? Dr. Gooding will just tell you the same thing. I’m sorry, sweetie. If it gets too bad, call me. There are some things we can do that aren’t narcotics.” She closes the door behind her.

As the pain medicine evaporates from my body, the thoughts I’ve blocked seep in. Thoughts of pain. The stabbing and burning pain in my crotch and the pain he left me with. Did I mean nothing to him? Was all of this fake? I should have known to not fall in love with an actor. He’s with another woman while I’m lying in pain because of the surgery I got for him. No. That’s not true. He was only a part of it. I got this for me. For my career. And I won’t let him spoil this. Not when I’m so close to everything I want.

I toss the control to the pain pump off the side of my bed, and it swings against the IV pole. I’m not going to hide behind that. I’m a strong and entirely capable woman, and I’m going to stop cowering. I wish I could jump out of the bed and throw open my door to walk into the hall, but I yip when I move my leg even a tiny bit. Tomorrow will be a different story.

And it is. In the morning I move to a chair, and by evening I walk to the wall and back inside my room. I’m going to do this, and I’m going to be better than ever. It’s easy to tell myself that until Nora comes with my phone in her hand.

The instant she tells me I have a call, my heart races, my stomach flutters, and I curse my mind and body for betraying me. I was going to be strong, but that resolve melts away when I know he’s on the other end of the phone. I hold it up to my ear, but I don’t say anything. His breathing makes me feel empty. My hands and lips are alone, and I’m cold without him next to me.

“Hello? Will? Are you there?”

I groan at that name.

“Will, oh my God. It’s me, babe. Please say something.”

“My name is Taylor.”

“Damn it. Taylor, right. I’m sorry. Once I got my phone back, I saw that you called, and… are you okay?”

“Who had your phone?” Damn this new voice. It’s not nearly as gruff as I want it to be.

“Cora. She’s my assistant on this shoot because Amy couldn’t make it. But are you okay?”

“Why did she answer your phone?”

“It’s a long story. Look, will you please just answer me? Is everything alright?”

“I’m fine. You can call me if you ever want to tell me the truth.” I press the red button and watch the screen flip back to the picture I took last week of a palm tree by the beach.

He calls back right away. Part of me soars when the phone rings—maybe he does love me, maybe there’s a legitimate excuse for him not calling—but mostly I just look at the screen in disgust and anger. I wish I could not answer it.

“Bronson.” In just the last few seconds, I’m already getting better with this voice. I make his name sound like a curse word.

“Babe… Taylor. I’m sorry. For everything. You don’t know how sorry I am. Please don’t hang up. Just listen. You don’t even have to say anything, okay? Hello?”

“Let’s hear this story that’s magically going to make me understand why you haven’t called me in over a week.”

“It’s not a story, it’s… I was in the hospital.”

My chest is suddenly so tight I can barely breathe. “Oh my God, Bronson, are you okay? What happened?”

“No, I’m not okay. That’s why I need to talk to you.”

“Of course, tell me what’s wrong.”

“I didn’t want to go to the hospital. I suppose that’s kind of obvious. The director made me go. Involuntarily. I… had a breakdown on set. Several breakdowns. Every time I looked at the actress playing opposite me. I kept seeing you and thinking about what I’m making you do, and I just…” He’s sobbing so much that I can’t understand the words.

“Brons, just take your time. I’m right here. Breathe for me, okay sweetie. I’m not going anywhere. Just keep breathing.”

“I just can’t believe this… Taylor, what the fuck did I make you do?”

“Nothing. You didn’t make me do this. I decided to. And it’s only been a day since the final surgery, but I’m already so glad I did it. I’m happy—”

“The final surgery? Do you mean… that you don’t have a… uh…”

“I have a vagina now, yes. Somewhere under the bandages and swelling.” I force a laugh to hopefully lighten his mood.

“Oh my God, Taylor. I’m too late. I’m too fucking late. You’re never going to forgive me, and I don’t deserve forgiveness anyway. I’m so selfish, and I convinced you to give up your whole life for me.”

It sounds like he’s choking. “Bronson, is there someone there who can help you? Are you alright?”

“No!” The word spurts out between a cough and a gasp. “How can I be alright after what I did to you?”

“You didn’t do anything to me.”

“Maybe not directly, but I might as well have. I made you mutilate yourself for me.”

My entire body goes cold. “Mutilate myself? Is that what you—I am not mutilated. I am a beautiful young woman who is very happy with the way she looks.”

“I’m so sorry.”

“Listen to me, and stop being fucking sorry! I love my body now. I love who I am. And it’s not because of you. You don’t get the credit anymore than you would have gotten the blame. This is because of me. I made the choice to do this. You didn’t hold a gun to my head. This was my choice, not yours, so stop trying to make me into the victim. I’m happy. Do you hear me? Happy!”

“How can you say that?”

“Because it’s the truth. I’m finally me. There was always something off. My entire life, there was something that wasn’t right, but I never knew what it was. Until now. Now that feeling is gone, so I know this is who I was meant to be. And if you don’t respect that, then you obviously don’t love me how I love you.”

“Do you mean that?”

“Which part? Never mind, it doesn’t matter. I mean all of it. Everything I said. Other than possibly losing the man I love and wanted to spend the rest of my life with, this is the happiest I’ve ever been.”

“I want you to spend the rest of your life with me, and I want to spend the rest of mine with you. I love you more than I ever thought was possible. I’m going to prove it to you. I know what I need to do, and you’re never going to doubt my feelings again.”


CHAPTER EIGHT



“I can’t wait until I can fuck you.” Bronson brushes a finger across my pussy, and even through my panties it makes me squirm and arch my back against the couch.

“I can’t wait either.” I kiss his cheek. “Dr. Gooding says I still need another month.”

He groans under his breath.

“But that doesn’t mean we can’t do other things.” I shift to the edge of the sofa and lower myself to my knees. I wish I could move more gracefully. When I dreamed of doing this, I would flow in one smooth, uninterrupted motion. I didn’t stop and start and twist myself around like a clunky windup figurine while grunting at every move.

“Are you sure this is a good idea? You’re still recovering.”

“No. But I don’t care. Do you know how long I’ve wanted this?”

“Yes. Because I’ve wanted it since then too.” He unzips his pants and pulls them to his knees.

I take them the rest of the way down, and my breath catches. His cock is beautiful. I run a fingertip over its veiny surface, and Bronson quivers. His dick curves up toward my face, and he slides to the edge of the couch.

“Can I…?” I look up. My lips are parted, and the saliva is pooling in my mouth.

He nods, and I kiss around his bulging pink head before taking it into my mouth. Just the tip. Nothing more yet. I suck and work it in and out of my mouth while I graze my fingernails along his balls.

“This is already better than I imagined, Taylor.”

I pull my mouth from him with a pop and smile at my new name. My real name. “You haven’t felt anything yet.” I scrape a fingernail along the top of his shaft and he moans.

I lower my mouth over him again, and this time I go lower. Moving down until he bumps against the back of my throat, then I lean forward so I can take even more. My tight throat closes around his head while I stroke the base with my fingers, running them along the skin between his cock and his balls. His entire body shakes, and I look up to see that he’s fallen against the back cushions of the couch.

I move my mouth up and down now. Just teasing him. I want to make this last all night. But he has other plans. He curls his fingers into my hair and forces me down further. I flick my tongue across his underside, and he pulls my hair. I wince at the pain, and the combination of that plus having his cock in my throat makes my eyes water. I’ve never been so turned on.

“I don’t know how much of this I can take,” he pants.

I growl, and my voice rumbles against his dick in my throat.

“Jesus Christ, that.”

I do it one more time before he yanks my head back and then forces me back down on him again. Over and over. He’s taking charge now—pushing me and pulling me—and I love it. I slide my hand in time with my mouth, moving it down his slick shaft while I take more and more of him. Sucking as he pulls my head back and opening my mouth and exhaling along his length when I punge forward.

“I’m going to come already.” His cock tenses and then pulses as he thrusts his hips against me. His hands are wrapped tight in my hair now, and I couldn’t pull back if I wanted to. But I would never want to. I feel the first spurt of his cum against the back of my throat. I swallow the trickle, but then it becomes a flood. He fills my mouth with his seed, and I take it all. Pulse and thrust and spurt, and it’s all mine. It’s always going to be mine. This is my cock now, and it’s the only one I ever want.

When he’s spent, he lets out a slow exhale and unwinds his fingers from my hair. I pull away with one last lick around the tip of his cock and then look up at him.

We stare at each other, neither one of us moving, until I finally break the silence. “I’m the luckiest woman in the world.”

“Just you wait. I’m going to make your pussy scream.”

I purr and rest my head on his thigh. “You know, you don’t have to do this tomorrow.”

“No, but I want everyone to know. You don’t have to do it either.”

“I know.” I smile and take his hand as I stand up. “We’d better go to bed.”

“I love it when you flirt with me, Miss Martins.”

“We have to get up in three hours. I think we have time for another round.” I run a finger along his cock and saunter toward the bedroom while he kicks off his pants.
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“Welcome back to Sunrise Today.” The host smiles toward the camera. “We’re here with Bronson Ellard, who you all recognize, and his girlfriend Taylor Martins, who many of you may not. At least not yet.”

I smile at the host while making sure my head is angled enough that both the camera over her shoulder and the one to my right pick it up.

“So, Miss Martins—”

“Taylor, please.”

“Taylor. So how did you and Mr. Ellard—Bronson—meet?”

“The same way everyone in Hollywood meets. On set.” Bronson and I share a laugh. We knew this would be one of the first questions, and we decided meeting on set was more romantic than meeting in an audition that his friend partially staged as a hookup. “I didn’t even know he was going to be there, and when I walked in—”

“When she walked in, she lit up everything around her. I knew right then she was the one.”

“Ooh, ‘the one?’ So, a true story of love at first sight?”

Bronson and I look at each other and nod.

“It really was,” I say.

“Now, I understand you two have news you want to share. And I have to caution everyone at home that none of us knows what this is going to be. Your team told us it’s something big, but they refused to say anything more.”

Bronson chuckles. “That’s right.” We agreed he would handle this part.

“The crew and I have a bet, and I think it’s a pregnancy announcement. So my fingers are crossed for that.” The host holds up her hands to show her crossed fingers to the camera.

“Sorry to disappoint you, but it’s not that. At least not yet.” He winks at the host and squeezes my hand. Does that mean he wants children? We’ve never talked about this before. Do I? “This is something Taylor and I have wrestled with for a while now, and there’s really no good way of handling it. In an ideal world, this would be a private matter just between us, and not even the worst gossip columnist would be interested, let alone a morning news show on a major network.”

“If I wasn’t intrigued before, I certainly am now.” The host raises a finger to her lips and leans in.

“We all know that representation is so very important today.” Bronson leans back and smiles. He wants to appear relaxed and calm, but I know inside he’s trembling as much as I am. “That’s why we’ve chosen to be public about this very private part of our lives. Baby?” He looks at me, and holds our joined hands up between us so the camera can see them.

“I am a proud transgender woman.” I pause for a second to give everyone time to process the words and so it doesn’t seem like I’m rushing through a series of lines. “As a beginning actress, I’ve kept this a secret because I knew so many doors would be instantly closed once people found out. But I just can’t reconcile being proud of who I am and everything I’ve accomplished in my life with hiding this part of me.”

“Wow.” The host leans back in her chair, her mouth hanging open. “I will say that none of us had that in the pool.” She looks around at the crew and chuckles nervously. “So why now? Why here?”

“I don’t want to hide myself. I want the world to see, and more importantly, I want any LGBTQ kids out there—kids like me just a few years ago, who may be questioning themselves or even hating who they are—to see that we really can do anything we want. We can love anyone we love.” I look toward Bronson and lean in for a kiss, but he doesn’t meet me halfway. This is the most important part. How could he forget this?

His eyes are so bright they could light the entire room as he slides from the loveseat and down to one knee in front of me. What is he doing?

“Taylor…” He doesn’t take his eyes off me. Not a single glance at the host or any of the cameras to make sure that he’s in the shot. “I can’t imagine living without you. I want us to be beside each other every day for the rest of our lives. For every victory and every heartache.” He swallows and his adam’s apple bobs up and down. He’s not doing this, is he? This can’t be what I think it is. “Every time I look at you or touch you or hear you, I feel like I’m overflowing. And I want the entire world to witness my love for you. Will you be my wife?”

I’m frozen. I can’t even blink as I stare at him. Is he serious? Why didn’t he tell me anything about this? I watch as he pulls the jewelry box from his pocket and opens the lid on the most gorgeous diamond ring I’ve ever seen. And I still can’t move or speak. He’s biting his lip now, and I know that means he’s nervous. I want to shout yes and hold my hand out so he can slide the ring onto my finger, but I’m stuck.

“Is there drama brewing here?” The host’s voice is too slick and eager for there to be even more to this story than what we’ve already given her.

“No.” I hear her gasp when I say the word. “There’s no drama here. Yes, Bronson. Together, every single day for the rest of our lives sounds so wonderful. Oh my God, yes!” The tears are pouring from my eyes and for once, I don’t stop them. I don’t care what I look like. I just care that I’m his and he’s mine. Forever. I drop to my knees and wrap my arms around him.


CHASING THE QUARTERBACK

FEMINIZATION ROMANCE




CHAPTER ONE



I notice him across the room. And how could I not? He’s taller than anyone else here. The space is filled with people, and the only light comes in flashing bursts of color. But there he is, skin changing from red to blue to green to purple with each strobe of the alternating lights. But no matter the color, his eyes penetrate me. They’re not looking through me, though. They’re looking at me the way a shark looks at a smaller fish, but I don’t imagine a small fish feels the way I do under that gaze.

I silently curse the other students as I struggle and bump my way across the room. When I finally make it, I don’t see him anywhere. I spin to look all around me, but there’s no sign of him. My stomach sinks. Maybe I imagined him. The hottest man in the room, finding me at a party? Finding me so attractive that his eyes could have burned holes in me? If a friend told me this story, I’d never believe them. If Shelby came to me now and told me she saw her dream man but then lost him in the crowd, I would tell her she’s had too much to drink and insist that it’s time to go home. And maybe it is. I haven’t had any alcohol tonight, but I look at the half-empty can in my hand and wonder if someone put something in it.

I’m still staring at the can when I feel something brush the side of my neck. “Wait five minutes and meet me behind the shed outside.”

I spin just in time to see the back of his head as he walks away. “Wait! I’m coming!” I start to follow behind him, but then I stop. What if he doesn’t want to be seen with me? I look around the room again, searching this time for anyone watching me. I don’t see anyone, but I keep my feet planted, swaying with the music to give me cover.

It kills me to wait, but I do. Maybe not for five minutes, but as long as I can. Finally, I can’t take any more and have to follow him.

The backyard is almost completely black. No lights and no moon tonight. I look around. There are only two other people back here. A man and a woman leaning against the fence. His hand slips under her skirt as she moans. I walk past them and toward the back of the yard.

The path behind the shed is narrow, and I’m not sure if the man I saw could even fit in it. Maybe he tried and gave up. Maybe he’s waiting somewhere else. When I get to the corner, I smell sandalwood. I inhale and take a blind step around the bend and run into a wall.

Not a wall. Him.

I stumble backwards, but he catches me before I can fall. This is the first time I’ve seen all of him. He’s massive. Tall and even broader than he looked inside. The outline of his muscles ripples through his T-shirt. When he’s sure I have my footing, he lifts the baseball cap from his head and runs a hand through his hair before pulling it back on.

“You came.”

“I did.” I grin. “I wasn’t sure if—”

I can’t even finish my sentence before he presses against me and his lips take mine. There’s nothing gentle about this. This is an animal taking his prey, and I fall back into the wall and let him have me. I wrap my arms around his neck to pull him even closer, and then I feel his dick poke my belly. I drop one hand and massage it through his jeans. He inhales, and I know he wants the same thing I do.

I drop to my knees and look up into his eyes while he fumbles with his pants. When his cock springs free, I just stare at it. My mouth is salivating, but I’m not sure what I should do.

He must take my hesitation for doubt because he takes a step back. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

“Yes. I just…” I can’t tell him I’ve never done this before. That would be an instant red flag. “I don’t know how you like—”

“This is your first time, isn’t it?” His lips curl up, and my face turns red. I try to stammer out a lie, but only a few nonsense syllables come out. “We’ll go slow. First, what’s your name?” he asks.

“Dylan. What’s yours?”

He chuckles, but then just stares at me. “You really don’t know who I am?”

I study his face, but after a few seconds, I give up. “I’m sorry. It’s dark. Do we have a class together?”

“You’re serious… No, we don’t. I’m Owen. I just thought maybe you’d seen me on campus. Guess not.”

There’s no way I’ve ever seen him before. I wouldn’t forget someone who looks like that. I’d never be able to get him out of my mind. “Guess not.” I smile and blow out a breath. “It’s good to meet you, Owen.”

“How did I get so fucking lucky?” His words are so soft I can barely hear them, and I’m not sure that they’re meant for me. So I ignore them and kiss the tip of his cock. Somehow, just knowing his name makes me forget all the doubts about what to do.

I can’t believe how warm his dick is on my lips. I hold it there for a second and take a deep breath, smelling soap mixed with his natural muskiness. The scent makes me hard. I’ve never been this close to someone before. Not like this.

I lick along his length like it’s a popsicle while I watch Owen’s face. He closes his eyes and exhales, so he must like this. I lick a couple more times before I wrap my lips around his bulging head.

I press myself down on him, taking more of him into my mouth while I hold on to the back of his thighs. When I feel his tip bump against the back of my throat, I move forward and back. In and out. Faster and sloppier each time until I’m slobbering along the length of his dick. I try to suck the saliva back into my mouth, and when I do, Owen moans. I look up. The side of his head is rolled against the shed. I do it again and again. Moving up and down and sucking him into me as I do.

“This can’t be your first time.” His words are choppy and tense, and they fill me with pride.

I squeeze my hand around the base of his dick, and his entire body goes rigid. His cum sprays into the back of my mouth. I try to swallow it all, but I can’t. I feel the hot fluid running down my chin and on to the weeds below. And then I feel something else. My cock tenses and pulses on its own. My face goes red as I fill my underwear with my seed. I can’t believe this. The only thought in my head is that I need to go clean myself before he finds out.

“I, uh, have to—”

“How can you be that good if you’ve never done this before?” He puts both of his hands on my shoulders, and his stare holds me in place. “Can I see you again?”


CHAPTER TWO



“So who’s the mystery man?” Shelby moves aside a blue sweater and takes its place on my bed.

I look away. “There’s no mystery man.”

“Mmm-hmm. All this is just for a night out by yourself? And the reason you won’t tell your best friend where you’re going is because there’s no one else involved, right?”

“Well, I mean…” I twist my lips to the side and spin to look at her. “You have to promise not to tell anyone.”

Her eyes light up. “Oh my God, are you fucking one of your professors?”

“Eww, gross! All my professors are like eighty. Or women. Either way, no. Just no.” I give her a dramatic shudder to show how I feel about the prospect of sex with any of them.

“Then who?”

“Promise first.” I hold out my hand, and she wraps her pinky around mine.

“I promise. Now tell me!”

“His name is Owen.” I turn back to my closet and pull out a red collared shirt, then toss it onto the pile on the bed.

“Okay…”

“And we’ve had a few dates now, and I think I might like him. Like, really like him.”

Owen and I have gone out three times, and each time he’s made me feel like I’m the main character in a romantic movie. The way he looks at me, the way he touches me when no one else is watching, the way he exhales and then rubs the side of his face whenever he sees me. When we’re together, I’m the only person in the world to him, and he’s the only person to me.

“And I’m just now hearing about this?” She throws the red shirt at me and twists her lips into a pout.

“He made me promise not to tell anyone. That’s why you can’t say a word about this. I mean it.”

“Oh Dylan, he’s not one of those people, is he? The anti-gay bigots who have a secret boy on the side. Is he a preacher who makes you go to hotel rooms and give him blow jobs while he smokes meth?”

“Jesus, Shelb, that’s a rather specific image. Where did that come from?”

“It’s just how these people are. A tale as old as time. So is he? Is he older? Does he have a family? Is that why this has to be a secret?”

“No, he doesn’t have a family. He goes to school here. I met him at the Beta Pi party a couple weeks ago. You know, the party you made me go to and then abandoned me at.”

She ignores my dig. “Then he’s dating someone else. He’s using you to make his current boyfriend jealous? Or maybe his boyfriend isn’t putting out, so he’s using you for the sex?”

I slide a hanger against the side of the closet with a smack. “Why are you doing this? Can’t you just be happy for me?”

I hear her climb off the bed and walk toward me, and then she wraps her arms around my midsection. “Of course I am, doll. I just don’t think you should have to hide this. You can’t even tell your best friend? That doesn’t sound like the basis of a healthy relationship.”

“What would I know about healthy relationships? Besides, he didn’t say I couldn’t tell you. He just asked me to keep it quiet. And I’m telling you now. Better late than never, right?”

“Only because I made you.”

I spin around so I’m facing her—her hands are wrapped around the small of my back now—and kiss her on the nose. “I love you.”

“That’s not going to get you out of this. I’m serious, Dylan. It sounds like he’s going to hurt you in the end.”

I kiss her again. “And because I love you, I’m ignoring that accidental pun, which was actually quite good.”

“Oh, shut up.” She rolls her eyes. “I love you too. Just be careful with this guy, okay? Where are you going tonight?”

“I don’t know yet. He gave me an address in Watkins to meet him at. A store parking lot.”

“Middle-of-nowhere Watkins? Where there’s literally nothing to do?”

“We’re just meeting there. We do that. Then we go together from there to wherever it is he has planned.”

“So he makes you drive an hour away just to meet him even though he goes to this school? That doesn’t seem strange to you?”

I shrug my shoulders. “Maybe a little. I just never think about it. It’s not a big deal, Shelb.”

“I don’t like this.”

“It’s fine. Stop worrying so much about me. Now which shirt for tonight?” I hold out the two I’ve narrowed it down to.
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Owen is leaning against the hood of his car when I pull into the parking lot. He’s wearing a dark grey jacket over a white T-shirt that looks two sizes too small for his torso. I can see every curving line of his muscles, and that’s all I can see. I have to stomp the brake pedal to avoid crashing into his black Audi.

“Nice driving.” His laughing smirk makes my dick thrum.

“It would have been your fault, you know. There are laws against distracted driving.”

“I’m pretty sure they don’t work the way you think they do.” He wraps his arms around me and plants a kiss on the top of my head. “I’ve missed you so much.”

It can’t be nearly as much as I’ve missed him. “We just saw each other a couple days ago.”

“A couple of days? Promise me we’ll never be apart that long again.”

I laugh, but he doesn’t. “So, what are we doing tonight?”

“Dinner, and a surprise.”

“Ooh, I love surprises! What is it?”

“You’ll have to wait. Are you ready?”

No. Not if it means that I have to let go of him. I clutch him even tighter, and I hope that he’ll get the picture. When he squeezes me, I think he does. But then he drops his arms and takes a small step back, as much as he can with my arms still around him.

“C’mon. I made reservations for eight.”

I exhale and walk around to the passenger side of his car.

The restaurant parking lot is lined with pickup trucks, and not one of them is new. “You made reservations for this place?”

“The lady did sorta laugh when I called.”

“I see why. Have you been here before?”

He shrugs his shoulders and shakes his head.

“Then how did you pick this place?”

“Good reviews on the internet. Let’s go.” He throws open his door and bounds toward the front of the restaurant before I even have my seatbelt off.

The inside is a combination of a diner and a dive bar. There are booths and tables in one half of the space. Each has the same formica top, and each seat is covered in the same cracked and peeling red vinyl. On the other side of the room, there’s a bar that looks decades old. No one is smoking, but I can practically smell the cigarette smoke oozing from the dark wood. Behind the bar is a mirrored wall of liquor bottles that just looks like two shelves of Jack. The blond waitress takes us to a booth in the corner, drops the menus on the table, and then leaves to get waters for us. Her ponytail swings from side to side as she walks away.

“So, this place?” I look across the table, but Owen is already buried in the menu.

“The steak. 48 ounce ribeye. Supposed to be the best in all of Western Kansas.”

“Hmm. Here?” I scan through my menu and settle on the chicken breast. “Can I try a piece of yours?”

“I’d be glad to give you a piece of my meat, baby.”

I snort. “That was so stupid. And I’m not sure the local cow folk would appreciate the way you looked at me when you said that.”

He looks around the room and then runs his thumb across the back of my hand. “They seem pretty fascinated by their beers at the moment. But I suppose you’re right.” He pulls away with a wink, and the absence of his hand leaves my entire body cold. I scan the room and then look down at the menu.

It’s not long before the waitress is back to get our orders and then to deliver our food. She sets Owen’s plate down with a thud that rattles the silverware on the table. The steak is massive with black crosshatch marks, and it’s sitting in a pool of light pink juices. I’m not normally a steak person, but it makes my mouth water. I look from it to Owen. His eyes are wide, and the sides of his mouth are curled up. I want to wave my hand in front of his face to see if he even notices it, but I’m afraid that he might bite it off in a meat-induced craze.

“Oh my God, it is! Owen Bostick… dude!” The man rushes to our table before I can make sense of what’s happening. “Can I get a selfie?”

Owen smiles and waves him even closer. “Sure.”

The man holds his phone at arm’s length while they both lean in and smile. “Bro, this just made my day… shit, my whole goddamn month! You’re the greatest, man. You think you guys got a chance at the title?”

Owen shrugs and looks at me, his eyebrows furrowed. “I think we might. Tough schedule ahead, though.”

“Yeah, Central Oklahoma is a friggin’ beast this year. Anyway, I’ll let you two get back to it.” For the first time, the man looks at me, and his eyes drift from my head down to my feet before turning back to Owen. “And don’t worry about me. I’m cool with all this. I ain’t gonna tell no one about you two.”

“What do you mean?” Owen’s face is red, and he clamps his lips so tight the color drains from them.

“What two adults do in their own time is their own business, right? Ain’t mine or nobody else’s. Anyway, so great to meet you! I can’t wait to tell everybody about this. Go Busters!”

“Go Busters.” Owen mumbles the words and tries his best to smile, but he ends up looking down.

“Who’s that?” I ask.

“I don’t know. Just some random guy.”

“Some random guy knows who you are and wants to take a picture with you?”

Owen cuts off a piece of steak half the size of my hand and shoves it into his mouth. I’m staring at him, but his eyes don’t move from his plate. “Maybe we can get this to go. I’ll get the waitress.”

“Owen, who was that?”

“I don’t know. Honestly. Just someone who recognized me, I guess.” He spins around and waves the waitress over to our table.

“Recognizes you from what?”

“I might be a little famous to some people. Do we have to talk about this?”

“I want to know how some man who lives in the middle of nowhere and who looks like he’s spent his whole life in the same 20-mile radius knows my boyfriend.”

“Keep your voice down!” Owen looks around the room. The only person close to us is the waitress bringing Owen’s credit card back, and she’s still fifteen feet away. “Don’t say that here. I’ll tell you. I promise. Just not here.”

Owen and I walk to his car in silence. When we drive away, I quickly lose track of where we are on the dark country roads. My heart thumps when we pull through an open gate and down a gravel road.

“Where are we?”

“This is the surprise.” He glances at me and grins.

I start reliving all the true crime shows Shelby and I have watched together. The unsuspecting victim lets her boyfriend drive her to the middle of nowhere and then he ties her up, has his way with her, and either shoots her or just leaves her to die. Hunters stumble across her body during the next deer season, but by then she’s so decomposed they can’t tell who she is until they get her dental records back. I run my tongue along the crooked tooth in the back of my mouth. Is that tooth the only way they’ll be able to identify me?

When we park, I stay in the car until Owen comes around and opens my door. “Come on.” He holds his hand out, and I look at it for a second before taking it. He leads me toward a group of trees, and I’m not sure if I should rip a button off my shirt and drop it as a clue to lead someone to my body. I look around. There’s nothing here. No houses, no sheds, no cars. No one would ever find the button, so I might as well keep it on the shirt. If I’m going to be murdered, I’ll at least look good doing it.

“Are you hot?” Owen asks me.

“What?”

“Your palm is sweaty. Maybe we should take off some of those clothes to help cool you down.” He pulls me toward him and nibbles my earlobe.

“Oh, uh, no. I’m fine. Thanks.” He’s not really the murdering type, is he? Would a murderer care if I was hot? “You still won’t tell me where we’re going?”

“Just up ahead. We’re almost there.”

After a few more steps, the trees abruptly end and we’re in an empty field. We walk to the center of it, and he stops, pulling the backpack from his shoulders.

“This?” Is this the last place on earth that I’m going to see? I spin to take it all in. Dark, tilled soil with dried corn husks scattered over it. There are woods to three sides and another field on the other. That field hasn’t been cleared yet.

Owen spreads a blanket and drops to the ground, pulling me down beside him. “The family of one of my teammates owns this land. He had a huge party for all of us and our girlfriends right here last year. We burned the wood from an old barn. You should have seen how high the flames got.” He looks up like he can still see it.

“Teammate? And did you come with a girlfriend?” My chest tightens when I repeat the word. I don’t really care if he had a girlfriend then. He’s got me now. And as long as he doesn’t murder me, I’m happy. So why am I asking?

“There was a girl, but I wouldn’t call her my girlfriend. We were just kinda there for each other when we needed something, you know?”

“Oh.” My face flushes, and I want to know what this girl looks like. “Do you still…”

“No. Of course not. Here.” He lies back and pulls me down with him. “Look up there.”

I follow his hand toward the sky and gasp.

“Incredible, isn’t it?”

There are millions of stars—billions. The entire sky is covered in white pinpricks of light. I scoot my body toward his until we’re touching from our shoulders to our feet. I don’t know if I’ve ever felt so empty and so whole.

“It’s beautiful.” My voice is just a whisper.

“This is my favorite place ever, so I had to bring you here. My favorite person and my favorite place.”

He kisses me on the cheek, and I want to turn so my lips match with his. I want more than just his lips. But I can’t take my eyes from the sky.

“Dylan, I want you to know everything about me. All the silly little things like what brand of toothpaste I like the best, and all the important things too. Like who I really am. I haven’t lied, but I haven’t been completely open either. There’s a reason that man in the restaurant knows me.”


CHAPTER THREE



“Yes! Yes! Oh my God, Owen, go! Go babe—boys! Go boys!” My cheers are drowned out by the 70,000 other fans all standing and screaming as Owen dashes away from the blitzing lineman and down the field. Forty yards and into the end zone, where he sets the ball at the base of the goalpost and then jumps into the arms of his teammates.

Just a couple of weeks ago, I thought I despised football. But that was before Owen told me he’s the school’s starting quarterback and one of the best in the country. The next day, I went to the team shop and bought a number 12 jersey with BOSTICK written across the shoulders, and every day since then I’ve been watching internet videos, trying to learn everything I can about football.

“Did you see that?” I scream in Shelby’s ear, and she spins to face me and then grabs my arms, jumping up and down with me. People all around are looking at us now, and we collapse back into our seats in a fit of giggles.

“He’s so much faster than that player chasing him. That poor guy didn’t have a chance to keep him out of the goal zone.”

“The end zone.” I smugly correct her as if I didn’t just learn that in the last week. She rolls her eyes, and we both turn to the field. I can’t wipe the smile from my face.

We watch through the first half and almost all the third quarter, watching Owen squat each time with his hands under the front lineman’s rear end. It took me way too many videos to realize that position wasn’t a joke or just an excuse for the quarterback to feel the other player’s ass. I’m still not entirely convinced it’s not one of those. Everything looks normal this time as Owen takes the ball from between the man’s legs—that had to have started as a joke at some point, no one will ever convince me otherwise—and then steps backward while looking for someone to throw to. I see the trouble before he does, and I gasp. Number 54 on the other team is sprinting, and there’s no one between him and Owen.

I cover my eyes just before they make contact, and the entire stadium groans. I grab Shelby’s arm, and when she doesn’t say anything, I peek between my fingers. Owen is on his back and using both hands to hold his leg up. I can’t take it, so I wrap my arms around Shelby and squeeze my eyes shut.

“Please tell me he’s okay. Please.” I feel a tear roll down my cheek, and I sniff as I cling to her.

When Owen held me under the stars, he told me his biggest fear is getting hurt this year. He said a serious injury could drop him from one of the first players picked by a professional team to one of the last, and that would mean millions of dollars lost if that happens. And now, there he is, lying on the field. His nightmare coming true, and I’m stuck in the stands.

I should be down there with him. Or at least close, so I can see him and he can see me. So he knows I’m here for him. But I’m trapped up here. No one to tell me what’s going on. No way to take his hand or even just look him in the eyes and tell him it’s all going to be fine.

“They’re helping him up.” Shelby works her arms around me. “Now they’re having him flex his leg.”

My heart thrashes against my ribs, and its sound drowns out almost everything else. I need to get down there. I don’t care who finds out about us. I try to push away from Shelby, but she holds me tighter.

“Where are you going?” she asks.

“Down there. I have to be with him. I don’t care about all that other shit. I have to.”

“Dylan, you can’t, doll. They wouldn’t let you anywhere near him anyway, but it would just make him mad if you somehow got in. He’s walking off the field now. He looks… fine, actually.”

Everyone around us erupts into applause. “What’s happening now?” I ask her.

“Open your eyes and look. He just waved to the crowd. He’s going to be okay.”

I crack my left eye just a little, as if opening it all the way might let in too much of a vision I don’t want. But she’s right. He’s walking off the field and pumping his right fist into the air. The stadium gets louder until it feels like the entire metal structure is rolling under my feet from the shouts of the fans. I collapse onto my seat and blow out the breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding. In the corner of my eye, I see Shelby looking down at me.

“What?” I ask her.

“This is a lot more than just some casual dating, isn’t it?”

“Of course not. I just care about him. That’s all.”

“This is love.”

My mouth goes so dry my tongue sticks to its roof.

“You’re in love with him.”

I swallow and shake my head. “You know I’m not. Love isn’t real.” I saw that firsthand with mom and dad. They were always saying “I love you” to each other. But one morning I woke up and found dad loading a moving truck. He actually had the nerve to make me help him take things out of our house so he could leave us. I knew then that true love doesn’t exist.

She sits beside me and wraps my hand in hers. “What you’re feeling seems real to me.”

I don’t say anything. She can think what she wants. I know better.
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“I still don’t understand. You said Donovan is taking a friend, so why can’t you just say that I’m your friend?” I stroke my hand over his bare chest and give him my poutiest doe eyes.

He puts his hand over mine—mine is so tiny compared to his—and pulls it toward his mouth. His eyes are locked on mine as he takes my index finger between his lips and pulls it inside him. A spark shoots from my finger right to my cock.

“You’re not going to distract me.” I push the sheet from his hips and stare at him. He’s already hard again, and my mouth is salivating. It’s only been a few minutes since I had him inside me, but my body reacts like this is the first I’ve ever seen him. I close my eyes. “Not until you tell me I can go with you.”

“Dylan, I can’t. Donovan doesn’t have as much riding on this as I do. Plus, everyone on the team already knows he bangs anything with a pulse. Some of them are suspicious about me.”

I flick my finger against his dick, and he groans. “And they don’t care. At least they shouldn’t.”

“They don’t. And I wish they could know you.” He kisses the back of my palm and holds my hand against his chest. “But they aren’t the ones who are making the million dollar decisions about my future.”

“Do you really think it matters?” He trembles as I glide a finger along his erect length.

Owen sighs and rolls onto his back. His eyelashes flutter as he stares up at the ceiling. “Sometimes I just want to say fuck it all. I love who I love.”

He turns his head, and his eyes burn through me. My skin heats under his glare until I’m sure it’s going to set this bed on fire any second. That word. Love. The word I swore I would never let myself use. The word I told myself was just a meaningless syllable. But then why is my heartbeat so irregular when I hear it from him?

“Then do it! Take me.” It’s his last football team banquet, and I’m sure he’ll get at least one award. I want to be there to watch him get it, to celebrate with him. Just like the girlfriends of the other players will be.

“Dylan…” He moves to the edge of the bed and looks me up and down. His eyes are hungry, and I know exactly what he wants.

“Tell me yes, and you can have this.” I slide my hand from my chest down to my cock and wrap my fingers around it. “Say yes. Please.”

He swings his legs over the side of the bed and stands up. “I’m so sorry, babe. You know I want to. I just can’t. This has been my dream since I was a little boy. I can’t risk it.” He stares down at me, tears welling in his eyes. “I love you. Maybe it’s too soon to say that, but I love you so much. But I just can’t do it.”

He bites his lip and turns toward the bathroom. I follow behind and stare as he takes his toothbrush from the cup next to my sink. The plastic shaft is almost lost in his fingers. He takes it to his mouth and moves it in and out, his fist pumping, and I slump against the wall, wishing that was something other than his toothbrush.

I watch him like a helpless dog who knows his master is about to go away. After he rinses, he turns to me. “We can’t do tonight. But let me talk to my agent and see what he thinks about us. I want everyone to know how I feel about you. I really do.” He takes my hands and leans his mouth against my forehead. I inhale the scent of his toothpaste. “But I need to be careful. I can’t take a chance when I’m this close. Tell me you understand?”

I do. I know this has been his only dream since he was five years old, but it still hurts that he’s choosing it over me. The same rejection twists my gut now as the day when dad hauled away his favorite chair. It was silly that carrying a chair to the moving truck would make me break down, but it did. It was the one thing in the whole house that was just his, and he was taking it away.

“I’m sorry, baby.” Owen kisses the top of my head. “I’d give almost anything for you to be there tonight, to squeeze your hand under the table. To squeeze something else.” He chuckles under his breath. “I guess I can’t expect you to understand, but it has to be this way. For now. I promise I’ll talk to my agent, and he’ll come up with something. I love you too much to hide you away.”

There’s that word again. It makes my knees buckle and threatens to send me to the floor if I wasn’t already leaning against the wall. I look up into his eyes, and they’re pleading with me now. Begging me to give him permission to go without me. Praying for me to tell him I understand. And I do. But my mouth won’t move. My entire body is frozen, and all I can do is watch him. Watch him stare at me and then watch him walk away. I hear the door close, and I slump to the floor.


CHAPTER FOUR



“Oh my God, this would be too cute. Can I borrow these?” I hold out a black and white floral top and a bright pink cropped jacket, and put on my best smile for Shelby. “You have the best taste.” It’s her closet I’m raiding for date outfits, so I need to suck up as much as I can.

She just squints at me, her eyebrows furrowed and her lips pursed. “What’s gotten into you recently?”

“What do you mean?” I try batting my eyelashes to see if that has any effect on her.

It doesn’t. “I mean this.” She points to the clothes in my hand. “You’re borrowing my clothes? And you’re wearing eyeliner. That’s not mine, is it? That’s not something you should really share with someone.”

“No.” I draw out the word over three or four beats. “And if you don’t want to share your things, I’ll put them back.” I huff as I plod back to her clothes and slip the hangers over the rod.

“Just a little dramatic, don’t you think? Here, let me see.” She brushes against my back as she reaches over my shoulder and takes the clothes off the rack. “Face me.” She holds them against my body and leans back. “It is cute. I don’t mind sharing with you, but why all of a sudden? Does Owen tell you to dress like this?”

I throw my arms around her. “You’re the best! Thank you! And no, Owen doesn’t tell me how to dress. He says he loves me however I am.” I want to twirl as I say the words. “But I still want to look good for him.”

She shrugs and twists her lips.

“Ooh, do you think these will fit? Can I?” I yank a pair of black ankle boots from her closet. The toe has a sharper point than most of the knives in our kitchen.

“Are you going to a drag bar?”

My insides turn to lead at her words, and I drop the clothes onto the floor and glare at her. “Are you saying I look like a drag queen?” I storm off and bite the inside of my cheek to keep from crying.

“Honey, no. Of course not. Come back.”

I don’t turn to see how close she is when I slam my bedroom door.

“I’m sorry, doll. I didn’t mean it like that. But… those have a heel. Have you ever worn heels before?”

I throw myself onto my bed and don’t say a word.

“You can wear them if they fit. I don’t mind. You’re welcome to anything I own. You know that. Dylan?”

She cracks the door open and peeks inside. When her eyes meet mine, her face softens, and she walks in and sits beside me.

“What’s wrong?” She strokes her hand down my arm.

I close my eyes and take a deep breath. “My best friend just told me I look like a drag queen.”

“No, I didn’t. At least I didn’t mean to. I’m sorry if it came out that way. This is just so different from the you I’m used to. And besides, you know as well as I do that drag queens are some of the prettiest women out there. So that would be a compliment if I even did call you that.”

I snort out a laugh. “God, they are so pretty, aren’t they? I wish I could be pretty like that.”

“Do you really?” Her thumb sweeps across my hand. “I think I have the perfect pants for that top. Let’s see if they fit you.”

Shelby pulls me into her bedroom and shoves the floral top and a pair of black leather leggings into my hands. When I don’t move fast enough, she yanks my jeans down to hurry me along. But when I start to pull the leggings up my legs, she stops me. “How far do you want to go?”

I cock an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”

She reaches into the top drawer of her dresser and tosses something red at me. I catch it and look at the silky material in my hand, not sure at first what it is.

“I think you should wear those.”

“Panties?” I ask.

“If you meant what you said. Those are going to make you feel so sexy.”

Just holding them is already making me feel sexy. I tug my briefs down while she watches. Kicking them to the side, I pull the red panties up my legs. The smooth material tickling my hairless legs as I do. When I get them around my waist, I shimmy and tuck everything out of the way, and I just look at Shelby. She’s biting her lower lip and shaking her head. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” she says. “I’ve just known you since freshman year, and I never knew you had this side to you.”

“I… I don’t think I knew I did either until recently. Is it okay?”

“Stop asking that. Of course it is. Now, let’s get you dressed before Owen gets here.”

Shelby spends the next half hour helping me get ready. All the clothes and shoes fit me perfectly, so then she drags me to the bathroom and does my makeup. More than just the eyeliner I had on. She paints me with eyeshadow, mascara, and lipstick, and then she runs gel through my hair and attacks it with her curling iron. It’s too short to do much with, but she works on it anyway. When she’s done, she spins me toward the full-length mirror, and I gasp.

“Is that...” The words catch in my throat. I still look like me, but a better version of me.

“I’m not very good at makeup. Sorry. But if you like it, you can keep practicing and get better.”

Like it? I turn to the left and the right. I’m not sure if I should, but I do. I bite my lip.

“Stop that. You’re going to ruin your lipstick.”

My mouth falls into a small O before I close it. Just then, there’s a knock at the door, and my stomach flips. Owen. What is he going to think of this? I look to Shelby, and the panic must be written all over my face because she knows exactly what I’m thinking.

She laughs. “I’ve seen the way he looks at you. You could rub dog shit all over your face, and he would think you’re gorgeous.”

I wince at the image, and she chuckles while she goes to answer the door.

His presence fills the apartment as soon as he walks in. Even from Shelby’s bedroom, I can feel it. And then there’s his voice, booming through the entire space as he and Shelby talk. I can’t hear what they’re saying. I don’t know if I want to. I just stand still, staring at myself in the mirror. I look... like a feminine version of myself. My heart skips as I think that I almost look cute.

“Dylan? Yo, Dylan? We’re waiting.” Shelby’s voice cuts through my thoughts, and I look away from the mirror. This is it.

My feet stop on their own just before I get to the door. What if he doesn’t like this? I can take it all off, but I don’t know if I want to. I take a deep breath and hold it as I push forward.

“Oh… Shelby wasn’t lying. You’re, um…”

“Pretty?” Shelby offers him the word, and he takes it.

“Yes. Very. Like a girl. I don’t know what to say. I didn’t expect this.”

I blush and look down. “I hope it’s okay.”

I hear Shelby groan as Owen moves toward me. He holds a finger under my chin and pulls my gaze up to his. “You never have to worry about that. Whatever you do is okay. Beyond okay. I was just caught off guard for a second. I expected my handsome boyfriend, and I got his beautiful sister instead.”

I giggle at his words, and they peel all my doubts away.

“Let’s go show you off.” He takes my hand.
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“Axe throwing?” I stare at the building as we pull up.

Owen is out of the car and opening my door before I know it. “M’lady.” He laughs, but a warmth spreads through my body at the words. He holds my hand as I stand up. Then he laces his fingers with mine and guides me inside.

The room is brighter than I thought it would be. It’s filled with tables, but along two walls there are large painted targets. Each one is separated from the others by what looks like a fence, and the whole section is roped off from the rest of the bar.

We walk to a table, and Owen pulls a chair out for me. I smile up at him as I sit down. “What do you want to drink?”

He’s not gone more than a couple of minutes before he sets my strawberry gin smash in front of me. He slides his chair so close that we’re touching, and he takes a drink of his beer.

“Did Rashad get ahold of you yet?”

“Who?”

“My agent. I talked to him about us. He was supposed to reach out to you. I gave him your phone number.”

I shake my head. The name sounds familiar, but I’m sure it’s because Owen has mentioned him before. “What did he say when you told him?”

“At first, he said there was no way to make it work. But I told him he had to do something because I wasn’t going to keep you a secret forever. You mean too much to me for that.”

He slides his hand along my leg, and I automatically part just a little for him. But he doesn’t move any further.

“Then he said he might have an idea. He was supposed to text you.”

I pull out my phone and swipe through my texts. Owen, Shelby, Peter from my Econ class, some random number that just started sending me fashion videos.

“No. Nothing. Maybe he sent it to the wrong number?”

Owen grumbles. “Maybe. I’ll tell him he has to get ahold of you this coming week. You think you’re ready for this?” He jerks his head toward the roped-off section.

“I don’t think I’ll ever be ready for that.” I sip my drink.

“Come on.” He pulls me up by the elbow.

I watch him do it first, and he makes it seem so easy. Raises the axe over his right shoulder and flinging it. It smacks against the wood with a thud and sticks just outside the red ring in the center. He grimaces, and I know that he’s not happy missing the bullseye. But when he turns to me, he’s smiling.

I mirror everything he did, lifting the axe above my shoulder and throwing it down the lane. Or I try to. It lands several feet short of the target and skids along the rubber mat.

“That wasn’t bad.”

I snort. “It wasn’t?”

“Well, it was, but that was your first time. That was just a warmup. Try it again. See that lady over there?”

I follow his finger and see a woman stepping up to the line. She holds the axe in both hands above her head and tosses it. It clatters against the wall and falls to the floor. She bends over, hands on her knees, and groans. But I would be happy just to hit the target.

Owen hands me an axe, and I lift it above my head. I take one step toward the target and snap my arms forward. It flies and catches on the board with a smack. The handle shakes, but it stays in place. And I throw my hands up and whoop like I just won a tournament. Owen laughs as I dance over to him, my hands still raised above my head, and I grind my body into his. His eyes dart around the room. When he realizes no one is watching, he puts his hands on my hips and pulls me into him. I can feel his erection pushing against me.

“God, you’re a nerd.”

“Oh, you love it. I know you do.”

He looks around one more time before lowering his mouth to mine. My body freezes when he slides his tongue along my lips to get me to open for him. I do, and his tongue pushes inside, bringing the taste of the beer he drank. He slides his hands around to give my ass a squeeze before he lets go and takes a step back.

“My turn.”


CHAPTER FIVE



I might as well be dancing as I move around Shelby’s room, gliding and whirling from drawer to closet and back until I have everything laid out on the bed. She did tell me I can borrow anything she has, but I hope she doesn’t mind that it will be awhile before she gets these back.

I pull the black panties up my legs and then sit on the edge of the bed. I’ve never worn tights before, and my heart flutters as I roll them up my legs. They instantly make my legs look so much sexier, and I can’t wait to wear them for Owen. When I have them on, I want to look in the mirror, but I can’t. Not yet. I told myself I wouldn’t until I’m completely dressed. As hard as it is, I force myself to look in the other direction as I clasp the bra around my back. For the first time all day, I feel a heaviness press down on me as I adjust the empty cups. I wish I could fill these. I think about stuffing them with socks or tissues or baggies of rice, but it just wouldn’t be the same. The weight would hang there all day, reminding me of what’s missing. Soon…

I push away those thoughts and grab the makeup bag from Shelby’s shelf in the bathroom. I’ve never done anything more than eyeliner on my own, so searching through all the cases and brushes is intimidating. Every time I’ve worn full makeup, Shelby has been here to do it for me. It would be so much easier if she were here now too. But she wouldn’t understand. I have to do this before she comes home.

When I finish my makeup—eyeshadow and a dark red lipstick—I slide the dress over my head, and slip my feet into the boots. When everything is twisted and pulled into place, I finally let myself look at the mirror, and my jaw drops just a little. My hair is still way too short, but everything else is as perfect as I can get it. The sunset yellow dress draping over my body and falling down to my knees. The black tights caressing my legs. The three-inch heels of the black boots, elongating my legs and forcing me to stick my chest out just a little. My eyes gleam as I take it all in, and I feel beautiful for the first time. I hope Shelby and Owen will understand why I have to do this. I swipe open my phone and send a group message to them.

Me: Guys, this is really big news, and I hope you can forgive me for not telling you about it before. I didn’t want either of you to talk me out of it. I’m going away for a while. Probably close to two months, depending on how things go. But it’s for a really good reason!

This is my chance to finally be myself, so I have to take it. I know either of you would do the same in my shoes. I don’t think I’ll be able to talk to you for a while—that’s one of the rules at this place—but I’ll be thinking of you both all the time. And I’ll be fine and come back better than ever. I promise!

And Owen, I’m going to find our star each night, and blow a kiss to it. I know it’s not the real thing, but I hope you’ll feel it and think of me. Please wait for me. I care about you so, so, so, so much. And you too, Shelby. Can’t wait for you two to see the new and improved me!

I turn off the phone, slip it into my purse, and close my eyes. Even now, I still can’t tell Owen that I love him. Why can’t I just say the words?
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When we land, the pilot taxis us to a hangar just off the main runway. There’s a black SUV parked outside, and David, the man I met this morning at the airport, leads me to it once the plane stops. He’s been an absolute angel. The flight was very bumpy, but he lent me a pair of earbuds and played a relaxation playlist that kept me asleep most of the flight. I would have panicked without that. I don’t like flying even in good conditions.

“Miss Kaylee? Miss Kaylee, are you ready?”

I’m watching the palm trees sway on the other side of the runway, but I jerk my head around when I realize he’s talking to me. “I’m so sorry, David. I was daydreaming.” I smile at him as I slide into the backseat of the SUV.

“Quite alright, my dear.” He closes my door and gets into the driver’s seat. “It looked like you were admiring our beautiful weather. Did you know—”

“I was. It’s so gorgeous here. I would love to live somewhere like this.”

“Perhaps one day you will be able to. But for now, be sure to take full advantage while you are here. Of course, you will be inside most of the time while you recover from your procedures, but there will be ample time to enjoy the great outdoors, as people say.”

“Oh, I can’t wait. Maybe you can show me around some day?”

“It would be my honor. My wife and I would love to show you the island we call home. You’ll get to meet her later today. She’s the primary nurse charged with caring for you. I admit to being totally biased, but she is quite possibly the best nurse that you’ll ever have.”

In the rearview mirror, I see his face light up as he talks about her. It’s the same way Owen’s face lights up when he sees me. “How long have you two been married?”

His face is beaming now. “It will be 15 years this March. The most wonderful years I’ve ever experienced. Far more wonderful than I deserve. That’s for sure.”

“Don’t say that. I’m sure you both deserve all the happiness that you’ve found. Can I ask you a question?”

“Of course, Miss Kaylee. I am an open book.”

“Has it been hard?”

He looks at me through the mirror and squints a little.

“Being married. Love. You love her, right? Has that been difficult?”

“I love her more than anything I could ever imagine. And no, it hasn’t been difficult at all. We have our moments when we don’t see eye-to-eye, but even in those, I can’t imagine living without her. Over the years, we’ve intertwined like two vines growing beside each other, and now it would be almost impossible to separate us. I wouldn’t be myself if it weren’t for her. I’m sure that makes no sense to a young woman such as yourself, but I hope that one day you’ll understand.”

I think I already do. I close my eyes and picture Owen. The untamable hair that falls into his blue eyes no matter what he does to it, the way he smells of sandalwood and tea after he showers, the deep rumble in his throat when he wraps his arm around me and pulls me closer to him on the sofa. I can’t imagine being me without him.

“Ah, we’re here. We have to break our traditional protocol because Dr. Gooding is unfortunately delayed by a procedure at the moment, so I will escort you to your room, and she will be in this afternoon to introduce herself and tell you what to expect. If I understand correctly, you are scheduled to begin the treatments bright and early tomorrow morning.”

My heart pounds harder in my chest. “That soon? Do you know what it’ll be?”

“You’re scheduled to receive your breast implants at 7am sharp, but of course, Dr. Gooding is much more knowledgeable and will have many more details for you than I ever could provide. Now, if you’d be so kind to take my arm, I’ll escort you inside.”

I wrap my arm around his, and we walk up the steps. Breasts? Already? I want to run into the building, but I force myself to walk at his pace, biting my lip to contain my smile.


CHAPTER SIX



“Oh my gosh, girl, just look at you!”

My cheeks grow warm at her compliment as I twirl for her. I’m wearing a light blue dress that flares out at my hips and falls halfway down to my knees. My hair—now much longer thanks to the extensions I got last week—is pulled up into a messy bun, and I’m wearing gold drop earrings that show off the length of my neck.

“David’s outside with the car. Are you ready?”

“Just need to grab my purse.” I throw my lipstick into the white purse and slip it over my shoulder. Then I follow her down the stairs. David is sitting in a tiny white convertible that looks too small for two people, let alone three, but somehow Nora and I squeeze in. She insists on riding in the back, so I can see everything.

The island is small, so the tour doesn’t take long. There’s just one road that follows the coast as it circles around the inactive volcano rising from the center. On the side opposite the clinic, there’s an abandoned fishing camp. An open air shelter with a worn roof and a stone fire pit at one end with a metal grate across its opening. We stop there for lunch.

“This is, in my opinion, the best view on the entire island. Especially when I’m here with two lovely ladies such as yourselves.” David lifts a picnic basket from the trunk of the car and walks it toward one of the tables under the roof.

I grin and stare out at the sea. I’ve never seen water so blue before. It’s almost the same color as my dress, and it’s so clear I can see the vibrant fish darting around under the surface. “Is it okay if I walk along the beach?”

“Of course, sweetie. Mind if I come with you while David gets everything set up here?”

“Not at all.” I slip out of my sandals and wiggle my toes in the sand. For a second, I close my eyes and enjoy the warmth on my feet and the sound of the surf slowly crashing on to the shore.

“I just love it here.” Nora’s knuckles brush against the back of my hand as she walks past me.

I take a couple of quick steps to catch up to her. “I think I could stay here forever.”

She glances at me and then looks out at the ocean. “That could be an option, if you really mean it. We can always use more help. I came here just like you, and, other than a few quick trips, I haven’t left since.”

I take a deep breath. Everything here is so wonderful. The clinic, the people, the sun, the air. But there’s no Owen. I imagine him on the beach, running toward me, lifting me and pulling me into him. “Do you love David?”

“So much it hurts sometimes.” She chuckles.

“How did you know?”

“How did I know I love him? I’m not sure I have a good answer for that. I didn’t know at first. But then I noticed I felt like I was flying whenever David was with me, even if he was just quietly snoring in the chair next to my bed. And when he wasn’t around, I felt like part of me was missing. That probably doesn’t answer your question, though.”

“No, it does… I just wish it didn’t.” I watch my feet, and it’s several steps before I say anything more. “I swore I would never let myself believe in love, but now I—”

Nora’s laugh interrupts me. “Sweetie, it doesn’t work that way. Love isn’t the tooth fairy. It happens whether you believe in it or not.”

My stomach turns until it twists itself into a knot. “But love just hurts people in the end.”

She stops and pulls me so I’m facing her. “Pardon my language, but that’s a fresh and steaming pile of bull poo. Love never hurts anyone. It’s the jealousy and insecurity that do that. And those aren’t love any more than a thistle is a daisy. They might be distant cousins, but they are not the same thing.”

I look past her at the waves rolling in. Dad was always afraid that mom would find someone else. I would hear them arguing late at night when they thought I was asleep. It got so bad that he started telling her she couldn’t leave the house unless he knew where she was going and who she was going with. That’s so different from what I have with Owen. I wish I could be with him all the time, but I know that he has to have time on his own. Just like I do.

But he’s made it clear that I’m his second priority. His career comes first. And that makes sense. He’s dreamed of being a professional quarterback his entire life, and he’s so close to achieving it. How can I blame him for putting that ahead of me? But I do. It’s always been a wall between us. No matter how close we get, we can never get as close as I want us to. And I don’t know if that will ever change. Will I always be second string in his mind?

“Do you think David is set up yet? Maybe we should head back.” I turn and see David standing with his hands on his hips, looking out to sea. When he sees that we’ve started walking back toward him, he smiles and waves.


CHAPTER SEVEN



I don’t tell Owen or Shelby that I’m coming home. I want it to be a complete surprise for both of them. And when Shelby shrieks as I walk into our apartment, I know it is.

“Who the fuck are you, and how did you get in?”

I giggle. “It’s me, silly. Surprise!”

She grabs her phone and moves behind the kitchen peninsula. “You need to give me a name and a good explanation, or you need to get out right now.”

“Shelb, it’s me. Kaylee.”

Her eyebrows furrow as she examines me. “You’re not any Kaylee that I know. And I know that door was locked, so you need to start explaining.”

“Are you really going to make me say it? I used to be Dylan.”

“Dylan?”

I wince, and she takes a couple of steps toward me. Her eyes move from my head to my feet, where I’m wearing the same black boots that I borrowed from her almost two months ago. “Oh my God, Dylan!” She dashes from the kitchen, wraps me in her arms, and spins me around. “Sorry. Not that. I meant Kaylee.”

It feels like we hold on to each other forever, but then she takes a step back and shoves me in the chest so hard I fall into the armchair behind me.

“Where have you been? Do you know how terrified we were?” Her face is dark red, and she’s screaming the words.

“I texted you before I left and said that everything was fine and I would be gone for a while.”

“And you think that was okay? To just dump that on your best friend and boyfriend with no warning and then you don’t answer a single text that we’ve sent you since then? What the hell, Kaylee? Do you have any idea what we went through?”

I bite my lip and look away. “I couldn’t use my phone—”

“I don’t want to hear it. That’s not something a friend does.”

I try to look up at her, but everything is blurred. “I’m so sorry. I… I guess I wasn’t thinking about that. I was just so excited to go, and I thought that the text I sent explained it, and I didn’t mean anything bad, and looking back now, I really messed up, didn’t I? Like really bad. Oh my God, Shelby, I’m so sorry. To you and to…” Hot tears pour down my cheeks and choke away my words. I wrap my arms around my chest and sink into the corner of the chair and let the sobs overtake me.

“Hey, stop. Look at me. Stop.” Shelby slides next to me and pulls me into her. “You did mess up. It was bad, and I can’t forgive you for that yet. But I will, and I still love you. And you’re here now. That’s—I thought I was never going to see you again.” She brushes a hair from my face, and I look at her. Her chin is trembling. We just look at each other for a minute, and then she blows out a long breath. “When you’re ready, you can tell me what happened, starting with how these happened.” She squeezes my breast like it’s an air horn, and I giggle.

“It’s just one of the things I had done. How’s Owen? He doesn’t hate me, does he? Please tell me he doesn’t hate me.” It takes everything I have to hold back the tears pooling in my eyes.

“No, that boy is still head over heels for you. But he feels the same way I do. We’re both hurt and angry, and it’s going to take time and a good explanation before we can get over it.”

I hang my head and let my body go limp. “Is it okay if I ask him to come over so I can explain it to both of you?”

“Of course it is. The sooner we start, the better.”

Owen is there within ten minutes, and it’s all I can do not to drag him into my bedroom. His hair is shorter than when I left, and he’s got the beginnings of a beard. I want to feel it against my cheeks and chin. I just want him to touch me, but he doesn’t. He walks around me like he might catch something from being too close. When he and Shelby are side-by-side on the sofa, I take a deep breath and tell them everything.

I start with the text telling me there’s a clinic that could help me become the woman I’ve always wanted to be. Everything was already paid for, but I wasn’t allowed to tell anyone what I was doing. I only had two days to get ready.

Owen leans forward and holds up his hand to stop me. “And you believed this and didn’t think to discuss it with me? Or Shelby?”

“It was true. You can see it was.” I hold my arms out at my sides and turn a little in each direction for him. “And it was so hard to not tell you guys, but I couldn’t. The text said not to. I was scared that even the message I did send would be too much, and they wouldn’t let me do this.”

“And what exactly did they do? I mean, some of it is obvious, but what about…” Stacey doesn’t finish her sentence.

“They did a lot. I don’t know exactly how many procedures because I was pretty out of it, but they did everything I ever wanted and more.”

“Everything? Does that mean… that?” Owen’s face goes white as he points toward my crotch.

I can’t stop the smile that spreads across my face as I nod my head.

“And you wanted that? Because you never gave me a clue about any of this.” He slouches against the back of the couch.

“Me either. And we’ve been best friends for years now. You didn’t think you could tell me?” Shelby looks hurt, and I want to hug her and apologize over and over. I need to. I never meant to hurt either of them.

“You sorta knew. I would borrow your clothes all the time.”

“Just over the last few months.”

“No, it’s been since we’ve lived together. Hasn’t it?”

She shakes her head, but she has to be wrong. This didn’t just start recently. I look from her to Owen, but he’s not saying a word. He’s just staring at me. I can’t read the look in his eyes, and that makes me sick. What if I’ve lost him? I sit next to him and pull his hand to my mouth, kissing his knuckles. “Please tell me you understand.”

He snorts out a laugh. “I don’t understand a damn thing about this. None of it.” A tear slips from the corner of my eye before I can blink it back. “And I’m still mad—furious—that you thought it was okay to just leave me the way you did. But I love you. At times over the last couple months I wished I didn’t, but I do. Not your dick or any other body part. I love you, and maybe this is stupid, but I still want to be with you.”

I swing my leg over his so I’m straddling him. Our faces are just inches apart, and our breaths are mixing. “That’s not stupid. That’s what I want too. More than ever. I—” I think back to all the times that he’s told me his career comes first, that he has to do whatever it takes to make the pros, and my throat catches. How can I take that leap when he’s made it clear from the beginning that I’m number two?

“You what? Tell me.” The words are warm coming from his mouth.

I shake my head. “I want to be with you too.”

He sighs and leans back, and Stacey pats me on the back as she stands up and walks away. I can feel the disappointment from both of them, but I work my hands around Owen’s back and fall into him. “I’m so sorry.” He wraps his hands around me and pulls me even tighter, and we sit like that for what feels like hours.

I let myself smile just a little when his hands slide along my back and down to my ass. “Maybe you could give me a tour of all the changes,” he whispers into my ear. I bite my lip and nod.

Without warning, he stands and lifts me like I weigh nothing. I yip and throw my legs around him, crossing my ankles behind his back. His hands are digging into my ass now, and I grind myself against him. “Do you know how much I missed you?” His words are a growl, and I roll my head back, exposing my neck for him. He leans in, and I expect him to nuzzle his stubbled face against me. But I gasp as he bites me. His teeth pinch and release my soft skin, and he holds his lips there. His mouth is warm on my skin, and he sucks, pulling me into him. The thought of him marking me—letting everyone know that I’m his—turns me on, and I moan just thinking about it.

When he sets me on my bed, I grab my waistband, but he pulls my hands away. “Not yet. I want to see the rest of you first.” He yanks my T-shirt above my breasts and just stares. It sends a shiver through me. When he reaches behind my back to unfasten my bra, he does it so quickly I’m sure he’s had practice at it. I raise my arms above my head, and he follows my lead, ripping the shirt from me and then tossing my black bra toward the corner of my bedroom.

“Jesus, Kaylee.” He runs a finger around my nipple, and it pebbles under his touch. Before I can even process the feeling of his finger, he takes my bud into his mouth. His tongue works in circles while his hand massages my breast, and I can’t breathe. A thousand jolts shoot through me with each new movement.

“Do you like this?”

I can’t answer him in words. My panting does all the talking for me, but he understands just as if I had said it.

“How about this?” He sucks on my nipple, pulling it into his mouth, and I dig my head into the pillow. A soft whimper falls from my lips as I raise my chest to him so he can have it all. “That must be a yes.”

That’s a choir of yeses all singing out at the same time. My entire body is on fire now, and I don’t understand how it can feel this good. Part of me wants to know how his mouth can make me feel like this, but mostly I just want to make sure he never stops. I put my hands on the back of his head and hold him against me. “I’m going to come.”

“Oh no you don’t. Not yet.” He sits up just enough to take his mouth off my nipple, and I feel cold.

“Please, Owen.”

“You don’t have to beg. At least not this time.” He kisses under each of my breasts. Then in the center of my chest. “I’ll make sure you come.” His lips move down the center of my belly to my navel, and each time he moves lower, my body writhes at his touch. “I’ll have you screaming my name.” He inches my pants lower, his warm and wet kisses following my waistband down.

When they’re halfway down my ass, I stop him. “This is embarrassing, but I’ve never used this before.” I motion between my legs. “Not like this.”

“Do you want me to stop?”

I shake my head. Why would he even ask? I never want him to stop. “I’m just… nervous.”

“I’ll be gentle, okay?” His eyes are so sweet, and I know I can trust him with anything. I nod.

He pulls my pants and panties down to my knees, and I hear his sharp intake of breath. “Kaylee… you’re gorgeous.” He rolls off me to rip the pants from my legs. “Can I touch it?”

Yes! Oh my God, please! “Yes. Am I your first—”

“Woman?” My body heats at the word. He’s calling me a woman. He shakes his head. “No. There have been others before you. A few. But I never felt like this about any of them.”

“Like what?”

He smirks and lowers his head between my legs. I can’t help the moan that escapes when his tongue moves around my clit. He sucks on it, holding it gently between his teeth before he moves lower. His tongue lashes across my slit, and then I feel something slide inside me.

“You’re even wet. How?”

I squirm against his finger, and he moves it around like he’s looking for something.

“Owen!”

“Found it.” He slips his finger out, only to plunge right back inside me, stretching me even further this time. I look down to see what he’s doing, but his mouth is over my clit again, blocking my view and making it impossible for me to think of anything else.

He becomes my whole world. His fingers sliding and pressing inside me, and his tongue slashing across my bud. There isn’t anything else. There isn’t room for anything else. I push my heels into the bed to give him a better angle and to press myself into him, and I hear him groan. But then he stops and pulls out of me.

“Owen…”

“I know, baby. Christ, I know. But I’m not letting you come like this for your first time.”

I whimper as he slides up, his body rubbing against mine, and my eyes shoot open when his cock bumps against my entrance.

“I can’t believe how drenched you are. Is this okay?”

I whimper an “mmm-hmm” through my closed lips. I’m afraid of what sounds might come out of me if I part them. But when he slides inside me, I can’t help it. My mouth falls open, and I breathe out a moan.

“Does that hurt?”

“It feels so good.”

He smiles and pushes into me further. My head falls back, and my breaths are even more shallow now. He continues, sliding softly into me and out of me, filling me and leaving me empty. My body opens to him each time and never wants to let him go.

When he moves faster, I have to close my eyes, but I can still hear him sliding into me. Faster and faster, but somehow careful to not hurt me. His body is warm against mine, sweat coating both of us, his weight covering me, protecting me. And with each thrust inside me, something builds. Spinning and gathering more and more until I can’t stand it.

“Owen… I can’t… breathe.”

He grunts. “That’s normal, babe. Don’t fight it. Just let it all—”

All at once, everything explodes. “Fuck! Owen! Owen!” My breaths are back now, but they’re heavy and forced gasps and pants as I try to rebuild everything inside that was just blown apart. “Owen…”

“I’m going to come. Shit, Kaylee, I’m going to come.” His cock pulses and then spurts inside me. His fluid fills me, and he groans with each thrust. Each push still sending tiny bursts through my body until finally he collapses beside me.

“How was that? How do you feel?” he asks.

“Incredible. Beyond… just beyond everything.” I feel like a completely different person. How could I ever be the same after that?

“I love you, Kaylee. So fucking much.”

I love you too. I want to say it. I try. But my throat closes and blocks the words. I plant my lips against his and then rest my head on his chest.


CHAPTER EIGHT



I wind my arm even tighter around Owen’s as we step into the room. The stage is flooded with lights, and there are several rows of tables in front of that. He walks me to the front row, his mother and agent following behind us.

I’m in a beaded silver dress that flares over my hips and a pair of four-inch pumps that only brings my eyes to the level of Owen’s shoulders. The dress does very little to hide my breasts, and I’m sure that I’m turning at least as many eyes as Owen when we walk up to our table.

Owen pulls a chair out for me, and I sit, crossing my legs as he pushes it in. He then does the same for his mother. This is only the second time I’ve met her. She and Owen have never been close, and he wouldn’t have invited her if his agent hadn’t insisted. He said it would damage his image if he didn’t. His agent, Rashad, sends chills down my spine. He’s been staring at me all evening, and even now I look up and find his eyes glued to my chest. But I don’t say anything. I can’t make a scene.

Owen’s hand between my shoulders distracts me, and I look into his eyes. This is his night. The one he’s been waiting for and dreaming of his whole life, and I’m here beside him. I reach up and kiss him and then rest my hand on his knee.

His mom excuses herself to go to the restroom, and as soon as she’s out of earshot, Rashad sets his empty glass on the table and leans closer to us. “I really should charge you an extra 3% for making this possible.” He moves his finger between me and Owen. I look away. I just want to ignore the man as much as I can tonight. He makes me ill.

“What does that mean? Don’t you get enough already?” Owen chuckles.

“It means that if it weren’t for me, you’d be hiding your little boyfriend at home tonight while you sat here alone with me and your momma. I told you I would take care of things with Dylan, and I did.”

I snap my head back to him. There’s something about the way he says my old name. I can hear the sneer in his voice.

Owen isn’t laughing anymore. “I don’t understand.”

“You don’t have to understand. That’s why you pay me. Dylan was a problem, so I took care of it. Now you have sweet little Kaylee here.” He pauses and stares at me. It looks like he wants to devour me, and I grip Owen’s knee so tight I know I’ll leave a mark. “I found a clinic that secretly specializes in this. All it took was a few videos with some hypnotic suggestions, and she was flying off like it was her idea. Do you know how hard it was to not laugh when you called me in a panic because Dylan disappeared?”

“So you… Kaylee is—”

“Breathtaking. She’s exactly what you need. I wasn’t about to let you tell the world that you’re a fag. Not when you were on the verge of making me millions of dollars and all you had to do was keep your mouth shut and your dick in your pants. But you weren’t going to do that, were you?”

I look up at Owen. “What is he saying?”

“Your boyfriend here was going to announce to all the teams that he was in a relationship with you. And that would have ruined everything I had built up for him.”

“You’re the one who sent her to that clinic?” Owen spits the words across the table, and his face is so red, I’m worried he could burst.

“And you’re welcome. That would have been an absolute shitshow if I hadn’t handled it. But now we’re all happy, right? You get your dream, Kaylee gets her true love, and I get my 3%. Everything works out in the end.” He turns toward the stage and leans back in his chair.

The first thing I notice is the table sliding away. I wonder at first if someone is pulling it closer to the stage, but then I feel Owen’s thigh flex under my hand. By the time I look at him, he’s already leapt across the space where the table was, and he’s holding Rashad by his lapels. Rashad’s jaw is hanging open, and his face is twisted away, eyes clamped tight.

“You son of a bitch. I am going to murder you. I’m going to rip off your fingers and shove them up your ass, and then I’ll do the same with your hands and your arms. And I’ll make sure that you’re alive and awake for all of it. I want to hear you scream each time, like the pain is brand new.” He’s whispering, but everyone around is staring and some people are leaving, no doubt to get security.

“Owen!” I put my hand on his arm, and the heat coming from him could burn me. “Owen! Let go right now!”

“No. This mother fucker is going to pay for what he did to you!”

“Let him go this instant! Everyone is watching you. You can’t blow it now. You’re so close to getting this.”

He lets go and spins to face me. “Let them all see. None of this means anything to me without you, Kaylee... Dylan… fuck. I don’t even know what to call you.”

“Kaylee. Always Kaylee. And I’m not going to let you destroy your dream for this roach.”

“This isn’t my dream anymore. I’d trade all of this in a heartbeat for you. Even if I have to sell used cars for the rest of my life. I’ll be happy as long as you’re there with me.”

“Owen…”

“Oh my God, Kaylee, what he did to you…” He lets out a growl that makes me shiver, and then he turns to face Rashad again. “You are not getting away with this. I will make you pay.”

I put my palm to his cheek and turn his face so he’s looking at me again. “Owen, breathe. It’s good. It all worked out. Not the way we planned, but it did. And we’re happy, aren’t we? You and me? Aren’t we happy?”

“How can you be happy like this? Knowing what this—”

“Don’t say it. But I am. I’ve never been happier. My life is so much more than anything I ever imagined, and that’s not because I have a dick or a vagina. It’s because of you. I love you so much it literally makes me ache. Are you hearing me? I love you, Owen Bostick, and I’m in. No matter what your life brings, I’m in. But don’t let this asshole ruin things. He’s not worth it.”

Owen looks from me to Rashad and back to me. Then he rests his forehead against mine. “You’re right. I love you.”

“I love you too.”

“What’s the problem here?” I look up and see a man dressed in all black. He has a utility belt around his waist with pepper spray, a taser, and handcuffs hanging from it.

Owen points to Rashad. “I want him gone before I do something that’s going to make my girlfriend think less of me.”

I whisper that I would never think less of him, but no one hears me as the security officer pulls Rashad to his feet. The agent doesn’t say a word and doesn’t resist. I think he’s relieved to get away from Owen. I wouldn’t be surprised if there’s a dark patch on the front of his pants.

Owen pulls the table back into place, and then sits beside me, pulling me so close that I’m practically on his lap. “He’s fired. Effective immediately. I’m never going to talk to or see him again.”

“But don’t you have a contract?”

“There’s a morals clause and I know he doesn’t want the details about this leaking out, so he won’t fight it. It’s a lot better for him to just let me go. But even if I have to go to court, he’s never getting a dime of my money.” He’s looking toward the podium, but his eyes are distant. “Not a dime.”

I rest my head against his shoulder and wrap my arms around him. “Tell me again that you love me.”

“You first.”

“You know how they say fish can’t imagine a world outside of the water? That’s how I feel about you. There’s nothing for me without you. I love you so much.”


EPILOGUE


“Oh my God, that game was crazy. I still can’t believe Chino jumped that cut block and got around the end for that sack in the third. I always forget how fast he is.”

“Yeah, you should see how fast he weasels out of work around the house. It’s even more impressive.” Kim rolls her eyes, and I laugh.

We’ve been friends since Owen’s first year with the Leopards. She was the first person to really welcome me into the closed off group of team wives and girlfriends. Until then, they mostly ignored me, some of them even literally looking down their noses at me. And I couldn’t blame them. I was the girlfriend of the new hotshot quarterback The kid who was getting paid more than a lot of their husbands combined.

I was handing out coloring books at a team charity event the first time she spoke to me. I’d just finished listening to a little boy tell me he wanted to grow up to be a firefighter, when Kim pulled me aside. “You should really wear a dress to these events.”

The heat flowed into my cheeks instantly. I didn’t think I looked bad. I was wearing jeans, but they’d cost almost $1000, and I was wearing them with a blouse and heels.

She shook her head. “I know, it’s stupid, but that’s how the league is. The girlier we are, the better. It’s all about the image with them.”

That’s when she took me under her wing, and I clung to her for the rest of the year. Gradually the other women warmed to me, but I never got as close to any of them as I did to Kim. She’s been with me through everything, almost as close as Shelby. Sometimes closer. Kim knows that nagging voice in the back of your head telling you that each game could be your man’s last. And she knows the pit that forms in the bottom of your stomach every time you read trade rumors. We’ve helped each other through those dark moments. But on the other side, I sat in the hospital waiting room all night when she had her first baby, texting the latest news to the other girls. And she and Shelby were the joint maids of honor at my wedding.

Now we’re sitting together in the family area of the stadium waiting for our husbands to come out of the locker room. The other wives have already left. Their husbands were quick to get in and out, but Owen and Chino are the two captains, so everyone wants to talk to them after the game.

Finally, the door opens, and they walk in together. I stand and bounce Paige in my arms. “Look who it is.” I point toward the door. “It’s daddy. Do you want to go say hi?” She gives a non-committal mutter, but it’s good enough for me. I walk to the door where Owen is stopped.

He had a rough day today, and it shows. He can barely move, but his face lights up as soon as he sees us. “There they are.” He bops Paige on the nose, and she giggles. “My two favorite girls in the whole world.” He kisses me, and even after all this time, I see starbursts when his lips touch mine.

“How’s my favorite man?”

“Tired and sore. But I forget it all as soon as I see you.” He leans his head against mine, and we stand like that until Paige starts wriggling in my arms and yelling for her daddy.

“What is it, sweetie?” He cups the side of her face, and my heart explodes at seeing her tiny face in his enormous hand.

“Daddy… ball!” She points toward a ball she was playing with earlier.

“You want to play ball?” He sighs and smiles at me. I raise my eyebrows to question him, but he nods so I set her down. She tromps across the room, picks up the ball in both hands, and flings it toward Owen. It rolls almost five feet wide, but he runs after it even though he can barely move.

“Seeya, Kaylee.” Kim and Chino wave at me as they walk toward the player parking lot.

I wave back and then turn to see Owen pick up Paige and spin her upside down while he holds onto her legs. I would be nauseous, but she’s laughing like she’s never had so much fun in her life.

After a couple loops, he sets her down on the carpet, and he collapses into a chair. “Daddy needs a break.”

I sit next to him and take his hand, running my fingers over his calluses. “Are you sure you can handle another one, old man?”

“Hey, you’re six months older than me, grandma. Did you change your mind?”

I shake my head.

“Me either.”

Paige is the greatest thing that has ever happened to either of us, but there’s always been that feeling, telling me she needs a little brother or sister. So a few months ago, we contacted the adoption agency that placed Paige with us and told them we wanted another baby. They called last week to tell us about a potential match. A woman who is seven months pregnant. Owen and I said yes right away, and we’re scheduled to meet her on Tuesday.

If everything goes well, we’ll have another little one in a couple of months. More sleepless nights and dirty diapers, but more first words and first steps too. I close my eyes and smile, thinking about the family I never let myself believe I wanted.
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CHAPTER ONE



"Yeah, I totally understand. I just... No. I get it. Is there any kind of financial aid or something? Yes, I know this isn't college… I didn’t mean it like… Okay. Right. Thank you."

I fling the phone onto the cushion beside me. This is a car payment, not a college. Like I don't know that. But if I could just have an extra month. Long enough to find a job and get a paycheck. Maybe two paychecks. Then I could pay. They’d get their money, and I could keep my car. We would both win.

I take a deep breath and let it filter out through my nostrils. Who would think it would be so hard to find a job now? Everyone is supposedly hiring. Every news article about the economy talks about the shortage of workers. Well, not here, apparently. If it weren’t for mom, I’d still have my job. And I wouldn’t even be here. I moved away as soon as I graduated high school, but eight years later, she drags me down in one last act.

My phone rings and makes me jump. Maybe it’s the bank. The lady talked to her supervisor, and since this is a special situation, they can forgive a payment. Just one, but that’s all I need. I don’t even look at the display.

“Hello?”

"Hey, so how desperate are you for money?" I know the voice right away. Every time I hear it, my heart pounds harder in my chest.

Nothing good ever starts with those words, but I am desperate. And it is him. “Hi Paul. I don’t know if I’d use that word, but I do need something soon. Why?” At this point, I might actually agree to rob a bank if that’s what he’s going to suggest. Preferably the one that refuses to give me even a little bit of a break on my car payment.

"What are you doing tonight?"

"Oh, I thought maybe I’d go to a club and have a few overpriced cocktails. You know, standard Friday night for an unemployed man who's living in his mom's house that he can’t afford the payment on.”

“Funny you say that. I got a problem. You like spending time with Harper, right?”

Harper—and her father—are the only good things about moving back here. She’s adorable, and we connected the very first time we met. “Are you trying to set up a playdate between me and your three-year-old?” I laugh.

“I guess, kinda? I really need a babysitter tonight.” His sigh is loud, even over the phone. “My normal one just cancelled on me, and I've got to be at work at seven. You're my last resort.”

“Work on a Friday night? What about your mom and dad?”

“They’re gone. Touring Asia for a month. Plus, they don’t exactly know about this job.”

I laugh. “Are you wrapped up in something top secret?”

“Not quite. I’ll explain. But what do you say? I’d need you until around 3, but Harper is always in bed by 9:30. 10 at the latest. So most of that time you'd get to do whatever the hell you want while I pay you to do it."

There was the magical word. The word that could make me do almost anything right now. "How much?" I hate having to ask that of a friend—of my best friend—but I need anything I can get right now. Even if it’s just a few dollars.

"I give the usual girl $15 an hour—"

I add the numbers in my head. $120 for eight hours. That’s a quarter of my car payment for this month. Just for watching Harper.

“—but since this is an emergency, what if I give you $25 per hour?”

"$25?" I almost choke on the words. $200 for one night? "And she's asleep most of the time?"

“She’ll be awake for maybe three hours, and then you can put her down for the night. And she's a good sleeper. She doesn't fuss and almost always goes through the whole night these days. Then you do whatever you want. Five hours of paid free time. At $25 per hour. I need you. Please.”

A tingle runs through me, and I see goosebumps on my arms when I look down.

“Of course. You know I’m always here for you. What time do you need me there?”
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It's not quite 3am when the sound of the door opening wakes me up. I look around at the unfamiliar room and try to figure out where I am. When Paul walks in, my brain snaps awake, and I remember.

He looks exhausted and collapses onto the couch right next to me. Our bodies touch, and I hold my breath, waiting for something seismic that I know will never come.

"Sorry, Kev. I'm too tired to even aim my ass right now." He smells like alcohol, perfume, and cigarettes. His heat is already flowing through me, down to my core, and I know I need to get away from him. Even if it’s just a couple inches.

“Rough night?” I twist to face him and pull the blanket up over my body. Without him, I’m suddenly cold.

“College night, and I swear every college girl in the entire town was there. I’m not sure if you know this about college kids, but they enjoy drinking. A lot. I picked eleven passed-out drunk girls off the floor tonight. And escorted more than that outside to wait on rides. Have you ever stood outside with a completely wasted girl waiting for her Uber so you can make sure it’s not some random stranger picking her up?”

I shake my head.

“They are the clingiest group of people in the world. I don’t know why they would want to hang on to sweaty me, but for some reason they do.”

“I can think of some reasons.” Oh shit. I must not be as awake as I thought. “I mean… you’re kind of a hero to them. Making sure they’re safe. And don’t pretend you don’t enjoy having 21-year-old girls hanging all over you.”

He laughs. “Hard no on that one. After everything that happened, I learned my lesson on immature women real fast. None of that interests me anymore. At all.”

“You need someone more mature.” I almost gasp when I hear my words. What is wrong with me tonight?

“The only woman I have time for is Harper. She’s plenty, and she’s all I need.”

My stomach knots. I know better. I know how he feels. I shouldn’t be disappointed. “Speaking of her, she was an angel tonight. I don’t know how she and her father could be so different.” I push his shoulder, and he barely budges. He’s grown up so much from the skin-and-bones boy I used to play video games with.

“Ha ha. So no problems putting her down for the night?”

“None.” I stand up. “At 9:30, she grabbed my hand and told me she was tired. I carried her upstairs, and she’s been out since. You hungry or thirsty? Let me fix you something.”

“No, I’m fine. I’ll get something. You probably want to head home.”

“Nah, I just took a nap, so I’ll be up for a while. Plus, I live right next door now. Just like the good old days. Grilled cheese?”

“You don’t have to, but I can’t turn that down. Thanks.”

I pull a skillet out from under his stove and set it on the range to preheat. Then I grab two beers from the fridge, pop off the tops, and take one to him. He swills it, and I know he’ll need another when his sandwich is done. Back in the kitchen, I butter four pieces of bread and slap them down on the skillet. Once those sides are browned, I scrape butter over the other sides and then sandwich the cheese in the middle of each pair—two slices of American and a bit of blue cheese I found buried in his crisper. When both sides are a dark gold, I slide them onto plates, slice them in half, and carry them out to the living room, grabbing my beer and another one for Paul on the way.

He still hasn’t moved. His head is laying against the back cushion of the couch, and he’s watching the television but hasn’t turned the sound on. He takes the plate when I hold it out in front of him and then smiles at the beer I hand him.

“I could get used to this, you know.”

“I’ve got to do something. I almost feel guilty taking your money for sitting around doing nothing all night. Almost.”

He chuckles and takes a bite of his sandwich. “Damn. I don’t know if it’s just because I’m starving, but this is fantastic.”

“I’ve got crazy grilled cheese skills.”

“Like you could seriously open a food truck with this.”

I watch as he devours the rest of the sandwich in four bites. “So you never did explain how a straight man ended up working at a gay club.”

He shrugs his shoulders. His massive and way-too-broad-for-that-T-shirt shoulders. “I don’t know. Does a gay man have to explain how he ended up working at a straight bar?”

“Okay. Fair. It just seems odd. Mild-mannered Paul Corenall, government worker by day, tough man bouncer at a gay club by night.” I take a bite of my sandwich. “Jesus, this is delicious.”

“I told you. Food truck, man… It was money. Being a single dad is expensive. One of my gym buddies is a bartender there. He told me they needed extra help on special event nights, and I thought it was something easy that would let me put money into Harper’s college fund. How rowdy could some gay guys get?”

I snort.

“Yeah, but it’s the straight girls who are the worst. Anyway, I liked it, despite them, and it just became a regular Friday and Saturday job.”

“Does it pay good? It must if you can afford $25 an hour for me.”

“Ha! It pays good, but not good enough to afford you every night. Why? You thinking about applying?”

I take the plate and two empty beer bottles from the coffee table in front of him. “Me? Yeah right.” We both laugh.

He watches me as I walk across the living room and into the kitchen. Then he bites the corner of his lip.

“What?” I ask.

“Be honest. None of that never-ask-for-help bullshit. How bad is it?”

I shrug. I’m stuck with a house I can’t afford, but mom refinanced it so many times, I could never sell it for what she owes on it. And there’s barely enough left from her estate to pay this month’s electric bill, let alone afford the fancy blue cheese that he has in his refrigerator. “It could be better, but I’ll make it.”

“No, I said none of that. Tell me the truth. What would you do for extra money right now?”

Pretty much anything, but I’m not sure I can admit that, even to him. “Why? Do you need a babysitter tomorrow?”

“Actually yeah, I do. But that’s not why I’m asking. What do you think about dancing?”

“As in…”

“As in, standing on a stage and shaking your ass for other people. You’re always dancing around when you think no one is looking.”

I laugh and wiggle my rear end for him. He just stares. “Are you serious? At your club?”

“Yeah, at the club. Not everyone who goes there is a 21-year-old alcoholic in training like tonight. That’s just one night each month. The other nights, it’s a good crowd. Maybe you could meet a guy there…”

I roll my eyes. “It could be a bunch of blind, elderly women, and I still couldn’t do it.” Could I? “How much does it even pay? And would I have to take my clothes off?”

“Whoa, I’m about to get whiplash from that 180. You’d get tips, and trust me, you can get a lot. As for taking your clothes off… that’s a little more complicated.”


CHAPTER TWO



I knock on Paul's door at 6:30 and hope that Harper is as well-behaved today as she was last night. I don't hear any screaming, so that’s a good sign. And when I see Paul's face, I know she's good again today.

"Come on in. So, she didn't scare you away last night?" He holds the door open for me. Then we walk toward the living room. Harper is sitting on the floor playing with her blocks. She smiles when she sees me.

“Oh no, she's the greatest. I looked forward to this all day.” I can’t believe that’s not a lie. I sit beside her and take the pink wooden block from her hand and bonk her on the nose with it. She giggles and snatches it right back.

Paul stares down at me. "I didn't scare you away last night, either?"

My face goes red, and I pretend to study the giant pastel castle Harper is building. I should be scared away. I should tell him no. Tell him it’s a terrible idea, and then never give another thought to it. But I keep thinking about the money. This could solve all my problems until I find something better. And I would get to work with Paul. I know nothing will ever happen between us, but there’s that tiny sliver inside me that still holds on to the hope that it could.

I exhale. "No. You didn't scare me away, either." I glance up, and his stare burns into me. I have to look away again. "I haven't totally ruled it out. That's stupid of me, isn't it?"

“If I thought it was stupid, I wouldn't have suggested it. It's... different. Take some more time to think. And hey… look at me...”

I don't want to, but I lift my head. He's standing between the living room and the kitchen, shoving his wallet into the back pocket on his dark jeans. I let my eyes linger a beat too long before looking up at his face.

"No judgement from me either way. You got that? And no one outside the club would ever know. I mean it. I wouldn't fuck you like that."

No, you wouldn’t. I nod my head, and he walks toward me. My heart beats faster each step he takes, and I let myself imagine that he’s walking to me, coming to kiss me goodbye rather than just Harper. He stops just a couple of feet away and stares down at us.

“You be a good girl, you hear me?”

I grin as Harper mumbles a quick "yes" without taking her eyes from her blocks.

I reach for her tiny hands, and she finally looks up. "Daddy's leaving. Tell him you love him."

This time she does look at him, her face beaming. “Love you, daddy.”

Paul bends over and kisses her forehead. “Love you too, Applesauce. See ya, Kev.” He winks at me and then walks toward the door.

I stare until it’s closed behind him. When did he get an ass like that? When did he become this man? All through high school, it was like we had a competition to see which of us could stay scrawny the longest. Two nerds who never seemed to hit our growth spurts. And that meant two kids who never drew any attention. We may as well have been part of the walls for as often as anyone noticed us. I never really changed. I never grew up and filled out the way every adult promised me I would. But Paul did. I wonder how many gay men at the club hit on him each night just to find out they’re wasting their time. It’s a lesson I learned in high school.
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"Hey, sleepyheads."

I force my eyes open and see Paul standing over me. His hands are shoved into his jacket pockets, and his head is tilted, examining me. I take a deep breath. He smells better tonight. More like him and less like drunk college girls. A little like... "Pizza?" I shift on the couch and feel a weight pressed into my side. Harper is cuddled against me with her arms wrapped as far around me as she can get them. I run my hand along her hair. "Bad dreams," I whisper.

Paul looks down at her and twists his lips. “She used to get those a lot. After… Kat left.” He mouths the last two words to keep Harper from hearing them, but he could have screamed them for as soundly as she’s sleeping. “But that was over a year ago.” He looks like he's in pain, but before I can ask him more, he walks to the kitchen. "I stopped at Guido's on the way home."

I look past him and see the familiar red and white box sitting on the counter. My stomach rumbles and if that doesn’t wake Harper, nothing will. But when I look, she’s still out. "Pepperoni and green peppers?"

“Just the way you like it. Let me get her to bed, and I'll bring you a plate,” he says.

I stand and scoop her into my arms. “I've got her. Just put a piece for you onto a plate, and give me the box with the rest.” I stick my tongue out at him as I head toward the stairs.

I try to move as gently as possible, but I'm pretty sure I could have hopped each step and Harper still wouldn't have woken up. Other than giving a cute little snort, she doesn't even react when I set her in her bed. I still go slowly down the steps, though. I don't want to make any noise to wake her up now that we're this close.

"You're good with her. You ever wanted a kid?" Paul is waiting for me with a beer.

I take it from him with a shrug and shuffle to the counter where two plates of pizza are sitting. “I used to think no, but now…” I hop onto a stool in front of one of the plates and bite the hot cheesy end off a piece of pizza. My eyes roll back into my head, and I moan. I haven't eaten Guido's Pizza since I was in high school, and it's even better than I remember. "This is incredible."

"Right? Pretty sure I finally figured out their secret. Everything is soaked overnight in artisanal pizza grease imported directly from Italy."

I look at the cardboard box. The bottom has soaked up so much oil that it's black. "Imported Italian pizza grease, huh?"

"Artisanal pizza grease. You got a better explanation?"

"That's as good as any."

“So what was the 'but' when I asked about kids?” he asks.

"Oh, I don’t know. Maybe. But I'd have to adopt, and that's a long, costly process. And with no boyfriend or husband, I'm not sure I would be at the top of anyone’s list."

“Any agency would be stupid to not have you number one. One look at you with Harper, and I can tell you're a natural.” He puts his hand on my arm, and my heart skips. Probably just from all the fat and salt on the pizza. I shove the rest of the piece into my mouth.

"Did you think anymore about that job?"

I draw out my chewing as long as I can, but a person can only pretend to chew oil for so long before they have to give up the pretense. "I, uh, yeah. I'd be laughed off the stage."

Paul’s hand tightens on my arm, and the flood of impulses it triggers threatens to overwhelm my body. "You'd be perfect. They would go nuts for you."

I shake my head, mostly just to clear my thoughts. "I should be offended by you saying that."

"But you're not."

"Seriously, Paul? Dancing on stage in front of a bunch of drunk, horny guys is one thing, but doing it while dressed like a girl and in heels? That's totally different."

"You're not saying no."

I sigh. No, I'm not saying no. I'm desperate enough to do almost anything.

"Why don't we do a trial run? Tomorrow. Just me and you right here. If I don't think you can do it, I'll tell you. I'll be totally, painfully honest."

I'm not sure I want his total honesty with this, but I nod my head.


CHAPTER THREE



I've just been saved by the sexy British spy and am about to show him how much I appreciate him when my phone rings. I gasp and hop up, reaching for it and trying not to swat the glass of water off my end table. My first thought is that it’s a bill collector, and I’m immediately sick to my stomach. But when I see the name on the screen, I grin.

"Do you have any idea what time it is?" I hold the phone to my ear but fall back into my pillow.

"Yes, I do. It's noon, and it's about time you marched your little butt over here." Paul’s voice will always put me in a good mood, even if he’s interrupting the best dream I’ve had in months. "Technically, half the day is already over. Up and at 'em, Kev. I went shopping this morning and got some... supplies for you."

My eyes fly open. At least while I was asleep, I'd forgotten about his stupid idea. His stupid idea that I’m foolishly considering. "You've already been up and out today? How do you do it?"

"I'm a single dad with a toddler. I don't exactly have a choice. Now get in the shower and then get over here." He must sense my hesitation. "I still have some leftover pizza."

"Is it—"

"Yep, all cold and congealed just the way it's meant to be."

I can almost picture the light orange edges of the pizza where the grease hardened in the refrigerator, just waiting to melt into my mouth. I swirl my tongue around, imagining it. "Give me 20 minutes, and I'll be there."

"Door's unlocked, so come on in."

I hang up and force myself out of bed with a groan. The stillness when I step into the hallway is smothering. Inside my bedroom, I can pretend that everything is the same. I’m the same boy I’ve always been. Mom is somewhere in the house—reading in the nook by the front window or watching some silly reality television show. But as soon as I open my door every day, the real world hits me, and I wonder if I’ll ever get used to not having her around, to being all alone. This is exactly what I thought I wanted for all those years. I shake away the thoughts and get into the shower. The water is still cold, but that’s what I need.

Harper calls out my name as soon as I get to the front porch. She must have been watching for me through the window. The thought of her waiting for me makes me happy. I push open the door, and she attacks me. "Kevin! I'll blow you down!” She’s wearing a purple dress that flares out almost as much as her golden hair when she twirls toward me. When her outstretched arm slaps my leg, she wraps it around me and pulls herself up. I’m not sure if this is part of the blowing down process or if she’s so dizzy she has to hang on for support.

"Hey, kiddo." I muss up her hair even more than it already is and carry her to the living room. Paul is sprawled sideways across his recliner, and if his tongue were hanging out the side of his mouth, he could be the poster child for exhaustion.

"We've been playing tornado. I lost my balance and fell right here and haven't been able to move since."

I chuckle and look around the room. "Yeah, I'd say tornado pretty much sums it up." I hold Harper away from me so I can look into her eyes. "Hey munchkin, do you want to help clean up and put all your toys back?"

She wrinkles her nose and shakes her head like I just asked her if she wanted to eat a plate full of raw broccoli.

"Please? If you get this all cleaned up, I'll play the cupcake game with you."

Her eyes light up, and I set her on the ground. She gets to work right away. She’s obsessed with that game. I don’t know how many hours we’ve played it in the last couple of weeks. It’s a scavenger hunt for different things around the house. When we find something on one of our cards, we win a plastic cupcake, and Harper insists that we pretend to scarf it down.

"Looks like daddy needs help." I hold my hand out and use it to pull him upright. I flinch when our hands touch. I know how my body reacts each time, but I still can’t help myself.

When his eyes linger on mine, I wonder if he felt something too. But the thought is so silly, I dismiss it.

"All your stuff is in those bags on the counter." Paul points behind me.

Bags? Plural? I turn around and see four bags on the counter. "All those? What did you buy?"

He hops to his feet and moves around me, shifting the bags from the center of the counter to its edge. “Just a bra, panties, and a dress. But I wasn't sure what size you needed, so I got a few of each. Then some makeup too.”

I feel my jaw drop. "Makeup?" I expected this to be quick and easy. I’d pull on a dress, see how bad I look, and then we’d both laugh and pretend we never really gave it any serious thought.

Paul shrugs his shoulders and grins at me. “I didn't know what to buy, so I just got things I’ve seen the girls at work use.”

“Oh? Do you like to watch the drag queens at work?” I tease him and he blushes. It makes him cuter than he already is. “You should have gotten one of them to come help me get dressed. They know what they’re doing, unlike me.” I pick up a bra and hold it out in front of me like I’m holding a snake.

“You can change in my bedroom. Do you need help taking these bags up there?” he asks, and it almost looks like he wants me to say yes.

I shake my head and take the bags up the stairs. When I'm in his bedroom, I fall backward onto the bed. It smells like him. I want to imagine lying next to him, but that won’t do anything except disappoint me again. To distract myself, I search for makeup tutorials. I’ve never worn makeup or even watched a girl put it on, so I have no idea how to even start. But after watching a few videos, I’m confident I can do it.

When everything is spread out on the bathroom vanity, I dip a brush into one of the eyeshadows. Pink. If I'm going girly, I might as well go all the way. I tickle the brush across my eyelids. After that, I try to drag the eyeliner along its edge. The first time I do it, I flinch and don't pull the pencil back in time. And the second time. And the third time. By the fifth time it happens, I slam the pencil to the ground and growl. How can this be so hard?

Before I started, I didn't care how it turned out. In fact, I wanted to look like a clown just so I didn’t have to consider this anymore. But now my frustration makes me determined to get it right. I wipe the makeup from my eyes and grab the pencil. This time I bring it to my eye slowly, and when I blink, I'm ready. I pull the pencil back at the first twinge. It takes forever, but I finally get straight lines across my top eyelids. Part of me wants to do my lower lids too, but I know that’s too much for today.

After the eyeliner, the rest is a breeze. I slap two coats of mascara on my lashes, still careful to be ready for flinches, and fill in my lips with the dark red lipstick he bought for me. When I'm done, I look in the mirror but have to quickly turn my head away. No. That person looks almost cute in makeup. That’s not me. It can’t be.

Back in Paul's bedroom, I quickly trade my briefs for panties, the thin fabric making me gasp as I pull it up my legs. Then I put my arms through the bra straps and reach behind me to hook it. At least, that was my plan. I fumble with the clasp, but I can't understand how it works. Even after I take it off twice to examine it, I still can't get it. Finally, I give up and ask Paul for help.

He clomps up the stairs with Harper in his arms. When he sets her in her room, he turns to me but stops in the doorway. "Kev..."

"I need help. I can't figure out how to do this damn thing."

I toss the bra at him, but he doesn't even try to catch it. He just stares at me, and I see his Adam's apple bob up and down.

“Hello? Earth to Paul? Unless you want to call this whole thing off right now.”

“What? No. Might as well go all the way now, right?”

He picks up the bra and hands it to me. I slip my arms through the straps, turn away from him, and pull my long hair up out of his way. We both freeze when his fingers touch my back. Every muscle in my body tenses, and I tell myself it’s just because his hand is cold. But it feels so hot that it could burn through my skin.

“Here’s the problem.” He presses his entire body against mine and pulls the bra down.

I can’t breathe with him pressed against me. I have to get away. Even just a foot. If I don’t, I don’t know what I’ll do. No, I do know what I’ll do, but I can’t let that happen. I can’t jeopardize our friendship for a foolish hope that should have burned out years ago. I take a step forward, but he moves with me. Then another. And I should laugh at our strange dance.

I put my hands on his. I have every intention of pulling them away. But I can’t. I don’t even try. And when his hands slide down to my waist, mine stay on top of his, guiding them like I’m playing with a ouija board.

"Paul… let go."

He doesn't move.

I turn to face him and realize too late that's a mistake. We're now face to face, his hands still on me, and his lips just inches away from mine. I can't stop staring at them. They move up and down almost imperceptibly with each breath he takes, and I wonder what they would feel like. I raise up on my toes, just about to find out, when he twists his head away and drops his hands. I pretend that I'm clearing my throat, as if that covers what I was about to do.

And what was I about to do? Was I really going to kiss my childhood friend? Again? Did I not learn my lesson the first time I tried that? I'd just turned 16, and he was spending the night at my house. Mom had grand notions of a huge party, but Paul was the only one who came. I wanted to die. It's one thing to tell your mom you don't have any friends, but it's another to actually demonstrate to her and the entire world how true that is. When she carried the cake from the kitchen to the dining room table, I could see the heartbreak on her face, and I’d had enough. I told her no one would come. I told her, but she didn’t listen. I shouldn’t have had to sit through the embarrassment of waiting for nearly an hour until she was finally convinced no one cared enough about me to come for the promise of free food. As soon as she set the cake down, I bolted from the house and into the woods out back. I needed to get away from everyone. But Paul followed me.

I was out of breath when I finally collapsed against a tree, but then there he was, barely breathing hard, smiling at me as he looked down.

“It's not that bad, you know.”

I grunted and picked up a decaying leaf, twisting the stem between my finger and thumb.

He dropped beside me with a thud and took my hand in his. "I'm here. You don't need more than that, right? Best friends forever? Or until one of us screws up, and we end up hating each other for the rest of our lives." He laughed. That was always our joke. Anytime we heard someone say they would be best friends forever, we would roll our eyes. We were only 16, but we already knew that forever didn't exist. Even the couples that seemed so perfect would break up. Everyone would be so surprised when it happened. Except us. We knew how the world worked better than anyone else.

I looked up at him, spinning the leaf between our faces. And then something happened. Some combination of loneliness and teenage hormones overtook me. I let the leaf fall. Paul watched it float to the ground, but I didn't. I leaned into him. Attacked him. My mouth pressing against his. My tongue forcing its way through his already parted lips.

When he didn't pull away, I thought it meant he wanted it as much as I did. I pressed him against the trunk of the tree while I spun so I was sitting on his lap. My lips never leaving his. I ran a hand down his chest, down to his crotch. Down to his cock. And that's when he realized what was happening. That touch finally woke him, and he jumped up, pushing me off of him. I sprawled backward onto the half-composted leaves and watched as he wiped the back of his hand across his lips. Wiping away my kiss.

Tears ran from my eyes, but I was too much in shock to notice until they streamed into my mouth. Their saltiness made me realize what I did. I scrambled backward, my jeans dragging across the mud. "I'm sorry. I'm so sorry. Shit. Paul, you can't leave me. Please don’t leave me."

He stared down at me, and I couldn't read the eyes of the boy I thought I knew so well. I didn't know if it was shock or pity or disgust or sympathy or something else. I just knew it wasn't what I wanted it to be. But then his face broke, and he grinned like nothing happened. He stuck out his hand toward me. "Come on. We should head back."

And that was it. He held my hand until we got to my backyard, but he never said a word. He never looked at me. And neither of us has ever mentioned that kiss since then. It's like we both decided to wipe it from our history, and it's stayed happily buried until now.

“So, uh, you just had it on backward,” he says. “Inside out. Flip it the other way and then you should be able to fasten it.”

"Oh." I feel like I’ll be frozen in this spot forever.

"I'm going to check on Harper. Just let me know once you're dressed." He walks out of the room without looking back at me, and as soon as he’s gone, the spell holding me motionless is broken.

The bra is still a struggle, especially because my hands won't stop shaking, but I finally get it clasped behind me. Then I shove the other panties that Paul bought into the cups, filling them out into breasts as best I can. I drop the dress over my head and look in the mirror.

I gasp. There's no way. I walk backward until I bump into the bed and then fall onto it, sitting on the edge, still staring at myself. I don't move—I don't even know if I breathe—until Harper thuds against the side of my leg.

"Let's play cupcakes!"

I look down at her and then at Paul. He's leaning against the doorframe, and I’m sure if he bites his lip any harder, he’s going to draw blood. Neither of us says anything. Harper tugs on my hand as hard as she can, and finally I stand up, still staring at Paul. "Okay. Let me get my real clothes back on, and I'll come play with you."

"No. Now!"

I sigh. "I can't wear—"

“You look…” Paul stops mid-sentence and walks closer to me. The tension in my body twists higher with each step, and just when I’m sure I can’t take any more, he stops. "You look..."

"Pretty! Let's go!" Harper tugs on my hand again, but Paul picks her up and holds her to his chest. He tries to kiss her cheek, but she pivots her head so she's facing me.

"What she said." The words are so soft I barely hear them. "But I have an idea for something even better than the cupcake game."


CHAPTER FOUR



“Who wants to go get ice cream?” Paul tosses Harper into the air and catches her. She screams in delight and then yells for ice cream once she's back in his arms. I just smile at them. Forgetting for a second what I'm wearing as I watch the two of them together. Harper is Paul's world, and he would do anything for her. They're lucky to have each other.

"What do you think?" Paul asks. Harper shouts a "yeah!" but he's looking at me like he expects something from me. "Do both of you girls want ice cream?"

Harper shouts again, and then she looks at me, waiting for my answer. Paul didn’t mean... I shake my head, and I can hear my heart racing in my chest. Absolutely not. Dressing up in front of him and Harper is one thing. That's embarrassing enough. There's no way I'm going out in public. "You don't want me to go like this."

"I do. You look great, Kev. Really. I wouldn't just tell you that." He sets Harper down and tells her to go into her room and pick out whatever pair of shoes she wants to wear.

My legs are so weak, I'm afraid I'll collapse. I sit on the edge of the bed and watch her scamper toward her room. Once she's gone, my eyes fall. I look at the off-white carpet. I feel him walking toward me like he's pushing out a wave of pressure in front of him, but I don't look up. Not until he takes my hand. I know better—I know it's meaningless to him—but my heart still wants to leap out of my chest at his touch.

He sits beside me, still holding my hand. Our heads are turned sideways, facing each other, and I think maybe this is it. This is when I finally get my real kiss from him. But when he doesn't move toward me, I curse myself for being so foolish. "Please, Kevin? You know I wouldn't ask you to do this if I didn't know you could. You're... fuck. You don't just look like a woman. You really are pretty. Better than I thought, even. No one is ever going to guess the truth."

I pull my hand away from his and cross my arms. He has to be wrong. I can't look like a woman. Not to anyone else. I turn toward the mirror. I expect to see the two of us sitting on the bed together, but I don't. I see Paul sitting there with a woman. Someone who looks familiar but who is unmistakably female. He follows my gaze and scoots closer to me when he sees us in the mirror. I wish he would have moved the other direction. I wish he would have walked out. I wish I would.

"Will you do it? Just an ice cream shop. That's all. A couple teenage girls working behind the counter. What's the worst they can do?"

Laugh.

"They won't laugh at you," he says, and I'm not sure if I accidentally said that out loud or if he guessed at my thoughts. "What do you see when you look at us in the mirror?"

I see the man who makes me feel things that no one else ever has. The only person I truly want but can never have. If I ignore what I'm wearing, I see the future that sixteen-year-old me dreamt of. I stand and walk to the other side of the room.

"You see me sitting here with a woman, don't you? A woman who looks like she could be your sister. That's what everyone else is going to see, too."

I don't know if he expects me to say something, but I don't. What can I say?

"Harper? Are you ready?"

She runs into the room, and I look at her feet. Matching yellow sneakers. The same pair. I don't know if I'm impressed or disappointed.

"Here." Paul’s steps are loud on the carpet as he walks to me. "I do know your shoe size, so I bought these for you. Put them on and let's go." There are two soft thumps, and I turn to see what it is. Pink flip flops sitting right beside my feet. I slip into them.

I can't say a word during the car ride. If I do, I'll start crying because of all the nervous energy swirling in my core. I just stare out the side window, seeing my ghostly reflection superimposed over the houses that pass by. It doesn't take long before we get to the ice cream shop. When I hear Paul shift the car into park, I look forward. There are no customers inside. And I just see one girl behind the counter.

"What are you thinking?" Paul asks. He has to already know the answer to that. What would anyone be thinking in this situation? What would he be thinking if he were dressed like a girl and about to go out in public? "You trust me, right?"

This isn't about trust. It's about me making a fool of myself. "Of course, I do, but—"

"Then trust me when I say you look just like any other woman who goes into this shop every day." His voice is soft, like he's trying his best to reassure me, but it doesn't work. "We need a name for you. Do you have anything in mind?"

I shake my head.

"Harper? What do you think we should call Kevin when she's a girl?"

His words make me cringe. I'm not a she. I'm not a girl. I'm an idiot who let his best friend talk him into wearing makeup and a dress, and is now about to let him talk me into leaving the safety of this car, too.

“Sierra.” She has the name ready as soon as he asks. It's like she's been waiting for the chance to say it the whole ride.

Paul looks at her in the rearview mirror. “Sierra? Like in that princess cartoon you watch 23 hours a day?”

“I don’t even need a different name for this” I look from Paul to Harper, as if either one of them is going to agree. “Can’t I just be me?”

“Sierra! You’re Sierra!” Harper bounces up and down with each word.

Paul shakes his head and grins at me. “If you don’t like it, we can think of something better later. Okay?”

No, it's not okay. We don't need to think of something better later. "Fine. Let's just get this over with." If I don't do this now, I never will, and Paul will never stop pushing me. He's right. This is about as safe an environment as I can ask for. I get out and unbuckle Harper, taking her into my arms. If I use her as a shield, maybe no one will notice me.

I'm partially right. As soon as we walk up to the counter, the worker gives Harper all of her attention. The teen walks her through all the flavors that might appeal to a child. Harper finally settles on Super Silly Sparkly Swirliciousness, whatever flavor that is.

The worker scoops the ice cream into a container and hands it to Harper. “And what flavor do you think your mommy wants?” The girl smiles at me before moving to the freezer case.

I go weak with panic, and Harper starts to slip from arms. But Paul reaches around me and pulls me into him with one arm while he slides the other under Harper. I nearly fall into him, and my world spins.

"I bet she wants double chocolate... Sierra? Wake up." Paul's forced chuckle snaps me back to the shop and the girl waiting behind the counter.

"Yeah... that. I'm..." I walk away before Paul or the girl can say anything. I have to sit down. I have to get away from her. I have to get away from him. I sit Harper in a seat at the closest table, and I plop down next to her. I stare as she shovels the rainbow colored ice cream into her mouth. Her hand is covered in red and blue and green stickiness and I should clean her up, but I can't. I don't move until Paul sets my ice cream in front of me.

"See, 'mommy?'" His voice is a whisper that not even Harper can hear. "What did I tell you?"

I can't admit that he was right. I can't even fully comprehend it yet.

"Do you know the only thing that made you stand out to that girl?" He pauses, but I don't answer. "The way you acted. If you hadn't been so nervous, she wouldn't have thought there was anything unusual about you. She'd just think we were a typical husband and wife taking our daughter out for a treat. That's all."

Typical husband and wife. I close my eyes and let a spoonful of ice cream melt on my tongue.


CHAPTER FIVE



“This is silly. I can't do this.” I look up at Lee, but she just smirks and takes a step back, admiring her work.

“Sierra, you need to look in the mirror, babe. You might not live up to your name just yet, but every mountain range starts with a couple of hills. And thanks to me, you’ve got a pair of fine ones.”

She moves out of the way, and I see my reflection. I'm squeezed into a silicone breastplate that I was sure would never look good, but after Lee’s makeup, I can't tell it from my real skin. I look like a topless woman.

"Now, what were you saying about this being silly?" She jiggles my breasts with each word.

I laugh and slap her hand away. "It is! How do you do this and not feel... fake?"

“Ouch!” She clutches her hand to her chest and pulls away like I stabbed her. "We do not use the F word around here, you little fuck. We're not fake. We're beautified. Maximized. It's the real us, only way hotter. You're not gonna tell me you don’t see the steam sizzling off your sexy little ass." She leans into me, acting like she's using my body to steam her face. "Now, let me finish you up. You can't interrupt an artist while she's working and expect her to create a masterpiece, can you? Well, I guess when it's me you can because I’m just that good. But it's still going to be really nice once you learn to do your own makeup. Then I won't have to worry about making you so pretty you outshine me."

I laugh. Like there's any way that would happen. No matter what she has between her legs or how she lives her life outside this club, she's the prettiest woman I know, and there's no way anyone would even notice me if I were standing beside her, let alone accuse me of outshining her.

When my makeup and farm girl costume are on, I stand at the side of the stage. The Legendary Zelda Zaire is in the middle of her routine. She's an acrobat out there and could put any of us to shame. Not only does she somersault around the stage in heels, there's actually a trapeze that drops from the ceiling for her, and she spends the last third of her show whirling and flipping on it. Even though five minutes ago I was so sick that I swore I was going to throw up, I forget about that—forget that I'm on next—and get lost in the music, tapping my high-heeled cowboy boots and shaking my hips just enough to make my blue and white gingham dress flare out around me. Watching her makes me wish I’d taken gymnastics as a child.

By the time her music hits its closing crescendo and the audience goes crazy, I'm holding my arms above my head, and my entire body is swaying. But when she blows a final kiss to the crowd and NaughtiLee presses up against me and shimmies, I realize what's coming next. I look at Lee, and she puts her hands on the sides of my face. She must see the panic in my eyes because I can tell she's trying to comfort me. I'm sure she's telling me that everything will be fine. I’ve rehearsed this dozens of times. But I can't hear a thing she's saying over the roar in my ears. Doing this in rehearsal is different from doing it in front of a thousand people. It's different from going out there after Zelda’s routine.

I shake my head and motion for Lee to go on the stage alone. She can just skip me and introduce the next girl. No one will know. I’m just about to walk away when I feel him. Even before his hand presses against my back, I know he's there.

“You're so gorgeous. Everyone in that crowd is going to forget all about Zelda once they see you out there.” Paul shouts the words to make sure I hear them over all the other noise. “The first spin around the pole, and you're going to have them mesmerized.”

But people aren't going to be mesmerized by me. They're going to throw things at me. Drinks, ice cubes, tomatoes if this were a cartoon. Whatever it is, they're going to run me off the stage as soon as I start.

I turn to argue with Paul, to convince him that it’s impossible for me to do this, but I don't get a chance. As she walks on to the stage to introduce me, Lee yanks my arm so hard I almost fall down. Paul catches me just as I stumble forward. His hands slip around my belly and pull me upright. Pull me into him. I inhale, hoping to catch his scent, but all I can smell is stale, spilled alcohol and the mix of sweat and cologne of the men crowded up near the stage.

I vaguely hear Lee introducing me, telling the audience that I’m the club’s newest girl. I’m partially aware of the crowd whooping and whistling when she says they’ll want to nestle in my foothills. Somewhere in my mind, I appreciate Lee warming them up. But Paul’s hands on me are a blaring Klaxon bell, drowning out everything else in my mind.

When Lee finally motions for me to come onto the stage, Paul slides his hands to my back and shoves me. Not enough to make me fall, but enough that I have to take two steps to catch myself. Two steps that put me on the edge of the stage where the audience can see me. My hand automatically rises to the back of my neck, where it almost felt like Paul had kissed me before shoving me. I look back at him, and he winks. Then my song starts and the first beats of the bass vibrate through my body.

For about thirty seconds, I'm a beat behind the music, but then my adrenaline drops and the endorphins take over. The crowd and the music pull me back in sync, and when the music changes, I'm ready. I look over my left shoulder at Paul. He and Lee are watching from the side of the stage. I smile at them and rip the dress off of me. The crowd screams so loudly it hurts my ears, but I can't take my eyes off Paul. His expression changes from surprise to happiness to... it looks like lust, but that's obviously not it. I spin for the crowd, but when I look back, he's gone. I search for a couple of seconds, but then I give up and turn to the audience. They're the ones paying to see this. They're throwing cash onto the stage, and I grin when I see it. For me. They're throwing cash up here for me. A couple of weeks ago, I would have never imagined it was possible. Now, though, I turn around, bend over, and shake my panty-covered ass to show them how much I appreciate them. All the while, I hope that the tape holds everything in place.

"Girl!" I call out to Lee as I literally skip off the stage. Once no one can see us, she squeals and wraps her arms around me and lifts me off the ground. My back cracks, and if she weren't squeezing me so tightly that I can't breathe, I would moan because it feels so good.

"I told you! I told you!" She sets me down and slaps me on the shoulder to punctuate her words. "If you ever doubt me again after this, we're going to have a serious problem. From now on, if we all tell you that you can do something, you'd better believe us."

"Yes, ma'am." I laugh.

"Now, where's that boyfriend of yours? He was right here, staring at you for most of the performance."

"He's just a friend. That's all."

"Mmm-hmm. Come on. Let's get some clothes on you, and I’ll show you how to mingle." The way she says the word makes me wonder if mingle is some secret gay club code for something else. Like we're going to be putting on ski masks and robbing the restaurant next door. I don't know if I would object. The way I feel, I would commit a felony for her right now. But something makes me stop her. I don’t know why, but I need to make sure she understands about Paul.

“He really isn't my boyfriend. I swear. We've just been friends since high school. He doesn't even like, um, egg rolls, if you know what I mean.”

“You think I can’t handle a little food metaphor?” She looks at my crotch when she says the word little. “You say he’s just a friend, but you're not going to tell me he wouldn't dip his dumpling into your sweet little hot pot.”

"I did kiss him once." I don’t know why I’m admitting this to her.

"And?" She looks at me for a second before turning back to the rack of dresses.

"And nothing. He wasn't interested."

"You keep telling yourself that, honey. What do you think about this one?" She holds a green sequined flapper dress up to me. I take it and look in the mirror.

“You know what, never mind what you think,” she says. “I can see that you love it. If I let you speak, you’ll just make up some excuse why you can't wear it or why it wouldn't look good on you or why Paul doesn't really want to fuck you until your asshole refuses to ever accept any dick other than his even though he gives off so many manly man pheromones when he’s around you that it’s a wonder I don’t choke to death. So just put it on.”

"But I—"

"Girl, what did I just say? Now zip it. Your mouth and that dress."

I take my bra off and slip into the dress. It barely covers my panties, and I almost take it off and tell Lee that I can't wear it. Then I remember that I just stood almost naked on a stage in front of all the same people who are going to see me in this dress, and I swallow down my objection.

We walk around the floor of the club for almost an hour, and I felt less on display on the stage than I do now. Everyone rushes to us when we get near to them. They offer to buy us drinks or offer to take us home. And of course, they all need selfies, and when we're bunched in together for the shot, their hands just happen to find their way up my skirt. The women are worse than the men. By the time we finally stop, I've had enough. I feel like I've whored myself out to a thousand different people in one night. Lee insists that it's all part of the long game. We show how fun and sexy I am one-on-one, and then the next time they see me perform, they throw even more money. I hope so, because I don't want to have gone through that for free.

As soon as I’ve made my rounds, I go backstage to hide and to stay off my feet. But I wonder if that's a mistake. At least when I'm standing my toes are so numb I can't feel anything more than a throb, but when I kick my shoes off, the feeling comes back and the pain spikes through my whole foot. I try massaging and raising them and nothing works. I'm just about resigned to amputation—artificial limbs are really advanced these days—when Paul walks up.

He puts his hand on my shoulder, and I jump. I hadn't heard him come near, and apparently the pain of my feet blocks my Paul radar. "You were great out there, Sierra. I knew you could do it."

"Oh good, I'm going to get the I told you so speech from you too?" I smile and raise my hand to his, almost putting my fingers on his before I think better of it.

"Oh, you mean the other girls are an opinionated bunch who aren't shy about telling you what they think?"

I turn to face him. "Who could have ever guessed that?"

He laughs and pulls a chair next to me. "So, was it as bad as you thought it would be?"

I look down at my red and swollen feet. I'm pretty sure someone could drive a nail through them and it would feel better than they do now. “No, it wasn't. Thanks for giving me that extra push I needed. Literally.”

Without a word, he lifts my feet onto his lap and starts massaging them. His thumbs working from the arch to my toes and back again. I lean back and close my eyes. "You looked like you were having fun up there. You looked... I mean, did you?"

I open my eyes just a crack. Just to see a wave of red spread across his face. "Once I quit worrying and let myself go, yeah. It all just sorta happened, and I went with it. It's hard to explain."

“Letting go is always the part I struggle with.”

He sets my feet on the ground and then pulls me off of my chair. His hands fly to my waist, and he yanks me toward him. I settle on his lap, one leg on either side of him. His hard cock presses up into me, and I look down. Even through his pants, I can see the bulge.

"What are you doing?" I ask him.

"I don't know. Just letting myself go and seeing what happens." He nestles his mouth into the crook of my neck, and my eyes roll back into my head. His lips work along my neck and my collarbone, and my nostrils fill with the remembered smell of the woods that day. It's like I'm back there again, and I brace myself. But this time he doesn't push me away.

He slides his hands under my ass and picks me up, bringing me closer to him so my ass is on top of his dick. We both moan as he does it, and I want to reach a hand under me so I can grab him. I want to run my fingers along his length. I want more than that. I want to feel him inside me. My brain is screaming that I can't do that. That he's my best friend, and I can't ruin that for a fuck. But my body hasn't been touched like this for so long that it doesn't care about any future complications. It just wants him now.

"Not your boyfriend… mmm-hmm."

I open my right eye and see Lee. "No one asked you,” I say to her.

"You've only got 3 minutes until you need to be on stage with the rest of us. So you'd better either make it the quickest quickie ever or finish that up after the show."

Shit. I slide back a little—just enough so I'm not impaling myself on Paul's dick—and I stare at him. I'm waiting for him to tell me this was a mistake. That he was caught up in the moment. Or even that he drank some alcohol earlier and wasn't himself. But he doesn't. He just stares back at me.

"You should get ready," he finally says.

"I should."

“You can't miss the curtain call on your first night.”

"No." But I don't move. Not until he shakes his head and looks away. When he does that, I slide off of him. I don't look at him as I step into my shoes or as I turn to walk toward the stage.

I only make it a couple of steps before a hand on my arm spins me around. He's so close I can't see anything but him. His mouth moving down onto me. I take a breath just as his lips close over mine and his tongue pushes into my mouth.

My entire world goes blank. My brain has to reboot. I can't kiss him back. I can't do anything except stand there while his tongue does things to mine that I never dreamed of. And when he stops, I try to look at him, but he's blurry. Even my vision is short-circuited.

"I didn't want you to walk away with any doubts this time." With his hands on my shoulders, he spins me so I'm facing the stage. This time, I'm sure that he brushes his lips across the back of my neck.


CHAPTER SIX



"Are you sure about this?" I ask.

“We have to get inside. Sophie needs to go home.”

"Yeah, but..." I can't finish my sentence because I don't know what I mean. I mean everything. I want to ask him if he's sure about what happened between us earlier. About the dress I borrowed from the club and am wearing right now. About his babysitter seeing us together. About Harper seeing us together. I want to ask if he's sure about me spending the night. It was only a twenty-minute drive, but that's plenty of time for him to have changed his mind. And I want to make it easy for him to let me down. I want him to know I understand if he doesn’t want this now.

"No buts, Sierra.” He slides his hand under the skirt of my dress before squeezing the middle of my thigh. “Unless you don't want this? Because I haven't been able to stop thinking about you since you first went out there tonight. Since that day you first dressed for me. But if you don’t want this…”

I exhale and stare at his hand. I've wanted this since I was fourteen-years-old and met him for the first time in math class. The two nerds who always knew the answers but who sat in the back of the class and never raised their hands because they didn't want anyone to notice them. I tossed and turned in bed that night and couldn't sleep. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw him, laughing silently and rolling his eyes just for me when another student confused a tangent and a sine. But what am I giving up for this? What if it's too much? "I don't know."

He lets go of me, and his face falls. "We're friends above everything else, and nothing is going to get in the way of that. So I get it. I guess I just got caught—"

“Don't you dare say now that you got caught up in the moment. Don't you dare!” I won’t let him minimize what happened or what this could be. I lean across the center console and kiss him. My lips press against his for just a second at first, but then we both open for the other and seize the chance. I'm sure one of us accidentally turned the heat to high because the inside of the car is suddenly sweltering, and I can almost see the heat rise in waves off our bodies.

It's not until I lift my leg across the gear shift so I can straddle him that I remember where we are. "Sophie." I breathe out the poor girl's name to remind him. To remind myself. But neither one of us stops. "We have to get inside."

"Yeah." His hands work down the front of my dress, stopping for a second to play with the silicone of my breastplate before he moves lower. Down to my skin where I can actually feel him.

"Harper," I say, and his daughter's name brings both of us to a halt. I spin back into my seat and pull down the visor so I can check my lipstick in the mirror. I don't want to walk into the house and have to face a teen girl with lipstick smeared all over me.

"Let me see."

I turn so he can see me, and he pushes on the overhead light.

"There's still one spot." He leans toward my face, his head angled to get a better look. Before I realize what he’s doing, he plants a kiss on my cheek. Just a quick peck. "There. Now you're perfect."

"Now I'm perfect?" I tease.

"Do-over. Now you're just as perfect as you always are."

"Hmm, better. Let me see yours." I pretend to look at him before I kiss him on the cheek. "There. Now you're… eh, alright."

"Hey!"

I hurry out of the car, giggling, before he can reach me. I stick my tongue out as I slam the door. The lipstick mark I just left on his cheek is obvious to anyone who even glances at him, but I'm not going to say a word about it.

Inside, Sophie is curled up on the couch under a blanket and holding her phone in her hands. My face heats up. It's one thing to wear a dress, makeup, and heels in front of strangers—or even just Paul and Harper—but it's different in front of her. She knows Paul. Her dad is one of his friends. But she barely looks at me. Just says hey and then turns to Paul.

“So she had a pretty bad nightmare earlier,” she tells him. “She was sobbing, and I had to hold her for ten minutes before she finally calmed down. I thought I was gonna have to call you.”

It sounds even worse than the nightmare she had when I watched her a couple of weeks ago, and it breaks my heart to think of her being that terrified. I wish I could do something to make sure she never had to suffer through another one of those again. I would do almost anything.

I watch Paul as Sophie tells him about the nightmare. His entire body goes stiff, and it looks like he might cry. No matter how much hearing about Harper’s night terror hurts me, I know it’s so much worse for him. Everything he does revolves around that girl, and it has to kill him that there’s something he can’t make better for her.

Paul watches while Sophie walks to her car. Once she’s driving away, he shuts the door and turns to me. My body is pulled to his. I want to hold him and tell him that it’ll be okay. We’ll figure something out. Maybe she needs to see a doctor or a therapist. Whatever it is, we’ll do it.

When I’m close enough to touch him, he steps around me. “I’m going to go up and check on her.”

I reach out and my fingers brush against his arm. “Is it okay if I come up too?”

He stops and stares at me, and I worry he's going to tell me no. But then he nods his head, and I follow him up the steps. I leave my heels at the base of the stairs so their clicking won’t wake Harper.

We stop outside her door, and Paul looks at me again before he pushes the half-open door. The light from a projector sprays twirling stars and moons all around the room. Under the pink glow, I see her sprawled across her bed, and I smile. She looks so peaceful now. Her arms and legs are spread out. Her hair blown behind her like she was standing in front of a fan. Her blue stuffed puppy Bo-Bo is tucked under her front shoulder. As calm as she looks now, it’s hard to imagine the fear she felt earlier.

Paul walks to the bed and bends over her. “Goodnight, Applesauce. I love you more than anything in the whole wide world.” He kisses the side of her forehead, and she sucks in a quick breath through her nose. I freeze, not even letting myself breathe, afraid she’ll wake up. But she doesn't. She doesn't even budge. I mouth "goodnight, sweetie" as Paul steps around me and into the hall. I turn and follow him.

The overhead light casts long shadows over his face, and I wrap my arms around his waist. “I feel so bad for her. Maybe we should stay up for a while to make sure she's okay? We can take turns sitting in the chair in her bedroom. That way, one of us is there if she wakes up.”

It’s then that I notice his arms are hanging limp to his sides.

“She’ll be alright,” I say. “We’ll make sure—”

“I can’t do this.”

“That’s fine. I’ll just go home then, and I’ll call you tomorrow to see how she is. And how you are.”

He takes a step back from me, out of my arms. “No, I mean this. Any of it. You. Us. I shouldn’t have let myself get distracted. I could’ve… I don’t know. But I know Harper needs to be my focus right now. My only focus. I can’t make space for anything other than her.”

“Oh. Well, we can take things slow. We don’t have to—”

“Kevin, you’re not listening.” I recoil like he slapped me. “We can’t take things anywhere. Slow or fast. I’m sorry I made you think there could be something between us, but there can’t.”

He looks tired, but there’s no emotion on his face. No sadness. No guilt. Definitely no love. It’s like staring at an empty wall. I wish I could be the same. “I’m sorry.” I don’t know what I’m apologizing for, but I don’t wait for him to say anything before I leave.

The grass of his front lawn is covered in dew and cold under my bare feet. It can’t be more than fifty steps to my door, but it feels like it’s miles away. When I finally get there, I don’t go inside. I can’t deal with that emptiness too. Not tonight. I collapse on the porch and stare at the streetlamp. Fog is already starting to form. Its thick white cloud swirls in the light and casts a pallid glow over everything.


CHAPTER SEVEN



I get to the club an hour before opening, and there's already a line outside. The winner of last year's Drag 'Em Out is performing tonight, and apparently she must have a huge following. I've never known anyone who watches that show, so I didn't realize how popular it is.

"Hey, did you guys see the line out front?" Lee and Sean are standing on opposite sides of the bar. Neither of them looks at me as I walk up. "It's crazy. There have to be a hundred people here already. I mean I knew... Hello?" They haven't moved an inch, and I'm starting to wonder if they've both had strokes. Maybe I should call an ambulance instead of talking about the line outside. Time lost is brain lost.

"Will you tell Mister Overgrown Zit Waiting To Be Popped that I don't care how famous Davina Devine is, she cannot just take over my dressing area?" Lee glares at Sean, and I'm not sure how he doesn't wilt and burst into flames.

"And would you tell Little Miss Dragged Face First Through the Makeup Aisle at the Dollar Store that the customers tonight are here to see Davina, so we need to treat her like the honored guest that she is?"

Sean's nostrils flare out with every breath and I'm not entirely positive he isn't going to explode and coat the entire bar with angry rage goo, so I step backward. An inch at a time because I don't want either of them to suddenly turn their attention and shoot eyeball lasers at me. But just when I think I'm going to make a clean getaway, I run into something and gasp. Sean and Lee look toward me, and I wince, preparing myself to melt under their combined forces. But neither of them says a word, and I feel a hand rest on my shoulder. I turn and follow it up to maybe the most handsome man I've ever seen. Suddenly, I understand why Sean and Lee are both speechless.

"Oh my God, I'm so sorry. I, um, didn't see you there until it was too late, and then... bam, and then." The sheer amount of gorgeousness radiating from him is overwhelming the speech center in my brain.

"Doors don't open until 7:30. Unless you have some business in here..." Sean trails off, waiting for the man to explain why he's here.

"You're adorable," Mr. Glorious Brown Hair smiles at me as he says the words. "And it was completely my fault. I saw you coming, and I just couldn't resist." He winks, and my ovaries melt. Which is especially awkward since I’m a guy and don’t have ovaries.

"You... I..." I look around for Paul. I need to see him to remind myself of—what? That he dumped me last night and told me he’s never going to be interested? Even if he were standing right here, he wouldn’t care that this living piece of art just flirted with me. Maybe I should flirt back. It could help me get my mind off Paul, at least for a little while.

Before I get the chance, Mr. I'm So Sexy I Can Make You Come With Just a Flick of My Eyelashes turns his gaze from me to the bar. "I'm the 'honored guest' that you two were just discussing. I'm Davina, but please call me Dakota when I’m not in battle gear. Pleased to meet you both." He walks toward them, extending his hand.

“I’m Sean, the manager. Bryan was supposed to pick you up and give me a warning that you were here." He growls under his breath. “Is he hiding somewhere?”

“Oh, I don’t know. I never met him. I wanted to walk, so I left my wardrobe at the front desk of the hotel with a note for him to bring it. Can you believe I've never been to this town before? I like to get a feel for the cities where I’m performing, and I can’t get that from a car.” Dakota turns to Lee, who stares back at him like she just found him barbecuing her pet guinea pig. “And you are?”

Sean doesn’t give her a chance to answer. “That's our emcee, Lee. NaughtiLee. She should be called HaughtiLee for the way she prances around like she owns the place.” Sean starts slicing a lemon so he can pretend he's not interested in where this conversation is about to go.

“Well, I’m pleased to meet you, Lee. Don’t worry about me taking your dressing area. I wouldn't dream of it. I'll fit in wherever there's room. Maybe I could share with this cute fellow behind me.”

Is he talking about me?

“Sorry, Dakota,” Lee says. “Sierra is off limits. She already has a boyfriend, and he’s buff enough to kick any of our behinds.”

Sean nods his head.

“Well, that’s disappointing.” Dakota turns, and his eyes flow up and down my body. “I’m looking for a good tour guide, and I get the feeling he could have definitely guided me.”

“No, I’m single.” My voice is high-pitched and squeaky. “I don’t have a boyfriend.”

“Mmm-hmm.” Sean sounds just like Lee when he says it.

“I don’t. We, uh…” I can’t really tell them that we broke up because we were never even dating. And I don’t want to admit in front of Mr. So Hot I’m Not Allowed in California During Wildfire Season that my heart was ripped out last night by the man I’ve had a crush on for over twelve years.

"Sierra, honey." I know I'm in trouble when Lee calls me honey, so I clamp my mouth shut. “You can’t just pretend Paul doesn’t exist when some hot guy comes along and makes you harder than one-armed rowing.”

I hike up an eyebrow and stare at her, trying to figure out the metaphor.

"Because one-armed rowing is really hard. It makes total sense. Don't look at me like that with those confused doe-eyes. And the hot guy in question is Mr. Greek God here. In case that part sailed over your pretty little head too. Now scurry off, and let the grownups talk business, 'kay?" Lee winks and blows me a smiling kiss to let me know she's kidding, but I turn to walk backstage. Maybe it’s not a good idea to think about all the things I want to show Dakota. And all the things I want him to show me.
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My performance goes well. Better than that. It’s great. Five minutes. Two songs. And by the end, the stage is covered in ones. I’m pretty sure I even see some fives. As I dance off the stage, I start to pass Lee, but she puts out a hand to stop me.

“You're killing it. I want you to do a fifteen-minute spot next week.” My mouth hangs open, and I can’t speak. She’s promoting me already? I nod my head so hard, I worry my blonde wig might fly off.

She pats my shoulder and walks onto the stage. I bounce toward the dressing area but stop when I see Dakota. He’s leaning against the wall, staring at me. His breastplate and nails are on, but he hasn’t finished his makeup yet. “You're a natural.” He smiles, and it feels like he’s shining a light on me.

“Thanks.” I look away like some demure schoolgirl.

“You sure you don’t have a boyfriend? Lee was pretty convinced that you do.”

“We broke up. She just doesn’t know about that yet.” Not only did we break up, Paul called off work tonight just so he wouldn’t have to be around me. He told Sean that he needed to deal with some personal matters. I thought maybe that meant Harper was sick or having nightmares again, but Sean had asked. Paul said she was fine. So I knew then what personal matters he meant. I don’t matter to him, so he doesn’t want to be around me.

“Then maybe tomorrow you could show me around? I have a list of things I want to see, but it would be better with a local.” He pushes away from the wall and walks over to me, his hand gliding down my arm until he hooks a finger around one of mine. “Especially if that local was you.”

My heart screams no, but why shouldn’t I? It’s not like I’d be cheating on Paul. He doesn’t want me. Why should I care what he thinks? This is the perfect chance to move on, and I need to take it.

Dakota’s hand slides under my dress, and he rubs his fingers along the length of my cock. I close my eyes as my dick struggles to free itself from the tape and panties holding it in place. “So what do you say?”

He doesn’t give me a chance to answer before his lips press against mine. I open my mouth in shock, and he must think I’m letting him in. His tongue doesn't dance carefully or delicately like Paul's. It moves in like the infantry of an invading army, scorching everything in its path. It has one mission, and that's to get me to say yes to him. And why shouldn’t I?

“Yes. I think I’d like to do that.”

The side of Dakota’s lip curls into something between a smile and snarl. “Attaboy. Two guys seeing the town and seeing where things go from there. The real us. None of this makeup or girly stuff.” His hand darts between my legs again, but this time he doesn't rub me gently. He squeezes my cock between his fingers, and I groan.


CHAPTER EIGHT



I meet Dakota at Smithson's Taproom. He’s standing outside, and I see him from half a block away. He’s dressed in all black—black pants, a black leather jacket, and I see just a peek of a black t-shirt stretched across his pecs underneath.

When he notices me, he looks like he wants to eat me. “Hello, handsome. Very sexy school teacher. I like it.”

I’m wearing a brown sweater over a white button-up shirt with jeans and a pair of brown boots. I’ve worn this outfit on dates before and always loved it, but today something feels off. He presses against me and kisses me. His lips are warm in the chill air, but there’s no spark or surge of endorphins. Not like when—but it doesn’t matter. I fantasized about Paul for years, so of course kissing him is going to feel different. That doesn’t mean anything.

“Are you ready to head in?” he asks. “I’m so excited about this place. Their smoked ale is famous.”

The inside of the bar is so dark, my eyes need several seconds to adjust to it. When they finally do, I look around. Everything is dark wood. The walls, the floor, the ceiling, the tables, the chairs. The only two windows are on the front wall. The rest of the light comes from dim, yellowed Edison bulbs. I’m sure the designer wanted to make it look ancient, like this has been a smokehouse for hundreds of years. But it makes me feel like an insect trapped in amber.

Dakota, though, loves it. His eyes are wide and he’s glowing more brightly than the lamps dangling from the ceiling. Seeing the joy on his face lightens my mood. Maybe I’m not being fair to this place.

I look around for a host to take us to our seats, but Dakota takes my hand and leads me to a long table. It's just as dark as everything else, despite the two light fixtures that hang directly over it. On either side of the table, there are long benches with no backs. Several people are already sitting there when we find a space between them.

“I’ll be right back.” Dakota disappears before I even sit down. I watch him walk to the bar, his ass sashaying with each step. I never seen a more perfect rear, but I can’t even enjoy it. I just compare it to Paul’s, and Dakota’s somehow comes up short. What is wrong with me?

“I put in an order of wings too. I hope that’s okay.” I jolt at the heavy thud as Dakota sets a drink in front of me. The ale is dark, and the miniature bubbles swirling upward in the mug almost look like smoke rising. I wonder if that’s intentional.

As soon as Dakota sits across from me, he holds his glass out. When I do the same, he clinks his against mine. "To the start of a wonderful day spent with a wonderful man." He smiles, and I should be bursting now. There should be stars dancing around his head. My body should feel... well, something. He's undeniably gorgeous, and he's toasting me. All his attention is centered on me. My stomach should be fluttering. My dick should be getting hard.

I take a tiny sip and wince, but I think Dakota is trying to drain the entire glass in one gulp. When he sets the glass on the table, it’s half empty, and he has a beer mustache. It’s so cute on him, I can’t help but smile.

“Do I have something on my face? Maybe you can help clean me up?” He leans across the table. It takes me a few seconds to realize what he’s doing, but when I do, I lean forward and kiss away a little of the foam. The woman sitting next to me mutters “aww” under her breath. And it is romantic, isn’t it? Why doesn’t it feel that way to me?

I sit back onto the bench and run my hand across the top of the table. The wood is worn smooth, almost shiny in some spots.

“So you like playing with thick wood?” Dakota asks. The same woman, who seems awfully wrapped up in our date while ignoring the man she’s with, snorts a laugh and then pretends it was a sneeze.

"It certainly has its place when it's used correctly."

He winks. "Don't worry about that. I'm a master woodworker." If anyone else had used that line, I would laugh or roll my eyes. Maybe both. But when he says it, I know he's not just bragging. Everything about him tells me that he knows exactly what to do with his body and his partner's to drive them wild. And I know that if I can just let myself relax and enjoy this date, I'll get to experience that myself. If I can just stop thinking about Paul and comparing everything Dakota does to him.

I’m on a date with the most gorgeous man to ever ask me out. Someone who is way out of my league. But for some reason, he’s interested in me. And I can’t even go five seconds without thinking of Paul. Wondering what he would say. Or what he would do. Would he like this beer? Has he heard of this place? I need someone to scream at me, to tell me that I’m being ridiculous.

“So what do you think about the ale?” Dakota asks. “Be honest. Isn’t it the greatest? Almost as great as getting to drink it while sitting across from you.”

But it’s not, is it? It’s not the greatest. In fact, it’s terrible. And sitting across from him doesn’t make it any better to me. If anyone could be so sexy that I don’t notice the absolutely disgusting beer I’m drinking, it should be him. If anyone could make me forget the man I love, it should be Dakota. Oh my God. I gasp and shoot up.

"What is it?" his eyebrows raise and he holds a hand to his chest. His look of concern is sweet, and any other time, it would make me melt right through the dark walnut floorboards.

"I can't do this. I'm so sorry." Before the last word even has time to get to him, I’m already away from the table. I push through the door and onto the sidewalk out front. I need to put as much space between me and this place as possible. Between me and him. But a tug on my wrist pulls me back and spins me around.

"What's wrong?" The tilt of his head and the way his lips are just slightly parted make him look a little like a devoted puppy, and I wish I could appreciate him the way he deserves. "Kevin, talk to me. Did I do something?"

"Other than be absolutely perfect?"

He chuckles. "Yes, other than that. Tell me what's wrong." He runs a finger down the side of my cheek to my lips, and I sigh.

My eyes are starting to blur, and I really don't want to cry in front of him so I try to blink back the tears. But it's too late. His thumb sweeps under my eye, and he pulls me into him. His chest is so firm and warm, and my instinct is to wrap my arms around him. But I can't.

"You can tell me." For someone so hard, he’s incredibly soft. What do I say? I suddenly realized that I love a man who isn't interested in me, and because of that, I have to end my date with this amazing man who actually is interested in me. It sounds so stupid, even to me. I just look up at him and wish I could disappear. Instead, I freeze as I watch his face tilt down and his mouth find mine.

I don't move. My lips and tongue don't respond. My arms just hang limp at my sides even as his hands work around my back and move down to my ass. His hard cock presses against me, and I know I could move this back to his hotel room or to my house with just a word. But that's not what I want. Dakota was never what I wanted.

"Excuse me."

My heart races at the sound of that voice. His voice. But it can't be. I twist my head to look, and Dakota's lips trail across the side of my cheek. My breath stops when I see him.

"I believe that's my girl you're kissing, and you need to stop right now." Paul smirks, but his eyes are glowing as he stares at us.

I look from him to Dakota. He looks ready for action, like he thinks Paul is a delusional man who just threatened him. I throw myself between the two of them, putting a hand on each chest. “What are you doing here, Paul?”

"What I should have done last weekend. What I should have done on your sixteenth birthday. Claiming my girl."

His mouth moves toward mine, and I know now that every comparison I made between him and Dakota has been wrong. A stampede of electricity rises inside me. And when my lips meet his, it breaks and explodes. This is what I want. What I need. This is a kiss. I coil my fingers through his hair and pull it tight into my fist. I try to hold him here and never let him go. But eventually the noise of the outside world creeps back in, and I realize we're standing in the middle of a busy downtown sidewalk, kissing while my date stands beside me and watches it all.

“Paul, I—” I want to take a step back, to separate our mouths, but my lips and tongue have other ideas. I can't finish my sentence before they push back against him. Taking him. Letting him have me. But I have to know, so I push away. This time with more space between us. “What does this mean?”

"It means I was a fucking idiot for what I did. It means I want you. I don’t deserve you—especially after the way I treated you—but I’ll never stop trying to deserve you."

“What about Harper?” I ask.

“I used her, Sierra. What kind of dad does that? I got scared of getting too close to you, and I used her as an excuse to push you away instead of admitting my feelings.” He blows out a long shaky breath. “I love you, but I’m so fucking terrified to let myself feel that way after what happened with her mom.”

I wasn’t expecting that. I wasn’t expecting any of this, but I certainly wasn’t expecting him to tell me that he loves me. His eyes are burning into me, boiling my core, and I can feel the pressure building. If I don’t do something, I’m afraid I might erupt here in front of everyone. I put my hand on the side of his face, ready to tell him that I love him more than he could ever love me, when I hear Dakota clear his throat.

“This must be the mysterious ex-boyfriend." He pauses long enough that I wonder if this is about to turn into some nature documentary where two males fight over a female. Oh my God, did I just think of myself as— “I’m Dakota. It’s good to meet you, Paul. He’ll never admit it, but I can tell Kevin hasn’t been able to stop thinking about you all day.” Dakota chuckles and sticks out his hand.

Paul still looks at me for several seconds before he extends his hand. “Good to meet you. Sorry to ruin your date, but I think I’d like to take Sierra home with me now if she wants that.”

That does it. The way he says that name makes it all boil over. I throw my arms around his waist and pull him so tight we could be one. My cock throbs from the pressure, and I need him to know what he does to me. “You’re a great dad. Don’t you ever doubt that. Harper could never have anyone better than you. And…” I want to say it. I want to scream that I love him. But the words catch in my throat. “And yes, this girl wants very much to go home with her boyfriend.”

I look back at Dakota, and despite this all, he’s smiling sweetly at me. “It was wonderful to spend even just a little part of my afternoon with you today, Sierra. Will I still see you tonight?”

“I think she might be coming down with something.” Paul answers for me. “She might have to call in sick until she gets it out of her system. It could be a long recovery. Very long.”

I smile at Dakota. “What he said.”


CHAPTER NINE



“You didn’t just happen to be there, did you?” I ask when we pull away from the curb.

His eyes twinkle. “A little birdie may have called and told me about your date.”

Lee. Of course she would snitch. She couldn't keep a secret if her life depended on it. I'll have to thank her later. "But how did you know we would come out then? We hadn’t been there very long."

“I didn’t know. I was parked there the whole time. It killed me to see you kiss him before you went in.” His fingers turn white around the steering wheel. "But if that's what you wanted... if he's want you wanted, I wasn't going to stop you."

I twist in my seat to look at him, but he's staring at the road ahead. His face is tight, and I know he’s picturing that kiss all over again. "But you did stop me."

"No. I stopped him. The way you stormed out of there, I knew something happened. And when he kissed you that time, it looked like he was kissing a doll. You just stood there lifeless. You need more than that, Sierra."

“And you know what I need?”

He doesn’t say a word until we come to a red light. When we stop, he turns, and I swear I can see brown flames dancing in his eyes. “I know exactly what you need, girl.”

[image: ]


Paul hops out of the car as soon as he pulls into my driveway. Before I can even get out, he has the trunk open and is taking a black backpack from it. He looks at me, and smiles. I haven't seen that grin in a very long time, but I know exactly what it means. "Ready?" he asks.

"What are you planning? I kind of just want to be alone, if that's okay?" It’s a complete lie, but I want to make him work for this.

"Who said I'm planning anything? Just give me a few minutes. Then if you still want to be alone, I'll leave. Deal?" He knows what my answer will be, so he doesn’t wait for it. I follow behind him, digging the house key from my pocket.

As soon as we're inside, he pushes me against the wall, and his mouth finds mine again. Something about the taste of his lips makes my brain crumble into a thousand pieces, and all the thoughts I just had about making him work for this vanish.

He drops to his knees and unfastens my pants. My cock is on fire and seizes the first opportunity it has to lunge at his face. While he pulls off my shoes and then my pants and boxers, I hold my dick in my hand, stroking my fingers lightly up and down its length. Teasing it. Letting it know what's about to come.

When I'm naked from the waist down, Paul kisses my sensitive tip and then looks up and me. "Take off your sweater and shirt."

My shoulders droop just a little. Seriously? I don't know if I can wait that extra five seconds. I rip them from me, not caring about what I just did to my hair, and then I look down at him. His mouth is almost touching my cock, and I can feel his warm breath tingling against it.

"Not yet, girl," he whispers to my dick before standing up. I moan in frustration. "This isn't part of the plan. Not yet."

I shove his shoulder. "So there is a plan. I knew it. I know you."

He grins and takes the backpack from the floor and fumbles around in it for a few seconds. When he pulls his hand out, I can't tell what's in it, but he drops to his knees again. My cock, always an optimist, assumes he's coming for it, and it swells even more. "Lift your leg."

"What are you doing?" Now I can see what it is. He's holding a pair of white panties. They're spread just in front of my feet, ready for me to step into them. "We don't have to do this."

"Of course we don't. Now step."

I raise my left foot and then my right. Once the panties are around my ankles, he pulls them up my legs. The slick fabric sliding up my legs causes me to press my back into the wall. My breath is shallow, and I can't take much more without some relief. When he gets to my cock, he stretches the underwear over it and rubs it through the satin. It twitches, and he yanks his hand away.

"What did I tell you?" He scolds it like it's a child. "Someone needs to learn the value of patience."

"There's patience, and then there's torture." My words are forced and breathy.

He doesn't say a word or look at me. He just reaches back into the bag. This time I know right away what he pulls out. A red dress. He raises it above my head, and I slide my arms through the holes. Then he lowers it around my head and slowly moves it down my body. His fingers following the material as it glides down my skin. Every inch of me is tingling now. When the dress is around my knees, he straightens and looks at me. "That's my girl. Now we're ready."

"Ready for what?" He had better mean that he's ready to take these clothes right back off me this instant because if he doesn't, I don't know what my body will do. I can't be responsible for what happens. No jury in the country would convict me after all of this buildup.

He takes my hand and pulls me through the living room and toward the back door. When he opens it, I stop. I don't know what he has planned, but I need sex now. I don't have time for him to pick flowers or make a romantic scene. He can do that for me later. After he fucks the brains completely from my ready-to-explode-and-make-a-huge-mess-all-over-this-dress-and-these-panties body. But he just pulls harder.

He walks me to the back of the yard, and my entire body is aching now. I never knew it was possible to be so horny that my feet hurt. When he opens the gate into the woods behind the house, I've had enough. "Paul, stop. What is this? If I go another step without one of us being inside the other, my internal organs are literally going to disintegrate into a giant mess of over-stimulated goo. I think I might have already lost my liver."

"Not much further. Your kidneys can make it for another thirty seconds."

I wish I were so sure, but I follow him through the gate and into the woods.

My house is just out of sight when he stops. "Do you recognize it?"

“Recognize what?” I look around but don't see what he could be talking about.

"You asked me what this is. It's our chance to start over. You as the woman you really are, and me as the man who doesn't make the biggest mistake of his life at the base of this tree."

I look again, and my mouth falls open. "Paul..."

"Do you know how many times I snuck back here after that day? How many times I sat right here and wished I could have been braver for you? For me."

"So you—"

"It was just a couple of weeks ago when I finally understood why sixteen-year-old me was so confused. I was always attracted to you. I always loved you. Even before you kissed me under this tree. But I'm not gay. When I saw you in a dress, though, it clicked. Loving you isn't gay because you aren't a man, are you?"

I can tell my entire body is red. I open my mouth to deny it, but I can't. The words won't come out. And the weight of everything hits me. I drop, and my ass thuds against the decaying leaves. I've never felt more at home in my body than I have in the last three weeks. Other than today. With Dakota. When he called me Kevin or referred to me as "he," I cringed. There was something inside me that rebelled each time he did it. Something that screamed at me this morning that I shouldn't be wearing my old men's clothes on a date. But I didn't know what it was. Until now.

Paul lowers himself in front of me and takes both of my hands in his. "Tell me what you're thinking, Sierra."

I'm thinking I have to be the least self-aware person in the world to have never noticed this before. All the times that I felt wrong. All the times that I didn't feel like I was really me. Those weren't normal. Not everyone feels like that. Not every man looks at a pretty woman and wishes that he could be her. How have I been so blind my entire life?

"Sierra?" He brushes the tears away from my eyes, and I curse at myself. This is twice today that I've cried in front of someone. Before, it was because I thought I could never have Paul. Now it's because I know I have him.

"I love you." I let the words slip out before I can talk myself out of it.

He laughs. "That's what this is about? Girl, I've known that since we were sixteen. This isn't news."

He kisses me under each eye, and I take advantage of his closeness and wrap my arms around him, pulling him onto me. His lips move to my mouth, and my hands grope his ass before I move them to his front to unfasten his jeans. I can't get them undone fast enough. My fingers fumble with the button and then the zipper, and it seems like it takes forever to loosen them.

When I do, he leans back and looks at me, and I wonder what part of the plan we have to go through now before he can just stick his dick inside me. "Are you sure you don't want to be alone? I did tell you I would give you the choice."

"Shut up before I change my mind." I roll my eyes and yank his pants down as far as I can. Unfortunately, it's not far enough. His cock is still hidden away from me.

"Like you would change your mind. You've waited too long for—"

I silence him with a kiss as I slide my hand under the waistband of his boxer briefs. There it is. I wrap my fingers around it and squeeze before I slide slowly toward its head. When I get there, Paul has his pants down to his knees. I lean back, so I can see it. I've spent twelve years dreaming of it, but it's more massive and beautiful than I ever imagined. The thick length tapers just a little until the swollen and angry ridge rises out, separating his shaft and his head. It's as red as a furious child trying to hold his breath to prove his point.

And I'll let it prove any point it wants with me. I move to my hands and knees and lick around its tip before moving my tongue down to his base. It tastes fantastic—a trace of his woodsy soap and musk and years of my fantasies all exploding my taste buds. And I wonder if I can live off this. I don't want to taste anything else for the rest of my life. I plunge my mouth around it, determined to start my new diet right away. My lips move up and down his length, and I feel him tense in my mouth. But then he stops me with both hands on my cheeks.

"I want you."

I look up, his cock still in my mouth, and nod my agreement. I want him too. More than I ever have, and I didn't think that was possible. I always thought the day he had to wear his tight, too short gym shorts through school because he tore his pants would be the peak. But it was nothing compared to the way I feel now.

"No. I mean, I want to take you. I want to be inside you."

I lean my weight back onto my knees, and a trail of saliva stretches between his dick and my mouth.

"Is that okay? Do you want that?" he asks.

"Yes. I just thought..." That he wouldn't. At least not yet.

He looks around. "Are you comfortable like that?"

I nod my head, and he moves behind me, pressing the tip of his still wet cock against my hole. He teases it around my opening, and I groan in frustration. I want him inside me now. I think of the old saying: The best time to be fucked by your best friend was twelve years ago. The second best time is right now. Or maybe my turned-on-beyond-belief brain is just making that up. I’m not thinking clearly enough to be sure.

When his tip parts my hole and slides into me, I gasp and look back. His eyes are focused on my ass, and he doesn't even notice that I'm looking at him. He's adorable as his mouth drops open just a little, and then when he bites his lower lip and furrows his brows, I know what's going to come. But knowing does nothing to prepare me for it. His cock slides into me, and I let out a high-pitched squeal that scares the birds from the trees.

"Does my girl like that?" His eyes are on mine now, and it's my mouth that's dropped open. I nod my head. "Good, because she's going to get a lot more of it. Today and for the rest of her life."

I close my eyes, and he pushes all the way into me. This isn't my first time, but I've never had anything like this. I can feel every bump and vein of him as he slides into me and then pulls out. Slowly. Too slow. I whimper. "Faster."

But he just chuckles. "Oh no. I'm going to take my time. I want you to beg." He stops moving and just holds his dick inside me. My hole stretched to its limit. I growl, but he smacks my ass. "Be a good girl, and I'll keep going." The smirk on his face is infuriating. I turn around so I don't see it.

Well, two can play this game. I squeeze myself around him, and when I hear him gasp, I know he's got the message.

"Damn it, Sierra." He grunts. "I'm going to come right now if you don't let up."

"Only if you promise to fuck me like you mean it."

"The girl knows what she wants."

It took her a while, but yes, she finally does. I relax just a little, and he moves inside me. Too slow again at first, so I clamp down.

"Remember what we said about patience?"

I huff, and he laughs. But he starts moving again. His cock plunging into me and pulling out. Each stroke faster than the last one, and I lose myself in it. My arms give out and my face falls against the dirty forest floor, but I don't care. I just care about him. About him inside me. The man I've wanted since we were both boys. I watch as my breaths flutter the leaves under my mouth.

When my cock pulses, my short moans turn into a long howl. There's something bestial about the way he's taking me. The way my body is reacting. My cock thrusts as it shoots its long ropes of cum onto the dirt below. I turn back to look at Paul. He's lost in his own sensations now. His eyes are unfocused and glazed over. His cock is dictating the rhythm, and he couldn't change it even if he wanted to. I watch as his face screws up tight and then his eyes roll back. He thrusts harder now. It's almost painful, but I can't get enough of it. His cock twitches and he groans as he unloads burst after burst into me. My spent dick starts to harden, but then he slips out of me. His breaths are so loud I wonder if the neighbors can hear them the same way I'm sure they heard my moans. But I don't care. None of that matters.

He falls back against the tree—our tree—and I rush to his side, wrapping my arms around him.

"I've never had it that good."

"That was the best sex I ever had."

Our words come out at the same time and mix with each other. We both laugh.

"Why did it take me so long to realize my feelings for you were real?" he asks me.

"Why did it take me so long to realize who I really am?" I respond. "But we're both here now. Exactly where we want to be. And I intend to stay here forever." A flush of panic sweeps through my body. Did I go too far? We just announced our love for each other, and here I am talking about forevers.

“I can’t imagine anyone I’d rather spend the rest of my life with than my two girls. Harper is going to be beyond thrilled when she meets daddy’s new girlfriend.” He pulls me tight, and I cuddle against him.

"When should we tell her?" I ask.

"As soon as we catch our breath. And you wipe that leaf off your face."

I pick it off and throw it at him.


BECOMING ALEXIS




CHAPTER ONE



Someone kicking the sole of my left foot wakes me up.

"You've got ten seconds to convince me not to call the police."

My eyes fly open and my heart races. “No!” He can’t. I can’t let him. No matter what.

My throat is tight when I look around. Everything is still a woken-too-soon blur, and it takes a few seconds to remember where I am. The club. “Please. I’m sorry. I’ll leave right now.” When I can finally focus, I recognize the man standing over me. Of all the people who could have found me, why him?

I don’t know how it’s possible, but it seems like he’s in an even worse mood today than he was last night. He was working behind the bar, and he resented the fact that I only ordered waters. And he resented the fact that I spent the night standing right beside his bar. By the way he kept looking at me all night long, I’m pretty sure he resented the fact that I was even alive.

He huffs and shakes his head. “When someone decides to live out their sleeping beauty fantasies in a booth in my club, sorry doesn’t cut it. And I hate to break it to you princess, but I ain’t no prince charming. Now, you’re down to eight seconds left to tell me what you’re doing here.”

“I’m leaving. I swear.” I check myself to make sure I’m not missing anything. Shirts, shoes, wallet, phone. Then I sit up and slide to the edge of the bench. As soon as I do, his smell hits me—oranges and a bit of pepper. I start breathing out of my mouth to avoid it. “Just please don’t call the police. If you move, I’ll leave.”

I don’t know how it’s possible, but he moves even closer to the booth, to me. He’s almost leaning over me, and the side of the bench has to be digging into his legs.

I sit as tall as I can, and dredge up any courage I have left after yesterday. “In any other circumstance, I would love to sit here and explain and inhale that incredible scent of yours, but right now, I just really want to go. And you don’t have the right to keep me here against my will. That’s kidnapping. Now let me leave, and you’ll never see me again. I promise.”

“Oh, so you do want me to call the police then, and they can decide whether this is kidnapping or trespassing.”

He pulls the phone out of his pocket, and I jerk on his hand, trying to yank the phone away from him. He barely budges, and now there’s a fire in his eyes that wasn’t there before. My life is over if he makes that call. Tears fill my eyes. He and I just stare at each other until I have to look away. I’m going to be sick.

“How did you get in here? I made sure all the doors were locked before I left.”

I realize my hands are still on his even though he’s lowered the phone. It takes all my concentration to peel my fingers off him.

“Were you trying to rob us?”

“Rob you? No! I was just sleeping. That’s all. Please let me go.” I’m sobbing now, and I know that’s the worst thing I can do. But I can’t help it. I pull my knees up tight and wait for what I know is going to happen.

But it doesn’t. Not for five seconds. Or ten. When I look up, he’s still standing there. Just staring at me. But he doesn’t look angry anymore.

“I remember you. You were here by yourself last night. You spent the night in here?”

“Yes.” I choke out the word.

“Let’s start with the easy question then. Why?”

When I feel the bench shake, I look up. He’s sitting on the very end, still a couple of feet away from me, and he’s smiling now. But I learned a long time ago that smiles can be the cruelest things of all.

“Please let me go.” I’m shaking so much I hear the wall vibrate behind me.

“Hey, we’re just talking. Just the two of us. That’s all.” He sets his hand on my knee, and I whimper. “Whoa, it’s okay. Sorry.” He makes a show of lifting his hand away from me.

Maybe I could get away if I threw myself under the table and then ran around him. I try to look at the floor without him noticing. The table is held up by just one center support, so there should be enough room for me to squeeze around it without getting stuck.

“How about this? Tell me your name, just your first name.”

My eyes move to him. He still doesn’t look kind, but he looks softer. Less like he wants to punch me until I spit up blood. But just because that anger is hidden for now doesn’t mean it can’t come back in an instant. A pain shoots from my chest down my right arm.

“I’m Sean,” he says. “My sister and I own this place.” He stares at me, and I know he’s waiting for me to give him my name. “I promise not to call the police if you tell me your name. Does that sound fair?”

There’s a difference between things that sound fair and things that are. But I want to trust him. I’ve known him all of five minutes, and I already want to trust him. What is wrong with me? “I’m Allen.”

“See that wasn’t so hard. It’s good to meet you, Allen. I would shake your hand, but I don’t think you want me to touch you.”

I shake my head so hard it makes my jaw hurt. What I want is for him to get out of the booth and walk away so I can leave and put him and this place behind me. Coming here was obviously a mistake. I should have known better.

“You weren’t drunk last night. You only had water. And you were always looking around. Like you were waiting for someone… or hiding. Did someone do something to you? You’re safe now, so tell me the truth.”

I snort half a laugh. Safe now? I’m nowhere near safe. Not as long as I’m in this town. Or even this state. Maybe I’ll never be safe. I don’t know how far he would go to drag me back. Without warning, my chest tightens, and I can’t breathe. What if he already has me? What if this Sean is a friend of his, and he’s just keeping me here until Cristian shows up?

I hop to my feet and take one step before jumping over Sean. As big as he is, there’s no way he can catch me if I get even just a little head start, and hopefully this will catch him off guard. I just need a couple of steps. Just enough to get me through the front door before he catches up with me. There will be people on the street. I’m sure I can weave around them much better than he can. But I don’t get the chance.

As soon as I leap, he’s on his feet. His arms circle my waist and pull me down. Pull me into him. I push on his chest, but he doesn’t move. Not even an inch. He spins us so the back of my legs are against the bench, and his body is pressing against mine. I feel the sweat drip down the back of my neck, and I know I’ve got maybe one shot left. I stomp down as hard as I can on his foot while I slap his cheek. The way the smack and then his grunt echo around the room, I know I hurt him. And for a split second, his grip lessens. But it’s not enough. As soon as I try to pull away, he slams me into the seat. My head snaps back against the vinyl-covered cushion, and I know what comes next.

I roll off the bench and under the table. I curl my body and tuck my head into my arms. I know the routine at this point. I have to protect everything vital. My organs. My brain. Bruises go away and broken bones heal. I can live with either of those. I have lived with both of them. And I’ll do it again. Why did I come here? Of course he would have connections here. He has connections everywhere.

“That was stupid.” He wipes his hand across his mouth, and I hope that means he’s bleeding. I hope I did at least that much to him. “For someone who doesn’t want me to call the cops on him, you sure are giving me every reason to make that call.”

He sits cross-legged on the floor in front of the booth. And this is twice the look on his face surprises me. Cristian would be furious now. He wouldn’t be sitting there with concern filling his eyes. He would have ripped the table out of the way. He would be kicking me. Not looking at me like he wished he could solve every problem I’ve ever had. I don’t know what to do in this situation, so I hold still. Barely breathing.

“I think you can scratch Olympic hurdler off your dream job list. You ain’t got that in you.” He laughs, and the skin on the sides of his eyes crinkles. His blue eyes turn a shade brighter even in the dim light of the club. “Now are we going to be two adults who are capable of having a calm and peaceful conversation?”

“I’m sorry.” Even to my own ears, my voice is too soft and weak.

“That’s better. That’s an excellent start. I’m sorry too. We didn’t get off on the right foot. But you did kind of break into my club last night.”

“I didn’t break in. I just… hid until everyone was gone.”

“We’re on a merry-go-round, and we keep spinning back to the same spot. Why? Were you hiding from someone?”

He doesn’t know? That means Cristian might not know where I am yet? I let myself exhale, and it feels like I haven’t breathed since he woke me up. I should have planned this better. But I didn’t know when I would get another chance like this one.

“You know I’m a bartender. People tell me everything. Minor to major. I know all about one customer’s foot that swells when he’s on it too long, and I know another customer tried to stick an electric citrus reamer up his ass because he was high and horny.” He pauses for me to laugh, but I don’t. “The point is, I never tell anyone else about these things.”

“You just told me.” I smile a little.

“I did. So now, tell me who or what you were hiding from last night.”

I sit up and rest my back against the bottom seat of the bench. It pushes into me just below my shoulder blades. "If I tell you, will you let me leave?"

Sean tilts his head just a little and pinches his mouth shut. He stares at me for what feels like forever, until I can't take anymore, and I have to break the silence.

"My ex."

The two words are so heavy it feels like they tumble from my mouth and crash to the floor. Sean still doesn't speak, but I'm not going to say anything more unless he asks. I want to tell him as little as possible.

“Did he do something to you here last night? We have cameras all over.”

This is one of the few places he hasn't done something to me. We’ve never been here. Two gay guys going to an LGBTQ bar? That was too embarrassing for him. People there might recognize me. I don't want them knowing about my personal life. I always wondered if he really meant he didn't want people to know about me.

"I came here to get away from him."

The anger is back on Sean's face, and the look frightens me. The blood whooshing in my ears sounds like a river rapids. I back away from him. My butt catches on the sticky floor as I push myself into the corner. "He beats you. And you left him last night." He's not asking. He knows. Maybe part of being a bartender is seeing this happen over and over. I can't be his first. Maybe the first who was stupid enough to hide in the bar all night, thinking I could sneak away unnoticed in the morning. But not his first.

I can't admit it out loud, so I just nod my head. Even that feels like too much. I'm an abused partner. It doesn’t seem real. It's something that happens to other people. Not me. But now I'm sitting here.

"Do you have some place to stay?"

I'm just about to tell him yes—to say that I have family who will take me in—when my head shakes from side to side, cutting off my lie before I even get a chance to say it. As soon as I see the look on his face, I wish I could have just lied. I'm a burden to him now. Something that he thinks he has to take responsibility for. "But I'll find something, so don't worry about me. I have friends. And family."

The last part is true. I do have family. Family that I almost never talk to and see even less often. Family that hasn't cared about me since I was a teenager. All the friends I did have were Cristian's friends, not mine.

Sean stands up and straightens his huge frame. He's so large I wonder how he makes it look so graceful. "Get up. You're coming with me."


CHAPTER TWO



I stand up, and as soon as I do, he walks away like he knows I’m going to follow. "Wait! Where are we going?"

He stops and turns to me. "I'm making two assumptions about you. One, you're the type that's too embarrassed to go to a domestic violence shelter, right? That's too much like admitting you need help."

I look away and pinch my lip between my fingers. “It's not that. It's that I just don't need—”

"And the second assumption is that you're not going to make me regret what I'm about to do." He starts walking toward the back of the club as soon as the words are out of his mouth. His steps are enormous compared to mine, and I have to hurry to catch up with him.

"Well?" I ask.

"Well what?" He stops just long enough to unlock the back door, and that lets me catch up.

The sudden blast of sunlight catches me off guard, and I have to cover my eyes as I follow him outside. I didn't know just how dim it was inside the club until now. I look around. It's bright enough to be mid-morning or even close to noon.

"Get in." He clicks a button and a black pickup truck chirps. It's the only vehicle in the parking lot, and that's good because as huge as it is, I’m not sure there would be room for anything else.

I stop in front of the truck. It looks both brand new and like it's never been washed. "I'm not getting in there until you tell me where we're going. I don't need to go to a shelter."

“You do need to go to a shelter. They're designed to help people in your exact situation. But no. I know you’ll never agree to that.” He gets into the driver’s side of the truck and shuts the door behind him. The sound of the engine startles me.

I walk to the passenger side, but I don't open the door. He's adjusting a setting on the radio and not paying attention to me, so I tap on the window. He motions for me to get in, but I shake my head. We stare at each other for a minute before he finally rolls down the window.

"I mean it. You tell me where we're going or I'm not getting in there with you."

Sean shakes his head and sighs. "Are you always this stubborn?"

"Only when some strange man holds me hostage and then forces me into his truck. I don't care how blue your eyes get when you're abducting someone." And they’re even more blue out here. It's like looking into a tropical sea. If I let myself relax, I could feel the waves rocking me.

"What are you talking about? You know what, never mind. Now I know I’m going to regret this. But I'm taking you to my apartment."

I laugh. I should have known. Men like him are all the same. They trick you into thinking that they might care about you, but all they really want is a quick hookup. And the day after I left my boyfriend? "No thank you. You're hot. I'm sure you can get any guy you want, but I can't do this. Just no." I walk away from the truck.

I don't even make it to the corner of the building when he pulls next to me. The passenger window is still down. "I don't want any guy."

This is the part when he tells me that he fell in love with me instantly, and now he doesn't want any guy except me. I've read the books. I’ve heard the lines. He says that, and then I'm supposed to get in his truck and let him take me to his apartment. In an hour, he’ll have what he wanted, and he’ll kick me out onto the streets. Well, no thanks. I don't care that his truck and his apartment probably smell like him and that that thought is making my cock tingle.

"God damn it. I'm not gay. I don't want any guy. Not you or anyone else."

I stop and take a step toward the truck. Still staying just out of arm's reach, as if he might reach across and grab me. "You're not gay? But didn't you say you own—"

"Me and my sister own it. She's queer. I'm not. Now that you know I don't just want to get a quick fuck from you, will you finally get in? You need a place to stay. I got an extra bedroom. That's all this is."

"That's all?"

"That's all. Now get in before I really do kidnap you."

We spend the short ride in silence. I think he's just the naturally silent type. I'm not, but I'm too embarrassed to say anything to him. I wonder what he thinks of me. Not only am I a trespasser, I'm apparently so egotistical that I think everyone wants to sleep with me.

Sean still doesn't say a word when he stops in front of a brown brick building and gets out. I slide out and look up. It's an old building, but it looks like it's been recently redone. There are black shutters on each window. The windows on the first and second floors have flower boxes hanging from them. The portico at the entrance could have been painted just last week.

I watch as Sean enters his code and then opens the door. It takes me a second to realize that he's holding it open for me. There are mail slots to the right side of the lobby and a staircase to the left. When we're both inside, I stop and look at him.

"Come on. Third floor." He brushes past me and goes up the stairs, taking two at a time like he can't wait to get away from me. And I don't blame him.

He's already standing at the top of the stairs when I round the corner from the second floor. Once he sees that I'm trudging my way up to him, he turns and disappears. I hear a few beeps and then a click just as I step on the last stair. The landing has white walls and oak floors, but it's dark. There's no window here, unlike on the second floor. And there's only one door.

Sean sees me looking around. "Just me up here. I own the whole floor. I like my privacy." Four words that don't shock me at all.

His door opens onto an enormous great room. The oak floors carry into his apartment, and it's almost as dark in here as it is in the landing. On the other side of the room, there's an entire wall of curtains. I want to rush over and open them, but I don't.

He gives me a quick tour. Maybe the quickest tour possible with as many single word sentences as he can get away with.

"Kitchen."

"Living room."

"Bathroom."

"Your bedroom."

"Help yourself to anything you want. Don't have to ask.”

“Questions?"

I'm tongue-tied. It's hard to pick a single question out of all the ones swimming around in my head right now. "Is there a charger I can use for my phone?" I shake my head. That's the one my brain chooses to ask?

He walks to the kitchen island and pulls a cord out of a drawer. "Here."

"Hey, I'm sorry about… well, everything? Sleeping at your club last night. Thinking the worst about you this morning. Thinking that you just wanted me to come here so we could... you know."

"Fuck. We're both adults. We can actually say the word."

"Um yeah, that. But anyway, sorry."

He takes a bottle of soda from the refrigerator, unscrews the top, and swigs from it. I cringe watching him do that. "Don't be. You had a reason for all of that. I need to get back to work now. Gotta get inventory done. I'll be back around six, and I'll bring dinner. Help yourself to anything you want before then."

"Okay. Is there anything you want me to do?"

"Like what?"

I look around again. "Like load the dishwasher or vacuum?" If I didn't believe he was straight before I came up here, I do now. This is definitely a single straight man's apartment. I can tell by the dust bunnies in the corners.

"No. It's good. Unlock your phone." I swipe it open and he takes it from my hands to enter his number. "There. Now call me if you need anything. Got it?"

He doesn't wait for my answer before he heads out the door. Once it's closed behind him, I walk to the curtains and peel one panel back. I shake my head. The whole wall is made of windows, but he has the drapes closed. Well, I'll close them before he gets back, but I’m not going to keep them closed all day. I open them all, and just by doing that, the apartment seems much more cheerful. But that also shows all the dust on everything.
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"What the hell?" His voice is even rougher than this morning. He walks right from the door to the windows and closes the curtains. "And you cleaned?" There's a sneer in his voice that most people reserve for casting judgement on criminals.

"Had you seen this place? Maybe not, since you keep the drapes closed all the time." While he was gone, I may have done a little cleaning around his apartment. It looked like it hadn't been cleaned since Barack Obama was in office.

When he walks to the kitchen, he huffs. "My dishes?"

"I didn't break any of them." I wait until he's looking at me and then roll my eyes. "You have a dishwasher. It’s not that hard to just set them on the rack and push a couple of buttons."

He growls, and I wonder what he would do if I had broken one of them. He prowls around the kitchen now, and I'm not sure if he's looking for things I cleaned or spots that I didn't. I follow along as he moves to the living room and then down to his bedroom. He stops in the doorway, and I get too close. Almost bumping into him. Who stops in the middle of a doorway when they know someone is behind them? I take a breath, ready to tell him off—it's what he would do, and I can be grumpy too when I want to be—but then I take a step back. And another. When I bump into the wall, I slide along it, back to the living room.

That smell. As soon as it filled my nose, I forgot everything I was going to say to him. I forgot that I wanted to talk to him at all. Suddenly, my mind was filled with other thoughts. Other things it wanted to do. Get it together. He's not even gay. Even if he were, I wouldn't just throw myself at him. I don't know him. And what I do know, I don't even like. He's a pompous ass who is apparently mad at me because I cleaned his apartment. For free. I sit on the sofa and close my eyes.

"The base of the toilet?"

My eyelids snap open. I must have fallen asleep for a minute. He's standing just a few feet away and glaring down at me. "What?"

"The base of the toilet."

"Where I'm from, we try to speak in complete sentences. It makes the whole communication thing easier."

"You cleaned." He points behind him but doesn't stop looking at me. Is he really upset because I cleaned his toilet?

“You really are bad at this whole talking thing, aren’t you? Yes, I told you I cleaned.” Panic rolls through my body as soon as I say it. I've gone too far, and I need to apologize. I start to, but he shakes his head and I swallow down the word.

He sighs and moves toward me, sitting next to me on the couch. I know he sees me flinch with his first step, but he doesn't say anything about it. "You didn't have to."

I know he didn't bring me here just to clean the dust bunnies from his bathroom baseboards, but I can’t help it. "It's just a thing I do."

"Clean strangers’ houses?" There's the beginning of a smile on his face, and maybe he doesn't always look like he wants to strangle everyone all the time? When he's not trying to come across as an intimidating ass, he's actually handsome.

"Very funny." I roll my eyes. "I clean when I'm bored." Or when I'm nervous like I was all day. Until he came home. I didn't notice it at the time, but as soon as he walked in, my nervous evaporated away.

"Well, you don't have to. So don't."

It has to be just because I'm so tired, but I decide to push my luck. "You already told me that. But I wanted to do it." I don't even know him. I shouldn't take a chance talking back to him, even if I am just teasing. But I have the feeling that he's actually secure enough to handle it. Unlike Cristian.

“You're tired,” he says. “Wait right here.”

I wonder if it’s my back-to-back-to-back yawns or the fact that I can't keep my eyes more than half open that makes him think that. I don't know how much I really slept last night, but I know it wasn't much. The club closed at two, and then I spent another hour hiding in an old staircase that somehow is even dustier than his TV stand. By the time it was safe for me to come out, I was too on edge to sleep. I just lay on the vinyl bench, staring at my phone until my eyelids started to droop.

"Catch. You can change in your bedroom or the guest bathroom. I didn't look in there. I assume it's cleaned to your satisfaction too, Highness?" He smirks before throwing something black at me. I duck, and it hits against the back cushion. "Good reflexes. Especially for someone who can't keep their eyes open."

I've never had good reflexes. Not good enough.

"That's one of my shirts. It’ll be way too big, and I don’t have any shorts that would fit you. But it's something you can sleep in."

Oh. I hadn't even thought about that. I guess I hadn't really thought about much. Cristian wouldn’t be surprised. I take the shirt down the hall into the guest bedroom and close the door behind me. I'm so exhausted I barely have the energy to peel my jeans and shirt off. I wish I could take a shower, but I know that's too much for me. I'm not sure I could turn the knobs.

Sean's shirt is too big on me. It looks ridiculous. Hanging down to my knees, it looks almost like a dress. A dress with the FireForger band logo splashed across the front of it. I look at myself in the mirror and turn to my left and right, pretending it is a dress. But I stop when I start to imagine what it would be like to wear a dress for Sean.

I'm pretty sure that I've never wanted anything more than I want to lie in this bed and sleep for the next sixteen hours, but my mouth is so dry, my tongue is stuck to its roof. If I don't get a glass of water, I'm afraid it might become permanent, so I walk back to the kitchen.

He's leaning over the stove. "I decided to cook instead of getting takeout—salmon with greens. Sit down. It'll be ready in a little bit." Did something happen in the five minutes I was in the bedroom? Did he hit his head? Does he have a good twin who took his place?

I take a clean glass from the dishwasher and fill it with water. I drink almost the whole thing in one long gulp before refilling it. "Thank you, but is it okay if I just go to bed?"

“Of course it is. You don't need permission to—” He stops mid-sentence and stares at me. His mouth is hanging open. I wonder what I've done. Should I have asked before getting a water? "You... that shirt. Yeah. You need sleep. Go. I'll put your fish in the fridge for later."

I nod my head and pad down the hallway. When I get to the bedroom door, I look back. He's staring at me. The spatula still held out in his hand.


CHAPTER THREE



I shuffle out into the living room. It's so dark in here I wouldn't even know it's morning if I hadn't looked at my phone. The television is on, but Sean isn't paying attention to it. He watches me lumber into the room and then drop on the other end of the sofa. He keeps staring at me, but I'm still too tired to deal with anything from him. I cover my head with my hands and hope that he'll get the hint.

"Get dressed." Guess not. I'm starting to think that he's always on his grump game.

I shake my head. "Good morning to you too."

His jaw muscles tighten and relax over and over and finally he looks away. "Good morning. Now go get dressed." His eyes dart to me for just a fraction of a second before looking away again. "Please."

I have to fight back my gasp. He actually used the P-word? "Can I have at least a couple minutes before you kick me out? Just to wake up?"

"I'm not kicking you out."

I twist so I'm facing him, and he's looking at me again. His eyes drift down my body and then back up to my face. I don't know what his problem is. I'm wearing the shirt that he gave me.

"You can stay as long as you need. But we're leaving in a few minutes."

There's no way I can be ready for whatever he has planned in a few minutes. "I haven't even brushed my teeth. Or showered. I don't even have anything clean to wear."

"That's why we're leaving. You can brush. But don't shower yet. We're going to get your things."

My heart races and then stops, and I'm sure I'm going to die. "You mean to a store so I can get new things?"

His expression doesn't change as he stares at me. While he watches my eyes, pleading with him to tell me that he means he's driving me to a store. But even if he does that, I don't know how much I can afford right now. The only two cards I have are my ID and a debit card for a bank account with less than fifty dollars in it.

"Sorry, Sunbeam. No shopping spree today. We're getting your belongings from wherever you were staying."

I try to breathe. I know I need to. But my throat is so tight that nothing is moving in or out of it. My entire body is shuddering, and I fall to the floor. To my knees. And crawl to him. Grasping both of his legs. Begging him and trying to hold him in place. His hand floats toward my face and cups my cheek, and I know that means he won't do this to me. He can't. I lean into his hand and move my head so his hand slides along my cheek. He cradles my face with his other hand and tilts my head so I'm looking up at him. His face is as soft as I've ever seen it. Maybe I was wrong about him.

"We're going. I want to meet the fucker who made you so afraid."

I fall back onto my heels, away from his touch. I am dead. I see myself from above and watch Sean slide down to the floor with me. His arms go around my chest and pull me into him. My body doesn't move. It doesn't sob. It just falls into him when he pulls on it.

"You're safe with me. It's going to be fine. You're always going to be safe with me." His words are so quiet, but even up here I can still hear them like he was whispering them right to me.

I see my chest puff out with a sudden inhale. Maybe I'm not dead. And then I hear myself, and I know. "No, no, no, no, no. He'll kill me. He said he would."

"Shh... no one is going to kill you."

I laugh so loud it hurts my ears. Sean takes my hand and helps me up. "Come on. I'll help you get ready." With one hand holding mine, he wraps the other around my back and guides me to the bathroom.
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By the time the car rocks to a stop, my head is so full I feel like I'm drowning. I don't know how he found this place. I assume I gave him directions, but I can't remember. I can't remember anything before now. From the corner of my eye, I see Sean looking at me, and I really wish he would hold my hand, or touch my arm, or even just pat me on the shoulder. Something so I could feel his presence.

"Do you see his car?"

I don't want to look around the parking lot because I don't want to see it. There's no way I'll go inside if I do. Sean could insist or even try to force me, but I wouldn't leave his truck.

"Allen?"

I blow out a long breath, and I wish it were winter so it could fog up the windshield and hide me from the world. But it's not. I turn my head. So slowly I can't even tell at first, but then faster. Looking. He's not in his parking spot, and it feels like someone just lifted a bus off of me. But that doesn't mean he isn't parked somewhere else. I keep looking through the parking lot. When I see red, my breath catches, but it's not his. He's not here. Thank God. I shake my head.

"Then let's hurry. For his sake. I don't know what I'd do to him if I saw him."

I walk behind him into the building, looking around me the entire time. Knowing that Cristian will show up any second. When we get to his door—our door—I expect to see him waiting for me. Then I expect to see him behind the door when I push it open. Then I wonder if he'll be in our bedroom.

I've never moved so fast as I yank my clothes from the closet and drawers and throw them into a trash bag. Then I move to the bathroom. Soap, toothbrush, conditioner that he never uses. I leave everything else. I sling my laptop bag over my shoulder stuffed with my computer and Kindle and chargers, and I think I've made it when I hear the door click. Just from that one little noise, I know it's him. Who else could it be? I move between the door and Sean, shielding him from what I know is coming.

"Well, what have we here?" He smiles at me when he walks in, but then his face twists into a snarl when he sees Sean over my shoulder.

My body shivers when I hear his voice, and by the way his lip curls up, I know he sees it. I curse myself for not having more control. For showing him what he does to me. "Cristian, please."

"Please what?" He closes the distance between us—the smile back on his face—and strokes his hand down my hair.

I feel Sean coiling behind me, and I know I need to stop this before he does something he'll regret. I turn around and put my hands on his chest. I want him to look at me, but he doesn't. He glares at Cristian, and I've never seen someone's face so red. "Sean, maybe you should wait outside."

He snorts. "Hell no. I'm not leaving until you do."

“Maybe you should listen to him, Sean,” Cristian sneers. I really should thank you for coming to help him, but this is just between me and Allen."

Sean takes a step to the side, around me, and I push him as hard as I can. It doesn't move him, but it does get him to stop and look at me. "Sean, don't."

"Or do." Cristian laughs. "A man I don’t know assaults me in my own house? I would certainly have the right to defend myself then, wouldn't I? Your new boyfriend doesn't seem very bright. That doesn't surprise me."

"If you think you can land more than one punch on me, go ahead and try. We'll see who's not very bright then. But I think you're too much of a coward for that. Maybe you should run and call the police and let them know how scared you are."

Cristian roars with laughter, and Sean's muscles tighten under my hands. "I don't need to do that." Cristian pulls the handgun from his waistband. I scream and reach for the barrel. "It's okay, little bird. You're safe. The police are here, after all."

I twist my head back to Sean, and he looks like he's waiting to attack Cristian. Gun or not. "Sean, please just go outside. I'll be right out. Won't I, Cristian? You wouldn't make me stay here if I don't want to, would you?" I really hope he lies and says he wouldn’t, even though we both know better.

Cristian stares at Sean for what feels like hours, and I think he's just going to ignore me. But then he looks at me, and the smile returns to his face. "Of course not. You're always free to leave any time. Just like you're free to come back anytime."

"Sean?" I don't turn around to look at him. "Please?"

Sean grunts, and I hear the floor creak under him. "I'm right outside. And this door stays open until you're out with me. Got it?"

"What a very reasonable man your new boyfriend is." Cristian winks at me, and I wish I could gouge out his eye.

I watch Sean as he walks outside, and then I turn back to Cristian. "He's not my boyfriend. Not even a friend. Just someone helping me. And please just let me go, Cristian. We're finished. Please, just let me go."

"You know I don't like it when you lie to me. But no matter. You go have your fun, little bird, but you'll come flapping back. Did you pack your special clothes for him? Are you going to let him see what a dumb sissy slut you are? He’ll never put up with you. Not the way that I do. No one is ever going to love you the way I do."

I tell myself the words aren't true. That he's just saying it to intimidate me and control me. But that doesn't stop me from believing them. I pull the bag onto my shoulder and walk toward the door. I don't let myself look at Cristian or his gun. If this is going to be the end, I don't want to see it coming. But when I walk into the hallway, I hear the door shut behind us. It takes all of my willpower to not sprint down to Sean's truck.


CHAPTER FOUR



"You okay, Sunbeam?" Sean slides behind the steering wheel and spins on the seat so he's facing me.

I've been sitting in the parked truck for over half an hour. He sat with me for a while. Both of us silent. I didn't know what to say. When he asked me if I wanted to go in, I just shook my head. I don't know if he finally grew frustrated with me or just wanted to give me space, but either way, he got out of the truck and set my bags on the curb.

For a second, I imagined that he was already kicking me out. Tired of me, just like Cristian said he would be. But when they were all out of the truck bed, he walked to my side and reached through the open window to put his hands on mine. "Remember what I said earlier? You're always going to be safe with me." I nodded, but still didn't say anything. I appreciated what he was doing, but now, more than ever, I knew it was a lie. Well-intentioned, but still a lie. I'll never be safe with anyone.

“Allen? Let's get you inside. I opened up the curtains just for you.”

He guides me into the building and up the stairs. His hand pressing against my back the whole way, and I wish it could stay there forever. But he drops it as soon as we get into his apartment. "I put your bags in your bedroom. You up to put them away, or do you need help?"

I don't want him seeing my things, so I know I need to answer before he takes it on himself to unpack for me. But I don't say anything.

"You aren't able to believe me right now, but you are safe with me. I won’t let that assface come near you ever again."

I laugh. "I'm not safe anywhere in this town from him." My words are raspy. "Probably nowhere in the state."

"I'll call my lawyer and have her get you a restraining order against him. I was a witness. Any judge anywhere will issue it in a heartbeat."

"Then what? Who enforces it?" I ask.

"He gets anywhere near you, you call 911."

"And the police come? Didn't you pay attention?" I throw my hands up and take a step away from him. He doesn't get it. "He is the police. He's a sergeant. Do you really think any cop in this town will take my word over his? Would any judge even issue a restraining order against him?"

Sean gnaws on his bottom lip. "Then you call me."

"You've already done too much. I should have never gotten you involved. Can I just stay tonight? You won't even notice I'm here." I don't know where I'll go in the morning or how I'll get there with no car, but I'll find something.

"Absolutely not. Not for one night. You're staying here as long as you need. Until you have somewhere safe to move to, that bedroom is your bedroom. And I'm not arguing about it."

"You don’t—”

"I do. I want you here, Allen. I wouldn't say it if I didn't."

He looks so sincere, and I want to believe him. But I've never been able to judge other people. I can't even judge myself. And even if he means it now, he'll get tired of me. I don't have money to pay rent. No one is going to let me live with them for free. Maybe we can work out something, just give me a few more days. Time enough to think of what I need to do next.

“I’ll put my things away. Thank you, Sean. For everything.”

“Anyone would do it.”

“That’s not true. Thank you.”

"You're welcome, Sunbeam." He winks at me, and I turn away.

The bags are all set neatly on the bed. They're still tied shut, so that means he doesn't know what's in them. I dump everything onto the bed and start sorting. Neat stacks for it all until I get it all put away. And it doesn't take long before I have everything cleared off the bed. Everything except what I need. But first I have to shower.

I feel like I have Cristian all over me, and as much as I scrub, I can't get him off. Once the water turns cold, I give up. When I'm dry, I open my bag and lay everything out. Lipstick, eyeliner, mascara, eyeshadow, blush. I even take out my foundation and concealer. I only have one shot at this, so I have to do it right. I have to stop several times because my nervous breaths fog up the mirror, but finally my face is made up. And it looks great. But I'm not the one who needs to think so.

I crack the door and peek into the hallway. I look several times, and when I'm absolutely sure that it's clear, I dart across into the guest bedroom. My bedroom. I hear Sean calling it that as I cross the threshold, and I wonder what it would be like to have a bedroom of my own. I used to know. Just a couple of years ago, before I met Cristian. There are a lot of things I’ve forgotten since I met him.

Anxiety rolls through me when I see the clothes on the bed, and I feel nauseous. What if he doesn't like this? What if he doesn't like me? I can't give him a choice. This apartment is the only thing keeping me from the streets. I have to make him like me. He has to know how much this means to me.

I pick up the white lace teddy. I've never worn this before. Not even Cristian has seen it. That's the reason I chose it today. I want everything to be brand new and uncontaminated by him. I step into it and pull it up. The lace stretches across my body, holding my penis tucked between my legs, caressing my waist. The thin straps make tiny dips in the skin of my shoulders.

Next, I bunch up one of the stockings and sit on the edge of the bed. My bed? I lift a foot and slip the stocking over its tip, lining the seam up with my toes. Then I slide it up my leg. No matter how many times I do this, there will never be a time when I don't love the feeling of the smooth silky material gliding across my skin, gently kissing me as I pull it up and then clip it into the dangling garters.

I just clip the other stocking in place, when I hear a bang and then Sean cursing. My nausea, that had started to go away, surges back. He's in a bad mood again. I want to give up. I want to curl in the bed and cry against the pillow, but I know that makes things worse. There's no time for that now. That can come later. When I'm finished.

I step into a pair of pink open toe pumps and walk to the mirror. Everything is perfect, except my hair. I toss my black hair over my left shoulder, then my right, then I pull it on top of my head. But it's all the same. I've done each of those looks for Cristian. I wish it didn't remind me of him, but it does.

"Did you fucking fall asleep? I made pizza." Sean’s yell carries like he's standing right beside me, and my body trembles.

I'm more nervous than the first time I dressed for Cristian. We'd just started dating, and I didn't really know him yet—not the way I would eventually. If he didn't like it, I was going to just walk away from him. I wish now that he didn't like it.

I can't just walk away from Sean, though. Not yet. Not until I find something else. I take a couple deep breaths, hoping they'll steady me, and I open the door.

My heels click down the hall, and I'm sure he's going to hear me coming. I need this to be a surprise, but no matter how lightly I step, I know the noise is giving me away. Any second, he's going to peek around the corner and see me. It's easier to say no from a distance. But he never looks. And when I stop in the entrance to the kitchen, his back is to me. There's a pizza sitting on a wooden peel and a bottle of wine with two glasses. Is this for us?

I tip toe behind him and slip my hands around him before he notices me. He gasps like he just fell into a frozen pond. "What are you doing?"

What does he think I'm doing? My body is pressed against his back and my hands have worked under his shirt and are moving along his stomach. I feel the bump of each ab muscle as I run my fingers across him. "I'm saying thank you properly."

"Allen, stop." He turns. My arms are still wrapped around him. He looks down my body. "What is this?"

"I just told you."

"This is what he meant, isn't it? When I was outside the door, I heard him call you—I’m not going to repeat it. I thought he was just lashing out."

I take a step back so he can see me better. "He was. But can we not talk about him, please? This is for you."

"Allen..."

I don't know if he wants to say more, but I stop him with a kiss. I almost fall backward when my lips touch his. It's not like kissing Cristian. Cristian’s lips are cold and hard. Sean's are so full of life that I can almost feel the blood pumping through them. And they send an aching shock through my body and down to my toes.

"If it's okay, I go by Alexis when I'm dressed like this?" I ask his permission between kisses while my hand sweeps across his ass.

"Fucking hell. You should be telling me your name. Not asking me if it's alright." He's kissing me back between his words now.

I drop to my knees and unfasten his jeans. With a yank, I have them around his thighs. Oh my God. I wasn't expecting that. His cock is enormous and so swollen that its head is purple. I hold my mouth so close I can feel the heat rising from it, and I look up at him through my eyelashes. He nods, and I wrap my lips around him. He tastes exactly like he smells, and I try to build up the walls before it pulls me in too far. This is just me showing my appreciation. Nothing more.

But my own cock doesn't get the message. As I move my head up and down his length, using my tongue to trace the veins on the underside of his dick, my cock strains at my teddy. It pulls so hard against its prison that I whimper and have to shift my position. Doing that must be exactly what Sean wanted, because as soon as the sound passes out of me, his fist is coiled in my hair and pulling me toward him. I almost gag as his cock shoves against the back of my throat, but I swallow it down. He's not Cristian. He might understand. But I'm not taking a chance.

It's not long before his cock pulses once in my mouth, and I can taste his salty pre-cum. I start sucking harder now. Moving faster. His fist pushing and pulling me up and down his length. His breath is shallow and louder now. When I look up, I see his head thrown back against the upper cabinets, and I close my eyes, knowing that I'm close now.

"Alexis..."

Hearing him say my name sends a wave through me, and I moan. He's not Cristian. Just those three syllables are enough to tell me that.

"Alexis, I don't know...." His words are barely audible. He's so close to coming. I move faster, trying to push him over the edge before he overthinks this, but then he pulls my head back. I stop and look up at him. His mouth is hanging open, and it looks like he's in pain. "We can't do this."

I lean back on my heels and wait for more. The words that will explain why we can't do something that we both so obviously enjoy. But they don't come. He bends over to pull his pants up and tucks his cock inside them. He doesn't even look at me while he does it. And as soon as he's covered, he steps around me and out of the kitchen.

"Sean, wait."

I stand and follow him, but he's already at the front door. I watch as he takes his truck keys from the dish on the table and walks out. He closes the door behind him. It should shut with a thud, but it's a bare click. It still carries the same finality.


CHAPTER FIVE



Sean doesn't come home the rest of the day. As far as I know, he doesn't come home that night either. When I wake up, the apartment is empty, and everything is just like I left it. I collapse onto the couch, and I can smell him. His scent caught on the leather. Trapped in the cushions. I close my eyes.

Why did I have to do this? Why him? Of all the people... of all the men, it had to be him? The very first guy I met? The grumpiest man I've met in a long time. But also the kindest. He could have called the police when he found me, but he didn't. He could have kicked me out onto the street, but he didn't. Instead, he brought me into his home and gave me a bedroom with no obligations. And what do I do to repay that?

It’s like Cristian told me. I'm just a dumb sissy slut. The first man that comes along and I wear this for him? I look down. I'm still wearing the teddy and stockings. When he stormed out last night, I didn't have the energy to take them off. I went straight into the bedroom and collapsed on top of the bed. I didn't even wash the makeup off my face.

It's not just that I wore this for him. It's that I thought maybe he was different. The way I feel about him. I thought that maybe I... I can't even think it. It's so stupid. It's just because he showed kindness when I'm not used to that. That's all. Nothing more.

When he still isn't home by six, I know I've made a terrible mistake, and I know I have to fix it. I go to the bathroom, intent on taking a shower. But then I think better of it. I wash my face and finally take off last night's makeup, but then I go into his bathroom. I open the shower door and turn on the water so it can come to temperature. Then I step inside. I pour his body wash into my hand and hold it under my nose. Oranges. I want to fall back into the wall and pretend that he's here in the shower with me. That he's lathering me with his soap, but I can't. Doing that is what got me into this trouble with him. He was clear from the beginning that he's not into guys. But I thought maybe he wouldn't think of me that way. I was wrong.

When I'm done drying my hair, I go back to my bedroom. I don't want anything overly nice. Definitely nothing girly. I need to be a man for this. I finally just pick a pair of jeans and a plain grey t-shirt. Boring, but he won't get the wrong impression from it. He won't think I'm flirting or coming on to him.

It's still sunny. I walk down the street toward his club. I go to the rear first and my heart flutters when I see his truck.

There’s no cover tonight, so I walk right in after showing my ID. It takes several seconds for my eyes to adjust to the dimness, but when they do, I see him behind the bar. There aren't many people here tonight, fewer than I expected, even on a Tuesday. I walk right to the bar.

When Sean sees me, he freezes. "Is everything alright?" He doesn't even come over to me to ask, and when I nod my head, he turns away. I watch as he walks to the other bartender. Sean points at me over his shoulder.

She walks over to me, smiling. "What can I get ya, sweetie?"

That's it? He won't even talk to me now? He has to send her over to get my order? "Just a water, I guess." I don’t have money for anything else.

Well, I don't have anywhere I need to be, so I can sit here all night. He has to come over to my side of the bar eventually. But after an hour, he doesn't. I even moved to the other side, and he just made Non-Sean work my side. I throw up my hands when I see him tell her to take over for him. She gives me a sympathetic smile but doesn't argue with him.

I'm still sitting there, refusing to move until he at least comes over so I can apologize, when one of the queens from the performance walks up to me. I don't notice her at first. I'm so focused on him. But when she puts her hand on my shoulder, I jump and she laughs.

"You must be the girl who's causing my brother to slam around bottles like he forgot they’re made of glass. I swear I could hear the clanks over my music when I was up there. I'm Lee, by the way. In case you missed that whole announcement when I went on the stage."

My face feels so hot it could heat the ice in my cup if I hold it too close, and I'm not sure if I'm blushing because she's confronting me or because she called me a girl and that means he must have told her what happened. "I didn't mean to cause any problems. I swear. I just came to apologize, but he won't even get close enough for me to do that."

"You know he's not into boys, right? And thank God because I don't need to compete with him for the guys here. So you'll never get his attention dressed like this." She looks me up and down, her face contorted like I'm covered in mud and haven't bathed in weeks.

"I'll never get his attention, no matter how I'm dressed. I found that out. And that's what I need to apologize for. He was nice enough to take me in, and I... did something I shouldn't have."

"Honey, you sucked his dick. He told me all about it. Between you and me, he hasn't had one of those in so long, I'm surprised he knew what you were even doing. And judging by those lips of yours, I'm guessing he's probably never had one better."

I roll my eyes. Obviously, that's not true.

"Why do you think he's acting like this? Men don't behave this way for a mediocre blow job. He loved it, but he's being stubborn and refusing to admit it."

I'm sure she's wrong about that. Men don't just stop and run away in the middle of a phenomenal blow job. And I should have known by the way he acted. The rude and gruff answers weren't just him being him. He meant them so I would know my place. And I didn't. So this knot heaving up in my stomach is my own fault.

"Come with me." Lee doesn't wait for me to answer before she takes my hand and pulls me along behind her, and I can see now that she and Sean are certainly brother and sister.

She takes me down a hallway and then through a locked door that she has to punch in the code for. I look away as she puts it in. Cristian taught me long ago to make it obvious that I have no interest in learning other people's passcodes. When the door clicks, I look up. It's another hallway, but we're backstage now. There are dressing areas curtained off from each other. She tugs me along to the furthest one. The one closest to the stage and we stop.

"Sit."

I do what she tells me, not sure if I'm in trouble.

"Sean tells me almost everything. So yes, I know about last night. And I know that you dressed up for him. He thinks it's just something you do for fun, but I think it's more than that." She pauses, and my cheeks burn. I don't know if she wants me to answer, so I don't say anything. “Your silence answers that question. So what's your real name?”

This time, I know she expects me to talk, but I'm speechless for a few seconds. I've never heard anyone call it my real name before, but it is, isn't it? "Alexis," I answer when I can finally speak.

"Very pretty. And I am glad to meet you, Alexis. I can't wait to rub my brother's nose in the fact that he was wrong. He always thinks he's so good at reading people."

Oh God, I hope not. I don't want to know what he would think if he could see the real me. The coward who is too scared to do anything. Too scared to even leave her abusive boyfriend. A dumb sissy slut. Cristian's words repeat over and over in my head, and each time I know they're true. I know that's all Sean would see if he could see the real me. He wouldn't see someone interesting that he would want to date.

"What do you normally do for makeup?"

I look up, not sure what she means.

"Close your mouth, honey. We wouldn't want Sean’s dick to accidentally wander in."

We wouldn't?

"Dramatic? Daytime? Fully made-up? Just a hint? Oh girl, don't tell me that you don't usually wear makeup."

"I, uh, I do... But I don't know. Just like... basics, I guess?" I've never talked makeup with anyone before. I don't even know the terminology.

She turns her back to me and opens a case. I swear there are ten drawers, and she pulls them all out one by one. "Spin the chair so you're looking at me. There. Now just go along for the ride and do exactly what I say."

Lee spends the next twenty minutes attacking me with every brush and tube and sponge that she has, and by the end, I'm not sure how I can even look like myself. But when she spins me toward the mirror, I do. I gasp and touch the glass, like that will show me the reflection isn't real. I look more like myself than I ever have. She's standing behind me, and I look up at her in the mirror. She's beaming.

"Well? Go ahead and tell me that I'm an artist. Possibly the greatest of my generation. You know you want to."

“Lee, you are! How—”

“Oh stop, I was kidding. I know how great I am. You don't have to tell me. And how? It's called practice, sweetheart. And if you like this, you need to make sure you get a lot of it because there's no reason you can't do it yourself with a little work. Now stay still. I'm going to do your hair.

When she finishes my hair, she doesn't let me look in the mirror. Instead, she walks me to a wardrobe rack so we can pick out a dress. A bright blue floral maxi dress catches my eye right away, and I pull it from the rack. I hold it against me and call Lee over.

"That one?" she asks, and I nod my head. "That's the most boring dress on that whole rack."

I blush and start to put it back, but then I stop. I want to start making my own decisions. “I think it's cute.”

"God, you're perfect for him, if he could just let himself actually see that." I want to ask her what that means, but it sounds like she's talking to herself and not me. "It is cute. If normal and ordinary are your thing."

I chuckle. No one has ever called me normal and ordinary. Even as a boy, no one ever made that mistake. "This is coming from the woman who decided her low-cut rhinestone-covered gown didn't draw enough attention so she had to glue jewels to her face too."

"Whoa." Lee stops dead, and my heart does too.

"I'm so sorry. Oh my God, I'm so, so sorry! I just meant that... I think I... I didn't mean—”

Her laugh interrupts me. "You've got a little spunk too. I like it! If he doesn't ask you to marry him by the end of the week, then I'm going to have him committed."

"Lee, I appreciate your optimism, but he doesn't think of me like that. And I don't want to be with a man who doesn't. And those jewels on your face are really pretty."

"Oh, I know they are." She takes the dress from my hands and starts to walk back to her dressing area. "Did Sean tell you that we're twins, by the way? So I know him better than he knows himself, and I know he's about to fall off that gigantic cliff of love when he sees you. It's up to him whether he dives into the water or smashes himself on the rocks. Now," she looks at my clothes and sneers again, like she hasn't already had that same reaction at least three times, "get that off, so I can burn it. All of it. I'll be right outside."

She disappears on the other side of the curtain, but I don't move. I can't do this. If I had any doubts about how he felt about me or about what happened last night, the way he's acting around me today has taken them all away. There's no interest there. At least not from him. And I refuse to get into a one-sided relationship. Maybe this is the universe giving me a sign to stay away from men. At least for a while. It's been a long time since I've considered what I had with Cristian to be a relationship, but I did just leave him. It's a mistake to go to someone else so quickly. Dumb sissy slut bouncing from one man to the next.

"You're not stripping. I can tell because once you get that disgustingness off, there will be a chorus of angels. We don't have all night, Alexis. I have to perform again in an hour."

"Lee—”

"No. No talking yourself out of this. You're doing it, and you're going to thank me later. I prefer my thanks to come in the form of earrings or necklaces, but since you're practically going to be my sister-in-law, a hand-written card and annual demonstrations of your undying gratitude will be enough. Now you've got ten seconds to get those God-forsaken not-even-good-enough-to-be-rags-for-cleaning-the-piss-off-the-urinals clothes off your body before I come in there and do it for you."

I laugh despite myself. Twins. I can definitely see it now. I strip to my underwear and slide the clothes under the curtain. Lee clears her throat, and it's obvious it's for my benefit. "Yes?"

"Either you're not wearing underwear and, thus, slightly more interesting than I gave you credit for, or you're forgetting something. Trade."

I don't have time to ask what she means before a pair of panties smacks into my chest. "You could have messed up my hair."

"My aim, like everything about me, is absolutely perfect. Now put them on and toss me your old tighty whities. This is going to be the last time you ever need those."

I wish. I peel off my underwear and drop them over the curtain. Lee gasps dramatically when she sees that they're pink boxer briefs. When I have the panties and then the dress on, I pull back the curtain just enough for her to sneak in. I might as well have shouted to the world that I'm wearing a dress because she rips it open all the way.

"Cute. Very young-divorcee-who-lives-next-door-but-hasn't-quite-learned-to dress-herself-to pick-up-a-man-yet."

"I thought you said it was perfect for him? Should I change?" Damn it, all her talk has given me hope that there might actually be a chance with him. Hope that I need to shred before it turns to heartbreak.

"No, I said you are perfect for him. The fact that you picked a dress so dull it couldn't interest a fly if you smeared honey all over it, proves it." She takes me by the shoulders and I look up into her eyes. They're the same blue as Sean's, and I wonder if hers change with her moods the way his do. Of course, his moods just fall somewhere on the grouchy continuum. "I'm teasing you, and I don't mean a word of it. Except the part about you being perfect because you are perfect. So don't ever doubt yourself. Don't ever doubt that he's going to come around once he gets a strong enough kick in the butt to make him actually realize what you are. And don't ever doubt that you deserve the fucking world. Because you're about to go out there as yourself, and there are too few people who have the courage to ever do that."

I look up and try to blink back the tears that are forming in my eyes.

"Oh, and I meant the part where you owe me your undying gratitude, too. You can show me that by baking a sweet potato pie every Thanksgiving just for me. Sprinkle that big sugar on the top of it. The kind that looks like diamond chips."

I laugh. "I don't even know how to bake."

"Then you'd better get learning. Now let's go show this idiot exactly what he missed out on last night."


CHAPTER SIX



Lee holds my hand in hers all the way to the bar. As we get close, I see Sean look at us. He stares for a few seconds and then his face goes red, and he looks away. He goes to the ice bin and pretends to be busy rearranging the cubes from one side to the other and then back again.

"See? He wouldn't do that if there wasn't something between you two."

I want to believe her, but I think he's acting the exact way I would if I weren't interested and I wanted to avoid someone. He's sending me every signal in the world, telling me to go away. And I should listen. I would listen if it weren't for Lee. She's the one who has me pumped up on this hope.

Lee doesn't bother waiting at the bar to get his attention. She flips up the divider and walks behind the counter with him. The other bartender just smiles at her when she does, and I'm wondering if that's because she's used to Lee doing this or because she just smiles at everything. Maybe it's both.

"Sean." She stops right beside him.

"Lee." He doesn't look up at her.

She leans against the bar with her back to me. "I believe you know Miss Alexis here."

Sean's eyes fly up to me for less than a second before they dive down to look at the ice bin again. "You shouldn't have done that to her."

"Only the hair and makeup. I want to be clear that she picked out her own dress."

His eyes move up to me again. They stay longer this time, and it looks like he wants to say something to me. But he turns to Lee before he can. "I can tell. That's my favorite part."

Lee spins so she's facing me. "What did I tell you?"

The hope that I tried to cap off starts to bubble up around the stopper. Maybe there is a chance after all.

"Can I talk to you privately for just a second?" Sean jerks Lee's arm and yanks her away from the bar.

I stand behind a stool, too nervous to sit, and watch them. They're clearly talking about me. Both of them gesture at me over and over. I can't see Lee's face, but Sean's grows redder the longer they talk. At first I think maybe it's embarrassment. Maybe he's blushing because of something Lee said. But then I realize it's anger. He's getting angry with her. And the way her arms are flying around more furiously, she's just as mad as him. All the hope that had risen up is now spiraling down the drain, and it's pulling my insides down with it.

When Sean looks at me and shakes his head from side to side, I know I'm going to cry. But I'm not going to do it in front of him. Or in front of Lee. She doesn't know her twin brother as well as she thinks she does. As soon as Sean looks away, I sneak off. Around the backside of the bar and behind a wall that shields me from them if they look for me. I'm out the front door in seconds, and I don't look back. Something tells me that neither one of them bothered trying to follow me anyway.

A couple streets away, there's still no sign of them, but I don't take a chance. I duck through an alley and over a few more blocks before I slow down. I'm panting now, and the adrenaline rushing through my body took away whatever urge I had to cry. I sit on a bench to figure out where I am, and I realize that I'm homeless. Just like the night when I left Cristian, only now I can't even hide and spend the night at the club. Sean will check every inch of that place before he closes tonight.

I have to find some place soon. Even wearing a full length maxi dress, a single woman wandering the streets alone after dark would look out of place. People would think I’m either a sex worker or a potential victim. Either way it’s attention I can’t handle. It’s attention that would eventually bring the police. I’m sure he has my name flagged in the system, and the first time anyone runs into me, he'll be notified. I wouldn't get to call anyone else. I would be released to him. And he'll make sure that I can't get away so easily the next time. So no. I have to do whatever it takes. I can't go back to him. No matter the alternative.

I just wish my brother weren't my only alternative. I promised myself I would never talk to him again. Not unless he made the first move. That promise only lasted three years. When he pulls up to the curb, I don't know whether I want to cry or to pick up a loose brick and throw it through his window. Maybe both. But I don't do either. I wave to him and walk up to the passenger side, waiting for him to unlock it. When he does, I slide in and smooth my dress under me.

"So, you’re still doing... that?" He pulls away from the curb before I even have my seatbelt on. He takes off so fast, it jerks me back into the seat.

I understand why he's so disappointed in me. I'm not exactly the big brother that most little boys grow up idealizing. I never taught him to play baseball. We didn't shoot hoops in the driveway until mom finally made us come in. We didn't stay up all night playing video games. But I tried. I read to him when he was young. We went to movies together. I even went to all of his games until he finally demanded that I stop going.

When he was twelve, I came out to everyone at school. It's not like it was a secret. No one was surprised, but I was still ostracized by almost all the boys. Suddenly I went from "just ignore him, he's no one" to "let's push the fag down when he walks past us in the hall." Jacob went to a different school, but that didn't matter.

I still remember the day he came home with a black eye. My stomach sank when I saw him. It was only a few days after I had come out, so I knew he'd gotten into a fight because of me. But he denied it. Then, a week later, he was suspended for fighting with a different student. I wanted to hug him like I used to when he was younger. I wanted to tell him that it was all okay. That he didn't have to fight these people. Not for me or for himself. But he'd stopped talking to me. I was locked out of his room. He wouldn't even look at me when we ate dinners across from each other. And I was dealing with my own problems at school. I didn't need more at home from my family. So I started to ignore him.

For a while, we sort of fell into an uneasy equilibrium, but as I came to terms with who I really was—as the few friends I still had helped me see that I was a transgender girl and not a gay boy—I pushed things at school. I remember thinking, "How much worse can it be if I wear a dress and makeup today?" But I didn't think about Jacob. And when he was suspended again a few days after that, I knew it was because of me. That's when I buried my true self and vowed that I couldn't let it cause problems for him ever again. But now I'm sitting in the passenger seat of his car wearing a dress, and he's driving me to his house so I can spend the night. I've never been anything but a failure as a big brother, and it's continuing tonight.

We barely say seven words to each other on the trip to his house. What is there to talk about? He's made it clear how he feels about me. About who I am. And in return, I've given up on him. It seems so heartless when I think about it, but it's for the best. There's too much damage to both of us. The wounds are still too fresh.

When we turn the last corner, I see a small red sports car parked on the street, and even several houses away, I know. It feels like everything I've ever seen or done presses down on me in that one moment. “Jacob?” I tug on the door handle, but it's locked and my brain isn't functioning enough to work the button to unlock it.

He doesn't answer.

"Jacob! What have you done? What have you done!" I'm sobbing and I pull on his arm, but he yanks it back and pushes me back onto my side of the car. I tug so hard at the door handle that I'm sure it's going to come off. But he still doesn't say anything. Not until the car is parked.

"He told me what happened. As soon as you went missing, he called me and told me everything. I know we haven't gotten along, but I love you and want you to get help. He's going to make sure you get it."

I laugh, and can't stop. My own brother called my ex to come pick me up. The man I'm running away from. The man I was so desperate to avoid that I actually called the brother I want nothing to do with. And they're working together. Of course they would be. For a second, I wonder what lies Cristian told Jacob to get him to do this to me, but it doesn't matter. Jacob was never going to take my side in any conflict. Not anymore.

As soon as Jacob unlocks the doors, I feel mine being pulled open. If I didn't still have the seatbelt on, I might fall out. "Hello, little bird." Black spots swirl in my vision when I hear his voice, and I can't move.

Jacob unlatches my seatbelt and Cristian pulls it off of me and then pulls me from the car. He carries me toward the trunk, where he rests for a minute. He thanks Jacob for calling him and then strokes my hair. I'm pretty sure I hear him call me beautiful. It's dark now, and I wonder if anyone is watching. Does anyone think it's unusual to see a man carry me from one car and set me into another? Maybe if I screamed, someone might do something. But what? If they came to confront us, Cristian would show them his badge and assure them that everything is alright. He's done it so many times before that I even know the exact words he would use. If they called the police, he would do the same thing. Only he would use his we're-all-just-bros voice instead of his official voice. And no cop would ever do anything to him. There's nothing I can do. So I close my eyes and do nothing.


CHAPTER SEVEN



I'm not aware of any time passing at all before Cristian parks the car outside his apartment. He pulls on the parking brake and turns toward me. "I told you that you would come back. I did think the new boyfriend would have lasted longer than four days, though. I guess he's smarter than I gave him credit for."

I don't answer. What can I say? Everything he said is true. When he walks me through the building and to his apartment, he grips my hand so tightly that at first it throbs and then it goes numb. By the time he unlocks the door, I can't even tell if he's still squeezing it or not.

I pause at the door. My body refuses to move inside. I try to force it. I know there's no point in resisting. Resisting just makes him angry. But it still won't move.

"Thinking about running away again?" His voice is soft and calm. He stands in front of me and holds both of his hands up, showing me his palms. "I won't stop you. But where would you go? You were so sure of yourself when you brought him here inside our apartment. But he saw through you. It only took him four days to see the real you. The one that no one else could ever want. I told you, didn't I?"

I nod my head.

"Look at you. At what you're wearing. I put up with that because I love you, but no one else ever will. I bet he took one look at you dressed like this and he kicked you out. Didn't he?"

He's so close to the truth that I wonder if he somehow saw the whole thing. I close my eyes and try to ignore him, but I can't. It just makes me more aware of him. His breathing. His scent. The feel of him as his face leans closer to mine.

"I knew it. You never were the brightest bulb, were you, my little bird? But this is foolish even for you. What man could ever look at you the way you are and love you?" He pauses, and I hold my eyes closed, waiting for him to go on. "Answer me. What man could ever look at you dressed like this and love you?"

"No one." My answer is a breath, but it's enough to satisfy him. I hear his breathing change.

"No. You're still too stupid to know the right answer. Me. I love you despite all this foolishness. And that's why I'm not mad that you tried to leave. You didn't know how good you have it with me. Well, I hope now you do. I hope this experience has taught you a lesson. Now I suggest you get inside this apartment before I do get angry. Neither one of us wants that, do we?"

I shake my head. I try to lift my foot, but it still won't move. And I'm trembling. I know what's going to happen if I don't go inside. It might already be too late. "Please, can you help me?"

"You want me to help you come inside our home? Do you know how pathetic you are? A pathetic little sissy who can't do anything for himself. Is that what you are?"

There was a time I thought I was more than that. But I don't know anymore. Maybe that's all I am. Sean saw the real me and wanted nothing to do with it. I can't blame him for running away from me.

I nod my head, and he lifts me under my arms and pulls me inside. He's laughing and shaking his head as he takes me to a chair and drops me into it. "Be more careful! Don't plop into the furniture like that." I listen to him close the door, and my soul collapses. I'm too broken to even wish I were dead.

"I'm going to bed. You're going to sleep out here tonight. You have to earn the right to come back to our bed. Lucky for you, I'm a very reasonable man."
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I don't bother moving from the chair. I don't bother closing my eyes. I know I'll never sleep. Not tonight or ever. I'm sure of it. But when there's a series of loud knocks on the door, I realize I'm wrong. I look at the clock hanging on the wall—a little after three—and I'm sure I'm dreaming. No one knocks on the door this early. Or ever. In all my years of living here, I don't remember anyone ever knocking. But this person isn't knocking. They're pounding. I swear I can see the frame vibrate around the door.

"Alexis?"

It's just a dream, but my heart still tries to beat out of my chest when I hear his voice. "Sean?" I cry back. Sure that, since it's not real, nothing I do matters. I see Cristian race out of the bedroom. His service pistol is in his hand, and I know this is a nightmare, not a dream. I want to wake up. I scream and throw myself against the back of the chair, but I don’t wake. Cristian rushes to me and smacks me across the face. I tumble to the ground, and my mouth is warm right away, like it's filling with blood. And this nightmare is obviously wrong because it takes longer than that for a mouth to fill with blood. I know.

"You shut your fucking slut mouth." Cristian screams at me, and I laugh. That part is realistic. The real-world Cristian would say something like that. "Think twice before you do anything stupid, boy. I have a weapon and it's drawn." He's talking to Sean now and for a second, I think Sean disappeared. That's what people do in dreams. Just like in real life. But then there's a thud so loud, I cover my head. The wall looks and sounds like it's going to collapse. And I realize that he's trying to break through the door.

"Sean!" I don't know why I yell his name again. It's silly, and I guess that makes sense coming from me. I look up and see Cristian move in slow motion. He takes a step toward the door and angles his body slightly as he raises his pistol. And I know that as soon as the next blow falls against the door, he's going to fire. Even though it's just a dream, I can't let that happen. I jump up and wrap both of my arms around his, pulling down as hard as I can while I fall back to the floor. Just as I do, Sean kicks the door, and it flies open. Just as Cristian pulls free of me, Sean leaps on him.

The two wrestle on the ground. They're only inches away from me at times, and I just watch. I already know what will happen. Cristian will get a shot off. Sean will die. And all my hope will be gone in this nightmare just like in real life.

But it doesn't happen that way. Somehow, Sean takes the gun from Cristian and stands over him, pointing it at him. He backs away, closer to me, and yanks me to my feet. Without looking, he pushes me behind him. I peek around and see Cristian on the floor. Blood is pouring from a cut on his forehead and one of his eyes is starting to swell shut. I laugh. I've been in that position so many times, it's nice to fantasize about it happening to him for once.

"Are you alright?" Sean asks, and for a second I think he's asking Cristian.

"Me? Yeah, I'm great. Ten out of ten. Highly recommend this dream to everyone I know." At least until Cristian finds a way to win. He always wins.

"Alexis, honey, this is real. It isn’t—it doesn't matter." He takes a step closer to Cristian and kicks him in the ribs. Cristian grunts, but he doesn't move. "As for you, you little fuck, Alexis and I are leaving now. And you're never going to bother her or me or cause any problems for us or anyone we love. Do we understand each other?"

Cristian laughs and tries to spit blood at Sean. It mostly just dribbles out of his mouth, and I wonder if his jaw is broken too. I hope so. If I have any say in this, I want every single bone in his body to be broken. All 206 of them. And I want them all to cause him pain so severe he spends the rest of the time writhing in pain until I wake up. I concentrate as hard as I can to make it happen, but nothing changes.

Sean drops a piece of paper onto Cristian’s chest. There's something handwritten on it. "Do you recognize that name?" Sean asks.

Cristian takes it and winces as he holds it up to the one eye he can still see out of. He looks from the paper to Sean's face and back to the paper.

"That man is a very good friend of mine, and he owes me more than one favor. I think you can imagine some of the creative ways he would repay those favors if something were to happen to me or Alexis. So whenever the thought of revenge starts rattling around in that empty little skull of yours, I want you to remember that name. Hell, maybe you should put that paper on your fridge as a constant fucking reminder. If anyone I know so much as gets a suspicious parking ticket, your last moments are going to be spent in an agony that seems like it'll never end. Now, do we understand each other?"

Cristian looks at the paper one more time and his eyes freeze on it. He nods his head.

"Attaboy. Come on, Sunbeam. We're going home."

Sean wraps an arm around me and walks me into the hallway. He tries to pull the door shut behind us, but it just swings open. I look back and get one last glimpse of Cristian before I turn toward the stairs. I know that I'll wake up any minute, and I'll still be there in that chair. The door will be closed and locked. Cristian will be sleeping in our bedroom. And in just a few hours, he'll wake up and punish me for trying to leave him.

When we get to Sean's truck, he opens the door for me and leans across me to buckle me in. I get goosebumps as his body presses against mine, even if it is just for a couple of seconds. Then he walks around the front and sits in the driver's seat. He starts the truck and we back out of the spot, like we're going to the grocery store instead of leaving the scene where he just rescued me. And maybe that is where we're going. I don't know what to expect at this point.

"How is this even happening?" I ask no one in particular.

"How is what happening?"

"This. Why haven't I woken up yet? Why didn't Cristian kill you? Why isn't he chasing us now? Am I going to be stuck in this dream forever?"

He glances at me before turning back to the road. "Do you want to be stuck here forever?"

"With you?"

"With me. Forever." He reaches his hand toward me. I twist and take it in both of my hands.

"Yes."


EPILOGUE


I'm almost too exhausted to climb onto the bar stool. It’s only been three hours, but three hours of constant running back and forth from the kitchen to the bar to the seats and all back again. Now I wish I could curl up on a couch and binge a couple seasons of some show with half-dressed werewolves roaming in packs.

"You're a wimp."

My head is buried in my arms, but I don't need to see to know that it’s Sean. "Nobody asked you."

"When has that stopped me from giving my opinion?"

"Can't I just sleep on your bar in peace for a few minutes?"

I feel him hovering over me, and I know that's my answer. "I need help in the storeroom. Since you seem to have a little free time."

I whimper and lift my head to face him. I make sure that he can see exactly how much I don't want to help him. Or even how much I don't want to get off this bar stool now that I'm finally on it. But he doesn't care.

"Come on." He walks to the far end of the bar, through the bar flap, and then back to get me. He's standing just a couple of feet away, staring at me, and I know if I don't get up, he'll pick me up right here in front of everyone.

As soon as I'm off the stool, he walks away without a word. We make our way through the crowd and into a quiet hallway, away from all the noise. He stops there and waits for me to catch up.

"So your brother was here earlier."

"Yeah? I'm the one who waited on him, so I knew that."

He looks backward at me and rolls his eyes. "And?"

"And that was the definition of 'okay.' He's still working through everything. It's coming."

"You're a better person than I am. I would have never forgiven him for what he did."

"I don't think anyone who knows us would dispute that I'm a better person than you." He stops halfway through entering the code on the storeroom lock and turns to glare at me. I stick my tongue out at him. "But I never said I forgave him."

The lock beeps. He pushes the door open and waits for me to walk in front of him. As soon as I do, he presses me against the wall, and I spin to face him.

"Not yet, but I know you, Sunbeam. You will." His lips press into mine, and as tired as my legs are, it takes all my strength to not melt into a heap on the floor.

I throw my arms around him, as much for support as to pull him even closer to me. “He's my brother. And he thought he was helping me. It’s everything between us that came before that I’m struggling with.”

He slips his tongue between my lips, and tiny sparks shoot down to my cock. “I still think you should have let me beat—”

"Can we talk about my brother some other time?" I squeeze his cock through his jeans, and he groans. "I can think of so many other things you can do with that mouth."

"Like tell you how fucking hot you are in that skirt?" His hand slides under it and teases my dick through my panties.

I fall forward against him and moan into his mouth. "Yeah, like that."

"Or maybe tell you how hard I've been all night seeing you run around my club dressed like that?"

He grinds his cock into me, and I can't take anymore. I drop to my knees and unzip his jeans. My mouth salivates as I get closer to his cock, and my own dick is hard and pressing against my panties now. Sean unfastens his belt and pushes his pants down. They fall around his thighs, and that's all the signal I need. I don't kiss the tip or run my tongue along his underside. I dive in and take it all the way. My head bobbing back and forth. Drool rolling from the corners of my mouth. His cock presses against the back of my throat, and I change my angle so I can take even more of him. And when I do, I can move all the way down him. His hairs tickle against my nose.

Just as I close my eyes and start rocking into a rhythm, Sean takes a step back, and his dick falls away from my mouth. I look up at him, and I think of the night in his kitchen two months ago. It's silly to think of that and worry that he's going to walk away from me again. We've done this more times than I can count. I'm not only living in his apartment now, but I'm sharing a bed with him. I don’t doubt the way he feels about me. And I don't doubt my feelings for him. So why is my heart skipping beats now, thinking that he's going to walk out on me?

He grins as he slides his hands under my arms and lifts me up. "I have a better idea."

He spins me around and lifts my short skirt up over my ass, pressing my shoulders against the wall as he does. I feel him tug on my panties, and then I hear a rip.

"Shit."

“Did you seriously just tear—”

"I'll have Lee get you another pair before you go back to work." He presses his cock against my asshole, and I forget all about my panties or that I'm shoved against the wall of a storeroom that anyone could walk into at any second. All I can think is that I need him inside me.

He runs his cock around my entrance, and I whimper.

"Does my girl want this?"

I nod my head so hard it bangs against the steel wall.

"Do you think you've earned it?"

I shudder. There's no way Sean knows it, but that's something Cristian used to ask me.

"Babe... Alexis..." He takes a step back and his absence feels like someone ripped out a part of me. He runs his fingers down the side of my face so lightly that I can barely feel them. "Are you alright? Do you need me to stop or go slower?"

I've spent the last two months in therapy and will need much more to get over what Cristian did to me. But Sean is not Cristian. The fact that he just stopped to ask if I was okay is proof of that. Cristian wouldn't have noticed my reaction. And even if he did, he wouldn't have cared.

"You're thinking about him, aren't you?"

I nod my head.

"I'll spend the rest of my life making you feel so safe you forget that asshole ever existed. Do you want to stop? Or do you need me to just hold you? Or give you space? Tell me what you need from me, Alexis."

The evenings I spend with Sean's arms wrapped around me are the best times I've ever had. I feel so safe and comfortable and authentic in his arms. He knows exactly who I am. I'm always Alexis to him, and he never asks me to be anyone else. "It's just something he used to say. But you didn't know. What I need is for you to hurry up and finish this job so I can get back to my real but way less pleasurable job."

"Yes, ma'am." His cock slips between my cheeks so quickly that I know he was hoping I would say this. “But if you ever need—”

"I never thought I'd say this, but you talk too much."

He laughs, and I grind back against him, trying to focus him.

“And I know. And I love you for it,” I say as he slips into me and takes my breath away.

"Still less than I love you." He starts out slowly, and I know he's just teasing me. But I refuse to give in and beg. I start humming a song I heard on the radio earlier.

"Are you bored?" He asks. "I'll fix that." He presses his full length into me, and a moan replaces my hum. My body leans forward, and he reaches around my front to grab my cock. He pumps into me, his body slapping against mine, while he runs a finger along my dick.

"Jesus... Sean..." It's like he accelerated from 20 miles per hour to over one hundred, and my body can't catch up. My breath is somewhere behind, trying to find its way back to me.

"I don't hear you humming now."

I couldn't even if I wanted to. All my attention is locked on this. His cock thrusting inside me. Mine pulsing in my panties under his touch. My lungs burning as they try to keep up.

It doesn't take long before I feel the fire roaring into a full blaze inside me, sweeping through my body and destroying everything in its path. I try to hold back, but my dick has a mind of its own and fills my panties with shot after shot of cum. And just when it's extinguished, I feel Sean tense. He groans and his cock pulses in my ass. He's still thrusting, but it's slower now. His energy is spent. We're both burned out and hollow and just want to collapse into each other.

When he slips out of me, I turn and kiss him. His lips are still hot from the firestorm that moved through us. My tongue prods through the ashes as he wraps his arms around me and pulls me tight against him. “You’re the best waitress I ever hired.”

I laugh. “And this job has the best benefits of any I’ve ever had. Now, about those new panties…”
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CHAPTER ONE



“Is that one a real girl?” I ask as a woman walks by our table. She’s wearing insanely high heels, and I can’t believe anyone can walk in those. I wonder if I could.

Alexis rolls her eyes, and I can tell she's frustrated with me. I've been here less than two minutes, and I'm already blowing it.

"I'm sorry. I'm trying, Sis. Really."

She sighs and smiles at me. It's been almost four months now since she told me she was transitioning, and it's still strange to see her like this. Her long hair is pulled back in a ponytail, and she's wearing a tight black tank top and a short pink skirt that flares out from her waist. It’s so short, I’d be surprised if it even covered her panties when she’s sitting.

I take a sip of the rum and coke that she brought over for me and then screw my face up into a pout. When we were younger, she could never resist it. I could get anything I wanted from her if I just pouted enough. Of course, that was before everything that happened. That was before I turned into an absolute asshole and almost ruined our relationship.

"Okay, so look..." She leans toward me, and the low-cut tank top would expose her cleavage if she had any. We’ve never really talked about her transition—I’ve always been too embarrassed to bring it up—so I don’t know if that’s something she wants. I don’t even know if she’s taking hormones. "She's presenting as a girl, therefore she's a girl. It's simple. Jacob, you need to stop overthinking and trying to fit everyone into neat little boxes. You'll be a lot happier once you do."

Easier said than done. I was twelve when she came out. First as gay. She didn't tell us she was trans until later. But I held onto those boxes and did everything I could to force her back into them. And it worked. Too well. She made herself miserable trying to keep our relationship intact. And I made myself miserable trying to take over the mantle of the good son for mom and dad. I lift my glass and drain the rest.

Alexis motions for one of the other servers to bring me another. She's technically on the clock now too, but she's taking a break so she can talk to me. It helps that she's dating the owner.

"You're not driving home tonight." She's firm, and I know that this isn't up for debate.

I shake my head. "Took a Lyft here." A man sets a drink in front of me. He's wearing the same tank top as Alexis, but he has on black shorts. I watch as he walks away. His ass is too firm to jiggle, but it still bounces with each step. I try not to drool. “Now he's a man, right?” I stick my tongue out at Alexis, and she reaches across the table and slaps my arm.

I like watching her laugh. I went years without seeing it, and even now, it doesn't happen enough. "You still haven't heard from him, have you?"

The smile falls from her face, and she pulls her arms across her body. Even six months later, it's like she thinks she has to shield herself from him. "Not a peep. But I still look over my shoulder sometimes just to make sure. That's stupid, isn't it?"

I slide my chair closer to hers so I can take her hand. “It's not stupid at all. Stupid is what I did that night—”

"Hey, no. We're not going there. You thought you were helping me."

I take another drink and hope that if the room spins enough, I'll at least forget about what happened for a while.

“What’s it like?” I can barely get the words out of my mouth, and I’m not sure they’re loud enough for her to hear over the music.

Her throat bobs up and down as she swallows. “What’s what like?”

“This.” I motion along her body. “The whole thing. Wearing that. Being the sexiest girl in here. Being a girl.”

The tension that swept over her face disappears. “Oh. I don’t know. Sometimes it’s a lot. There are a lot of steps I have to follow to get everything lined up. But just being here and now like this? It’s natural. After a lifetime of feeling…”

“Unnatural?” I offer.

“A lifetime of feeling like the wrong person.” She blows out a breath, then her lips turn up into a grin. “Why? Are you thinking of transitioning, Little Brother?”

I force myself to laugh, and I hope it doesn’t sound too fake. My face is so red it’s burning, but maybe she’ll just think that’s from the alcohol. Before I can answer her, the bass starts thumping through the room and all the lights except those on the stage go out. The audience quiets for half a second, but then they roar in anticipation.

A hand on my shoulder makes me jump, but it’s just Alexis. She's standing beside me now, leaning down so her face is just inches away from mine. “I was just teasing. But I need to get back to work now.” She's yelling as loud as she can, and I can still barely hear her above the music.

"I love you, Bro." She kisses me on the cheek and then disappears through the crowd back toward the bar.

I turn toward the stage. The first girl is walking out, and she's gorgeous. She's wearing a floor length black ballgown with bright red pumps. My stomach tightens as I watch her dance across the stage. Spinning and twirling and grinding, all in a formal dress and heels. Halfway through the second song, one of her breasts pops free of her dress. She plays it off as an accident, but since she has a pink pasty covering her nipple, it's obviously planned. The crowd noise vibrates through my body.

By the time she's finished, I'm yelling as loudly as anyone. I even drain my rum and coke so I can go to the stage and throw her a couple of dollars. I've visited Alexis at work before, but never on the evening of a performance like this. I was always scared to come on one of these nights, not sure what it would be like. Not sure I could handle seeing it.

My body is pressed up against the stage when the next woman comes out. She saunters toward the microphone stand, and it seems like the slower she walks, the more the crowd screams for her. She eats it all up like she lives on their adulation.

When she takes hold of the microphone, she's within arm's reach of me. I can't take my eyes off her. The way she tosses her hair back over her shoulder. The way she juts out her hips—first the left, then the right. Each movement is choreographed to bring more cheering, and it does. But when she looks down at me, and I see her blue eyes shimmering in the stage lights, she freezes, and I'm sure my entire body disintegrates.


CHAPTER TWO



It seems like hours before either of us can move. The crowd is quiet and restless. Their murmuring fills the cavernous room. At last, she shakes her entire body—her breasts swaying from left to right under her dress—and holds her hands out to her sides. The audience roars again, and she takes the microphone from the stand and walks to the rear of the stage, away from me. It feels like the chill that passes over during a solar eclipse, but when she turns, she finds me and winks before looking out to the audience.

“You mother fuckers better make a hell of a lot more noise than that for Miss Sierra,” she says. “She was up here working it for y'all. And I know y'all enjoyed it. With all the new wood that she made spring up, I'm gonna start calling her miracle grow.” She motions for more applause, and the audience goes crazy. My eyes float up and down the white sequined dress she's wearing. It hugs all of her curves, real or not, and there's a slit at her hip. Her entire left leg is out of the dress, and I follow it down to the bend of her knee and then to the smooth curve where her ankle meets her foot, enclosed in a glittering silver high-heeled pump. When I look back up at her face, she's holding the microphone just inches away from her mouth, and I need to put more distance between us.

I turn my back to her and walk back to my table. It's still empty, so I sit down. Almost as soon as I do, the server comes by and asks if I want another drink. I do. I need the whole bottle, not just a glass. I don't look up at the performer the rest of the time that she's on stage. I don't need to. I can feel her walking from one side to the next. Telling jokes, teasing people in the audience, and getting everyone excited for the rest of the night. When she's finished, she introduces the next act, but I don't hear who it is. I don't care. No one is going to come close to her.

[image: ]


"Why is a handsome man like you here all alone?" Her words and her hand running from my shoulder to my neck snap me out of the stupor I've settled into. When I look up, the first things I see are her eyes. They're a stormy blue now. “Mind if I sit? You try wearing five-inch heels and see how long you can stand around in them.”

"I..." I look down at her feet as she sits across from me. They aren't as large as I expected. In fact, neither is she. On stage, she seemed like a giant. Now she's human. And sitting across from me. And even more gorgeous than I thought. "I wasn't here alone.”

She looks around. "Oh? Is there a Mr. So-Hot-I-Could-Provide-Half-the-Heat-for-This-Town-In-an-Emergency? I want to meet the man who thinks he deserves you."

“No. I mean, I did come alone, but I came—” Am I really about to tell her that I came here to see my sister? Is that where I want this conversation to go?

"Yes, tell me all about how you came. I want to know what I have to look forward to." Her hand glides down my arm. Her dark red fingernails leaving her mark on my skin like a river eroding rock. And my gaze falls to watch every movement of it.

"Uh, so how long have you been doing this?" Jesus Christ, Jacob. Can't I come up with something at least half original?

"Touching strange men so I can watch them stumble all over themselves? I've been doing that for a long time. But this is the first time I've done it for a different reason."

I raise my head so I can look at her, and the room starts to move. At first it's just my chair, but then the table and the floor and the rest of the club join in. They're all swaying around. Left, then right, then back to the left again. But it stops when my eyes settle on her. It all stops because it all vanishes. There is nothing else, and I can't imagine I would ever need anything except her. I try to put my hand on hers, but I miss. When I miss a second time, she takes my hand. She rubs her thumb along my palm, and goosebumps ripple out from the epicenter.

"So what's your name?" she asks.

“Jacob. What's yours?”

She stares at me, and we hold each other's gaze forever. Then she laughs, and her entire face lights up. The right side of her mouth curls just a bit more than her left, and the way her eyes squint gives her tiny lines in their corners. But they don't make her look old. They give her face an approachability that makes her more beautiful than I thought was possible. "You’re serious, aren’t you?"

About everything. About every thought I've had since I first saw her. About everything that I want to do to her. To do with her. But I know I'm not drunk enough to have said any of those things out loud. The confusion must show on my face.

"When you asked my name. You didn't hear me introduce myself on stage?"

I shake my head. I may have been a little distracted. I may have been a lot distracted.

"That's fair. I did only say it a dozen times. I knew I should have added one more. I'm Lee. Pleased to properly meet you." She pulls my hand and raises it to her mouth, kissing the back of it. Then she slides her tongue under one of my fingers and takes it into her mouth. Her bright red lips wrapping it while she sucks on it. When she's done, she gives a tiny kiss on the tip and sets my hand back on the table.

"I didn't tip you." I don't know why my mind goes to this when there are so many other things I could be thinking or saying or doing. But I reach behind me and pull my wallet from my pocket. My head sways as I hold out a twenty-dollar bill.

I expect her to take it from my hand, but she doesn't. She leans over, and I can see down the front of her dress. I still can’t tell if her breasts are real, but real or not, drool forms at the corner of my mouth. I catch it with my tongue just as it's about to tumble. When her breasts are even with the table, she takes my hand and pulls it toward her again. This time toward her cleavage. At first I'm not sure what she wants me to do, but when she looks into my eyes, I realize. I slip the bill inside her dress. The back of my fingers rub against her breasts, and she shudders. Real. They're so warm I want to slip my hand in and hold it there all night. And I think she would let me. I linger for a second and then two, but then I pull away, tracing the back of my fingernail along her skin as I do.

She bites her lip and pulls both a black marker and the twenty-dollar bill from between her breasts. I watch as she takes the cap off and draws something on the bill. When she's done, she puts the marker back into her bra and stands up.

She slides a hand under my elbow and guides me up with her. When I'm standing, I'm almost her height. I might be a little taller if she wasn't wearing heels. Or if I was. Without intending to, I move closer to her. My body falling toward hers. And when I'm a few inches away, I wonder if I'm going to kiss her. I wonder if she's going to let me. But she stops me with a hand on my shoulder. She holds the twenty-dollar bill in front of my face and lowers it. Slowly. I watch as she sweeps it along my chest and then my stomach. She pauses at my waistband and pulls it out just enough so she can slip her hand through. The bill scrapes against my cock, and my dick twitches. But just as soon as she enters, she pulls away. And with a wink, she turns and vanishes into the crowd.


CHAPTER THREE



When I wake up, my head feels like I used it to pound nails last night. I almost crawl to the shower, and once inside it, I let the hot water flow in thick rivers down my body. As it pours over me, I feel clearer, and I take the soap from its shelf and later my body. As soon as I touch my dick, it pulses to life, almost growling if it could, and I think of Lee.

She might be the most gorgeous woman I've ever seen. And I don't know if that's just because it's been so long since I've dated someone, but I don't care. I close my eyes and lean back against the wall, and it's like she's here with me. I can imagine her perfect naked body. Her hair is hanging dark and wet around her shoulders, and I follow it down to her breasts. I wrap my hand around my cock as I think about them. As I imagine their curves. Their nipples hard and pulling for me. And I want to take them in my mouth.

My hand is sliding faster now as my imagination drifts lower. Between her breasts and down her hairless belly, and I stop at the belly button. It's a perfect circle drawn into her core, and it draws me in. But I move lower and my dick twitches. The steam from the shower is blocking the view in my imagination, so I reach out. I imagine gliding my hands down her hips and then around to the front. Between her legs and... fuck! My cock spasms, and all my attention is on it now as it sprays ropes of its thick cum. All my weight is pressed against the wall, and I start to slide down it before I catch myself.

I shake my head, and then clean myself and the shower. When I turn off the water, I stand and let everything drip off of me. I don't know anything about Lee. I don't know if she lives as a man or a woman or something else. I don't even know what she has between her legs. But she’s doing things to me that I’ve never felt. I've never come that quickly. The touch of the towel makes the blood rush back into my cock, and I know I have to see her again.

As soon as I pull on an old t-shirt and pair of shorts, I grab my phone and the twenty-dollar bill from last night. The bill she shoved down my pants when I tried to give it to her. Her number is scrawled across the front, slashing across Andrew Jackson's face.

Me: I don't know if you remember, but you gave me your number at the club last night.

As soon as I press send, I regret it. I should have said something else. Anything else. Something to make her laugh or to remind her of the way she ran her fingers over my skin or even just to tell her how beautiful she was last night. What I sent her is a slightly longer version of the "hey what's up" text I would send to one of my friends. I wish I could unsend it. But when I look at it, it's marked as read. My stomach drops, and I toss the phone onto the cushion beside me. I blew it. I probably didn't have a chance anyway, but at least there was a sliver of hope. Maybe the most beautiful woman I've ever seen could possibly maybe be interested in me enough to give me a shot. And what do I do? I practically text "'Sup?" like some stoner texting his friend when he wants to go out for nachos.

Lee: Gorgeous green eyes. Brown hair that could really use a trim. All alone. I've been waiting for you to text.

Holy shit. I try to message back right away, but my hands are trembling and my thumbs can't find the letters. I don't want to keep her waiting, but I really need to be able to hit that E key. Finally, I give up and use talk-to-text.

Me: Wow, I'm surplussed that you're a member. I'd really like to seize you again sometime. Maybe somewhere without a thousand screaming fans the Stime?

"Oh no, no no, no! Fuck you fucking phone!" I scream to an empty house. What on earth made me press send without proofreading it first? But who would think a phone could get things that wrong? And what the hell is a Stime? I bury my head in my hands.

Lee: Are you asking me on a date to one of those members-only surplus clubs? I have a better idea. Meet me at Centennial Fountain at 7:30pm tonight? Dress casual but warm.

Me: I'm looking forward to it. See you then!

What I really want to text back is "Yessss!!!!!!!!!" but I need to play it cool since she already thinks I'm an enormous dork. Tonight! I can't believe it. I let my head roll back, and it feels like my smile curls all the way to my ears.
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There are hundreds of people roaming around the fountain when I get there, and I wonder if the city has some mid-winter festival in the park that I didn't know about. I search the crowd for Lee, worried that I won't be able to spot her in all these people. But I find her right away, like there's a spotlight on her. She's sitting on a park bench. Her legs are crossed, and she tosses back her long black hair as she laughs with the older man sitting next to her.

When she sees me, she stands up. It looks like she was in the middle of a sentence, but her mouth stops moving and hangs slightly open. I smile. She's wearing a black and green sports jersey under a green coat. But she could be wearing a frumpy blanket, and she'd still be beautiful.

"I guess I should have been a little more specific when I told you to dress casually," she says. I'm wearing a sweater over a button-up shirt with jeans. "Casual, but no red."

I look down at my red sweater. "You don't like red, or you're afraid that we look a little too much like Christmas when we're together?"

"Definitely the latter. But if the little pointy elf shoe fits..." She presses her body against mine and holds a hand above us. I glance up at it, but it looks empty to me. “It's imaginary mistletoe,” she says.

Her other arm wraps behind me and pulls me into her, and she kisses me. If her arm weren’t around me, I know I would float away, weightless, caught up in the lake breeze. I squeeze her in my arms and hold tight.

When our lips separate, it feels like part of me is missing. I lean forward and my forehead rests against hers. "That was..." The best kiss I've ever had in my entire life? Better than a lot of sex I've had? Something I'm going to remember on my deathbed?

"It was, wasn't it?" She sounds like she just sprinted up fourteen flights of stairs. "That's the power of mistletoe."

"But Christmas is over." I would have loved to have woken up to her on Christmas morning. It would have been better than the Christmas when I got my first real bike. "I think it's all you." I kiss her again, and my toes curl in my shoes.

"You're right. It is all me." She squeezes my ass, and I jump. I look behind her. The old man is still sitting there, and he's grinning now as he watches us.

"As much as I hate to," she says, "we really should go."

I let out a whine that makes me sound like a spoiled child. "You never have told me where we're going."

"Just over there." She points with her chin. "Tien Arena."

"A concert?"

She laughs. "Way better than that."

She takes my hand and pulls me toward the arena. It's a block away, and it's even more crowded than the park. Everyone around me is wearing black and green. Most of them are wearing jerseys like Lee.

"A game?" I ask her, but I have no clue what it could be. I haven't followed sports since I graduated from high school. Back then, I had to pretend to like sports or everyone would accuse me of being gay like my sister.

"Do you seriously not know? Boy, there is so much that I have to teach you."

I look down at the black high-heeled boots she's wearing. My eyes trace her body all the way to her face. To her pink lipstick and matching eyeshadow. "I promise to be a good student."

"You'd better be." She winks, and a devious look flashes over her face. "Tien Arena is the home of the Sea Eagles. The best team in hockey, as long as you don't go by their win-loss record. Now come on. I need a pretzel."

We each get a pretzel and then fight our way to our seats. Lee elbows at least two people. The first one was wearing the opponent's jersey. I'm not sure what the second man did to her, but after seeing how quickly her elbows fly, I'm afraid to ask.

Our seats are right on the ice, and every time a player from the other team comes close, Lee is up and pounding on the glass. Once, a player stopped and stared at her, and I wasn't sure if he was noticing how hot she is or wondering if he could fight her.

By the end of the game, she's hoarse, and she winces when I hold her hand. As soon as we can stop without being trampled by the mob, I pull her aside and rub my thumbs along her palms. They're red and swollen.

"So, what did you think? Best hockey team in the league, right?"

"We lost by seven points." I pull her hand to my mouth and kiss it. "But I had fun watching it with you."

"Maybe you're in the mood for a little more fun?"

I'm definitely in the mood, and my throbbing cock won't let me forget it. But I'm afraid to agree without knowing what she's going to suggest. For all I know, she may want us to go downtown and start flipping over cars to protest the Sea Eagles’ defeat. "Maybe..."

“At my place?” she asks.

"Absolutely."

Her apartment is just a few blocks away from the arena, so we walk the whole way. When I first see it, my jaw drops. "It's enormous."

"That's what he said." She winks.

I walk to the middle of the room and spin to take it all in. The living room, dining room, and kitchen are all one space. The only division between them is a long kitchen island. I think just those three rooms are bigger than my entire house.

Lee stands in front of me and takes my hands. "So, other than admiring my apartment, what do you want to do?"

"Admire you."

"Mmm, I can go along with that." She guides me over to the couch, and we both sit. Our eyes not leaving the other's. She drops one of her hands from mine and rubs up my thigh to my crotch. "Whoa. Someone is excited."

My breath catches as she strums her fingernail over my dick. "Someone is very excited."

"Someone has been a good boy today..." I feel her start to work on my zipper, but I can't look away from her face. Her pink mouth is contorted into a perfect O.

"How do you do that?"

"Unzip a pair of pants? It's actually easy. You just take this little flap thingy and tug it down." As she says the words, I feel a rush of cool air spill against my boxer briefs.

"I mean the makeup. The everything. How do you look so perfect?"

"Oh." She stares at me, and it seems like we're both frozen. "I knew you were going to ask. I could tell you were special the instant I saw you. I didn't expect you to ask right as I was getting ready to suck your dick, though." She giggles.

"I probably should have waited a few minutes."

"Only a few minutes? Oh, you poor deprived thing. I promise to give you more than a few minutes. But come with me first." She tugs me up, and I follow behind her.

She goes into the bathroom, but I stop at the doorway. She walks to the vanity and pulls out a small plastic case from under the sink.

"It's not going to hurt. Get over here."

I'm nervous as I walk closer to her. "What is it?"

"Stand right there and do exactly what I say. Got it?"

"What are you doing?" My heart is racing.

"You really need to shave closer if you're going to do this. Or get a few zaps of the laser and never have to worry about it again. Now close your eyes."

"Lee?"

"What did I just say? Now close until I tell you to open them."

I do what she says and feel a sponge drag across my face. Is she really doing this? Is she putting makeup on me? I've wondered about this since Alexis came out all those years ago. Even before she came out, I knew I was attracted to boys and girls. But the first time I saw her wear women’s clothes, I was so jealous.

"Someone likes makeup." Her hand wraps around my cock, and I gasp. I don't know if I've ever been this hard. If she doesn't let go of me, I'm going to cum into my underwear right here. But she releases me, and I blow out a long breath. "We'll get to that later. First, I have to make you pretty."

I moan at the words. I've thought about being pretty. Dreamed of it. But I've never done more than that.

When Lee makes a satisfied noise a few minutes later, I want to open my eyes and look, but I don't. As much as I want to see, an even bigger part of me doesn't. If I'm ugly when I look into the mirror, all of my dreams will shatter around me. It's almost better to never find out than to find out it could never be.

"Such an obedient girl, waiting until I tell you to open your eyes. Open up."

I blink a couple of times, but I don't look at the mirror. Just at Lee. The smile across her face is huge, but I don't know her well enough to know if it's from pride or because she's laughing at me.

"Well..." She points to the mirror. Even though I don't mean to, my gaze follows her finger, and I see...

"How?" The mouth on the woman in the mirror moves at the same time mine does. It's like she's lip-syncing my word.

“When will people stop asking that? Picasso had his paints. I have my powders and creams.”

I lean closer to the mirror and open and close my mouth. The woman does the same. When I blink, she blinks. When I back away, she backs away. "But how..."

"Honey, just accept that it is. Is this your first time?"

I nod my head. First time in makeup. First time I saw myself as a woman.

"I was ten my first time. I snuck into my mama's makeup drawer and made such a mess on my face. Believe it or not, I wasn't a natural at this. I didn't really get good until my freshman year of high school. That's when all the other girls started coming to me in the mornings so I could do them up. Except Teresa. Such a bitch. She had to go all through high school without once experiencing my magic touch. Served her right."

"I don't think I can do this."

"Wear makeup? Be pretty? You're already doing both of those things right now."

"No. I..." I storm out of the bathroom, grab my coat and phone, and walk outside. I don't look back. I just order a car.


CHAPTER FOUR



On the way home, I call Alexis, praying that she picks up. I have to see her, and it has to be now. There's so much I need to finally tell her.

The driver pulls over in front of a brown brick building, and I text my sister to let her know I'm here. She's standing in the doorway when I get there. Thankfully, the landing is dark, so she can't see me. Yet.

I follow her inside. This is Sean's apartment, and it's as impressive as Lee's. Alexis walks ahead to the living room and looks out a wall of windows before she turns to me.

“So what's so important—oh.”

“Yeah.”

She walks closer to me. Too close. But I don't move. I let her lean in and examine me. "So, what should I call you?"

"What do you mean?"

“Do you still go by Jacob?”

I feel my face turn beet red. "I... that's what I wanted to talk to you about."

She throws her arms around me. "I love you no matter what you look like or what pronouns you use. I hope you never doubted that."

I wait for her to let go, but she doesn't. "Alexis, it's not like that."

Finally, she takes a step back and looks up at me. She looks like she wants to tell me that it's okay. That I don't have to be afraid to tell her. But she's wrong.

"This was just... Lee. I had a date with Lee. Then afterward she did this."

"Oh." Her eyes are wide and her mouth is hanging open, and then she bursts into laughter. "I should have known. If anyone can make a man look gorgeous, it would be her."

My chest puffs out a little when she calls me gorgeous. "But it's not like that either."

She stops laughing and bites her lip. Her head tilts a little.

“You're pretty,” I say.

"Uh, okay?"

"That's not why I'm here. Well… sorta. I've never been able to say that to you, but I've thought it for a long time. Look, you remember how I was... before that night, right?" The night I hand-delivered her to the man who made her life hell and who could have very well killed her.

She moves to the couch. She's stiff now. All trace of laughter is gone. She won't admit it, but I know that she's never forgiven me for the way I treated her growing up. And I don't blame her. I don't forgive me either. Not for any of it.

“I was hurt,” I say.

"I know. You were just a kid, and you lashed out because you thought you lost your big brother." She's looking down at her feet.

"No. I was hurt because I was jealous." I sit beside her and reach for her hand. It's clamped so tightly to her knee that I have to pry it away, but once I do, she laces her fingers through mine and squeezes. "I thought you ruined everything for me. Because you had the courage to come out before me."

She stares up at me, and I know what she's thinking.

"Not as trans. As bi. As poly. I'd just started puberty and figured out that gender didn't matter to me. Remember Kyle? He was my first kiss. My first hand job. But then when you came out, everyone was so angry all the time. At home and at school. And it's like a giant wind came along and forced me deeper into the closet and then held the doors shut. How could I come out after that?"

She stares at me, and there's a tear running down her cheek. “So you knew what I was going through, but did nothing?”

“Alexis, you remember what it was like. There was no way I could have thrown myself into that. Even if I did, everyone would have thought I just wanted the attention. They would have all thought I was just copying you.”

“It’s not even that you did nothing. You shut me out. You didn't talk to me for months. Not a single word. I worshipped the ground you walked on, Jacob. I did everything for you. And you made me think you hated me. You made me hate myself. I…” She pulls her knees up to her chest and rocks back onto the couch. “I didn’t care what anyone else thought. But you were the reason I cried myself to sleep each night. And now... what? You're telling me you did that to me because you were scared?”

My heart is thumping against the side of my chest, and I’m sure she can hear it. Maybe this was a mistake. Maybe I should have never told her the truth. "I'm sorry, Lex. You don't know how sorry I am. But I was a kid, and I was scared. Terrified. And… fuck, I'm just sorry. Every day of my life, I'm just unbelievably sorry."

I walk to the door, hoping she'll stop me. A touch, a word. I just want some signal to tell me that she might understand. Not today. But some day. But it's completely silent except for her sobs, and when I turn the knob and pull open the door. There's nothing. I step out and close the door behind me.
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For almost a week, Alexis has been ignoring me. And I've been ignoring Lee. I don't know what to say to her. Yes, I loved what you did to me. I want to do it again. But also it made me realize what a terrible person I am and opened up this huge hole in my heart that can never be repaired. And I don't deserve to have it repaired, even if it could be.

But when she texts an emoji with a single tear, it’s like she punches me. I have to sit down. I’m not just punishing myself.

Me: Hey. I've been an asshole, and I'm sorry.

Lee: No, that's not fair. Assholes are one of my favorite body parts, so don't compare them to you. You've been something gross and worthless. Like an armpit. You've been an absolute armpit to me.

Me: I have. I’ve been the stinkiest king of the armpits. And I feel terrible about it.

Lee: Dinner tomorrow to make it up to me?

Me: I'd like that. Where?

Lee: Be at my apartment at six. Use lots of deodorant, King Stinky.

The next day I stand outside her apartment building at 5:30pm. I wanted to be sure I wasn't late, but I ended up too early. Now I'm pacing up and down the sidewalk with a bouquet of flowers in my hand. I don't know what flowers she likes, so I told the florist to put one of everything in here. It's a clashing mix of colors that reminds me of either a field of wildflowers in the summer or the outfit of a clown.

At exactly six, I knock on her door, and she opens it right away. "You could have knocked earlier, you know."

“I—”

"I've been watching you walk back and forth outside. Those poor flowers are probably frozen to death by now. Let me have them so I can get them into some water.” She takes them from my hand and walks to the kitchen. She rummages under her sink and then pulls out a vase for them. “They’re very beautiful, by the way."

"So you saw me out there?"

She doesn't say anything as she fills the vase and then sets it on a table beside the couch. She looks at the flowers and spins the vase a couple of times, finally finding an angle she likes. "You were right outside my windows."

A shiver runs through my freezing body. "You could have gotten me and told me to come in."

She smiles. "I know. But I wanted to see how sorry you were. Did you get cold standing out there?" She runs her hands along my cheeks and pecks my lips. "Do you need someone to warm you up?" Her hands work down my face to my neck. Then my chest. Then around to my back and my ass. She grips it and pulls me closer to her.

"I did get a little cold. "

She kisses me again, and this time her lips stay. Through my jeans, she teases a finger along my crack, and I moan against her mouth.

"I think I know a way to warm you up. Follow me."

She turns and walks toward the bedroom. I don't say anything. I just watch her ass as she walks three steps in front of me. She stops when she gets to the bed, and my pulse quickens.

"Take off your clothes." My dick gets hard at her words, and I rush to unbutton my shirt and pants.

In seconds, I'm standing naked in front of her. I expect her to undress too, or at least lift her dress a little. But she does neither. She just watches me. When I'm naked, she takes a step closer to me and looks down. Her finger runs along the length of my cock, and I want to melt at her touch. But she keeps moving. Around me. Trailing her finger against my skin as she does. My head tilts back, and I groan.

"I like it." She's back to my front now. Not touching me, but she's so close that I can feel the warmth of her breath. Of her body. I don't know if I've ever needed anything as much as I need to feel her against me, but she takes a step further away. She looks me up and down one more time, and I whimper.

She laughs and turns away. "I think we should have a little fun first." My shoulders slump, but that just makes her laugh again. "Trust me, you'll love this," she says.

When she faces me again, she's holding black panties and a pair of black stockings. My breath catches, and my dick somehow grows even harder. She teases the foot of a stocking across its top. It's so light I can barely feel it, but it almost knocks me to the ground. My back arches backward and my knees start to buckle.

"What did I tell you? I want you to pull these on." She rubs the panties down my arm to my hand. I take them from her and pull them up my legs. But I can't get them around my dick. "Hmm, we'll have to take care of that little problem before the night is over. Now sit, so we can finish." She pushes on my shoulder, and I drop backward onto the bed.

Lee kneels at my feet and bunches one stocking in her hand. I hold my foot out for her and she quickly pulls it up to my ankle, but then she slows down. She glides it up my calf so slowly that it almost seems like she's not moving at all. But her fingernails scraping my skin tell me she is. By the time she gets to my knee, I can't hold my body up, and I fall backward. She stops there and starts to work her way up my other leg in the same slow process. I growl, and she just chuckles.

When both stockings are up to my knees, she starts pulling them up further. I sit up to watch her.

She slides the silky material an inch up my thigh and bends over me. I think that she's going to take my dick into her mouth, and my heart races. But she doesn't. She kisses the inside of my thigh, and I writhe at the ticklish sensation. Then pulls the other stocking up an inch. Another kiss. Another inch. Another kiss. And after four of these, I want to scream.

She must sense my frustration, because she slides up and blows across the tip of my cock. My hips buck, my dick strains, but she laughs and gives me another kiss on my thigh. She's so close now. If I just close my thighs, I could hold her there. She would have to take me then. But I don't. And she doesn't.

She drops lower to the floor. Her ass resting on her heels and looks up at me. She's not looking for permission. She's warning me. She runs her tongue up my left leg. By the time she gets to my thigh, her tongue is dry, and it pulls my sensitive skin, stretching it toward my burning core. And she's almost there. If I just move a couple of inches.... But before I can even think it, she's disappeared, and I feel her tongue against my right ankle. I roll back onto the mattress and stare at the ceiling. My heart is beating so hard my entire chest moves in time with it.

When she licks toward my cock this time, I pinch my eyes shut. I don't want to see her get so close, only to move away. But she doesn't. Her lips close around my head, and I gasp. Her mouth is warm and moist, and I'm not going to last long. I need to warn her. But I can't form the words. The only sound that comes out is a crackle from the back of my throat.

"Either you just died or you like that." She pulls away just enough to say the words before plunging back around me.

"Both."

She laughs against my dick. It makes her move faster. Sucking and twisting her tongue around me. I arch into the bed, and I would drive my shoulders to the ground if it weren't there. My entire body wants to curl backward. My hands clench into tight fists around her blanket, and I think I literally explode into her. I can hear her mouth sloshing around me now as she takes it all. And I collapse. Gravity pulls me in on myself.


CHAPTER FIVE



Lee crawls beside me. Our hands find each other, and our fingers knit themselves together. I would be happy laying like this all night, but after a few minutes my stomach growls louder than any moan I'd just made. Lee laughs so hard she has tears in her eyes.

“You did tell me this would be a dinner date.” I haven't eaten all day. I've been too nervous. The only part of relationships that I'm good at is ruining them. My sister. My ex-wife. Almost Lee.

When she stops laughing, Lee rolls over to face me. "What do you call yourself when you're dressed like this?"

I look at her for a second but then stare at the ceiling again. "I don't know."

"Yes, you do. Tell me. My name is Lee, for God's sake. Do you really think I'm going to judge you?"

I twist my head and kiss her. "No, I don't think you will. What is Lee short for?"

She bites my lip and pulls it toward her. "You're changing the subject. Do you know the martial arts star, Sean Lee? My parents were huge fans of him. So they named us Sean and Lee. My brother was born twelve minutes before me, so he's Sean."

A chill runs through my body. I sit up and spin so I'm facing her, pulling my legs in. "Not Sean from the club."

"The very one." She props herself up on an elbow, and rubs her other hand along my stockinged leg.

"As in Alexis's boyfriend?"

"You didn't know?" She bends and kisses my knee and my cock stirs at the memory of her mouth running up my leg.

I can't say anything. How did I not know this? Why did no one tell me? Does Alexis think I'm only dating Lee because she's dating Sean?

"We're identical twins. It's always fun to reveal that to strangers and watch as they try to work out how that's possible... Are you not going to say something?"

"You..."

"Okay, that's kinda the bare minimum, but I guess it's something. Me. Are you that weirded out by dating your future sister-in-law?"

I stare at her for a few seconds and then nod my head. "You're not?" I completely ignore the fact that she's assuming Sean and Alexis will marry.

"Not at all. When my future brother-in-law is this sexy, I don't worry about anything else. Besides, it's not like you're the one dating Sean. That would be awkward. And unusual since he and I are both straight." She chuckles, but I just keep staring at her. "There's nothing wrong with it. People do it all the time. Holidays are a lot easier to plan because there are fewer people involved. Now, what do you say about going out for dinner?"

I nod my head, still wondering what Alexis must think of me. Poisoning our relationship again without even knowing it this time.

"Will you do something special for me?" Her fingers slide up between my legs, and as soon as she touches my dick, I would agree to anything. "Will you go out dressed like this for me?"

My jaw drops open and every thought swirling in my head falls crashing down. "Like this?" There's no way that I heard her right.

"You're so fucking sexy like this." She growls out the words. "But I have a dress that would look hot on you. And wouldn't get us kicked out of the restaurant."

“Lee.” I don't think I need to say any more. The answer is so obvious.

She walks to her closet and pulls out a black dress that looks two sizes too small and a foot too short. She holds it at arm's length and looks from the dress to me and back. "This will be perfect. Do you feel like being a brunette or a blonde tonight?"

"Lee, this is fine for here. It's fun for here. But I can't go out like this."

"Of course you can. I know just the place. Very queer friendly and the owner is a friend. He comes to the club all the time. No one there will judge you. They won't even suspect a thing."

I rub my palms together. Their sweat makes them slick. "I don't know."

"Honey, trust me. I know what it's like to be scared your first time. But if anyone even looks at you just a little funny, I'll make sure tonight is the most humiliating night of their life. I won't let anything happen to you. Trust me?" She sets the dress on the bed and takes my hands. And despite the wolf clawing and thrashing inside my stomach, I do trust her.

We go into the bathroom, and I clean up while she gets her makeup ready. It's just like last weekend, only this time I'm standing in just a pair of panties and stockings.

"So you never did answer me..."

My cheeks turn red. I've been thinking about it ever since she asked me, but I didn't want to say anything. I don't want to seem too eager for this. The bile boiling in my stomach tells me that I'm not too eager for this. "Blonde."

Lee lets her arms fall to her sides and tilts her head as she stares at me. "You either misunderstood what I meant, or you have the strangest and maybe most boring imagination ever. What name do you call yourself when you're dressed like this?"

"Oh." I cover my mouth in embarrassment, but she yanks my hand away and yells at me for messing up her artwork. "I haven't really done this before. Just once with one of Alexis's dresses when I was a teen. But not since then."

"But your legs are shaved."

"I just like them better that way."

She starts blending the contour creams on my face, and I hope that means she's moved on. "So you never had a name for yourself?" Guess she hasn't.

"Jasmine." I say it so softly that I hope she doesn't hear.

"Like the princess?"

I wish I could dig a hole in her bathroom and bury myself in it. The name I’ve always used was one I picked out when I was ten. “I watched that all the time growing up. And I always thought she was pretty.”

“And your family somehow thought that Alexis was the only queer one?”

Lee doesn’t know, but this brings back all the memories of the way I treated Alexis.

"I'm teasing you. It's a gorgeous name. Now, let's finish getting you ready, Jasmine."

I don't know what I expected to feel hearing that name. But it wasn't this. It feels right. And it feels wrong. The same way that Jacob has always felt both right and wrong. I shake the feeling away and focus on Lee. She's smiling at me, so I smile back.

"Ready to try on the dress?"

Ready to be embarrassed because that thing won't even fit one of my thighs? No, but I suppose we have to. Maybe seeing that will make her realize this idea won't work.

The dress is so small that I don't even know what to do once she hands it to me. I look up at her like a lost puppy. She takes it from me, unzipping it and holding it out so I can step into it. Once I do, she shimmies it up my body. Somehow, it makes it past my butt and to my waist. I can't believe it. Then it's to my chest, and Lee holds each sleeve out so I can put my arms into them. When I do, she pulls it snug to my shoulders and has me turn around.

"Suck it in, princess."

I chortle, and then I feel the cold zipper slide up my back. I hear the rapid clicks as the teeth weave together. When she has it up all the way, she tugs the bottom down, and I can't believe it actually fits. "Wait right here," she says and walks to her closet.

She takes a box from the top shelf and pulls out what looks like a small white stocking. "Sit on the bed, so I can work easier." She stands over me and pulls the stocking onto my head, tucking my hair into it.

"Are we robbing a bank to pay for dinner?"

"We can, but it's a Sunday evening, so it might be kind of hard to find a bank that's open. It’s a wig cap. Now, hold still. I'm going to put some glue around your edges."

A lump forms in my throat. "Glue? As in permanent? I have to work tomorrow."

"Glue as in, holds it in place until you're ready to take it off. Splash a little water on it, and poof! Speaking of that, no sweating tonight while you have this on. Unless you want me to use the longer lasting stuff..."

"No sweating. Got it." I wipe my forehead without thinking about it.

She slaps my hand, and I pull it back. "None of that, either. No touching your hairline or your face tonight." She takes the wig from the box and lowers it around my head. My hair has never been longer than a couple of inches, so it's strange to suddenly have long blonde strands tickling my neck and shoulders. I close my eyes while she presses it into place and then fluffs it out.

"Back to the bathroom. I need to curl it."

I sigh. Getting ready like this—as Jasmine—is so much harder than getting ready as Jacob. As him, I would have been finished thirty minutes ago. But it doesn't take her long to curl my hair, and once she's finished with that, she walks me to the full-length mirror in her bedroom and finally lets me see myself.

The pit that was in my stomach vanishes and leaves me feeling hollow. "That's... I'm..."

“You're beautiful. You look like—”

"Alexis."

"It's almost like you two could be sisters." She sticks her tongue out at me. "But we don't have time for gawking. I texted Sebastian and told him to have a table ready for us at eight, and we still have to find you a pair of shoes."

The mention of shoes makes this real for me, and the pit reforms in my stomach, twice the size as before. “Do you even have a pair?”

"Honey, did you seriously just ask a drag queen if she has a pair of shoes? There is so much you need to learn."

"I meant big enough for me."

"Girl, you are now 0 for 2. If you were in the majors, they would trade you away for the man who carries the hot dogs around the stadium. You just asked a drag queen if she has shoes big enough for you." She mutters to herself the whole time she walks to the closet and roots through the bottom. "Have you ever worn heels?"

“No. I’ve never even dressed other than that one time I had the house to myself in high school.”

"Shit. That eliminates about ninety percent of what I have. Well, these are completely reasonable and you're just going to have to deal."

She turns and holds out a pair of black ankle boots. The heel is thick, but it still looks enormous. I shake my head. There's no way I can wear those.

“It's a two-inch heel,” she says. “If you can't walk in these, then you've got bigger problems than a sprained ankle. Now put them on."

I look down at the boots where she set them beside my feet. She already has them unzipped, so I step into them and re-zip. When I have them on, I look up at her, begging her to find something else. But she has her arms crossed, and I know there's no way she's going to let me out of these. Until she sees me walk in them.

I pull my feet up closer to the bed. I already feel unstable. My ankles and feet aren't used to this new position. When I stand, I have to wave my arms to catch my balance. I wasn't expecting to be thrown forward. Lee still doesn't say anything. She just stares. So I take a tiny step. Then another. And these actually aren't too bad. I try a couple bigger steps, and I'm able to move around the room without much problem. I still focus on each step, but it's because it's unfamiliar, not because I'm going to fall.

"You look like a pro. I hope you've learned to have a little faith in me? Now you keep strutting, I mean, practicing. I need to go fix my hair and makeup. Your dick wrecked my look."

My penis swells with pride when it hears her say that. Or maybe it's because I have a flashback to just how my dick wrecked her. Either way, it twinges in my panties, and the tight tuck makes it worse. Instead of being uncomfortable, I'm turned on by having it pulled between my legs. I worry that it'll spring forward, but better for it to happen here than at the restaurant.

When Lee comes out, she's wearing a red dress. I'm pretty sure it's the twin of the one I have on, but it looks so much better on her. She's stunning, and I want to keep her here all night. Keep her all for myself. I walk up to her, just about to suggest that we stay in when she asks if I'm ready to go. My body tenses, and I can feel the hair on the back of my neck rise.

"I don't think I can do this."

She walks to a closet and takes out two coats. She hands me the long black wool one while she takes the short leather jacket. "The car is already out front."

I hold the coat in front of me, like I'm begging. And I am. "Lee, I really don't think I can do this."

"Honey..." she puts her hands on my shoulders and leans against me. Our foreheads almost touch. "You absolutely can do this. And you're going to love it. And I'm going to love seeing you do it. You don't know how hot you are, but girl, you could melt the sun. Now let's do this." She takes my hand and squeezes it.

“The sun can't be melted. It's not—”

"You're hot enough to do it. Now come on. Stop stalling."

I make it into the hall. And then through the door to the outside. I'm blocking everything out. Pretending this is just a normal date and I'm wearing normal men's clothes. But then a breeze blows up my dress, and everything stops. What the fuck am I doing? I watch Lee walk around the car and open the back door. Before she gets in, she looks at me and waits. And waits. I still don't move. I see the driver turn in his seat to look at me now. And the restaurant is going to be just like this but well-lit and with dozens of people all staring. All laughing. All talking about me. All judging me.

"Jasmine, honey?"

I can't say anything, so I shake my head.

"Jas?" Lee whispers something to the driver and then shuts the back door and walks to me. I should get used to the whispering. Everyone is going to do it tonight.

"Jas, baby." She kisses me, and that forces me to take a breath. "You're the one making the scene here. Everything is normal. Just two women getting into a car. You're making it weird by the way you're acting, honey. Now, you can do this. I wouldn't just say that. If you act like you belong, everyone will think you belong. Because you do. Come on." She kisses me again before tugging my hand, and as much as I don't want to, I let her lead me to the car. I slide into the back, and as soon as my rear hits the cold seat, I realize I didn't smooth my dress under me, and I didn't even try to keep my legs together.

The car ride is a blur. I don't know if it takes five minutes or five hours, but too soon we pull up to the curb. I let Lee open her door first. I don't know why, but I feel better knowing she's out there waiting for me. When I do step out, I look around. Hardly anyone is on the street, but it's so light it could be daytime. Anyone could see me.

"This is perfect timing. Sebastian is right there at the front of the restaurant." Lee laces her fingers through mine.

I look up at the sign above the restaurant windows. "Tallow and Lace? You got us into Tallow and Lace?"

"Yes. And it's a lot warmer inside, so can we move it? The owner is a friend."

I don't budge. "Even if the owner is your husband, you can't just get a table here on one hour's notice."

"And yet I did. Magic. Ooh, I wonder if I could learn magic and add that to my act? Now come on?" She pulls me so hard I almost fall, but I follow her into the restaurant.

As soon as we walk in, a man dressed in all black walks up to us. He's beaming, and he wraps his arms around Lee. They hug for so long I wonder if I could sneak away with no one noticing. But then he pulls back, kisses her on both cheeks, and turns to me.

"And who is your stunning friend?"

He looks like he wants to rip this dress off me, and when he kisses my cheeks, I whimper.

"Oh, gorgeous but shy."

"This is Jasmine," Lee answers for me. "She's my date."

“You make me jealous, Lee. I may try to lure her away before the evening is over. But I thought you only…” He looks at Lee and then back at me. "Oh. So does that mean? I never would have guessed. So beautiful. Right this way, ladies." Before he turns around, he looks me up and down one more time, and this time I'm surprised that he doesn't throw me over his shoulder and take me to the back.

When we sit at the table, I remember to smooth my dress. Not that it does a lot of good. It rides halfway up my ass when I sit, and the tops of my stockings are showing. I'm mortified, but I look around and see that no one is watching us. Everyone is too wrapped up in their own dinners and dates. I relax into my seat and smile at Lee across the table.

"Smiling? Oh my God, Jasmine, let me get my phone so I can take a picture of this momentous event." She wrinkles her face. "So, do you believe me now that you can do it?"

I look around one more time and cross my legs at the knee. I don't know.


CHAPTER SIX



The dinner is wonderful. The food, the company, the environment, Sebastian. He checks on us after every course. Every time, he stares at me like he wants to toss me onto the table, and by the time he personally brings me a dessert that I didn't even order, I'm flattered by the attention. If I weren't already on a date, I could be interested. If I hadn't already met Lee, I would definitely be interested. But there's only one person who deserves my attention, and right now, I can see her face turning just a little pink when Sebastian slides his finger along the tablecloth so close that he could be touching me.

"Sebastian, love, maybe you could find your own girl? One who isn't on a date with me?"

"But the fun is in the pursuit, is it not?" he asks. "And when the prize is forbidden, that makes the pursuit all the more exciting."

He stares at me the whole time he speaks. I shift my gaze from him to Lee, not sure what I should say or do.

“You're going to get an exciting stiletto shoved up your forbidden little asshole if you don't leave her alone,” she says.

My eyes go wide. Sebastian turns toward her, and they stare at each other. I'm trying to think of some way to break the ice when they both erupt into laughter. Every person in the restaurant looks at our table.

"That was very good, Lee," Sebastian says. "Do you mind if I steal that?"

"I am pretty proud of it. Use it all you want. Threats like that are meant to be shared."

"Very good... very good. If you ladies will excuse me, I truly will leave you alone this time, so you two may enjoy each other as much as you enjoy this cake. And Jasmine—so stunning—it was truly a pleasure to meet you. I hope to see you again." He lifts my hand and kisses the back of it. I sit still and hold my breath. I have no idea what the proper response is. I just know that all the other diners saw everything, and the heat from their stares is burning a hole into me.

I try to enjoy the cake. I try to enjoy the rest of the evening with Lee, but I can't. Even though I know no one is looking at us anymore, I still feel like they are. Every time I lower my head, I feel them turn toward me. Every time I gaze at Lee instead of sweeping the room, they face me. Every clatter of forks and every soft murmur is about me.

"Jas, don't let him get to you. He's harmless. I promise he didn't mean anything by it. Well, if I weren't here with you, he would have."

I don't want to tell her that it's not him. I don't want her to think I'm a coward or that I'm paranoid. "Do you mind if I leave? I'm getting tired. I promise I'll bring your dress back to you later this week."

Lee's face grows long, but she nods her head. "You can keep the dress. I want you to have it. It's gorgeous on you. Promise me you won't wait a week to call me this time?"

"I promise."
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The next morning, I call in sick. There's no way I can work. I didn't sleep at all. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw them and heard them. Everyone in the room laughing and pointing at me. And Lee just sat across from me, smiling and telling me that everything was fine. But it wasn’t. Not for me.

No one would ever look at her and think that she started life as a boy. No one would ever wonder what she has between her legs. But it's not the same for me. Everyone can see what I really am. They all know exactly what I'm hiding under my dress. And no amount of makeup or wigs will ever cover that up. But Lee will never understand. She doesn't know what it's like for people like me who are too masculine to pass as a woman. She'll never understand the torment I felt when everyone was staring. And she'll always want me to go out with her. And I'll wish I could. Maybe I would even try. But each time would be hell for me.

Me: Writing this is one of the hardest things I've ever done, but I know it's the right decision for both of us. I can't see you again. You're exactly what I want, but I'll never be who you expect me to be. It's best to end this now, before either of us gets too involved. You're beautiful and smart and funny, and I have no doubt that you'll find someone who can make you happy in ways I can't. I know I'll never find anyone who can compare to you, but I have to do this. I'm so sorry Lee. I wish I could be the person you need, but I can't.

As soon as I press send, I block her number. She'll try to talk me out of this, and I'm weak enough to let her. I drop the phone and collapse onto my bed. Tears are pouring from my eyes. But I know this is for the best. I pull the blanket over my head. Even my bedroom is too big for me right now.

[image: ]


I call off work the rest of the week. I can't go for thirty minutes without crying. There's no way I could go through an entire workday. Everything reminds me of her. When I walk around my kitchen island, I think of hers. When I wash my hands, I think of how much better her soap smells. When I lie in my bed, I remember lying in hers while she sucked my dick. Even when I sleep, I dream of her. I know this will pass eventually, but I don't know how long I can take it. I want to look out onto the street and not imagine that I see her walking on the sidewalk. I want to stop looking into passing cars and wondering if she's in one of them. I want to text her and tell her it was all a mistake. But I can't.

All I can do is take short naps—hopefully too short to dream—but I can't even do that now. Just as I close my eyes, someone bangs on my front door. Is it her? What will I do if it is?

"Jacob, you butt, open this door! I know you're in there."

It's Alexis.

I don't say anything as I open the door. I barely even take a step back before she barges in. She's just wearing jeans with a red wool coat. Her hair is pulled back in a ponytail. Simple but pretty. I sigh and shut the door.

She stops in the middle of the entrance and faces me with her hands on her hips. "What the heck is wrong with you?"

"Good to see you too, Sis." I walk around her and plop down on the couch. I wish I hadn’t bought such a firm couch so I could sink into it.

"Well?"

I run a hand through my hair. I should be a good host and a good brother. I should tell her to sit down. Get her a drink. Ask her how she is. I don't do any of that. “This isn't a good time,” I say.

She looks around, and I can tell she notices all the clothes and food wrappers strewn wherever I’ve dropped them. Then she looks at me, and her face softens for just a second. I'm wearing the same sweatpants and t-shirt I've worn for the last 48 hours, and I haven't showered or shaved all week. I think maybe she'll feel sorry for me and leave me alone. But her face hardens again, and she groans.

"Jacob..."

"Lex."

"Lee is miserable." Alexis sits on the chair directly across from me. “Sean says he's never seen her like this. The only time she talks to anyone is to snap at them. She wouldn't even go on stage last night.”

I look around. Does it seem like I'm doing any better? "It would have been worse if I didn't do it now."

"But why did you do it? You two are both head over heels for each other. Anyone could see that."

I bury myself in a blanket. I don't want to look at her, and I don't want her to look at me. "She thinks I'm someone I'm not. She'll forget all about me, eventually." I wish I could say I would too.

"Is this about the other night? At the restaurant?"

I'm lightheaded, and it feels like I can't get enough air under the blanket. She knows? I can't ever look at her again. Not now.

"Jacob, it's okay. You should know I’ll never judge you about that. If anyone understands, it's me. And Lee. We've been through it." She waits for me to say something, but I don't. "Should I call you something other than Jacob? Should I start calling you my little sister now? I have always wanted a sister."

"No." My throat tightens around the word, and I have to force myself to swallow before I can say more. "I'm not like you. You don't understand. Lee doesn't either."

"It's okay." Her voice is quiet. Like a mother talking to an upset child. "It's nothing to be ashamed of."

"I'm not!" Then why am I hiding beneath this blanket? Why can I feel the heat in my ears and cheeks? "You're a woman. I'm not. I just like to... I don't even fucking know."

"You just like to dress up sometimes? Sometimes you feel a little more like a woman than a man?"

Yes, but there's no way I'm going to admit that to her. I can't. I'm too... Fuck, I am so ashamed of this that I can't even tell my transgender sister?

"It's okay to be that way too,” she says. “You don't have to be a boy all the time or a girl all the time. Or you can even be a boy who likes feeling pretty sometimes. Who cares? You can't listen to all that crap in your brain. Maybe I don't know exactly the way you feel, but I know about that voice in your head. That voice is pure evil. You can never ever listen to it."

I wish I could tell it to go fuck itself, but that's too hard sometimes. I sniffle and wipe away a tear that's just starting to overflow my eye, and I pull the blanket down. Alexis's lips are curled up just a little, and all the anger that masked her face is gone now. "I'm not just doing this because of you."

She chuckles.

"I mean it. I'm not copying you or trying to be like you. Although I wish I could be like you. You have everything figured out. I don't have anything figured out."

"Ha! I don't know anything. I just bounce through each day because that's all anyone can do."

"But that still doesn't change anything with Lee. I'm not who she wants."

“You're the smart one in our family. How do you not see this? Lee likes you. A lot. You. She knows exactly who you are. She knows—”

“She thinks I'm a trans woman like her or like you. She doesn't want—”

“Jacob, she's straight. She knows you're not a woman or she wouldn't be this heartbroken. I'm the one who thought... I assumed because I'm like this that maybe you are too. But you're not. And that's okay. But Lee knows.”

I chew on my lip and watch her. She's kneading her hands in front of her chest like she's nervous. Or afraid of what I'm going to say.

"How bad is she?" I ask.

"She's really bad. Why don't you call her?"

I shake my head. I can't. We both need this clean break. It's killing us now, but it's better than a messy separation dragging on for months. I know all about messy separations. It's the only kind I've ever had, and I don't want that for Lee.

"What if you come down to the club tonight?" she asks. "You don't even have to tell her. Just go. She'll be there whether or not she performs. See how she is and then tell me that you think this is best for her."


CHAPTER SEVEN



My heartbeats feel like explosions in my chest. Each one so loud it rattles my body. But I have to do this. I pull open the door and walk inside. It's noisy. Someone must be performing, and I can hear the crowd roaring. I close my eyes and take a couple deep breaths to calm myself. It doesn't work. My hand shakes as I pay the cover to get into the club. The man working the door just smiles at me though, as he wraps the wristband around my arm. Then I push into the main bar.

It's even louder in here. I wince at the noise and look around. Sean is working behind the bar, but I don't see Alexis or Lee. With everyone crowded around the stage, there are a few empty tables. I take one toward the back of the room, in the corner, so I can watch everyone, and so no one can watch me.

I smooth the dress under me as I sit. And as soon as I do, I cross my legs. The stockings swish against each other, and my dick begs to be let free. But not tonight. I look around again. I don't see Lee, but I do see Alexis now. It looks like she's staring right at me, but there's no recognition on her face. So I wave at her. I almost laugh as I watch her face scrunch up while she studies me and then her eyes grow wider than I ever thought possible.

She sets the last of her drinks at a table and pockets the tips the men give her. Then she fights her way through the crowd to get to me. "Jacob? You're so pretty! Up. Give me a hug."

I stand, and she slides her arms around me and squeezes.

"I'm so proud of you for doing this! What should I call you? You obviously aren't a Jacob tonight."

"Jasmine."

“Like the—”

I blush. "Yes, as in that Jasmine."

"I knew you watched that movie way more than any straight boy would. I knew it!"

I toss my hands up as she chuckles. "So is Lee here tonight?"

"Did you do your own makeup? Ugh, you're better at it than I am. Never mind. She's sorta here."

I lean in to make sure I heard her right. "Sorta here?"

She nods her head. "Just keep watching. You'll see. I have to get back. You want anything? It's on the house for my cute little sister."

I laugh. Now I know she's just saying it to boost my confidence. "Just a water? No alcohol for me tonight."

She disappears and is back within a couple minutes. She sets the water in front of me and then leans into my ear. "Lee is scheduled to go on right after this girl. If she goes out there. She refused last night."

I nod. I can't say anything. If I do, I'm going to cry, and I've already done too much of that this week. The thought of hurting Lee makes me sick. I can't even sip the water in front of me.

Alexis rubs my shoulder, and I miss the days before I fucked everything up. We were so close, and then I let fear drive me away from her. "I love you, Little Sis," she says. The look she gives me lets me know that she understands I can't speak right now. She heads back to the bar and leaves me alone at the table.

I watch the woman on stage perform. It's still early, so I wonder if she's a newer girl. She doesn't move with the confidence of the more experienced drag queens. But it's more confidence than I'll ever have. I'm sitting in the back corner of an LGBTQ club, and I’m still terrified to be dressed like this. There's no way I could ever go on stage.

She finishes her act, and the crowd applauds politely and then starts to quiet. My breathing gets louder until I can hear it over them. Shouldn't she be out here by now? I don't notice doing it, but I grip my hands like I'm praying and hold them in front of my face. And I guess I am praying that she's really okay. That Alexis is exaggerating. But I know she doesn't do that.

A woman walks onto the stage, and at first I assume she's a worker. She's wearing jeans, sneakers, and a plaid flannel top that's so big it looks like something she stole from her husband's closet. Her hair is pulled into a bun, but most of it is falling out. When she walks to the microphone stand and stops, I realize that it's Lee, and I collapse down into my chair. She looks even worse than I imagined.

The crowd cheers. Their applause is hesitant, but it's not as hesitant as Lee. She rests her hand on top of the microphone, but she stares at her feet. She does it so long that the audience grows louder. They assume she's doing this for the cheers. When she finally looks up, there's a sparkle in her eyes. Tears. She’s crying on the stage. I fight back my own as she takes the microphone, and the music plays.

Oh no, Lee.

I know the song just after the first few notes, but she can't be doing this one, can she? One of the saddest breakup songs ever? One that made me cry as a teenage boy, so I don't want to know what it will do to me now. But I guess I'm about to find out.

She's standing in the middle of the stage, looking out at the audience, but I'm sure she's not seeing any of them. Her face is blank. She's not wearing makeup, but her eyes and nose are so red that it looks like she is. She sings quietly, and the noise from the audience lowers as quickly as it rose.

Her voice is perfect for this song. Even when she's not trying. Even when she's broken. If this were somewhere else, I would be in awe of her voice. But all I can think now is how sorry I am for her. Another woman that I've crushed because I'm a coward.

When she gets to the chorus, the music swells, but she doesn't. She's still quiet and lifeless, and the people in the audience are starting to look at each other. I’m sure they expect that this is the setup for something. They probably assume that she's going to rip the flannel off. She'll have a revealing outfit underneath, and a new song will cut into this one. One that will have them all screaming and dancing. But I know that's not coming.

I want to crawl under the table. I want to disappear from everyone forever. But I stand up. I don't know what makes me do it, but I walk toward the stage. Everything is in slow motion. Each step takes forever. People turn to look at me as I pass by, but I barely notice them.

When I'm at the side of the stage, I press my body into it. The lip digs into my stomach. She's not looking at me, and I do everything I can to will her to notice me. She just has to make eye contact with me. To know that I'm here. But she's not looking at anything now.

"Lee!" I scream as loudly as I can, but she doesn't look. I don't know if she even heard me. She just keeps singing. Her voice is so soft now that I can barely hear it over the music.

Fuck.

I blow out a breath, and before I have time to talk myself out of it, I push myself up onto the stage. This dress is way too short for this, and I know the entire club can see my panties and maybe even more. My heart is racing so fast that I'm sure it could burst any second. But I don't care.

I assume that Lee will notice me when I'm standing on the stage with her, but she doesn’t. Her eyes are fixed on the floor. But finally, she looks up. It could almost be funny how slowly she does it. It takes two lines for her eyes to move from my feet to my face. And she keeps singing the whole time. Until she recognizes me.

Her mouth falls open, and her arm sags. She mouths "Jasmine" as she drops the microphone. I try to smile, but I can't. I nod my head and put my arms around her. She's limp and doesn't hug me back.

"I'm so fucking sorry, Lee. Christ, I am so sorry."

"Why?" Her voice is weak, and if someone hadn't turned off the music, I don't think I would have been able to hear it.

I squeeze her tighter, and all I want right now is for her to put her arms back around me. But she doesn't. "Because of what I did. That was the biggest mistake of my life. I've been miserable all week."

I feel her shake. "No. Why are you here?"

"To tell you I was wrong. To tell you I want you back, if you'll—" The audience is cheering so loudly now that I can't even hear myself. They obviously think this is part of the performance. I find her hand and wrap mine around it. When she looks at me, I motion off-stage. She nods, and we walk behind the curtain. The crowd noise is shaking the entire building now, and I hope they know something I don't.

As soon as the crowd can no longer see us, Lee comes to life. It’s like a dormant volcano suddenly spewing lava. She flicks her hand down and out of my grip. "Jas, what the hell was that?"

I look down at the black wood floor. "I fucked up. I was wrong."

"Yeah, you absolutely fucked up." She stomps away, and her shoulders shake with each step. "Did you even care what you did to me?"

"I thought it was best for you." My voice is weak, and hearing it out loud makes me realize how foolish I was. She's standing against the wall now, and I walk closer to her.

“Oh, well thank you. You're my hero for protecting little old me. I thought we had something. You were the only person I've ever thought I saw a future with, and then... that. A goddamned text, Jasmine! I thought I maybe even lo—”

"Don't say that." I put my hands on her arms. She jerks a little, but she doesn't pull away.

"Why shouldn't I say it, Jas? Are you afraid of that, too?" Her breath is warm against my cheek as she spits the words at me.

"Yes." That word petrifies me. “I've fucked up with everyone I've ever loved, so don't say that. I can’t—”

She laughs. "What? You're afraid you'll fuck this up too if I say it? Guess what? It's too late for that. So I can say it all I want now. I thought I loved you."

Hearing that word makes me lose control, and I lean forward and press my lips to hers. She twists her head away, and I lean my face against her. My nose pushes into her cheek. "Damn it, Lee."

She blows out a breath. "I love you."

I nuzzle my mouth into her neck. She's so warm against me. I kiss my way around the front and to the other side, and I take her earlobe in my mouth and pinch it between my teeth.

"I love you." Her words are just breaths now.

I slide my hands under her shirt and up to her breasts. She moans as I cup them. My thumbs press against her pebbled nipples, and I circle around them. She turns to face me, and I kiss her again. She opens for me this time. I slide my tongue inside her mouth. Every emotion I felt in the last week is pouring out of me.

She twists her fist into the back of my hair and pulls my head back, pulling my lips from hers, exposing my neck. She runs her tongue down my chin. To my neck. To the center of my chest, to the top of the dress. "I love you."

I roll my head to the side. "I love you too." She sucks the skin of my chest so hard I know there will be a mark. But I don't care.

"Come with me." She takes my hand and pulls me along before I even process what she just said. She leads me down a hallway. We stop outside a locked door, and I wrap my arms around her from behind while she punches in a code on the lock pad. When I slide a hand up to her breasts again, she swats it through her shirt. "Quit distracting me."

The lock beeps, and she pushes the door open. Sean is sitting behind a desk in the room, and as soon as I see him, I drop my arms from Lee and stand straight up. I hide behind her as much as I can.

"Outta here. I need the office."

“I'm busy,” he says.

Lee snatches the papers out of his hand and tosses them against the far wall. "Now you're not. So get out. I need the office."

Sean looks from Lee to me. “Oh. Is this the asshole—”

"Sean," Lee interrupts him, “in ten seconds I'm not going to be able to keep my hands off Jasmine's body. So unless you want to watch your sister fuck the living hell out of the person she loves, you had better leave right now.”

"Jesus, Lee."

"You're down to eight seconds."

Sean stands up and gathers what he can. "Give me time to get out of here, at least."

But she doesn't. She pushes me to the couch. I fall backward onto it, and she lifts up my dress. Her fingers find the waistband of my panties, and she slithers them down my hips and thighs. I look up to see if Sean is still here. I see the door close. And we're alone.

"I meant what I told him." Lee pulls the panties from my ankles and tosses them onto the desk. "I'm going to fuck the hell out of you."

She stands and slides her jeans off. Then her panties. And I finally see it. Her cock. It's huge, and my mouth starts to water just from looking at it. I want to lick it. I want to taste it. But she walks over to the desk, opens the top right drawer, and pulls out a small foil package.

"Do you want this?"

I bite my lip as I stare at it, bouncing as she walks back to me. "Mmm-hmm." In this moment, I don't think there's anything I want more.

"You know what you did tonight, don't you?" She tears open the foil and slides the condom down her cock. I can't help myself, I reach out to touch it. Just the tip of a finger at first. Then I wrap my hand around it. It doesn't go all the way around. "You went up on that stage out there. In front of all those people."

I freeze. I don't even breathe. Some tiny part of me knew I did that, but I blocked it out until now.

"As Jasmine."

Oh my God.

"I'm so proud of you. And you did that for me. Even if we wouldn't have been in this mess if you hadn't screwed up. You did that for me." She climbs onto the couch. Her knees are between my legs, and she reaches down to my already hard dick and slides her hand up and down its length. "So proud of you."

I lift my hips for her, and she pulls up both my legs and pushes them back toward my head. Her hands glide down the stocking-covered skin as she does. But then she presses against me. Her cock against my asshole, and I moan.

"I think you like that."

"Very much." I can barely talk.

"How about this?" She doesn't wait. She just presses into me. My hole expands to take her, but her cock stretches it further and further. I don't know how much more I can take.

"You're too big." I'm worried that she's going to tear something.

She stops, and I relax. "You're perfect," she says. "So tight for me. Are you ready to take the rest?"

"The rest?" She slides further into me, and oh my God. This isn't my first time, but I've never felt this before. My hole and even my insides feel like they're stretched to their limits.

"I'll be gentle." She pulls out slowly, but now there's just an ache where she was. A giant void inside me that I need her to fill. When she slips back into me, I purr.

“My girl likes that,” she says.

I nod my head. No one has ever called me their girl during sex. My cock gets so hard that it hurts. I slide a hand down to it, and rub around its swollen and sensitive tip. Lee must see me, because she starts pumping faster. Either the lube or her condom or something in the office smells like coconut. And the more she pumps into me, the more I can smell it. I try to inhale, but my body sliding up and down along the couch makes it impossible to take anything other than shallow breaths. And in just a few seconds, I forget all about the smell.

I close my eyes, and she's driving into me so hard and so fast now that I'm sure I'll come any second. I work my hand around my cock and pump it faster and faster. Then I feel it building inside me. With every thrust from her cock, it grows out and fills more of me. Steady. This isn't the sudden tense and release that I'm used to.

"Fuck."

"Hold it for me." She pants. "Just a little bit more."

I try to clamp down on the surge building inside me. To at least delay it. But it builds and builds. And she thrusts. And my hand slides to my tip. And it all overwhelms me. And I scream her name over and over as my cock spurts its warm, sticky fluid onto my chest.

Then I hear her breath. Two staccato inhales followed by nothing. Then her cock tenses, and I slam my hips into her as much as I can. Matching her strokes. She's moaning now. It almost sounds like she's crying out. I reach for her, but I can't find her in my haze. But then she collapses on me and sucks in a deep breath. She slips out of me, and I wrap my legs around her. Holding her in place. I'm never going to let her go.


EPILOGUE


"Jasmine? Oh my God, you came as Jasmine? Girl, I'm so proud of you!" Alexis practically runs up to hug me as I walk through the door.

Not long ago, I thought I could never be close to her again. I thought I had ruined even the smallest chance of ever rebuilding what we had. But she made that first step when no one in the world would have blamed her for walking away. Sean even tried to talk her out of it. But she didn't listen.

I understand now that we can never rebuild what we had before, but we're making something else. Something different. It's not built on a foundation of brotherhood anymore. Now, it's friends first and siblings second. It feels strange that way sometimes, but this is the closest we've been since we were kids.

"You look good," Sean says. He’s looking at both me and Lee, so I can't tell which one of us he's talking to.

We're wearing matching dresses. Lee loves doing that, and as much as I feel like a dork when we do, I think it's kind of sweet too. They’re springtime green sleeveless v-necks that flare at our hips and drop to just above our knees. We're both wearing white sandals with four-inch heels. I've been practicing, but I'm still a little nervous about these.

"Everything is ready, so we can all go to the dining room."

"Sean! We haven't even had a chance to say hello to them yet." Alexis has her hands on her hips and is shaking her head.

“We see them all the time. And I said they look good. Now, I'll bring out the lamb.”

"He's just hungry." Lee says. "He gets cranky when he's hungry."

"As opposed to?" Alexis laughs.

"Well, he's also cranky when he's full. And when he's thirsty. And when he's not thirsty. But when he's asleep, he's an angel."

Alexis leans toward us. "I don't know if he's an angel, but he's definitely something in the bedroom." She winks, and I cover my mouth. I really do not need to hear abut my sister's sex life. At least not without warning.

The three of us walk to the dining room and sit around the table. Most of the side dishes are already there. I look at the pie in the exact center of the table. "Is that sweet potato? Who has sweet potato pie for Easter?"

Alexis smiles at Lee like they're sharing an inside joke. "We do. I baked it myself."

Sean comes out carrying the lamb before I can ask one of them to explain. He sets it at the end of the table. The ribs are Frenched, and the roast is shaped into a perfect circle on the cutting board. There are torn mint leaves scattered around it.

"He worked all day on this, and he's very proud of it." Alexis beams at Sean, and he just shrugs as he makes the first cut. I love seeing her so happy. Especially after everything she's been through.

"So," Alexis turns to me, "does this mean you'll be bringing Jasmine out more often? Maybe in public?"

I know from the smile on her face that she's hoping my answer will be yes. She understands there are some days I feel like Jacob and other days I feel like Jasmine. And there are some days I just feel lazy. Jacob is the default on those days because it's so much easier to be lazy as a man than as a woman. But she's always pushing for more time with Jasmine. She wants me to be the sister she always wished she could have. And I am. But I'm also still her little brother.

"Oh, she has been." Lee answers. "We've been practicing to get ready for our honeymoon."

Sean's face goes white, and the knife clunks out of his hand onto the cutting board. He looks like a ghost just gave him an enema.

Alexis squeals and rushes around the table, throwing her arms around me and Lee. "I'm so happy! But why didn't you tell me, you butt!" She punches my shoulder. "Where's the ring? Do you both have rings? When is the wedding?"

"Whoa, Lex. Slow down and breathe." I laugh. "There's no wedding. We're not even engaged. So no rings either." I hold out my hand so she can see.

“We’re not sure we want to get married," Lee says. "Plus, we would just end up fighting over whose dress was prettier or whose makeup was better. So we decided to skip all that and go right to the good part. The honeymoon.”

I look up at Sean. He has the knife in his hand again and is cutting another slice of meat. He looks much more relaxed than he did just a minute ago.

“Oh.” Alexis moves back to her seat, her head hanging a little. “So, where are you going, and are you going as Jacob or Jasmine?”

"Europe. We both want to see at least one real-life castle. And I'll be both. Just like I am here. Whatever mood I'm in that day."

Alexis stares at me. The smile is back on her face. “I’m so proud of you, Sis.”

Lee kisses me on the cheek. "I am too," she whispers. "And I'll show you just how proud I am when we get home."


BEING SABRINA

TRANSGENDER FEMINIZATION ROMANCE




CHAPTER ONE



I haven't been in a club like this since I was in college, but not a lot has changed. I look around as I make my way to our table. There are two different bars in here. A selfie station. Lots of women's bathrooms. That's a change, I chuckle to myself. And the lights are better. More vivid. But overall, it's the same thing. A bunch of gay men and straight women. They just all look like babies to me now.

It's not hard to spot Sebastian, even from behind. He's almost twice as wide as the chair and undoubtedly more solid. His long dark hair falls to the shoulders of his black suit. I've known the man for years, and I've never seen him wear anything other than black. But it’s so natural, I can’t imagine any other color on him.

He doesn't take his eyes off the stage when I sit next to him. Instead, he rests his hand on my shoulder. It's his way of telling me hello. And I wish he wouldn't. Every touch, no matter how brief or innocent, makes my heart skip. And it reminds me of what I can never have.

"Have you been here long?" I ask him.

He shakes his head. "Long enough to order you a scotch, but not long enough to drink it myself. What do you think of her?" He points to the woman on the stage.

I look up. The woman is wearing a parka, but the way she's shimmying in it, we all know that it's coming off any second. And when she does rip it off, she thrusts her chest out, making her already large breasts seem even bigger. I stare at them, but I can't figure out if they're real. Just based on the way they bounce in her ice blue bikini top, I think they probably are. But with a good makeup job and better falsies, it's hard to tell anymore. The woman moves around the stage, showing herself off to everyone. Every time she flips her hair, the crowd cheers, and when she squats down with her legs spread wide open, the audience erupts. I just watch with my mouth hanging open. She must really trust her bikini and whatever tape she uses to tuck her boy bits away.

"I think she's pretty. And a really good dancer." I answer his question.

"Yes to both. I've been watching her since she started a little over a year ago. It's remarkable how much she's changed in that time. So much more confident. When she started, it seemed like she was almost embarrassed of herself. Can you imagine being embarrassed of who you are?" He finally turns to me, and his eyes are like black coals in here. They hold my eyes until I can't take anymore and have to look away.

I need to change the subject. "So how's Pepper and Jade coming?"

Sebastian's face lights up. His restaurants aren't his main business, but they're the ones he loves the most. “I have people working around the clock to be sure we’re ready for the opening next weekend. But we’ll make it. And we’re already booked until April.” He pauses, and I'm just about to congratulate him when he bites his lip, and I know there's more. "Unfortunately, there was some family business I was forced to handle personally last week, so that distracted me from tasks at the restaurant. But that's in the past." He brushes his palms like he's rubbing the dirt from them. “Next week, I’ll live at that restaurant until I’m sure it’s ready.”

I know better than to ask anything more about his family business. The first time he mentioned it, I asked what he meant, and his stare was so intense, it felt like I was being stabbed. He never answered me then, and I haven't questioned him since. If he doesn't want to talk about it, I probably don't want to know. “So that means the menu—”

"Will wonders never cease?" One of the performers stops in front of our table and stares at us. "The mighty Sebastian Makris is here with a date? And a cute one at that." She winks at me, and my skin turns to lava. "Should I take a picture to record this occasion?"

"You know what happens to people who try to take compromising photos of me." Sebastian's voice is calm and almost chilly. But he doesn't deny that I'm his date. Does that mean something? It can't. I can't let myself think that it does.

"I know what would happen to you if you tried."

They stare at each other, and I'm starting to worry there might be a problem when Sebastian stands up and throws his arms around the woman. "Lee, my dear, how are you?"

“You know those times where you feel like everything is going your way? Well, they’re going to name those after me. That’s how well I’m doing. So who's the cutie? And why haven't I been introduced yet?”

They both turn to me. Sebastian is still smiling, and I wish it could mean more than it does. "This is Colin, a very good friend to me."

The woman's face lights up at the way he says it, and I want to bury my head in my hands. "It's a pleasure to meet you Colin. Any "very good friend" of Sebastian's is always welcome here." She extends her hand, and I shake it.

“We're not... he didn't mean—”

"So how is that lovely girlfriend of yours?" Sebastian interrupts me before I can clarify that he and I aren't dating.

“Still lovely as ever. She's been begging me for weeks to ask you for reservations at the new restaurant.”

"You know there's always a table for you two once we open. Just say the word."

"I know. But I want to make her work for it." The woman winks at Sebastian, and then pats me on the knee. "I really need to get backstage. You know how these girls are. They're probably fighting over whose curling iron is the biggest. It was great to meet you Colin. I look forward to seeing you around a lot more often. Maybe now Sebastian will stop flirting with my girlfriend."

"She's too gorgeous. I'll never be able to control myself around her." He hugs the woman again and sits back down. “That was Lee,” he tells me. “She and her brother own this club.”

"So is that why you come here? Because you know the owners?" He’s not gay, so I've been curious why he chose this club.

"Not quite. I know the owners because I come here so often."

“Oh.” Does this mean he’s attracted to this type of woman? My heart races.


CHAPTER TWO



I change my mind on each step toward the door. She’s my best friend. But I’ve gone this long without telling her. But I want her to know. And I need her help. When I get to the door, I pause just a second before opening it. I want to do this.

"Hey, Ki."

"Hey, boss man." She tosses her coat on the back of a chair and I roll my eyes. She knows I hate when she calls me that, and that's why she does it. We haven’t thought of each other as boss and secretary for years.

I stand in the doorway between the living room and kitchen. "Want a drink?"

"You still have those pomegranate hard ciders?" she asks.

I take out two glasses and pour the ciders into them. She sips hers. I chug mine. Having a little alcohol buzz will make this easier.

"Whoa, Colin. Are you trying to get wasted in the middle of the day?"

Trying? No. But if it happens, I won't complain. I open another bottle and pour it into my glass.

"So what's up? You invite me over, don't say two words to me, don't even have the Sea Eagles game on, and now you're drinking hard ciders like a nervous sorority girl during rush."

I walk to the living room and sit on the edge of a chair and study the glass in my hands. I swirl it around, watching the red liquid fizz and race around the lip. Maybe I should start by showing her the text. I pull the phone out of my back pocket and swipe to the message. "Read this."

Sebastian: Please remind me to never blindly say yes to someone. Apparently, I'm hosting my family's holiday party next weekend. From this moment forward, I'm telling everyone no whenever they ask me anything.

Me: It won't be that bad.

Sebastian: My mother has already asked me who I'm bringing. She doesn't understand I have no time for anyone new in my life. I'll ask Lee to arrange for a girl from the club to accompany me.

Me: Don't do that. I have a better idea. I’ll take care of everything.

As soon as I sent that text, I knew it was a mistake. I should have texted back right away to tell him I was wrong. That I didn't have a better idea after all. I even had the message typed, but I erased it.

"So, is this why you wanted me to come over? Prince Sebastian is having a party, and... What?" She sighs his name just like she always does to make fun of the way I dote on him.

I look up at her and smile. This is going to work. She and I are going to make sure it works. "And I'm going to be his date."

“Does he know this?”

I shake my head.

She reads through the messages again and raises an eyebrow. “So you're going to be his surprise date? And this is the Prince Sebastian? The straight man you whine about all the time, wishing that he could be gay."

"I don't whine about it." Kiana rolls her eyes but doesn't say anything. "I don't! But there's more to this. Something that you don't know about me."

"Unless you're secretly a woman, I don't see how it's going to help any with this."

My heart skips when she says it. There's no way she knows. I know that she can't. "That's kind of exactly it." I look down before I can see her reaction.

"Yeah, I need a little more than that—I need a lot more than that—to know what you're talking about." She sets the phone on my leg and sits directly across from me.

"I mean, you kinda got it already." I look up at her and smile. She still looks confused though. "I'm trans, but not many people know." In fact, exactly three people know. My sister and two ex-boyfriends. My two exes tried to stay with me after they found out, but it didn't work for any of us.

The confusion on her face is gone, and it's replaced by disbelief now. "You're kidding me."

I shake my head and shrug.

“Wow. This wasn’t what I expected when you asked if I could come over today. So what happens now? What do I call you? Does this mean you’re transitioning? Who else knows?”

“My sister and a couple of exes I never talk to anymore. Now you. I hope it’s okay that I told you.”

“Girl! First things first…” She leans over my chair and wraps her arms around me. “I am so proud of you for this. And honored that you felt safe enough to tell me.” She lets go and I’m sure I see her wipe her eye even though she would never admit if I asked.

“So?”

“So what?” I ask.

“So everything. Name? Transitioning? Does Prince Sebastian know yet?”

I stumble over the word when I try to tell her my name. Somehow that makes this more real. “Sabrina. Uh, I don’t know. And that’s why you’re here.”

Kiana squeals and wraps me in a hug again. “I like Sabrina so much better than Colin. I could always tell you were a Sabrina. I just had a feeling.”

“You very definitely did not.”

She taps the side of my face. “Shush. No arguing. So you want me to help you figure out what to do about work?”

I look down. “I hadn’t really thought that far ahead. I don’t have any plans for work yet. It’s Sebastian that I need help with. What are you doing Saturday? Want to help me with my hair and makeup?”

"Girl..."

“And do you have time to go shopping with me now? I need to pick out a dress for the party.”

“So he does know? And you’re going with him.” Her hands start to move up, and I know she’s going to hug me again, so I stop her.

“Not yet. I’m kind of going to surprise him?” Hearing it out loud makes me wonder if I should do this.

“I don't want to be that person,” she says, “but just because he's straight doesn't mean that he's going to be interested in... someone like you.”

She doesn't have to say it. That's why I never told him about this. For years, I’ve told myself that the reason he’s not attracted to me is because he’s straight. But once he knows the truth, I won’t have that excuse anymore. If he’s still not interested, it will be because of me. “I know. But I have a feeling about this.” Thanks to Friday night, I know the kind of girl he’s interested in.

"Then let's do this. Are you going to go shopping like this, or do you have something different in mind? Let's go see what you have in your closet." She’s practically bouncing with excitement as she pulls me from the chair and herds me toward my bedroom.

Kiana goes right to my closet and throws the doors open. While she swipes clothes back and forth on the rods, I take a bra from my dresser.

"This is it?" she asks.

"What did you expect?"

"Before today, I thought you were a gay man. Now you tell me that you're really a trans woman. Both of those things make me expect a pretty spectacular closet. But my dad’s wardrobe is more interesting than this."

"Sorry. I didn't have time to get the mirrored ball installed before I invited you over. Get a sweater out of there for me, will you?" I slip my t-shirt over my head and wrap the bra around me. When it's hooked in the back, I drop my breast forms into the cups, running my finger over my nipples and wishing I didn't have to stuff my bra before going out.

"A sweater? Seriously? You don't even own a dress."

"That's why we need to go shopping."

She snorts and looks me up and down. The side of her mouth is curled up. I'm just wearing a bra and panties now. "What?" I'm not sure I want to know what she's thinking, but I ask anyway.

“Nothing. Just… you’re kinda hot dressed like that. Here.” She holds out a sweater for me. “At least this is pink and not some boring black or brown.”

"Whatever." Black can be sexy on the right person.

I take the sweater from her and set it on the bed. Then I pull on a pair of jeans and walk to the bathroom. Kiana is behind me and clicks her tongue when she sees my makeup bag. I know what she's thinking. It’s not even half the size of a small pencil case. But I never go out dressed like this, so why do I need a lot of makeup or clothes? She's lucky I have any at all.

I only put on eyeliner, mascara, and lipstick, and when I face Kiana, she pretends to wipe away a tear. “This is why I need you to help me next weekend,” I say.

"You need me to help you today. Do you want me to do it for you?"

I shake my head and kiss her cheek as I walk back to the bedroom. “Not today. This is fine. I don't like heavy makeup.” I slip the v-neck sweater over my head and adjust it so my bra isn't showing. Then I pull my hair up into a bun and look at myself in the mirror. Totally fine. I look just like any other woman shopping for a dress to wear while surprising the man she’s secretly been in love with for the last two years and telling him that she's not really the gay man that he always thought she was. Completely normal and common.


CHAPTER THREE



The store is packed, and there are giant signs everywhere announcing a "Pre-Pre-Black-Friday-Up-to 50%-Off Sale." I work through the dates in my head. This is only the beginning of November, so I think their marketing department might be off a week or two. But I'm apparently the only one who cares. There's at least two women at every rack, but Kiana and I snake our way through them all. She keeps asking me what I'm looking for, but I don't know. What's the perfect dress to wear for both coming out and hitting on your friend? I'll know it when I see it. I hope.

But so far I haven't. Nothing is perfect. Everything is either too formal or too cheap-looking. Too low-cut or too frumpy. Maybe this isn't going to work. Maybe this whole idea was foolish. I sigh as I step away from a rack. The woman who was waiting for me to move smiles at me as she swoops into the space I leave. I look around for Kiana, but I don't see her anywhere.

I wander to the juniors section just in case there’s something there. But it’s twice as crowded as the women’s. Mothers and daughters all fight to find the perfect outfit. But I can tell from a distance that it’s not worth wading into that mess. Either I've moved on and left these styles behind me, or the fashion world has moved on and left me behind. Maybe both.

"There you are!" Kiana almost shouts in my ear, and it makes me jump. "I've been looking all over for you. I think I've got it."

Excitement draws up through my body, but at the same time, I try to tamp down my expectations. I know her, and I know her style. I'm sure this dress is going to be sparkly and shiny and short and cut to show off cleavage that I don't have. I could curse myself for not starting hormones earlier. I turn, and she holds the dress out in front of her.

"You picked this?" I ask her and take a step back. It's a red sweater dress with a cowl neck and three-quarter length sleeves. It is short, but other than that, it’s not like anything she would ever choose.

“It's you. Plain and simple, but with a little surprise underneath that's hidden from the world.” She flips out the bottom of the dress, and I laugh.

"It is me. And I love it. I just can't believe you picked it out. It's not a neon color, and it doesn't light up. Does it play music if I push a button on the chest?"

"Yes. If someone pushes your boob, it'll play a song called Get the Fuck Back Before You Get Your Dick Slapped. Really catchy. It might be plain now, but wait until I accessorize you." The way she says the word accessorize sounds both exciting and threatening. "Oh my God, I don't even know... are your ears pierced?"

I nod and pull out a naked earlobe, like I need to prove it.

"Then yes, girl, we are doing you up all the way. It's called compromise. You get your boring ass dress, and I still get to make you fancy and pretty." She bounces up and down and claps, and now I know that I should be afraid. But I'm not. I'm so excited I feel like someone set me on top of a vibrating washing machine. “First, you have to try it on to make sure it fits.”

Finding a salesperson to let me into a fitting room is a lot easier than I thought it would be. They're all clustered together near a door that probably leads to the backroom. When they see us approaching, their eyes go wide and a couple slip through the door. Kiana and I put on our biggest smiles to reassure the ones who haven't been blessed with superhuman reaction times that we really don't mean any harm. Kiana even holds up the dress as we get closer, like holding out a treat to a frightened dog.

"My girlfriend just needs a fitting room, that's all."

One of the salespeople takes a step toward us and then stops. I hold my hands out to not spook the overstressed girl. She looks from me to Kiana and back again, and the relaxation that passes over her is obvious. It's like someone let just a little air out of a balloon about to burst. “I was so worried you were going to yell at me for not having that dress in an aqua blue tartan plaid size 0.”

"You don't have that?" I ask, and she freezes. "Just kidding. I only need a fitting room so I can try this on, please."

She laughs too long and loud, and I can tell it's the first chance she's had to release any tension all day. "Here you are." She pulls her keys from the lock and nudges the door open. "If you ladies need anything else, just let me know." We don't even have a chance to blink before she disappears.

I step inside and look around. I'm 33 years old, and this is the first time I've been in a women's dressing room. It's very underwhelming. Almost exactly like every men's fitting room I've ever been in. There's no champagne or tray of strawberries. There's no celestial harp music that starts playing as I walk in. The only difference is the smell. There's a faint smell of perfume instead of a faint smell of deodorant and cheap cologne. I inhale and take off my jeans and sweater and slip the dress over my head.

"Well?" Kiana calls out from the other side of the door. "You've been in there so long that girl has probably had three panic attacks by now."

"She probably had those before lunch. And I just got it on." Sort of. I took time to look at myself in the mirrors, turning to see every angle. The dress is so short. But it's exactly what I need for Sebastian. I open the door and stand still so Kiana can see.

"You love it," she says. "Look at the smile on your face. You love it. And damn girl, this is a yes."

I nod my head. This is definitely a yes. The dress clings to me and makes me look like I have curves, but it doesn't expose anything I don't have. Or anything I want to keep hidden.

"If Prince Sebastian doesn't make out with you at this party, then he's not as straight as you think."

Just thinking about him making out with me—or even just touching me in any way other than the way he touches all of his friends—sets my heart off. It's galloping through my chest, and I close my eyes to think about what might happen.

"Oh. My. God. You're worse than Grace was when she suddenly realized Noah was cute." Grace is Kiana's thirteen-year-old daughter, and during the summer she discovered boys. More specifically, she discovered that the neighbor boy was more than just someone she wanted to ride her bike with. "Take that off before you ruin it with your unclean thoughts. We need to go get you some shoes before the only thing they have left is a mismatched pair of size five running cleats."

The shoe department looks like a small nuclear bomb burst earlier. There are boxes and tissue paper and even stray loafers scattered on the floor. We pick our way through the mess and Kiana leads me straight to the boots. She walks by anything I would have picked and instead goes right to a black boot that seems taller than my leg and has a stiletto heel so thin I could probably use it to pick my teeth.

"You've worn heels before, right?"

I run a finger along the boot. "Yes, but does this sliver count as a heel?"

"Do you want Prince Sebastian to notice you?" That's all she needs to say. I want him to do more than notice me, and if these boots will do it, then I'll wear them. "I see those wheels turning. Attagirl. Now let's try on these man-spearers."

Even with our friendliest faces and the lure of candy, it takes a while to coax the battered shoe clerk over to us. But finally we do, and she hauls a box from the back and sets it on the floor at my feet. When she takes the lid off the box, I'm surprised that it's just these boots inside and not a refrigerator. The box is big enough for either.

I slip my feet into the boots and zip them up. They come above my knee. I've never worn boots this high before, so I flex my knee to see if I even can. No matter how sexy the boots are, I can't win over a man if I have to waddle like both my legs are in casts. Once I know I can at least bend my knees, I move to the next problem. Walking on heels that are barely thicker than my knitting needles at home. I blow out a breath and tell Kiana that I want her to have all my belongings when I pass away from either altitude sickness or a fall from such a height that the impact liquifies my internal organs. Then I take a step. And another. And these actually aren't nearly as bad as I thought they would be? They’re just like any other thin heel I've worn.

"So?" I ask Kiana.

"You are going to set off the smoke alarms at this place."


CHAPTER FOUR



“You don't even understand how much I've thought about this all week,” Kiana tells me. “Like too much. I've had dreams about it. Those kinds of dreams. Not about you, no offense, but about doing this to someone else.” She looks around like there might be someone else here. “I mean S-E-X dreams.”

"Yeah, I kinda figured that part out." She smacks my arm. "Maybe you found something in you that you didn't know existed."

"Maybe… But you need to find yourself in that dress soon. We only have an hour and a half until you have to leave. Get those stupid boy clothes off. I can't believe you even wore those today. You'd better hope that's not bad luck."

I look down at what I'm wearing. "It's a sweatshirt and a pair of shorts. It's not really boys or girls." I take them off and fold them over the back of the chair.

“Now those are sexy." She looks down at my red lace panties. "You're planning to go all the way tonight, huh?"

"All the way or bust."

"That's my girl. Now, are you ready for the first surprise?" Kiana warned me all week that she would have several surprises for me. She wouldn't give me even a hint of what they would be.

I bite my lip and look at her. She's my best friend. We love each other. This can't be anything bad, right? "I suppose."

She walks to the couch and roots through her purse. "Close your eyes."

"Ki, come on."

"Close 'em, sister, or you're not going to get it."

"That makes me want to keep them open, but fine." I close my eyes and hear her walk toward me. Then I feel something brush across my hand. It feels like a feather.

"You like that?" she asks.

"That better not be the feather you plucked off some poor pigeon on the way here."

"Open up." She's holding a pair of black tights stretched between her hands. "Put them on." She tosses them to me.

I only planned to wear a pair of knee socks under the boots, but why not? I sit on the edge of the couch, bunch up one leg, and slide it over my foot and up my calf. "Ki? Seriously girl?"

She has a goofy grin across her face when I look up at her. "They're perfect." The sheer black tights are dotted with tiny black hearts all over them. "You're trying to send him a message, right? Well, guys sometimes need things to be obvious, so why not beat him over the head with it to make sure he gets it?"

"In case me wearing a dress and telling him that I've always had a crush on him, isn't obvious enough?"

"It's about layers. You're giving him layer upon layer of hints."

I shrug my shoulders and finish pulling the tights up around my legs. It's not going to hurt. And they are cute. And it is cold. I can always tell myself that I'm just wearing them to keep my legs warm since the dress is so short.

As I'm tugging them into place, Kiana sneaks behind me and pinches my ass. I scream and jump away from her, and she just laughs. "Just getting you ready for what Prince Sebastian is going to do to you tonight." God, I hope. "Now get your boobs and your dress on and come back out here into the kitchen, so I can make you even sexier than you naturally are."

“Which is—”

"Which is extremely sexy! And don't you dare think about disagreeing with that, because I will scientifically prove that you're an imbecile if you do."

I chuckle and walk to my bedroom. The dress and bra are already laying on my bed. I got them out earlier. Every half hour I would walk in here and pull the dress from my closet and just look at it. Wondering how Sebastian will see it. Wondering how he'll see me in it. Finally, I decided to lay it across my bed, so I could see it each time I walked by. Then I spent the rest of the afternoon looking for excuses to walk down to the end of this hallway.

I hook the bra behind me, straighten the inserts in the cups, and then pull the dress on. I've worn it for at least a few minutes every day this week, but none of the times felt like this. I'm beyond butterflies in my stomach. This is a full plague of locusts swarming around in my belly. I try exhaling slowly, but it doesn't work. They all stay put. I close my eyes and picture Sebastian seeing me—the real me—for the first time today, and that quiets my nerves. He's going to love this. He's going to love me. I know he is. I walk back to the kitchen.

Kiana squeals and stamps her feet on the floor when she sees me. If Sebastian gives me even half of that reaction tonight, I'll be ecstatic.

"Sit here." She scoots out the chair beside her. "Ready for surprise number two?"

"Can I think about it for a while?"

"Ouch! You like the tights, don't you?" Her hand is inside a cloth bag. I wait for her to pull it out, but it's obvious that she won't show me what's in there until I answer her.

"Yes Ki. The tights are cute."

"I knew you'd love them. Just like you're gonna love this." She pulls out a box of red nail extensions. "Now, before you say anything, I wear this brand all the time. These things stick like toilet paper on the bottom of your shoe, but when you want them off, you just need to use a little acetone. So wear them tonight and tomorrow and take them off before work Monday. There's nothing sexier than scratching your nails down a man's back while he's railing you."

"That's actually true. Gay or straight. So you just won me over."

She presses each nail against mine, and when she finishes my left hand, I hold it in front of my face and wiggle my fingers. I'm not sure how well I'll be able to function with these, but they are sexy. I wonder what they'll look like wrapped around Sebastian's cock. I wonder what his cock looks like.

"See?" she asks. I quickly drop my hand and think of something else, in case she’s somehow reading my mind.

Once all ten nails are in place, she unzips her bag and spreads it across the table. "Surprise number three. I'm not letting my best friend go out there with just some basic eyeliner and mascara. Not when she's hunting the most dangerous prey of all..."

"Man." I groan out the word and roll my eyes at the obvious joke.

"Man," she says, like I didn't beat her to it. "We're contouring today, bitch. Plus, I just happened to be in a makeup shop the other day, and they just happened to have this red lipstick that is an exact match for your dress. And I just happened to buy it for you since Christmas is coming up. Now sit still and don't even blink unless I give you permission."

Other than one sneeze, which causes Kiana to growl at me, I sit perfectly still for the next thirty minutes while she does my makeup and then my hair. When I'm done, I'm ready to see myself. I'm more than ready to see myself. But when I stand up, Kiana stops me. "Not quite yet. Let me go get your boots first. I don't want you looking until you can see the complete package."

When she comes back, she's carrying my boots and one more bag. I can't see where it's from. "Surprise number four," she says. "A girl's gotta have jewelry." She pulls out a pair of silver chandelier earrings. I’m sure these can't be real diamonds—or else she and I need to talk about why I always buy lunch when we go out—but the light dances off of them just the same.

"Ki..."

“Just try them before you tell me you don’t like them.”

"They're gorgeous." I put them in my ears. They're heavy enough that I notice them every time I move my head, but they aren't so heavy that they distract me.

She sets the boots in front of me, and I step into them and zip them up. It's a lot harder today. I'm trying not to put a run in my tights, and I have nails that feel like they're four inches long. But I finally get them both zipped and Kiana takes my hands and pulls me up from the chair.

"Are you ready for this, girl?"

An hour ago, yes. Five minutes ago, yes. But now, I'm not so sure. It's not like I haven't seen myself before like this. But then it's never been like this. "Tell me what you think first, Ki."

"Are you nervous?"

I nod my head.

"I think you shouldn't be," she says. "I think you could have any man you want at this party tonight. Prince Sebastian or any of his dwarfs. Ready?"

She doesn't give me the chance to answer before she steps out of the way, and I see myself in the mirror. My curled hair is pretty. My makeup is gorgeous. The dress is stunning. The tights and the boots are hot. And I'm sexy as fuck. I cover my mouth and see my nails. With everything else, I'd forgotten them. They're perfect. I jiggle my head to shake the earrings, and they bounce a prism of light at the mirror. If I were a man, I would want to fuck me. If I were a man, I would drool if I saw me.

"You make up pretty good, boss lady."

"Holy shit, Ki..."

She presses against me from behind and wraps her arms around me. I hold her hands in mine. “Go get your Prince, beautiful.”


CHAPTER FIVE



Me: Hey Seb, I'm out front. Can you come meet me? Alone.

I press send and take a deep breath. There are at least ten other cars parked around the fountain in the middle of his driveway. I don't recognize most of them, but I can tell they all cost more than my BMW.

When I see him walk out of the house, my fingers turn white from gripping the steering wheel. This is it. This is everything. I have to force my breaths in and out. My hammering heart won't make room for anything else inside my chest. I know him. I know that he's fine with this. In theory. With other people. But what if he's not fine with me? I close my eyes and try to count the seconds until he gets to my car, but I don't make it past two. My brain stumbles over what comes next, so I just keep repeating two over and over until he's standing outside the window.

He sees me. He's staring right at me. And I'm staring at him. But he's not moving. Is this what it's like to die? Everything around me—the entire world—is stopped. Frozen. And now I'm stuck in some in-between state. My mind refuses to let go, so it holds on to this. I'm going to be haunted for eternity by Sebastian's face looking through my side window. His jaw hanging open. His eyes wide and perfectly round in their shock. I wanted him forever, and now I have him.

But then his jaw closes, and his throat bobs up and down as he swallows. He reaches for the door handle and gets in beside me. His sandalwood scent fills my car instantly, and I wonder how long it will last if I never roll down my windows again.

"Colin?"

"So remember how I said I'd find you a date for today?"

"I do." He draws out the words like they're sticking to his mouth, but he doesn't say any more. I wait for him to realize what he's seeing. Any second... "This was your plan?"

I nod, and he laughs. But it's not an amused laugh.

“You want me to tell my family my friend dressed like a girl so I would have a date?”

I put my hand on his. He doesn't pull away. "Not just dressed like a girl. I am a girl." I watch for any reaction. Good or bad. But there’s nothing. "Seb, remember that club you took me to? Those girls? You know about them, right? You know what makes them different from a lot of other girls?"

He doesn't answer.

"You know what they have between their legs, right? I'm like them."

“You're like them…” I'm not sure if he's questioning me or just repeating my words because he's in shock.

"Seb, I'm transgender." I feel like I’m going to vomit, but if I do, the entire swarm of locust will pour out of me. "I'm like them, but I hid myself from almost everyone."

“Hid yourself…”

"This is me. Who I really am. I'm showing you my true self right now, and the fact that you aren't reacting at all is starting to freak me out. Say something."

"I don't understand."

Thank God. That's something I can work with. That's an opening. “To keep it overly simple, it's like I have the wrong body. I wasn't meant to—”

“I know that, and honestly, I’ve suspected this for a while. I know lots of girls like you, and I’m not blind. But I don't understand why you're here like this today. You know my family is here.”

He… what? I feel like someone poured ice water over me. He’s suspected this? I close my eyes and take a breath. “I’m here as your date.”

“As my date?”

"That's the second part of this. I'm coming out as trans. But I'm also telling you how I feel about you." I run a finger across the back of his hand.

"And that is?"

I need to swallow, but I don't have any saliva left in my mouth. This is the moment when our friendship ends one way or another. Either he's repulsed by me and never wants to see me again, or we explore different levels together. "I like you. A lot. As more than a friend." I dream each night of getting fucked by you. Every time you touch me, my skin welds to yours and it physically hurts me when we have to separate. When I look into your eyes, I see what I want my eternity to look like. But I don’t dare say any of that to him.

"So you’re not just pretending to be my date?"

I shake my head. "I'm attracted to you. I have feelings for you. I want this to be real from both of us. I want... you. I want you." I feel so much better now that it’s out in the open. The cell door is unlocked, and I've walked through it. I might still be trapped inside the prison, but compared to what it was before, it feels like freedom.

"Oh." He pulls his hand away from mine, and I guess that's all the answer I need. “I didn’t suspect that part. Well, they do know I’m expecting someone, so I suppose we should go in.” He opens the car door and gets out like this is the same as every other time he's gotten out of a car. Like nothing changed for him.

"Are you coming?" he asks. "It would look best if we go in together, no?"

Look best. So he just wants this to keep up appearances in front of his family? But it doesn’t matter. I can do that for him. Besides, I look too fucking good to not be seen. I step out, and the cold wind hits me right away and pulls away whatever air I had. I wrap my coat around me, and walk at Sebastian's side as we enter his house.

He stops in the doorway and pulls on my arm. "What should I call you?"

In the excitement of coming out to my friend, telling him I have a crush on him, and then getting not so subtly shot down, I forgot that part. "Sabrina."

Sebastian nods but doesn’t say anything. He just starts walking again, like I’m not even here.

There’s no one to take my coat, so I walk to the coat closet myself. From behind me, I hear him clear his throat and then announce, "Everyone, please meet my date for this evening, Sabrina." I roll my eyes. He doesn’t even realize I haven’t followed him. I don't know how this could have possibly gone worse.

"Coming, baby." Well, I'm going to play this up even if he isn't. I close the closet and hurry across the foyer. "So sorry, sweetie." I kiss him on the cheek. He gasps and takes a step away from me.

"Sabrina, my dear, this is my family." He points to the older woman standing in the center of the room. "This is my mother, Katarina. Then my sister, Sophia." He goes through them all, and there's no way I'll ever remember their names. There are almost 15 cousins here, but I know he's not close to any of them. Not the way he is with his mother and sister.

When he's finished introducing everyone, his mother walks up to me. She has to be less than five feet tall, so she looks up into my eyes. We stare at each other, and everyone else in the room is so quiet I can hear my own breathing. After what seems like an hour, she smiles. "You care for my boy."

It doesn't sound like a question, but I'm afraid to not answer. "I do." Even if he doesn't obviously care for me in the same way.

His mother takes a glass from a small round table and hands it to me. "A toast to Sabrina. The first girl my son has introduced to his family in a very long time. Too long."

She raises her glass and everyone follows suit, clinking their neighbors’ glasses and mumbling "yamas" to each other. I hold the glass to my lips and watch his mother. She drains her drink, so I do too. Next, his sister refills my glass and makes a toast to me. We all drink again. Again I drain my glass. I look over at Sebastian. He’s staring down at the floor.

One of his uncles comes to me now. He fills my tumbler so full that some of the liquor spills over the lip. I'm panicking. Is everyone going to do this? How do they expect me to drink a full glass each time? How do they do it? Maybe I could pretend to not feel well and excuse myself. Maybe Sebastian would be more comfortable if I did. His face is red, and he’s pumping his fist at his side.

After the second uncle, no one else comes up to me, and I mutter a quick thanks under my breath. I'm already light-headed as we break into smaller groups. Katarina and Sophia pin me between them and want to know how Sebastian and I met. Nothing in the story would give them a hint that Sebastian thought I was a man at first, so I tell them the truth, as boring as it is.

I would go to his restaurant at least once a week for lunch. Usually alone. I would see him there each time, and each time I would stare at him until he caught me. One day he walked to my table and asked what book I was reading. I thought he was flirting, so I invited him to join me. After a few minutes, I found out that he really just wanted to know more about the book because he was fascinated by its cover. But we talked for the rest of my lunch anyway. And then again the next time I came in. And the next time. And soon it became an appointment every Thursday at 1pm. Then we started hanging out outside the restaurant. And the more time I spent with him, the more it was clear I had feelings for him.

Just as I say that, I sense him standing behind me. His mother and sister look over my shoulder, and I hope that maybe he'll touch me. Even in some small way. But he doesn't. "Ladies, dinner is ready. Perhaps we can move this conversation to the dining room?"

I turn to look at him, but he's already walking to the next group.

Everyone automatically leaves the seat next to Sebastian open for me, but from the way he slides his chair away—just an inch, but enough to send a message—it’s obvious he wishes they hadn't. The dinner starts with another toast, of course, but this time I only take a sip. Then I see Sebastian drinking his entire glass, and I wonder if I'm suddenly so repugnant to him that he's trying to force me out of his mind. I look away and finish my drink.

I'm not sure how many courses the meal is going to be, but by the time we get to the fourth, it seems like there's not going to be an end. And with each course, comes a different wine. Sometimes with a toast, sometimes not. But each time, Sebastian drinks the full glass, and I’m so furious that I do too.

In the middle of the seventh course, I try to set my fork on the edge of my plate, but I miss and it tumbles to the floor. It seems like it clanks on the floor forever, and I panic, thinking I have to get it before anyone notices. I bend over. Too quickly. I slide off my chair and my head ends up in Sebastian’s lap. He leaps away, and I slink to the floor. Crying. “What’s so wrong with me?” I ask out loud.

I start to crawl under the table. I just want to curl up away from everyone’s gaze. Away from him. But a hand on my shoulder stops me. Even though I can’t focus, I know it’s Sebastian. He’s probably going to throw me out. He’ll never want to see me again after tonight. I look away, but his arms wrap around my waist and lift me to my feet.

"If everyone would please excuse me," Sebastian says, "I believe my Sabrina has had too much to drink, and I should probably escort her to bed."

As he walks me out of the dining room, I try to shake him off. “I’m fine. Just let me leave.” But he pulls me closer to him, and he feels so good next to me, I stop struggling.

When we get to the stairs, he stops, and I realize what he said. “You told them you were taking me to bed.” I can barely understand my own words.

“I did. You’re too drunk to go anywhere else.” He looks up the stairs and then back at me. "I'm sorry if this embarrasses you, Sabrina, but it will make things much easier for both of us."

He scoops his arms under me. I panic when my feet leave the ground. Yelping and throwing my arms around his neck, clinging like I’m going to fall off a cliff if I let go. That’s when I realize I’m not falling. He’s picked me up and is carrying me up the stairs. He takes each step like I'm no more burden than a bag of chips and a soda.

"Sebastian." There’s nothing I want to say. I just want to hear his name come from my mouth while our arms are around each other.

"I'll set you down in just a second, my dear."

No. I don't ever want him to set me down. I squeeze my arms even tighter around his neck. When I feel the mattress under me, I know this is my only chance. I yank as hard as I can. I need to pull him down with me. Beside me. On me. But he doesn’t budge. He simply pries my hands away and stands up.

“I promise I’ll be back very soon, my dear. I need to see our guests off first, but then I will be right back. Promise me you'll be a good girl and stay right here in this bed until then.”

"Sebastian."

"Promise me, Sabrina."

I let my head fall back against the pillow. It's so soft, and it smells just like him. Did he take me to his bedroom? "I promise." My words are half-eaten by the pillow, but he must hear them.

He stands and rests his hand on my waist. "I will be right back."

I'm woken by the bed shifting under me and someone's hand brushing across my forehead. The room is still dark, but there's enough light that I can see Sebastian. I moan and try to lean my head into his hand, but it’s gone before I can.

"How do you feel?"

I close my eyes and roll onto my back. I'm not sure the room will ever stop spinning when I do. But I'm breathing him and feeling his weight push down on the mattress. It pulls me toward him. "Wonderful."

He chuckles. “You should have never tried to keep up with me. I’m over twice your size.”

"Why do you hate me?" I ask.

I can't tell if the bed shifts again or if I just think it does. But I feel his fingers on my arm. He's lying beside me, and his normally fiery black eyes look almost sad.

"I don't hate you."

"You do."

His hand glides up my arm. "Why would you think that?" he asks.

"Because… tonight." I sound and feel like a pouting child. "The way you acted. You don't love me."

"Of course I love you. You're my friend."

I pinch my bottom lip. "Not the way I love you."

His hand freezes on my arm, and I hear him swallow. "Shh, my dear. Don't say that. Drunk people always say things they don't mean."

"I mean it." I move so my body is pressed against his, and I rub my hand over his chest, just a thin black shirt separating his skin from mine. "I love you, Sebastian."

He rolls away from me, and the bed springs back once his weight is off it. “Let's not say any more about this. I don't want you to be embarrassed later by what you're saying. Now, let's get you into something more comfortable for sleeping.”

When he unzips my boot, I look up. He's so careful with the way he unzips and pulls them off of me. Like he doesn’t want to rip my tights by being too rough. The sight of him undressing me is too much. Blood pumps into my dick, and I groan. I need some release, so I rub my thighs together, hoping I can make enough friction against my cock.

"I need you to hold still please, Sabrina." He glides his hands under my dress, and my breath catches. I couldn't move now if I wanted to. His hands slide up to my waist. He doesn't look at my eyes. His gaze just follows his hands up my thighs and hips. "I'm going to take these off you. They're too pretty to ruin. Is that okay?"

I don't know what he's talking about, but I nod my head. He can take anything he wants off me. He can take it all.

When he starts to tug down, I lift my hips to help him. Then I feel my tights sliding down my legs. I'm panting now, and when his fingers brush against me, I whimper. He looks up at me for just a second. His eyes seem apologetic. I try to tell him that he has nothing to apologize for. That I want this as much as he does. But nothing comes out.

When my tights are off, he takes one of my feet in his hands and closes his eyes. His thumbs press into my arch. "Those shoes must have killed your feet. I've never understood why women wear them." He massages it for a minute and then does the same with the other. I scoot lower on the bed, trying to get closer to him. I can't take any more of this. I need him now.

"Careful, my dear. You're going to scoot right off the bed." He lifts me and slides me up toward the headboard. "We really should get you out of that dress, but I don't have anything that would fit you."

I reach for him, but he's just barely out of my grasp. "I don't need to wear anything." I try for him again and manage to grab the hem of his shirt. I pull on it, hoping I can pull him into bed with me, but he doesn't move.

"Hmm, I suppose you could wear one of my shirts. Do you think you can sit up?" He slides his hands under me and boosts me up. I close my eyes to stop the spinning, but that just makes it worse. I reach out for him and wrap my arms around his waist.

He slides my dress up to my underarms, and I feel him unfasten my bra. "I need you to let go of me for just a second, Sabrina. Just long enough for me to get this off of you."

I hear his words, but I don't ever want to let go of him. I bury my face tighter into his chest, but he pulls my arms off of him. I boo when he does, and he chuckles. But then I'm sitting on the bed just wearing a pair of panties, and I realize it was all worth it.

"Seb..."

"I know. You must be cold. I'll be right back with a shirt for you."

"No. Please, Sebastian. Please..." I slip my hands under his shirt, and his stomach is so firm. So unbelievably firm. I look up to his face, but his eyes are closed. It looks like he's in pain, so I knead my hands through his tight muscles, hoping to help him. But the more I do it, the more pain I see on his face.

Finally, he takes a step back. "I can’t, Sabrina. You don't know what you're asking for. I'll be right back with a shirt for you." He turns away, and I collapse backward onto the bed. Why doesn't he want me the way he wants the girls from the club? What makes them so much more special to him?

“Sabrina, sweetie? You need to sit up again. You need to put this on.” He stretches across the bed to grab me, and I notice that he’s shirtless. I’ve never seen him like this before. Each muscle in his stomach and chest bulges, and I want to trace my tongue over all of them.

He lifts my arms over my head one at a time and slips his shirt over them. Then he pulls it around my head and lets it drop. It’s enormous and pools on the bed around me. I reach for him again and hook my fingers in the waistband of his pants.

“Sabrina, you need to lie down so you can sleep this off.”

“I need you.” I slide my hands along his waist, trying to find the button, but he stops me and pulls my hands away.

“You don’t want that.” He unfastens his pants and lets them drop to the floor.

I stare at his boxer briefs, and I’m not sure if I drool. I do want that. I want that more than anything. “Please, Sebastian?”

He crawls into the bed beside me, and I hope that this is it. He’s finally giving me just one chance. I slide over to him, but he rolls so his back is facing me. “You need sleep, my dear.”

I press my body against him and hook an arm around his stomach. He doesn't stop me, so I squeeze tight and close my eyes.


CHAPTER SIX



I don't know where I am when I first wake up. But even before I open my eyes, I smell him. And then feel him against me. And I remember. We're the mirror image of the way we fell asleep. Now, my back is to him, and he's pressed into me with his arm draped over my chest. His cock is poking into my ass. I smile as I grind it.

He moans and pulls me tighter against him. I can tell he's still asleep, so I stop, even though every part of me is screaming to keep going. But I glide a fingernail along his hand and forearm, running it through his dark hairs until his arm twitches and he inhales a sharp breath.

"Mmm, good morning." He nuzzles his mouth in the crook of my neck and I freeze.

"Seb..."

He moans and kisses my neck. Then my collarbone. Then my shoulder. And I feel like I was plunged into the ocean. I try to breathe but I can't. His hand slides up and teases my nipple through my shirt. I look down. Through his shirt. I forgot I had this on.

"Sebastian..."

He sweeps my hair away from my face, and then his whole body goes still.

Neither of us moves. His arm is still wrapped around me. My hand on his. His mouth pressed to my shoulder. And his dick is still pushing into me. It's even harder than it was before he woke up.

“About last night…” I say.

It's like those words are a key that twists in him, and he swings away from me. “I’m so sorry. Nothing happened between us. I promise. And what you said—You had too much to drink, and I know what that does to a person. It's all forgotten now. You don't have to—”

"Seb, stop. I meant everything I said last night." I sit up and spin so I'm facing him. "You're being kind and giving me an easy way out, but I don't want it. I meant it all."

His shoulders rise and fall through his breaths as he stares at me. Then he looks down at the sheet between us, gnawing his lip. “Sabrina, you don't know what you're asking for. I'm a different person…”

I take his hand and pull it up to my face. I lean my cheek against it. His eyes are locked on mine now, and they're burning so dark I swear I can see the smoke swirling in them. "I meant everything."

My heart is beating faster than it ever has, and I really need him to say something. Anything. But he just stares at me. And each minute that goes by increases the pressure building inside me, and I'm sure I can't take much more. "Sebastian?"

He closes his eyes just long enough for him to blow out a breath, and when they reopen, they aren't his eyes anymore. They aren't human. He pushes me down to the bed and crawls on top of me. “If you want me to stop, you just tell me, and I will.” The syllables are a growl more than words. Before I can respond, his mouth covers mine, and his tongue slips inside, stalking mine, twisting around it. And then he bites my lip. I whimper at the flash of pain going through me, but he doesn't stop. He doesn't even notice. He bites harder, and I can taste blood coating my tongue.

I wrap my legs around him and pull him down on top of me. Our cocks hard and clashing with each other. His hands fly off my shoulders and go to his waistband. He hooks his thumbs and yanks down his boxer briefs, the only clothes that he was wearing, and I look under his chest and see it for the first time. There's no air left in the room now. Everything has been displaced, and I'm left gasping. I've never wanted anything as badly as I want his cock.

I take advantage of his arms not holding me down, and I slide along the mattress, trying to get to it—to him—before he changes his mind. Before I wake up and discover this is all just a dream. I'm so close I can feel the heat coming from it, but then he catches his hands under my arms and stops me. He rolls me onto my stomach, and I'm powerless to do anything to stop him. I don't want to stop him.

"I'm going to make you mine."

It's not a question. He's not asking for permission. And he doesn't need it. He's taking me, and I'm willingly giving myself to him. I feel his weight shift to the side and I hear a nightstand drawer slide open. I press my dick into the mattress. He'd better hurry because it's going to burst any second. When his weight shifts back over me, I hear the condom wrapper tearing open. And then the cap to a bottle of lube. And it feels like it's taking too long. Forever.

"Hurry." I pant the word into the pillow under my face, and then I groan as he bites the skin of my shoulder blade. The pain shoots through my body—to my dick—electricity sparking tiny wildfires everywhere along its path.

"You're mine, girl. And I'll do whatever I want with you. Do you understand?"

I nod my head.

"Good girl."

I understand, but my dick doesn't. It is raging. So swollen that I could cry from the pain. I push it down into the mattress again and it aches even more.

My moan is almost a scream when Sebastian enters me. My hole doesn't have time to relax or gradually stretch. His cock explodes it open as he thrusts through. I bite down on the pillow to keep myself from shrieking. From pain. Pleasure. Years of thinking this could never happen. But here I am. With him. Inside me.

"Does my girl want more?"

What a stupid question. What an insanely idiotic thing to ask. I could never get enough of this. I'll always want more. “Yes.”

He curls his fist around my hair and snaps my head back toward him. Tears form in the corners of my eyes from the pain. "I didn't hear you. Does my girl want more?"

Jesus fucking Christ, I want it all. "Yes," I scream.

He pulls my hair back even harder and plunges so deep inside me that his body slaps against mine. I can't help the shriek that flies from my mouth.

He's thrusting now and with each push, he snaps my head back. The tears roll down my cheeks, and I don't even fight to hold in my screams. I can't. I can't fight any of this. Every single inch of my skin is burning.

"I'm going to come." My words are a shout that anyone left in the house can hear. And I don't care if everyone hears them.

"Not yet." His voice sounds like a flat tire rolling over gravel, and he gives my hair another twist.

"Hurry."

He presses into me even faster now, and I know my asshole is torn. I feel the sting with each thrust, and that's what finally does it. Everything my body is feeling roars out through my cock as it shoots its cum onto the sheet below me. I'm shrieking with each breath. In and out. And then Sebastian grunts. And tenses. And pumps into me even harder. His breath is rough and choppy and then he collapses on top of me.

His weight makes it hard to breathe, and I never want him to move.

"Are you okay?" he asks. His mouth is next to my ear, and his breaths are louder than his voice.

I laugh. How could anyone be okay after that? I move my tongue along my bottom lip and can still taste the blood. I feel his bite on my shoulder like his teeth are still there. My scalp is throbbing. And his softening but enormous cock is still shoved in my ass, stretching it beyond its limits. "When can we do this again?"

I turn my head back to look up at him, and he sweeps the back of his hand across my face. It's so soft, I can barely feel it. "My girl." He kisses my cheek.


CHAPTER SEVEN



"You are an asshole. Do you know that? An absolute asshole." Kiana storms into my office. Her coat is on and her purse is still on her shoulder.

I wince at the word asshole. I'm not sure mine will ever be the same. "What did I do?" I grin up at her. I start it as a sarcastic grin just to make her even more mad, but I can't stop it. It spreads clear across my face.

"You bitch! Was it that good? Holy shit, girl, I've never seen you smile like that." She sits in one of the chairs across from my desk. "So?"

I look at the doorway. There's no one there, but I still tremble when she calls me a girl. It's one thing to do it outside the office, but I never know who might hear it here. “It was... oh my God... it was nothing like I expected.”

She looks at me, wanting me to go on, but I think I need to let that sink in because she doesn't get it yet. "Nothing." I draw out each syllable as long as I can without losing my breath. “Come around here.” I flag her around my desk and glance at the door again to make sure that no one is standing there listening or watching us. When she's standing beside me, I pull out my lip. “He did this to me.”

She leans in to look at it, and then her face crunches up. "That motherfucker. Oh, that fucker does not do that to my best friend. No, he does not. Did you call the police? Do you need me to call the police? Do you need me to go to his house and handle this the way I really want to handle it right now? He'd better not even think that he's going to get away with doing that to you."

"Ki!" I jump up and rush to the door. Still no one, so I close it. "Keep your voice down. No one else can hear this."

"Oh, he's gonna hear this. This is not even cool, Bri."

I put my arms on her shoulders, and I can feel her pulse under her skin. "Ki, calm down. It's not what you're thinking. It was hot."

She shakes her head. "Babe, hitting a woman is never hot. I don't care how you feel about him or how he supposedly feels about you. Never."

“He didn't hit me. He bit me.”

Her mouth falls open. "He what?" She pulls my lip out despite my groan of protest and looks more closely at it. “Those teeth marks—”

"Are from him. And girl, you do not even know what that did to me."

Kiana stares at me a minute and then sits on the edge of my desk. “It was hot?”

“Melt-the-flesh-from-my-bones-just-like-in-that-one-movie hot.”

I sit in my chair, and she leans so far forward I’m afraid she’s going to tumble off the desk. “Tell me everything.” Her voice is just a whisper.

“Wait, did you just call me Bri a minute ago?”

She shrugs her shoulders. "I'm trying it out. You're cute, so you need a cute nickname. Ki and Bri, right?"

"Or Bri and Ki."

She winces. “Just doesn't sound as good that way. But enough of that. Tell me all about the hot sexiness.”

I cross my legs to keep everything down there under control while I tell her the entire story. Even the embarrassing drunken fall into his lap.

“Oh my god, my lady parts are gone. They’ve evaporated. He’s a biter?” she asks.

“That’s only half, so you’d better grow some new lady parts for this part.”

“If that were possible, I’m pretty sure you’d be in line before me.”

“Absolutely true. But after the sex—when my body was black and scorched from the general hotness of it all—he called me his girl and then he cleaned us both. I didn’t move. Girl, he cleaned me, brought me a cold water, and then lay next to me and pulled me on top of him. We stayed like that all morning. My head resting on his chest and his hand stroking through my hair, and it felt right. Do you know what I’m saying?”

Kiana holds up her hands. “I’m a single mom who hasn’t dated in years. I obviously don’t. But don’t stop. Let me live vicariously through you.”

“Every once in a while I would twist around to face him and tell him I love him, and he would kiss me. All those little embers inside would flare up again, and I’d have to close my eyes to convince myself that it wasn’t a dream.”

“Sorry,” she interrupts, “but you lost me.”

“Because you can’t close your eyes in a dream. It’s true.”

“Mmm-hmm.”

“Try it sometime.” I say. “But anyway, I don’t know how many times I told him I love him, but it wasn’t nearly enough. I’ve never felt so cared for in my whole life. It was beyond anything that I ever thought it could be.”

Kiana’s tongue is hanging out of her mouth, and she fans herself. “Girl…”

“Yeah.”

She pulls me up from my chair and into a hug. “You deserve all of this, babe. You wanted this for so long and then you went out and took it. You know how much courage it takes to do what you did?”

I shrug and look down.

“I mean, Bri! Look at everything you did. You told me about who you really are. You told Prince Sebastian. Then you told him the way you feel and got him to fuck you so hard that nothing is ever going to compare. And then afterward you lay together cuddling and exchanging ‘I love yous.’ It doesn’t get more perfect than that. So what did it feel like the first time he told you he loves you too?”

I squirm out of her grip and walk to the other side of the desk. “It wasn’t like—”

“Like it had to have melted all your insides, right?”

My stomach drops, and it feels like it wants to be melted right now. “He didn’t really say it. Not like that. But he didn’t have to.”

“Oh. I thought you meant that you both said it, but yeah, he didn’t have to. You could tell, right?”

I nod. “Yeah. Totally.” I mean, the way he held me tells me everything I need to know, right? And the way he kissed me. The way he told me that I was his. And he did tell me that he loves me as a friend. Then he went on to show me a lot more than that. So he didn’t have to say it. Everyone always says showing is better than telling. Right?

“Hey, I should probably actually get out there and get to work, you know?” Kiana walks to the door. “But I can’t tell you enough how happy and proud I am of you.” She squeals and then laughs and opens the door.

I could call him. Just for a minute. I grab my phone, and when I tap the screen, I see a text from him, and I smile. It must have come when I was talking to Ki.

Sebastian: How's my girl this morning?

Me: Hey, baby. I didn’t even hear your text earlier. Sorry. Are you busy? Maybe we can talk?

Sebastian: Sort of busy. I'm standing in the middle of the kitchen while the chef samples dishes for me. Is it important?

Me: No. I was just telling Ki all about how hot and sexy yesterday morning was, and it made me miss you. I just wanted to hear your voice.

He doesn't respond for the longest time, but then I see he's typing. It takes so long that my screen goes dark twice.

Sebastian: Did you tell her everything?

Me: Of course. She's my best friend. She’s happy for me. For us.

Sebastian: Sabrina… You know how private I am.

Is he seriously implying I shouldn’t have told her about this? I don't even know how to respond. Maybe it's different for him. Maybe he doesn't have someone that he can confide in about every little thing that happens, but I have Ki. It’s not like I’m posting it on the internet.

Sebastian: We can talk about this later. Have a wonderful day. I'll think about you every time I see something delicious, which is all the time in my restaurants.

I type "I love you." I even have my thumb over the send button. But should I? He didn't say it to me. The back of my throat tightens. He didn’t say it yesterday, and now he didn't text it. Why didn't he?

Me: Talk later.


CHAPTER EIGHT



Sebastian: The next few days will be extremely busy for me with the opening. Not sure when I’ll get a chance to talk. Sorry.

I look at my phone and reread the text for at least the hundredth time. I have it memorized. He sent that Tuesday, and now, it's been three days with nothing else from him. Three days when I really wanted to hear his voice. Three days when I wanted to hear him tell me he loves me. Three days when I just wanted to hear that he wasn’t mad at me. But maybe the texts and phone calls that he didn't make are my answer.

Not even work has helped me to take my mind off of things. Wednesday afternoon, I walked into the owner's office, filled with a swirling mix of clinging euphoria from the weekend and a desperate sureness that Sebastian would never speak to me again. She smiled as I came into the room, and I took a seat opposite her across the long black table in the corner of the room. She had two laptops and a tablet in front of her, but she pushed them aside so there was nothing on the table between us. And I told her.

I told her about me. The real me. That I wanted to transition. That I wanted to be Sabrina at work, just like I was going to be in my personal life, too. Kiana had convinced me to do this. She even scheduled this meeting for me. "While you're seizing the days, you might as well seize this one too," she told me. When the owner tilted her head and told me how brave I am to do this and that she and the company would support me any way they could, I felt like I had seized the day. And when I walked out of the office, I was elated. And hollow.

Part of me wanted a fight. I needed a struggle. Something to take my mind off the fact that it had been 24 hours with no word from Sebastian. The man who I opened my soul to and who was letting it sit out. Looking back now, I laugh about it. Just two days ago, I didn't realize that Sebastian would let it rot and that flies and maggots would take the place I wanted for him.

And now I'm trapped in a closed office inside a supportive workplace. With my best friend sitting at a desk just twenty feet away. I look at the flowers people sent me to show their support, and I sneer. I don't need support. I need someone or something to rage against.

I can't even be mad at Sebastian. I know that he's busy. I know how much this opening means to him. He's been working toward this for years, and now it's just a couple of hours away. As friends, I would have never expected to hear from him this week. There would have been no texts or phone calls until tomorrow or maybe even Sunday when he would tell me how everything went, and I would lap up every detail, so proud of what he accomplished.

But we're not friends now, are we?

That all changed the minute he saw me. The minute I told him everything. The minute I took him inside me.

Now we're in strange terrain. There was always plain, flat land around us. Grass and a few trees. A quiet pond. Now we see that we were just in a valley, and there are mountains all around us. We haven't had time to navigate any of them. So how can I be angry that I'm not his first priority?

But I am. Every time I reread his text, I want to cry. From sadness or anger. Both. I wish it could have been something more. Something rude so I could hate him. Or nothing at all. If he hadn't texted at all, then I could convince myself that I'm meaningless to him. I could justify my resentment then. But he didn't even give me that. He left me in this, alone with no signposts and no map to help me find my way either to him or away from him.

At 4:30pm, I'm already packed and waiting to leave. I want to be alone this weekend. No Sebastian. Not even well-meaning Kiana. Just me by myself so I can process everything and work out the direction I need to go. But when my phone vibrates, that plan shatters. I know from the vibration pattern that it's him. And as much as I wish I could be angry and ignore him, I can't. My heart leaps up in my chest, and I don't even think before I reach for my phone.

Sebastian: I hope you're ready...

Me: Ready for what?

A knock at my door makes me jump. It's obviously not Ki. She wouldn't knock. But if it were someone else from work, she would have given me a warning. "Come in?"

A woman pushes the door open just a crack and peeks in. "Sabrina?"

I'm still not used to people calling me that at work, so it startles me. "Yes?"

"I'm Izzy. Sebastian sent me to help you get ready."

So he knew she was just outside my office. "Get me ready for what?"

“The restaurant opening.” I must look confused. “Pepper and Jade? He told me to make sure that you're there and ready by 6:30pm.”

My stomach flips over. He wants me at the opening? Why didn't he say anything? What if I had other plans? What if I don't want to go?

"Is it okay to set up in here?" Izzy asks.

I look around my office like I don't already know every square inch of it. “Um, sure?”

She smiles and then waves to someone outside the door. Izzy picks up two large bags, and then a man follows her in. He's wheeling a giant wood box. I walk over to the door in case they need any help, but neither of them looks at me. They move to the center of the room and start setting up. A small table with some lights, curling irons, what looks like an entire art supply store worth of brushes, and a huge case that I assume must be makeup. The doors of the giant box don't quite line up with each other, and I can see something swaying inside. Clothes?

"This is so exciting!" Kiana dashes through the door and wraps her arms around me.

"So, did you know about this?"

She takes a step back to look at me, and I know from the way her eye is twitching that the answer is yes.

"For how long?" I try to look angry, but she knows me too well.

Suddenly, the floor is more interesting than me. "I should probably leave so Izzy can get started."

"Ki..."

“Since Tuesday?” She has her lips curled into her mouth, and her eyes are wide and turned down at their corners.

I growl. So she's known this whole time? For days, I've been flipping between being angry and sad, between feeling neglected and understanding that he needs to focus on this opening. And I've vented and whined to her. A lot. But she never said a word about this. Not even a hint.

"I'm sorry, babe. When Sebastian told me what he wanted to do, I just thought it sounded so sweet. I figured a few days of you being angry or upset would be worth it for you in the end."

And of course, he had it all planned from the start. That text was probably part of it.

Izzy clears her throat. Everything is set up, and she's waiting for me. I look at Kiana. "We'll finish this later. I still love you." I kiss her on the cheek. "Now get out of here before I shove a makeup brush up someplace that you really don't want it."

She laughs. "Shows you don't know much about me. I'm so desperate, I'd take that brush wherever you wanted to put it."

I shake my head and walk to the table that Izzy has set up. "Sit back and relax," she says. "Enjoy having someone else do this for you for once." I sit in the chair and close my eyes. She starts right away, and as a sponge tugs across my skin, I sigh. How rich would I have to be to have someone do this for me every day? And how can I ever get that rich?

When she's done, she tells me to open my eyes and look into the mirror. I can't believe it. It's so different from my normal makeup. It's so different from the makeup Kiana put on me just last weekend. I'm not just passable or cute. I'm gorgeous.

My eyes are outlined in black, and she blended the black into a shimmering rose gold on my eyelids. The false eyelashes make it all seem even more dramatic. The rest of my face looks natural, but it's flawless. My normal, everyday skin turned into something immaculate. And then my lips. Perfect and pink and if Sebastian doesn't spend the night thinking about them wrapped around his dick, there's something wrong with him.

"What do you think?" Izzy asks.

I snort. Does she have to ask?

"Now let's do your hair and then we can get you dressed."

I lose track of how many bobby pins she weaves through my hair, but when she's done, it's swept onto the top of my head with loose tendrils curling down the sides to frame my face. It looks like something that would be on the painting of a goddess. But it's on me.

When she walks me to the wardrobe, my body is buzzing like I stepped on an electric line. This is already so much more than I have ever dreamed of. I'm not sure I can handle more. When she opens the door and I see the dress, I moan, and I'm sure I hear the electricity crackling around me. The wardrobe is full of different dresses, but there might as well only be one. I don't wait for her. I take it off the rod and hold it out in front of me. It's full-length, sleeveless, and made of a black and gold jacquard. The metallic gold thread almost glows as I move it in the light.

"That would be perfect on you."

I can only nod my head. I just hope it fits. I'm moving in a daze as I take off the pants and blouse that I'm wearing. I can't take my eyes off that dress. I never knew what it meant to fall in love with clothing before, but now I do. Now I can't wait to see that on me.

When I'm stripped to my bra and panties, Izzy unzips the dress and holds it out for me. I lift my leg, and I'm so charged that I step way too high at first, like I'm stepping over a hurdle. But then I put that leg through. And my other. And she pulls it up my legs and my hips and my waist, and I'm holding my breath. Everything about this is so perfect that I don't dare risk the slightest breeze blowing it away. When I hear the zipper slide up my back, I finally exhale.

I go to the mirror right away, even though I don't need to. I already know this dress fits. I already know that there is no dress that could ever possibly look better on me. This is the dress that will ruin all dresses from here on. And when I stand in front of the mirror, I see that I'm right. It's fitted through the top and then flares out into a graceful A until it sweeps just above the floor. I have to fan my face to dry the tears forming in my eyes.

"Lift up your foot." Izzy is below me, but I don't know what she's doing. I don't care. I can't take my eyes off myself. I lift my left foot and she slips a black pump over it. Then my right. "Now you're perfect," she says.

Perfect.

The restaurant is packed. There's a line outside. And my already filled soul overflows with happiness and pride for Sebastian. These people are all here for something that he dreamed and then created. There's a woman just inside the door checking names against the reservation list. When she sees me, she smiles. "Right this way, Miss Hall."

She takes me to a table next to the front window. I feel like I'm on display for anyone walking by, and the way I look, I deserve to be on display tonight. "I'll let Mr. Makris know that you're here." I smile at her, and she walks toward the back of the dining room.

It's not long before Sebastian comes out. Warmth flushes through me as soon as I see him. He's wearing his familiar black suit with a black shirt and tie. As soon as he sees me, his face turns red, and he bites his lip. It reminds me of what he did to me, and my cock gets hard under my dress.

"Sabrina..." I stand, and we embrace each other. For three days, I wondered if I would ever be able to do this again. If I would ever feel his body on mine. And now that I am, I don't ever want to let go. I squeeze tighter. My fingernails try to bite into him through his suit jacket. And I gasp when his hands slide down to my ass. "Do you know what hell this week has been without you?" he asks as he pulls me into him. His dick is hard. It twitches when I press against it. "Do you know how fucking turned on I am?" he whispers into my ear. "I want to rip your panties off right here in front of all these people. I want to throw you on this table and fuck you until you beg me to stop. But I won't stop until I've had enough, and I'm never going to have enough of you, girl."

I whimper. And I forget all about the hell he put me through this week.

"I want to see what's mine." He takes a step back, but his hands cling to me. They trail across my body as they fight to stay. I reach for them. To hold on to them, but I'm too late and they slip away.

His eyes move up and down my body, and he licks his tongue across his lower lip. The look on his face tells me that he wasn't exaggerating about wanting to take me here. I have to look away before I give in to him. "Damn it, Sabrina." Out of the corner of my eye, I see him shake his head.

We sit at the table. Neither one of us looks at the other until we do. Until there's a table between us, like somehow that distance will keep us both safe from what we want to do to the other.

I don't notice the meal. I don't notice the servers bringing course after course. I'm not sure either one of us takes a single bite of the food or a drink of our wines. We just stare at each other like we hadn't seen the other in years. And the last few days have felt like it. Every second was an agony that will need an hour with Sebastian to erase.

Our trance is interrupted by the sound of a vibration. Sebastian clicks away a notification on his watch and then looks up at me and smiles. "There is something I must take care of." He stands, and I want to beg him to not leave me. I never want him to leave my sight again. And when he doesn't move, I wonder if he somehow heard me.

He taps the side of his knife against the glass in his hand, and everyone looks at him. "Ladies and gentlemen, most of you probably know me. Or at least know of my reputation, as unsavory as that may be." Some of the diners laugh. Sebastian smiles at them and then looks at me and winks. "For those of you who don't. I'm Sebastian Makris, and thank you for coming to the grand opening of Pepper and Jade. Chef Bai and I have worked together on this concept for almost two years now, and it fills me with an incredible joy to finally see it become a reality. And that feeling is made even more special by the people who are here with me tonight. Friends. Family. Colleagues." He raises his glass to a different section of the dining room at the mention of each group. “Some of you have been with me for years. And some people here are just being introduced to me for the first time right now. But more than anyone else, the person most responsible for the perfection of this night is the lovely woman whose eyes have mesmerized me for the last hour.”

He turns to me, and I look up at him. Unable to do anything but sit still while my cheeks burn. "Sabrina and I have been friends for several years, and I believe she knows me better than anyone else. But recently—very recently—we became more than simple friends. And it's too early to know where this relationship will take us, but I do know that every minute I'm with her is the happiest and most complete minute of my life. And what I feel for her is beyond any love I've ever felt or even seen described. It's something I have no perfect word for, so I will have to settle for imperfect ones instead. Sabrina, I love you more than I had ever known was possible. You don't just make me a better man. You make me. I'm no one without you. And I am going to spend the rest of my life trying to prove to you I'm worthy of what you give to me."

He holds out his hand, and I take it. As soon as I do, he guides me to my feet and pulls me into him. I don't even have a chance to catch my breath before his lips crash down onto mine. The diners applaud, but in my ears the sound becomes waves breaking around me. I'm drenched and the push and pull threatens to tear me away from solid ground. If I let go, I could be lost forever, and there's nothing I want more. I give up every thought and desire to him, and I know he can sense it because his lips become hotter. His arms wrap my waist. The fingers of his right hand dig into me, hidden from everyone else in the room, and I know I'll soon have five small bruises forming a circle on my left side. And the only thing I can think is that I want them to be bigger. I want him to press harder. And when I bite his lip, he does.

I almost moan in front of the entire dining room. My body surges against him, overtopping him, and when he whimpers, I know he's just as devastated as I am. My body tightens, and if we don't stop right now, I'm going to come in his arms in front of everyone. I pull my mouth away from his. He leans in, chasing me, and I pull back further. Just enough separation to whisper his name. When he hears it, his mouth rumbles against mine. I look up into his eyes. I know. It's exactly how I feel. But we have to. I slip a hand between us, and that breaks the bond. Just for now. But long enough for us each to take a step back.

I hear some of the diners chuckle, and I dip my head, sweeping my hair out of my face. Acting embarrassed for their sakes. Because it's what they expect. But I'll never be embarrassed about what just happened. With my face down, I look up into Sebastian. His eyes are steaming, and I can't wait to feel their heat. "I am yours," I whisper.

"I know," he answers.


EPILOGUE


We barely make it back to his house after leaving the restaurant. We didn't wait for close. We didn't wait for people to leave. After that kiss—after what he did to me—I couldn't wait. And when I looked at him, I knew he felt the same.

He didn't even make the rounds of the restaurant before we left. He couldn't. He could barely walk. And when he did, I had to move in front of him to hide his erection from everyone. His hand pressed on my shoulder, he held me against him. His hard cock jabbing my ass whenever either of us would move. I'm not sure if the walk to the kitchen was more agonizing for him or for me. As soon as he walked through those swinging doors, we both sighed and practically sprinted out the back to his car. He started the car and backed out of his parking spot before he even had his seatbelt on, and I don't think we went less than 50mph until we pulled into his garage.

When we're both out of the car, I run to him and pull him down to me. I'm bent backward over the hot hood, and he's on top of me, even hotter, forcing me against it. He kisses my neck while I run my fingers down his shirt and into his waistband.

"We shouldn't do this here," he breathes against my skin.

"No, we shouldn't." I unclasp his belt and pull it free of the loops. I drop it, and the buckle clanks on the concrete floor.

He covers my hands in his. "Not here."

"Seb..." My body could be on fire, and it would be more comfortable.

"Not here." He jerks me upright, and pulls me into the house. He doesn't stop to close the door. We go up the stairs. Into his bedroom. My body tingles when I see the bed and the memories roar inside me. "You know what this is," he says. "you know what it's going to be like with me. And you still want it."

How could I not? "Of course I do."

He pushes me down on the bed. My head snaps back against the mattress, and he stands at my feet. Towering over me. He pulls his shirt out of his pants, and I writhe, trying to pull my dress up above my waist. "Stop."

I freeze.

"You're not to do anything until I tell you to. Understood?"

I nod.

He kicks out of his shoes and then unfastens his pants. He doesn't let them drop. He slowly lowers them. His eyes locked on mine the whole time. When they're off, he folds them and sets them on the bench at the foot of the bed. Then he does the same with his shirt. Slowly lifting it. Pulling one arm at a time from the sleeves. Then, eyes on me, folding it, and setting it on top of his pants. It takes all of my willpower to not tackle him and rip the underwear off his body, but I don't move. I just watch as he pulls them down. An inch at a time. Both of us staring at each other. And even when his cock is freed—when my mouth waters at the thought of taking him—I can't look away from his eyes.

"Stand."

I push myself off the bed and stand in front of him. His arms circle around my back and he unzips my dress. He drags the fabric down one shoulder, and when he looks at me, I lift my arm free. Then the other. Then he lets it drop to my waist while he unfastens my bra. It drops to the floor, and he bends over me, taking my nipple into his mouth. His tongue works around it while he sucks on it, and it grows hard under his moist heat.

"What is your plan for these?" He replaces his mouth with his fingers. He pinches and rolls both of my nipples, and my back arches, threatening to send me falling back onto the bed.

I try to answer him, but nothing will come out.

When I don't say anything, he clamps them between his fingers, and I yelp. "Answer me."

I'm panting, and the muscles of my jaw are so tight that I can barely move my mouth. "Implants." The word is just a mumble, and I don't know if he can understand until he releases my nipples. A fresh wave of pain passes through them at the sudden release of the pressure.

"I would like that. I would very much like that."

He leans forward and takes my left nipple into his mouth. He kisses it and swirls his tongue around it two times. Then he moves to my right nipple. Kissing and swirling. Then he falls to his knees. He lowers the dress around my waist and hips and legs. He's careful not to damage it. When it's off, he stands up, folds it, and lays it across the bench. Then he takes a step toward me. His hand cups my dick, and I wince, afraid that he's going to squeeze. But he doesn't. He just holds it. The warmth of his hand feeding my erection.

"And what is your plan for this?"

I lick my lips. “I don't know yet.”

He puts his hands on my sides, lowers me to the bed, and kneels in front of me. He kisses my tip and then wraps his lips around it. Sucking and swirling just the tip. I moan and have to move my arms behind me to prop myself up against the bed.

Sebastian pulls away and gives it one last kiss before looking up and sliding onto the bed next to me. "It has its uses."

"It does." I whisper.

"But so does the other option." His hand slips under me, and he snakes a finger up my ass. I gasp at the unexpected entrance. "Another hole for me to play with is always welcome. Do you agree?" He slides his finger in and out of me, and my body moves with it. My breathing is in time to it.

"Yes," I pant out, and right now I want every hole I can have for him. I want him to fill all of me in every way.

He adds a second finger, and I slide backward to force him in even deeper.

"Does my girl like this?"

I can't speak, so I nod my head.

He buries his fingers inside me and holds them there. "I want to look into your eyes while I fuck you this time."

He yanks his fingers from me and pushes me on my back. I spread for him. His hands slide under my knees and he throws my legs up so hard and fast that I think I'm going to roll backward.

"There it is. There's my girl's pussy." He pushes forward and his cock brushes my asshole. I hold my legs up for him, but he knocks my hands away and pins them to the bed. "I want you to struggle. I want you to try to get away from me."

Why would I ever do that? After years of wanting nothing but this, struggling to get away from him is so foreign that I can't even comprehend it. I shake my head.

Before I even see it coming, I feel the sting of his open hand across my cheek. "I didn't ask you a question. Now I want you to try to pull free while I'm fucking you. Do you understand?"

I nod my head.

"Good girl." He leans forward and kisses me and then rests his forehead on mine. "Sabrina," he whispers, "remember, you can always stop this anytime you're uncomfortable. Just tell me if it's too much for you. Promise me you will."

I tilt my head back so I can kiss him. "I will. I promise. Now hold me down and fuck me like you hate me. Please."

A smile spreads across his face. "I love you so fucking much."

His hands slide down my arms to my wrists and he presses all of his weight against them. I try to pull away, but it's useless. And when I feel his cock press against my asshole, I shake my entire body to free myself from him. I might as well try to be free of gravity. There's no way I could ever escape. There's no way I would ever want to. But I still try.

He forces himself into me, and I yell out from the pain. The pain that shoots directly to my cock and fills it so full that it aches. I writhe more, and the more I move, the harder and faster he pushes himself into me. And soon I forget he wants me to try to escape. I can't think of anything except his dick absolutely destroying me.

It drives into me deeper with each thrust, and I swear my heart is timed to it. One beat every time he stabs inside me. One beat every time he pulls out. Beat. Beat. Beat. Over and over, and I'm wailing now. The pain and the pleasure are mixing in my core and there are millions of stars bursting inside me with every movement. With every shot of pain.

"How are you even tighter than last time?" His voice is labored. It sounds like he has to force out every word. And I know that he won’t last long. I know that I'm doing that to him.

I can't answer. I can't take in enough breath to do that and scream out his name over and over. It’s too much for me. All the sensations explode through me and the cum sprays from my cock onto my stomach.

But he keeps pushing into me. Even after his face scrunches closed and his eyes roll back, he keeps pushing. Again and again. But I can feel him slipping inside me now. His cock is softening, and finally he pulls out and collapses beside me. His breaths are so fast and shallow that I'm worried something is wrong. I roll over and rub my hand across his face. And when I do, he smiles at me, and I know that he's fine.

"I was scared you were dying for a second." I roll onto my back.

He chuckles. "There is no way I'd rather go when my time comes."

"You probably tell that to all the girls." I run my finger down his arm until I get to his hand. Then I lace my fingers through his.

"Only you, Sabrina. How have we come so far in just a week?"

I kiss his cheek. "It's been years, Seb. And I've loved you every single one of them. I was just finally brave enough to admit it to you."

"Is it possible I loved you the whole time too and didn't know it?"

I shrug my shoulders, even though I know he can't see it.

“It doesn't matter,” he says. “I’m going to make up for all the time we lost and more. We have the rest of our lives together, Sabrina, and I intend to spend my forever with you.”


SAVING MAKAYLA




CHAPTER ONE



I'm a different person out here. More free. More me. I'm Makayla, a girl who has no problem dancing for a thousand screaming strangers. Shaking her boobs for them. Teasing them until they all ache for more. And I love every second. The cheers and whistles remind me of who I am. Under everything. And if they roar loud enough, I almost forget my past and everything outside of the club. Almost.

My routine always starts off the same. I'm just a shy, innocent girl who accidentally wonders onto the stage wearing an ice-blue parka and a pair of six-inch platform heels. I look around and gasp. Why are all these people here? I back away from them. But then the music starts. And I start to sway. Just a little. Just a little more. Then I'm dancing. Twirling around the stage. And suddenly, I notice how hot it is, and I rip the parka off. I'm only wearing a bikini underneath. The audience goes crazy when they see it. The bikini and my D-cup breasts. And then just when they're all whipped into a frenzy, the music ends, I do the splits, and the stage goes black.

When I walk around the bar after my performance, almost everyone calls me "that girl who does the splits." Some of them even demand I do it for them right there on the dirty bar floor. I'm used to it, and I'm used to turning them down gently. But this man's table is always different. He's a regular and a great tipper, so all the girls make sure we stop at his table as we make our way through the audience. And the best part for me is that he never mentions the splits.

Tonight there are two women with him. One just smiles at me when I come to the table, but the other stands up and her jaw drops like a star walked up to her. "Makayla, right?" she asks me.

I grin. No one ever calls me Makayla except for the other girls and the staff. "Yes."

"You were amazing up there." Her eyes lock onto mine, and the flames build inside. "You're a great dancer. And gorgeous!"

I feel myself blush. I have no right to be called gorgeous when I'm anywhere near her. She's breathtaking. Her long black hair begs me to follow it down, and I do. To her full, red lips. She runs her tongue along them just as my gaze arrives, but I don't stop. My eyes keep drifting down. Down the curve of her long neck. Her collarbone. Her breasts, straining against her white sweater. It curls in just slightly at her waist before flaring again at her hips. I trace every curve. Lower. Down the skintight jeans. Down to the red high heels that she's wearing. And then back up. To the perfectly flat V that forms where her legs meet. And I wonder if it's as warm right now as I am. But I force myself to look away. If I don't, I would be trapped forever by her. Turned to stone by just one look at her beauty.

"That's so sweet," I say. "Thank you." I sweep a smile over all of them—careful not to look at her again—and move on to the next table.

But no matter what I do, I can't get her out of my mind. When I walk around the club, I'm looking for her. When I go on the stage again later that night, I stare at her the whole time. When I'm taking off my clothes at the end of the night, I think of her.

With all the makeup wiped off, I look in the mirror. What would she think if she saw me now? Would she recognize me? She wouldn't call me gorgeous.

I don't bother with my binder tonight. It's 2:30am. All my neighbors will be asleep. And if they aren't, it's too dark to see anything under my winter coat anyway. I pull on my jeans and sweater, then my coat. Not the parka I use on stage. That one is too feminine for me to ever take a chance wearing it outside of here. I slip into the boring black men’s coat I've worn each of the last three winters. My shoulders slump, just like every time I put it on.


CHAPTER TWO



"How bad do you think it'll be this time?" Heather asks me. We're in her office, getting everything in order before we head out and face the crowd.

I finish sorting the packets and look up at her. "40 parents who think their kid should have gotten one of the two lead roles? I'm sure it won't be bad at all."

She laughs. "But it was such an easy decision this year. Everyone knows Grace and Liam are the best two. By far. So no one should be surprised."

"At least Grace's and Liam's parents will like us. But you try telling Mrs. Millent that Grace is so obviously better than Ava. She would be furious if someone dared imply that Einstein might be smarter than her daughter."

Heather chuckles, and I put all my paperwork in the folders I have set out. I have scripts and sheet music for each part, a schedule of practices, and volunteer sign up lists. I hope we get more volunteers this year. For the last two years, we've had to beg and plead with other teachers to fill in when the parents didn't. I don't think they're going to go for that three years in a row, no matter how many cookies Heather and I bake for them.

"We'd probably better get out there before they start using the music stands to club each other."

I pull the hair tie out of my hair and redo my ponytail to capture all the hairs that have slipped free. "Maybe we could give them a few minutes more? To thin out the herd?"

"Why don't you ever wear your hair down?" she asks. "Some of the other male teachers with long hair wear theirs down. Your hair's too pretty to be pulled back all the time."

That's exactly why. Because I don't want people to think that my hair is pretty. I already overhear enough comments from the kids asking if I'm really a man or a woman. I don't need to encourage more of that. "It's just easier this way. You know me, low maintenance."

Heather snorts. "Come on, Mr. Low Maintenance."

I flip her off and grab my stack of papers.

I hear the murmuring as soon as I step out of Heather's office. There's no doubt they're all complaining about what a terrible job we've done and how even a deaf person could hear that their son or daughter is clearly the best.

They quiet once we enter the room. The chairs are set up on the built-in risers, so there are 6 rows of parents. I smile, and most of them smile back at me. A couple don't. Including Mrs. Millent. Heather takes a seat beside the podium while I set out my paperwork. When I'm done, I look up again. They had started talking, but they stop once I'm behind the podium. I know this might be the only time they show manners for the rest of the meeting.

"Good evening, everyone." I say. "Thank you all for coming. By now, you all know the casting decisions. Before Miss Craycraft and I take questions on that, though, I just want to reiterate that everything was done as fairly as possible. The high school music teachers were the ones who made the decisions. Not us. Since Miss Craycraft and I might recognize the voices, we didn't even listen to the recordings until after the decisions were made. But we both agree, one-hundred percent. And one final, very important, point: Each role is important. Some roles might have more lines or solos than others, but every student will have at least one solo line to sing. That being said, does anyone have questions about the casting?" I try not to make my sigh too obvious when a dozen hands all shoot up. Mrs. Millent's is the first one, of course.

I spend the next 30 minutes explaining the same things over and over. No, we didn't make the decisions about the casting. Yes, we're sure the high school teachers didn't know who they were listening to. Yes, your daughter is probably going to be offered a multi-million dollar recording contract any day now, but she's still going to be Sally #3 for this performance. If I didn't love my hair so much, I would pull it out.

When there's a knock at the door and the room goes quiet, I pretend that I've somehow been transported away. Being trapped in the middle of a burning building would be more peaceful than this.

"So sorry, I'm late. Work. I'll just squeeze in, and you won't even notice I'm here." The woman takes the closest empty seat and sets her purse and coat over the back.

"No problem at all. I don't know if we've officially met. I'm Mr. Perez, the choir director, and this is Miss Craycraft, the director of bands."

The woman slides into her seat and then looks up at me, and my knees give out. I have to reach for the podium to hold myself up and even then, I'm not sure I won't just fold into a heap on the carpeted floor. Suddenly, the binder around my chest is so tight that it's robbing the air from me, but I wonder if it's tight enough.

"No, we haven't officially met yet. I'm Kiana Masters, Grace's mom."

I stare at her, looking for any sign that her smile isn't genuine, but I don't see any. Is it possible she doesn't recognize me? "Um, good—" I have to clear my throat and then take a sip from my water bottle. My hands shake as I bring it to my mouth, and I hope that no one notices. "Good to meet you. We were just discussing the audition process, but you didn't miss anything important."

Mrs. Millent rolls her eyes and mutters something under her breath, but I don't pay attention to her. I can't pay attention to anyone except Kiana.

For the rest of the meeting, everyone's eyes are on me, but none of them burns away my skin the way that her stare does. None of them makes me feel like I'm being drowned the way she does. And no one else makes me wonder if this is going to be my last night here.

When I tell the group that we desperately need volunteers for everything from creating sets to wardrobe to lighting and sound, Kiana's hand darts into the air. I see it right away, but I look around the rest of the room, hoping that if I ignore it long enough, she'll lower it. But when Heather taps me on the hip, Kiana's arm is still stretched straight upward.

"Mr. Perez," Heather says, "the woman by the door has a question."

I turn my head that way and try to act surprised, like I hadn't been avoiding calling on her. "Oh, yes. You have a question?"

"Not a question, Mr. Perez. Just want to say that I'm willing to do anything you need me to. I'm great with a jigsaw, and I'm practically a witch with a makeup brush in my hand. I'm so good I could take the roughest boy and turn him into a sweet little girl."

Fuck, fuck, fuck. It looks like the other parents are laughing, but I can't hear anything other than the swooshing rush of blood through my eardrums. I stagger backward and step on Heather's foot. She jumps up and catches me before I fall into the wall.

"Are you alright?" Her face is so close to mine, but I don't know what she's saying. "Marco? Are you okay?"

I stare at her until my brain can work through all the static and process her words. Then I nod my head and try to grin. "I'm fine. Just a little lightheaded spell for a second. All good now." I glance around the room. Everyone is quiet and staring at me. I smile to reassure them all as I step back to the podium.

"So sorry," I tell them, "just got a little dizzy for a second, but I'm better now. Anyway, Ms. Masters, thank you for that. I have sign-up sheets on the table to my right. Once we're finished here, please feel free to sign up for anything you can. Even if you can only give an hour of your time, that helps more than you know."

Heather's hand is still around the small of my back like she expects I might tumble at any second. And it's probably good that she's there. But the meeting only lasts a few more minutes, and Kiana doesn't say another word. She doesn't even look at me. And I wonder if I'm reading too much into what she said.

When I'm finished, I remind the group again about the sign-up sheets, and then I gather my folders and rush back to my office. I can't get there soon enough. Away from the room and those parents. Away from Kiana. I shut the door behind me and fall into my chair, burying my head in my hands.

Just a few seconds later, I hear the door swing open, and I look up. It's Heather. "You're not okay. What's wrong?"

I blow out a breath and shake my head. "I think I just need to eat. Maybe my blood sugar is low or something. I'll be fine. Honest."

She rubs her hand over my back. "I've got a candy bar in my purse. Want me to go get it for you?"

"Is it left over from Halloween 2016?" Heather avoids all added sugars like they're arsenic, so I don't know why she would have a candy bar in her purse.

"You can barely stand, but you're still a sarcastic little bitch. I guess you are fine." She laughs. "I'll go get it. Try not to pass out before I get back. Or after I get back, either."

I watch her walk through the door, and as soon as she's gone, Kiana takes her place. My heart races, but she looks so innocent. "I need to apologize," she says. "I didn't mean anything by what I said in there."

"What do you mean?" I try to sound confused, but I'm not sure it works.

"You know what I mean. I'd like for us to talk. Away from the school."

Oh God. She's going to threaten me or blackmail me. My stomach churns. "I don't really have—"

"Maybe over coffee? Are you free tomorrow at two?"

What if I tell her no? It wouldn't be the first time I've run away. But I like it here. I like the kids and most of the parents. And where else could I work with my best friend? Maybe she doesn't want much. More lines or an extra song for Grace. I could do that. Then would this all go away? Then could I stay here?

"Tomorrow at two," I sigh.


CHAPTER THREE



When I walk in to the coffee shop, I feel like someone has been punching me in the stomach for the last 19 hours. I couldn't sleep last night. I kept hearing her joke about putting makeup on a boy or telling me that we should talk. And each time I imagined her, the look on her face grew more menacing. And now I'm sure that I'd be less intimidated if I found Satan waiting inside for me.

I thought I had everything hidden so well. No one at this school knows about me. Not even Heather, who knows literally everything else about my life. I'm careful to always be Marco in town. Always wearing a binder to hide my breasts. I never wear makeup or women's clothes outside the club. And I picked a club that's over an hour away. Who would ever expect the parent of one of my students to be there? It doesn't matter. I obviously wasn't careful enough. I need to quit. No matter what Kiana tells me in here, I need to text Lee as soon as I leave and tell her I can't work there anymore. But first I have to make it through this.

Kiana is sitting at a table by the window. There's only one other customer, and she's on the other side of the room, wearing earbuds. That doesn't stop my legs from wobbling as I walk across the room. Neither does the smile on Kiana's face when she notices me. She looks too pretty for someone who is about to destroy my life. Her hair is pulled back, and her oversized light blue sweater hangs off one shoulder, showing her pink bra strap. She waves and stands as I get close. In case I didn't already see her. In case I wasn't already drawn to her like the convicted being funneled to the execution chamber.

"Mr. Perez, I was worried you wouldn't come." She hugs me, but I don't lift my arms. I'm not sure if I even can.

I sit at the table across from her. "So what can I do for you, Ms. Masters?" Like I don't already know. But I don't want to be the first one to bring it up.

"Coffee first?" she asks.

I shake my head. My body is already so on edge that any caffeine would make me explode. And I don't think I could drink a drop right now anyway.

"Then let me start by apologizing again for what I said yesterday at the meeting. I was trying to make a joke, but you obviously didn't think it was funny."

Obviously. I look down at my hands. They're twisting around each other. My fingers knotted together.

"You obviously remember me," she says. "I could tell by your face as soon as I walked in. And I remember you. I never forget a pretty face." She laughs, but it just seems cruel. Laughing at me before she disembowels me. "So tell me more about Makayla."

My cheeks ignite when she says that name. I burned that name and flushed its ashes. Everywhere except at the club. I wanted to use it there, so there would still be some place where I could be me. Even if it was just for a few hours each week. But now even that has flared back at me. "It's nothing. Just something a friend talked me into doing. A mistake."

"You didn't think it was a mistake last weekend. You looked like you loved it. What changed?"

I laugh. I can't help it. "What do you think?"

She stares at me and then her eyes go wide. "Not me, I hope."

"You just helped me see how wrong it was. I'm quitting. I'm never going to do it again. It was stupid." Maybe if I act contrite, she'll believe me?

She pushes her coffee aside and reaches for my hand. She cradles it and runs her thumb across it, the thumbnail tracing the lines of my palm. "You're scared." She's not asking, she knows. "I messed this all up. Can we start over?"

"I don't know what to say."

"Start by telling me what kind of coffee you drink. My treat for panicking you. Makayla is safe with me. I'll never tell anyone unless you want me to."

I stare at her and chew on the side of my tongue. I haven't done this in years. Not since high school. Before every test, I would chew my tongue until it was raw and sometimes bleeding. Sometimes I didn't stop then. "Cinnamon latte. Thank you."

She walks to the counter, and her perfect ass moves perfectly from side-to-side with each step. I try not to imagine cupping my hands around it. I try to not fantasize about what it would feel like. I try not to daydream about seeing it without those jeans covering it. I'm so caught up in trying to not think about it that I don't notice when she turns around to look at me. Not until she shakes her ass to get my attention and then sticks her tongue out at me once I do look at her face. I blush and turn away.

"So you're an ass girl?"

She sets the mug in front of me, and I pick it up. It's so hot it's almost uncomfortable, but the edge of pain feels good, so I press my fingers tight against it.

"Are you always this quiet?" she asks.

I look at her and shrug my shoulders. After a couple of seconds, I can't take it anymore, and I laugh. "No one who knows me has ever accused me of being quiet."

"Then maybe I need to know you better. Maybe we could start by talking about Makayla?"

I look down at my coffee. "Just a character. Just something—"

"Yeah, just something your friend talked you into doing. A complete mistake. I think I heard that before, and I didn't believe it then either. I think she's sexy, and I'd like to know more about her."

I stare at her over my coffee. The steam is swirling between us, and I wish it could act like a curtain.

"Unless you tell me there wasn't something when we first saw each other," she says. "Because it's been a long time for me, so I might be confused. But I'm pretty sure I felt all my lady parts start vibrating the second I looked at you. And they did the same thing last night and now again today. But if you tell me that's really just a reaction to too much caffeine, I'll believe you, even though we both know it's not."

I blow out a long breath. "There's not much to know."

She smiles again, and my stomach flips. But it's not from nervousness this time. Could I really open myself up to her? Just a little?

"I go to a club and see one of the hottest girls I've ever seen. Then a week later, I find out she's my daughter's music teacher. A teacher that my daughter adores, by the way, even before she was named the lead girl in her school's musical. And now she's sitting across from me drinking a coffee and looking sexy as fuck without even trying to." She puts her hands on mine, pinning them between her palms and the mug. "I'd say there's more to know. Like, how often does Makayla come out?"

I don't even have to think about it. My tongue just automatically slides between my teeth. My teeth just automatically bite down. But then I stop them. "Not very often."

"Why not?"

My heart thuds to a stop. "Pass."

Kiana chuckles. "Okay. Do you want her to come out more often?"

I exhale, and the steam gets caught up and wisped into nothing. "Why were you at the club that night?" I ask. "Was it your first time?"

She lets go of my hands, but her smile grows wider. "First time. And I went with my best friend and her boyfriend. She's the one who introduced me to all of this, and that's when I saw how hot it is."

"So you're a tranny chaser?" She furrows her eyes, and I can see she doesn't know what I mean. "A person who is attracted to trans people but just as a fetish."

Kiana shrugs. "I think playing with gender is sexy. The same way that some people think shaved heads or black lingerie are sexy. I'm some people, by the way. Those both make my naughty bits hiss. But I saw a lot of other girls there that night, and you're the only one who did this to me. So I think there's more to it."

Suddenly, looking into her eyes is uncomfortable. Just being here is almost too much. I look around. There's still no one here. What would she do if I just left? She doesn't want to get me fired, so what's holding me here?

"So you did feel something too. And you're feeling it now, just like I am."

"I'm your daughter's teacher."

She leans forward, and my body tries to do the same. But I stop it. "You're her ex-teacher. She doesn't have choir this semester. And she's already had her musical tryout. But that doesn't matter. I want to ask Makayla out, and Makayla was never her teacher. I'm willing to bet the school administration doesn't even know about Makayla. I say we keep it that way."

She would lose that bet. They do know. I disclosed everything when I first interviewed for this job. I had to. And they assured me that they're a supportive school district and will stand behind me no matter what. But I told them I have no plans of ever working as Makayla. "It doesn't seem right."

"One date with Makayla. That's all. Someplace safe where no one knows you."

I thought I was safe at the club. "One date and you won't ask for anything more?"

"I promise. But that doesn't mean you won't." She winks, and I want to laugh.

"I won't." I won't let myself. "Next Friday evening?"

"It's a date... Makayla."


CHAPTER FOUR



Friday, I drive straight to the club once I'm finished with musical practice. It's the only place I can get ready. I won't risk my neighbors seeing me as Makayla. I don't have any makeup or women's clothes there anyway.

It's strange to go inside the club while it's still light outside. It's harder to adjust to the dark interior. But I work my way through the backstage hallway to the dressing area. I finally earned my own curtained-off space just a couple of months ago. Before that I had to float and go wherever there was room. Now, I draw back the curtain and see the parka from my act hanging on the rod right where I left it. But next to it, there's a pair of jeans and a sweater. And a pair of black tights draped across the jeans. I ball them up and set them on my dressing table.

"Those are to keep your legs warm. Wear them."

I look behind me. Lee is standing there.

"We don't have any thermal underwear—we're not that kind of drag bar—so the tights are the best I could come up with. But they're better than nothing, so put them on. This too." She tosses a black and silver sequined bodysuit onto my chair.

I look at it and shake my head.

"I know you, Makayla. You might say no at first, but you'll give in, eventually. Have fun tonight, girl." She closes the curtain, and I hear her heels click away.

I take off my baggy Westland Middle School sweatshirt and peel the binder off my chest. Just like every time I do, my boobs moan in relief and curse me at the same time. I rub them in my hands as a piece offering before I put on a real bra. Black and lacy to match the panties I'm wearing tonight. I don't know why I picked sexy underwear. This is just a one-time date to satisfy her. There won't be anything else. But I suppose it doesn't hurt to feel sexy even if there's no purpose behind it. That's one of the reasons I took the job at the club. To give me an outlet. Not that it's helped much.

When I have the bodysuit and tights on, I look in the mirror and laugh. I look like a 12-year-old girl about to perform at her dance recital. I hurry and put the sweater on so I'm not blinded by all the sparkles. Then I stop. Just a black sweater over black tights, but it's a sexy look. With some heels, it could be hot. I shake my head. There's no point in even letting myself think about it. This look is past me. I'm not her anymore. Other than here. And tonight.

When my makeup is done, I finish getting dressed. Boots, jeans, sweater, hair in two braided pigtails, and a knit hat on my head. I look just like any other woman about to go outside in the winter. Nothing remarkable. And I think maybe that's what I miss most of all. Just feeling normal. Not having to pretend to be someone else or to perform in order to justify who I am. Just being. I toss my wallet into my purse and head out the door. The sun has just set, so everything is burning orange for a few more minutes. I take a deep breath and hold it in until it makes my lungs hurt.

Kiana is already in the parking lot when I pull in. She's leaning against her car. The bright pink of her coat stands out among all the blacks and greys. Even with her hood pulled up, I recognize her. There's something magnetic about her face and her eyes. Something that pulls me toward them.

When I get close to her, she laughs, and the sound gives me goosebumps. "Is that the parka from your act?" She rubs her hand along my sleeve.

"What was that for?" I ask.

"This thing is famous. I wanted to touch it."

"You don't know where it's been."

"That's true." She makes a show of rubbing her hand on her black pants.

"Are you ready?" I rub the bottom hem of the parka along her hand and jog away before she can do anything to me.

From outside, we can just see the tops of the trees, but once we pass through the building and into the park, we see everything. And our eyes light up. Every tree and every plant is covered from the ground to the tip in lights and ornaments. I've never seen anything like it.

Kiana takes my hand and laces her fingers through mine. I look down and stare, like I'm not sure if it's real. When I look up at her, she's staring at me. She's waiting to see what I'll do. I'm waiting to see too. I smile and start walking.

Normally each garden in the park is centered around a specific climate or type of plant, but for the holidays, each section has been transformed into a different style of village from around the world. They're all connected by a Candy Cane Train covered completely in red and white ribbons and with white lights hanging from the tops of each open-air car.

"How have I lived here my whole life and never even heard of this?" Kiana pulls me closer, and I don't resist.

I lean into her and inhale the scent of her hair. The lemon and coconut smell is familiar. I used to use the same conditioner. "I've only lived here three years, and it's all everyone talks about every winter. You just don't hang out with the right people."

She laughs, and I get those same goosebumps all over again. "I don't hang out with any people. My social circle consists of my daughter and one friend. And now, my one friend's boyfriend."

"You need more people."

Kiana pulls me again, and this time I turn to face her as I move toward her. "Do you have lots of people?" she asks.

I shake my head and look down. I have Heather. I tell myself I don't need more. Between teaching, all the after school music performances, and the club on weekends, I don't have time for anything else. But feeling Kiana's hand in mine makes me wonder how true that is. I made plenty of time for Shannon when I thought there was a future there. Before everything that happened.

"Do you have to be home for Grace?"

"She's spending the night with a friend, and she knows to call her grandma if she needs anything." Kiana's words are slow, like she's picking out the correct thing to say. "Why? Are you asking if I—"

"I have a stupid idea, but I'm not going to tell you what it is. You in?"

She smiles, and I want to forget my idea and just stand here and look at her all night. "I'm always in for a stupid idea."

I tug her hand and lead her back toward the train.
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"Are you sure about this?" she asks. We're both out of breath, and we're only halfway up the hill.

The store only had two sleds left. A unicorn and a saucer painted to look like a donut. We bought them both and then flipped a coin to see who could be the unicorn. I won. So now I'm using it like a walking stick as I trudge through the snow toward the top. There are probably a hundred kids here and some parents too. The kids zip around us as they run from the bottom to the top over and over. Most of the people older than 25 have enough sense to just stand at the bottom and watch. But not us.

When we get to the top, I bend over to catch my breath, but I make the mistake of looking down the hill. From below, it doesn't seem so steep, but now I see why we had such a hard time climbing up. "Are we about to plunge to our deaths?" I ask Kiana.

She looks down, and her eyes go wide. "I think there's a good chance that we are." She swallows, and I can hear the gulp. "Last one down is a rotten unicorn?" She drops onto her saucer and, with just one push, she starts down the hill.

"No fair!" I dive onto my sled and chase after her. The snow has been packed hard from days of kids sliding down the hill. My sled scratching over the ice is so loud, I almost can't hear Kiana screaming as she spins around and around. I've just about caught up to her when I hit a bump. It's so hard, my teeth slam together and I tumble from the sled. All I can do is cover my head and hope I don't hit anything or anyone.

When I stop rolling, I'm so dizzy I don't know which direction is up. I lay still until I hear a sled scrape too close beside me. Then I jump away before I become the first person since 1870 to die by being run over by a sled, and I realize I need to move off the hill whether or not the earth is spinning faster than the wheels on the truck roaring down the street.

It takes me three tries to stand, but finally I get to my feet. I look around for my unicorn, but the hill won't stop moving long enough for me to find it.

"Makayla!" Kiana's bright coat doesn't stand out as much here among the kids on the hill, but I hear her yelling and eventually spot her. She's halfway between me and the bottom, and she's working her way toward me. She has a sled in each hand.

I yell for her to stay there, and I head toward her. Slowly at first, but once my brain stops sloshing around inside my skull, I'm able to move faster. When I get to her, she wraps her arms around me and pulls me tight. "Are you okay?" she asks.

"I'm fine. You didn't fall off?"

"Nope." I can hear the smirk in her voice. "Made it all the way to the bottom safe and sound. Your sled threw you because it knows I'm the rightful unicorn rider."

"Whoa, I think I'm feeling light-headed again." I tip us both over into a snowbank. Kiana shrieks as snow falls inside her hood. "Yep, sudden dizzy spell out of nowhere," I say.

She growls and tries to rub a handful of snow against my face. "You little brat!" I fall onto my back to avoid her, but she climbs onto my chest and shoves the snow down the neck of my sweater.

"Oh my God!" I scream.

"How do you like it?"

I can't take in enough breath to answer her, so I look up at her and wait for my body to come back up to temperature. She lowers herself on me and buries her hands between my back and the hill. I like it.

"With Grace gone, I have the whole house to myself tonight. In case you want to come over and get warmed up."

I shouldn't. Only bad things will come of this, but right now I don't care. More than anything, I don't want this night to end. "Are you sure this is a good idea?"

"If you only did things that are good ideas, we would have never gone sledding tonight."

"And we'd both be a lot warmer," I say.

"But I wouldn't be lying on top of you."
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Kiana pulls into the garage, and I park in the driveway behind her. I look around before I turn the car off. I know as soon as I do, the interior light will come on and I'll be exposed to anyone watching.

"Why did you look around like that?" she asks as soon as I'm out of the car. "My neighbors are all either way past the age of having school kids or newlyweds who won't remember you when their kids are old enough to have you."

I force my mouth into a grin. This isn't something I want to talk about. "This is a nice neighborhood."

"It is. I really like it here, Miss Change-the-Subject. But let's get you inside before the blind 98-year-old next door recognizes your scent." She smiles to let me know that she's kidding, but she's not far off base. Even in the garage, I feel uncomfortable being here dressed like this.

The inside of her house makes me wonder if she's not so secretly an alcoholic. The walls are covered in signs with sayings like "It's wine o'clock. Time to move your glass" and "Don't tell me to put a cork in it. I already drank it all."

"So you must like wine?"

Kiana laughs. "I think it's gross. I don't even drink."

"Oh." I look around again. "Roommate? You don't have a wife or a girlfriend, do you?" That would be just my luck to come home with the parent of one of my students, while dressed as Makayla, only to find out that she's married. The trifecta of being run out of town by an angry mob.

Kiana takes a step closer to me and slides her finger down my cheek to my lips. My body tingles, and I want to open my mouth and take it inside me. But I don't move. "No girlfriend. Yet." She leans in and kisses me. Just a peck. But my heart stops beating. "Let me take your coat."

I don't move as she pulls it from my arms and hangs it in the hall closet. I just stare straight ahead. My eyes locked on the spot where she stood when she kissed me.

"One day, Grace came home from a friend's house. She made fun of the girl's mom for having a sign that said 'This house has a wine room: My belly.' I wanted to teach her a lesson about making fun of people, so that weekend I went out and bought these. It was a month before she invited anyone to come over, but I think she learned the lesson."

I laugh. "I'm not sure if that makes you the best mom ever or the worst."

"Oh, definitely the worst if you ask Grace. But I like to think I at least have a sense of humor. Now... this is going to sound like an awful line, but you're shivering. Let's get those clothes off and get you into something warm." She hangs her coat in the closet next to mine and then lifts off her shirt. She's wearing a black bra that looks almost identical to mine. But it looks so much better on her.

She notices me staring at her and walks over to me. "There's nothing warmer than my bed." She kisses me again, but this time she means it. She sucks on my lips and then runs her tongue along their seam until I open up for her. When her tongue slides into my mouth, it's like being on the hill again. I'm breathless and tumbling and the world is spinning all around me. I put my arms around her, but she brushes them away so she can lift my sweater over my head first.

I raise my hands for her, but as soon as it's off, I throw them around her body again. I pull her tight, and I moan as she grinds herself into me. Her hands slide to my waistband, and she unfastens my jeans. Part of my mind is screaming to stop her, but its noise is overwhelmed by the sensations shooting through my body. I don't fight as she slides the jeans down my legs. Down to the tops of my boots.

"Can you take your boots off, or do you want me to get them?" Kiana steps back out of my arms, and I don't want to do anything other than to pull her back into me. "Oh my God, Makayla..." She's laughing so hard she's bent over. "Do you have a baton you're going to twirl for me? Maybe with sparklers on the ends of it?"

"What? Oh... fuck!" Lee and this damn sequined bodysuit. "I didn't plan on you ever seeing this. I was getting dressed at the club before I met you tonight, and one of the owners gave me this to help me stay warm. I honestly don't usually dress like—"

"Like some wannabe pageant queen?"

"Yeah. That."

She stands up straight and wipes the tears from her eyes. "Oh my God, girl, I'm sorry. That was just not what I expected to find under your clothes."

My cheeks burn, and I hope that she won't notice.

"Not that you're not sexy in that, because goddamn, you're the hottest twirler I've ever seen. And maybe you could let me play with your baton." Before I can move, she cups one of my breasts in her hand and slides the other down my front and between my legs.

I gasp and jump away. The pants around my ankles trip me, and I crash into a wall. "Kiana, no! I can't." I turn away from her and pull the wet jeans up my legs before she can try anything else. I shouldn't have come here. "I'm sorry. I... I need to go." I fasten my pants with one hand while I grab my sweater with the other and dash out the door. She's calling behind me, but I don't hear what she's saying. I just have to get away.


CHAPTER FIVE



When Grace walks in by herself, it feels like someone removes a watermelon-sized lump from my stomach. All day yesterday and today, I've been sick thinking of seeing Kiana again. We've had several practices, but this is the first time we've invited the adult volunteers to join us. Kiana wrote her name in bold looping letters at the top of each sign-up sheet on the night of our meeting, so I was scared she would still show up tonight despite what happened between us. Despite me letting her get too close and almost ruining everything.

Right at 6pm all the students gather in the center of the stage and wait for our directions. "All here and ready to go? How on earth did we ever get this lucky?" I ask Heather.

"Not another word, or you're going to jinx it." She goes toward the orchestra pit while I take the stairs to the stage.

"Everyone practiced their parts this weekend, right?" I ask it as a joke, but most of the students nod their heads earnestly. I can't believe it. "Good. So I expect to hear great things today then. Let's start with the Act 2 reprise, since it caused some problems for us last week. Miss Craycraft, are you ready?" I turn and look down. She gives me a thumbs up. "Everyone else off stage then. Including me." A few students giggle as I walk to the wing so I can watch.

We run through the song over and over for almost half an hour when I finally tell the kids to take a break. I don't care how dedicated they are, they're a bunch of pre-teens, and thirty minutes on one song is pushing the limits of their attention span.

"Mr. Perez?" A chill runs through me when I hear her voice. "I have a question about one of the props."

I want to walk away, but I have to act like there's nothing unusual going on. So I turn to face her. "Kiana, right?"

Her smile is suspiciously large. "Right. I've been downstairs working on the bus stop set, and I'm afraid I might have taken things a little too far. Maybe you could come look at it and tell me what you think? I'm all alone down there, so I can't ask anyone else."

We're both adults. We're both working on the same musical. It's normal to run into each other. It's normal for us to be alone together. If one of the other parents had asked me to do this, I wouldn't hesitate. But I didn't almost take things too far with any of the other parents Saturday night. "I only have a few minutes."

"It won't take long. I promise."

I nod and follow her backstage and down the stairs to the prop workshop. This is always my least favorite part of any theater. It smells like a combination of mold, sawdust, and grease, and the bright lights cast bold, muscular shadows everywhere. "So, what's the problem?" I ask.

"Me. The problem was one-hundred percent me, and I'm sorry. It's been so long since I've... used a drill that I got a little trigger-happy."

I lean against the wall and close my eyes. "It wasn't all your fault. I might not have been clear about what I expected."

Kiana walks toward me. I wish she wouldn't, but I don't say anything to stop her. "I went too fast and ended up making a mess of everything. So now, I wonder if maybe I can sand off the rough edges and start over?"

"What if that whole piece is a mistake? Something we don't need. Maybe it's a distraction, and it would be better to just not work on it at all." She's so close to me that I can feel her breath on my chin. But I don't move away.

"I think it's important. I couldn't sleep Saturday or Sunday because I kept thinking about it. About how I screwed it up. And about how I needed to make things right."

My body is on fire. She has me pinned against the wall now. If I were smart, I would step to the side. If I had any self-preservation instinct, I would end this now. "And what would you do to make things right?"

"I'd go slower this time. A lot slower. Maybe I'd start with this." She rests her hand on the center of my chest between my breasts. They both ache to be free of the binder so they can feel her touch. "Then maybe this." She kisses me. It's not a peck, but it's not the kind of kiss that makes me count the steps to the nearest bed either.

"Those are both great ways to start," I tell her.

"Then maybe I would do this." She slides her hand to the left and somehow finds my nipple even through all the layers. She circles her thumb over it. Pressing in just hard enough to make me lose my breath. She leans forward. "Why do you wear this?" Her words tickle my earlobe.

"You know why."

"But why do you hide yourself? You're beautiful. No one would ever know what you have between your legs. And it's not their business anyway, so fuck anyone who knows and has a problem with it."

I blow out a deep breath, but don't inhale to replace it. The pressure builds on my lungs. The world is crushing around them, and they start to burn. It's not much at first, but it grows. And then my lungs are screaming as loudly as they can, begging me to breathe again. But I still don't want to. I want to see how far I can go. And just when I see black spots swirling around me, I have to suck in a mouthful of air. My brain doesn't give me a choice. My mouth just opens, and the lungs pull in as much as they can. All the musty, oily wood smells, but also all of Kiana's lemon and coconut. It's all pulled into an eddy inside me.

"Do you work this weekend?" she asks, and I know she means at the club.

I shake my head no. I should have quit. If I were smart, I would have. But that would mean more than just quitting a job. So I told Lee that I need to take a few weeks off. Just long enough to get through the musical. A few weeks to convince myself there's no going back.

"Then let's do something this Friday night. Something simple. A dinner." Her hand works behind me, and cups my ass. "And this time, I promise nothing more. I'll even make sure that Grace is home just to guarantee we don't do anything. Do you want to do that, Makayla?"

"I do." Why can't I say no to her?

She smiles at me and kisses me again. Not chaste. Not sinful. "I know a person who can get us a table at Pepper and Jade."

I gasp, and this time I do finally take a step away from her. "No. Absolutely not. Nothing in town. No one here can know who I am. I mean that, Kiana. No one here can know me as Makayla."

She holds her hands up in surrender. "That's fine. You name the restaurant. And not here. I'll go wherever you want me to. Just say it."

"Hey Marco?" I jump and turn around. It's Heather.

Kiana bites her lip and looks at me. "I really need to get going. I'll be back at eight to pick up Grace." She doesn't look at Heather as she walks around her and scrambles up the stairs.

"What was that about?" Heather chuckles, and I think maybe she didn't overhear anything at all.

I grin at her. “Grace's mom just had a question about a set piece that she was working on.”

"Hmm..." She stares at me, and my heart sinks through my stomach. "You know I love you, and you can trust me with anything, right?"

Someone else once said that same thing to me, but I was stupid enough to believe the woman who said it then. And that mistake almost cost me everything. "I love you too, and of course I know that. But really, it's nothing." I kiss her on the cheek and walk toward the stairs. "Ready to get back up there?"

She doesn't move. "Who's Makayla?"


CHAPTER SIX



I put my car in park and then put my head in my hands. What the hell am I doing? I need to walk in here and end this. Too much has already gone wrong. And it will just keep spiraling unless I get myself under control.

It's bad enough that I have to sneak around like some teenage girl dating a boy her parents don't like, but I've had to lie to my best friend. That was the final straw for me.

When Heather asked me who Makayla is, my heart pounded so hard she had to have heard it. But I couldn't say anything for the longest time. We just stared at each other in the theater basement. There was no way I could tell her the truth. But my brain wasn't working fast enough to come up with a story.

"It's nothing. You wouldn't even think it was funny," I told her, just to stall for more time.

"Are you saying I don't have a sense of humor? Spill it, mister."

I took a step toward her and focused all the energy I could into my smile. "Promise you won't tell anyone?"

She ran her hand down my arm. It was meant to comfort me, but it did the opposite. "Of course I won't. You know that."

If there was anyone I would trust with this, it would be her. "It's silly." I looked away. I didn't have to pretend to be embarrassed. I really was. "It's an online thing. I had an account set up where I pretended to be a woman named Makayla. Kiana—Grace's mom found out and was just teasing me about it. That's all. Told you it was silly." I put my hand on her shoulder and walked around her toward the stairs.

"Hold on."

Shit.

"She's Kiana to you now? And how did she find out? I thought you didn't even know her a couple of weeks ago?"

I took a deep breath. "You really have to promise not to say anything. I mean it, Heather. It's very important that you don't say anything to anyone."

I could see the worry contort her face. "Marco… I won't say a word, but you have to tell me."

"Kiana and I…" I closed my eyes and hoped this worked to lead her away from Makayla. "We went on a date this weekend."

"Marco, I can't believe—"

"I know… I know. You don't have to say it. But Grace isn't my student anymore. I thought if we went really slow, it wouldn't be so bad. Then this summer we would be free to explore whatever feelings we have." In the corner of my eye, I saw my hands shaking, so I hid them behind me.

"Hmm…" I'd seen her give that look to students before. It was usually when she knew they were lying to her, but she didn't care to press the issue any further. "You already know what I would say. But I won't tell anyone. Just promise to be careful, Marco. You know how bad this could be."

I did know. And I knew I needed to tell Kiana there wouldn't be any other dates or talk of Makayla.

That's what I'm going to do tonight.

She's not here yet when the host leads me to our table, so I sit facing the entrance and wait. There are a dozen variations of the stereotypical "It's not you, it's me" speech running through my mind, but they're all true in this case. In any other situation, I would fall over myself to spend time with Kiana. But not like this.

When she does come in, she's holding my ice-blue parka. "You left this at my house the other day."

"Oh." I'd completely forgotten about it. I stand and take it from her, spreading it over the back of my chair. "Thank you."

She wraps me in a hug before I can stop her. And for a minute, I forget about everything I had planned. I slide my hands around her back and hold her. There's just me and her. This is everything, and it's wonderful.

The tears start to build in my eyes, but I blink them away. "Oh my God, Kiana. What are we doing?"

"We're doing what any two adults who have feelings for each other would do." She steps back and looks me up and down. "And now I'm ogling the girl that I've been thinking about each night this last week. You're even prettier than in my fantasies."

I laugh and wipe off a tear that started to escape. "Yeah right."

"I mean it." She sits down, and I know if I sit with her, I won't be strong enough to do what needs to be done. "You're not staying, are you?" she asks.

My throat is threatening to swell shut. "Tell me you understand."

Kiana shakes her head. "I don't, Makayla. I don't understand any of it. You don't need to hide yourself."

"I used to think that. My ex had me convinced that she would love me no matter what."

She sighs. "Makayla—"

"I can't, Kiana. It's the same thing all over again."

Kiana stands and takes a step closer to me, but I back away. "I don't know what happened," she says, "but I'm not your ex. It's not the same"

"It is. I'll lose you. I'll lose my job. And I can't go through that again. I almost didn't make it last time. There's no way I could this time."

She looks resigned. "Girl, you are stronger than you think. You just need to believe it."

I shake my head. "I can't, Kiana. Please?"

"Sorry, babe, but no. If you want to walk away, then walk away, but I'm not going to help you choose the wrong path."

I don't move. I just stare at her because I know this will be the last time I see her. She's not making it easy, but that doesn't mean I can't do this. "You don't know how much I wish I could stay, Kiana."

"Obviously not enough." She blows out a breath and looks down.

Once the lock breaks between our eyes, I'm freed. I take the parka, and walk out to my car. I don't look back. I can't. For her sake or mine.

I don't start sobbing until I'm two blocks from home. And it's an ugly cry. The cries wrench themselves from my throat, and my whole body shudders. I think about pulling over. I probably should pull over. But I'm so close. I keep going.

When I pull into my parking spot, I slam my hands against the steering wheel over and over and over. Why am I like this? Why can't I just be normal? I don't even notice that someone has opened my door.

"Hey! Stop that! Marco, stop!" A pair of hands pulls mine down and holds them there. I look up, but I can't even see who it is through the tears.

"Shh, honey, you're fine." My insides twist when I recognize the voice. Heather. She leans into the car and hugs me. "I'm here. You're okay."

No, I'm not. I've never been okay, and I'm never going to be okay.

She unfastens my seatbelt. "Let's get you inside. Come on, sweetie." She tugs at me, but I don't budge.

"Why are you here?"

"You've been avoiding me all week, and that's really impressive since our offices are next to each other. But I've been sitting in my car waiting for you to get home. And I'm glad I was. Now up."

This time, I let her pull me out of the car. I clutch the parka to my chest like it's a teddy bear while she grabs my purse. Then she wraps an arm around me and supports me as we walk to my apartment. Halfway there, I gasp, and my feet won't move any further.

"My clothes," I hiss.

"I'll go get anything you need. Just let me get you inside first."

My entire body is shaking. "That's not what I mean. Oh fuck, hurry, Heather. My keys? Where are my keys?" I dash along the walk. My heels clicking against the concrete with my quick steps.

When I get to my door, I throw myself into it face first, hoping that if anyone looks outside, they won't be able to recognize me. Heather presses against me from behind, and now I'm grateful she's here so she can shield me from everyone's gaze. She unlocks the door, and we both almost fall in.

"I assume this is Makayla." Heather looks over my body. My clothes. My dark green dress. My black tights. My hair. My makeup.

I collapse onto the couch and don't say a thing. I don't even look at her when I feel her sit next to me and slide her arm around my shoulders. This is the end. Everything I've built back up since my ex had me fired from Watkins Catholic.

It's amazing what one phone call to a bigoted administrator can do. Your choir director, Miss Perez, isn't what she seems. I never saw it coming. The principal and a police officer came to my office and escorted me out of the school. An actual police officer. Like I was a criminal. Or a threat to the students. And Shannon's text was almost gleeful when she admitted she was the one who told the school district about me. I didn't leave my house for almost a month after that. How could I? Everyone in that town knew my secret. And they didn't hesitate to make their judgement known. There were so many nights I thought about just ending everything. It would be so much easier.

As strange as it seems, someone spray-painting "Leave Faggot" on my garage door is what convinced me to not kill myself. I wasn't going to let those people control what happened to me.

But I promised I wouldn't let myself be put in that position again. I switched back to my deadname. I started living as a man again. When I saw the opening for the middle school choir director here, I applied. And when the superintendent and head of human resources tried to convince me during my interview that this school district was trans-friendly, I knew better than to believe them. I assured them that, although my legal name was still Makayla, I would be working and living as Marco.

It was easier that way. I never had to worry someone would find out about my past. I never had to worry about an overly curious parent digging a little too deep into the history of their son's new teacher.

All I had to do was bury Makayla. It should have been easy.

"I had a guy friend in high school who liked to dress up like a girl," Heather says. Her arm is still clamped around me, and her body next to mine is the only reason I'm not shivering now. From the cold and from nerves. "He liked to be pretty now and then. I do too. So I understand, Makayla. And I will never tell a single person about you. Ever."

I wish it were that simple. That this was just because I liked to feel pretty sometimes. I wish Makayla was just a piece of me rather than the entirety of my soul.

I stand up and take her hands. "Stay right here until I come back out?"

She nods, and I walk to my bedroom. I slip the dress over my head and pull the tights from my legs. Then I take off my underwear and look at my naked body in the mirror. The body that I hide every day before I leave the house. The body I'm about to show to my best friend.

Heather looks up at me as I walk into the living room. The smile drops from her face, and her jaw slowly lowers like it's a freight elevator.

"Oh my God."


CHAPTER SEVEN



"You..." Heather stands up, but doesn't move any closer to me.

"Yeah." I blow out a breath. I can't believe I'm doing this. "Remember how you said you'd never tell anyone?"

She doesn't say anything. She doesn't even move.

"Remember how you said that? Please tell me you won't."

She shakes her head, and I'm not sure if that's good or bad. "You... that's..." She comes toward me, but she doesn't touch me. She just leans in closer, looking at me like she might look at a dead bug she found in her kitchen.

"Heather?"

"Huh? Oh, I won't tell anyone. I promise. But why?" She gestures at my body.

The wave of relief that spreads over me when she says she won't tell anyone almost knocks me to the floor. "I'm transgender, so I—"

"No, I get that. I mean, why do you hide this? Why hide who you are?"

"It's a long story. Mind if I put some clothes on first?"

She laughs. "Sorry."

I slip into a pair of joggers and a sweatshirt and sit next to her on the couch. When I do, she takes my hand. I can't look at her, but I tell her everything. How Shannon promised she would support me. How that changed once I transitioned and started hormones. And then how she got me fired, and how I vowed I could never be in that position again.

"Oh honey. You didn't deserve any of that. But we're not like that here. Before you came, there was a student who transitioned. And no one said a word to him. One day he just started using a boy's name and using the boys' restroom. And that was it. So if the administration said they would support you, I'm sure they meant it."

I shake my head. "I can't trust anyone with this. I just can't."

Heather tucks a hair behind my ear. "You trusted me. And I'm grateful for that. And you trust Kiana."

A snort comes out before I can stop it. "I told her tonight that we can't do this anymore. You were right. It's not a good idea for me to see her."

She sighs. "No, I wasn't. But that's not the reason you broke up with her anyway. It's because you're scared. And you don't have to be. You can tell the school you changed your mind and want to transition at work now. I know these people. They'll be happy for you."

I lay my head back against the cushion, and she cuddles against me. We sit like that without saying a word for hours.
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"I can't believe I let her talk me into this. Nothing good will come of it." Anyone looking would think that I'm crazy. I'm sitting in a parked car talking to myself. Of course, anyone here will already know how crazy I am.

I look around. I see Heather's car and the cars of a couple parents who volunteered to shuffle the sets on and off the stage. No one else is parked back here. This would be the perfect time to sneak in. If I could just force myself to get out of the car.

I emailed the superintendent and HR director on Sunday night to tell them. I didn't sleep at all afterward, and the next morning I was so worried and tired I could barely function. When the superintendent knocked on my door before first period, I was shaking so much that my chair squeaked. She took one step into my office and stopped. It seemed like she looked at me forever. So long that I wanted to beg her to just get it over with so we could both be out of our misery.

"This is extremely inappropriate..." she said.

I took a deep breath. "I understand. I—"

"Can I hug you?"

Her words jolted me. "What?" I must have misunderstood. She had to have said you're fired and I need you to clear your things out right now before I have you escorted out, but it just sounded like she asked if she could hug me.

"I should have never asked. Forgive me. I'm just so proud of you. Of course, we support you in this. What absolute monsters would we be if we didn't? So you tell me, what do you need from us? We're going to work together to make this transition as smooth as possible."

"Did you ask if you could hug me?"

She stepped back into the doorway and dropped her head. "I'm sorry. Even before I said it, I knew that I shouldn't."

"You're not firing me?"

The look of shock on her face was almost as big as the one on Heather's face Friday night when she saw the real me. I leaped from my chair and threw my arms around her, pulling her so tight it's a wonder she didn't yip. Instead, she put her arms around me too, and we both cried.

We sat through my entire free first period planning this. I was willing to wait until the start of the next school year, but she wanted me to transition right away. It seemed like she would have been happiest if I put on a dress right then. What we finally worked out was maybe the worst compromise I could have agreed to. This.

I take a deep breath and push open the car door. I'm wearing tights under my dress, but the wind is still cold on my legs. The stage door seems like it's a mile away, and I hurry toward it, hoping that no one will see me. Silly, since everyone is going to see me within the next couple of hours.

Heather is standing just a few feet away when I slam the door shut behind me. She tries to bite down her grin, but she can't. Not all the way. "Miss Perez, I think I have everything handled... Fuck it, I tried." She squeals and rushes to embrace me. "This is so perfect, Makayla. You're so perfect. This will be one of the best nights of your life. I just know it."

I would settle for just an average night in which the townsfolk don't come after me with torches.

"You look petrified," she says. "Deep breaths."

"Probably because I am." I take a couple deep breaths, but I'm still just as nervous. "That didn't work. Do I at least look better?"

"You look great. Like a beautiful woman who just happens to be terrified. But beautiful is the key word there."

I think woman is the key word. That's the word that fills me with every emotion I'm experiencing right now. Happiness, elation, fear. It's the word that brought me into the building, and the one that's making me want to run away to my car.

"Come on. I want to show you something." She takes my hand and leads me toward the dressing area. When I hear the kids, I try to stop, but she won't let me. It sounds like some of them are practicing while others are fooling around.

"Hi everyone. Are we all ready for the big debut?" Heather asks the kids. I know the word choice is deliberate.

"Hi Miss Craycraft. Hi Miss Perez." The kids all greet us, tell us that they're ready, and then go back to what they were doing before we walked in.

"Miss Perez, I have a question." Ava Millent is standing in front of me, holding a copy of her script in her hands.

"I, uh... uh..." It's like I've forgotten how to speak.

"It's on page 7. I think it makes more sense if I say my lines plus Milani's. I've been practicing it that way, and I think it's a whole lot better for the play."

I just stare at her. Thankfully Heather answers for me, "No Ava. It's too late to change anything now. We're leaving it the way we rehearsed it together."

Ava huffs and walks away. I just stare at Heather.

"What was that?" I ask her.

"The apple didn't fall far from the tree—"

"No, I mean all of that. Miss Perez? Like it's normal?"

Heather laughs. "Were you expecting a party? I already told them all, so they would be ready for tonight. And they're 12- and 13-year-olds. They have more important things to worry about than what pronouns their teacher uses."

I look around the room. The kids who aren't practicing are either gossiping with each other or watching videos on their phones. Or both.

“Now that that's over with, there is something I want your opinion on before we get started. I want to make a change to the lighting for one scene.”

Didn't she just tell Ava that it's too late to make changes? "Which one?"

"Grace's solo ballad, but come on. You need to see it. I think you'll like it." She takes off before I even have a chance to protest. "So, I think we need more light on the house instead of just focusing on the stage, but what do you think?"

I barely walk past the edge of the curtain when I realize that I'm an idiot and this isn't about the lighting during the show. But it's too late now. There's a crowd of parents all sitting together in the first couple of rows, and they cheer when I come out. For a second, it makes me feel like I'm on stage at the club.

My jaw hangs as I look over them. All applauding and cheering and smiling. And I can't believe it. I wipe a tear away from my eye and tell myself that this can't be real. But then I see Kiana standing at the front. She's holding up a white sign covered in glitter that says "I told you!" and I know this has to be real because my dream Kiana would have a different message for me.

"How?" I ask Heather.

"You realize I'm a teacher, right? I have everyone's email addresses and phone numbers. This was Miss Masters' idea, though. Not mine."

I look at Kiana and mouth, "you?"

She smugly shimmies her shoulders and looks around to make sure no one is looking at her before blowing me a quick kiss.
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"So, tonight turned out great."

"If you don't get that door unlocked, you're going to ruin it all."

The keys jingle in Kiana's hand, and I'm sure she's doing it to frustrate me. It works.

"Since Grace is spending the night at Ava's, I have all night to make it up to you."

"I still don't understand that," I say. "I thought they still hated each other."

"That was yesterday. You need to get up to date, Miss Perez."

I growl when I hear her call me that, and she finally slips the key into the hole when I do.

I almost tackle her into the house. My lips kiss the back of her neck and down the curve of her shoulder, while my body presses into her from behind. She walks forward to the wall, and I pin her against it, grinding my hips against her ass. She sighs, and knowing that it's because of me makes my core burn even hotter.

I slip my hands under her shirt and up to her breasts, tracing my fingers along the lace of her bra before cupping my hands around her. Then I slide my fingers along her band to the back. I unhook the bra and let it dangle loosely under her shirt.

"Jesus, Makayla. Maybe we could at least get into the house first." Her voice is deeper and more breathy than usual.

She spins so she's facing me and lifts the hem of my dress. Her hands are dancing along my thighs, and my breath catches as she gets closer to my hot center. She raises the dress above my waist. Above my breasts. And I take it from there. I lift it over my head and then pull both of my arms free. Then I yank the tights down my legs.

"Were you surprised?" she asks.

I lean forward and kiss her collarbone. "Yes." Everything was a surprise tonight. The way the kids acted like there was nothing unusual about me changing genders in the middle of a semester. The way the parents acted like that was something to be celebrated. The performance, which was perfect other than a couple of pitch issues caused by stage fright. Even the standing ovation at the end when the students insisted I join them on stage to bow with them.

"Do you like surprises?" I ask while I nuzzle the crook of her neck.

"Love them." She grabs my ass and pulls me into her.

I pull the shirt from her in one clean motion and drop my mouth to her breasts. I pull them free of her bra while I lick around her nipples. Sucking them and swirling around them like a lollipop. The sound of her moan drives me wild. I drag her inside. Past her "I'm Like a Toy: Wine Me Up and Watch Me Spin" sign. To the couch. I take her shoulders and guide her down, and I sit next to her. My tongue barely leaves her breasts. But my hands slide to her waistband. "How far?" I ask.

"How far?"

"How far do you want to go tonight?" I pant into her breast.

"Do you need to ask?" I feel her hands over mine as she unfastens her pants and pushes them down. "As far as you want to go. Are you okay?"

I'm so much more than okay. I slip a finger between her legs and find her nub. I tease it gently at first, and then I press into it. Her head rolls back, and I slide on top of her. But then I stop and pull my hand away. She whimpers and puts her hand on mine to lead it back to her, but I resist.

“There's something you need to know first.” I hook my thumbs in the waistband of my panties and wait for her to look at me.

Her eyes are unfocused, but then she sits up just a little and her eyes go from mine to my breasts to my panties. "If you're going to tell me that you're trans, I think I already figured that out." She rolls her eyes. "Nothing under there is going to surprise me, so rip them off and get back to fucking me."

I take a deep breath and slowly push the panties down my legs. When they're around my ankles, I kick them to the side and stand with my legs slightly spread.

"Oh… I, uh, take back what I just said." She stares. Her eyebrows furrowed and her lips parted just enough to make them even more kissable than they already were. I want to press my lips against them. I want to slip my tongue between them. But I can only wait.

"You..."

"Yes," I say.

"But I thought..."

I wait for her to finish, but she doesn't. "I am," I answer the question I think she was trying to ask. My stomach is hollow now. I thought she would be fine with this. After tonight, when everything seemed to be going my way, I thought this would just be a technicality.

"So how did you..."

"Surgery. I told you I transitioned before. What I didn't tell you is that I went all the way with it."

Her gaze finally moves from my crotch to my eyes. "You have a vagina?"

I nod my head. "Is this a problem?" My heart feels like it's vibrating rather than beating.

She stares at me for so long that I'm sure it must be. I pick up my panties and step into them. But before I can pull them up, she comes and kneels before me. She stops me and then runs her hands over my thighs. I have to put my hands on her shoulders to hold myself up.

"It's not a problem," she says. "Just a shock."

"You did tell me you love surprises."

"That's what you meant? I thought you meant flowers or jewelry or trips to a sledding hill so we can be reminded of just how old we are."

I laugh. "Ugh, so very old."

Kiana puts her hands on my hips and guides me around to the couch and then pushes me down. "How could you ever live as a man after going through all of this?"

I sigh. "After what happened, I didn't think I had a choice."

She kisses the inside of my thigh and rests her head on it. "I'm going to make you forget all about that."

I snort. "I appreciate the sentiment, but I don't think that's possible."

She looks up at me through her eyelashes. "I." She kisses my thigh again. "Am going." She kisses my other thigh. "To make you." She kisses higher now, and my breath stutters. "Forget." Her lips move back to my other thigh, and they're so close now. "All." She kisses the seam between my crotch and my leg. "About." Her lips brush against my sensitive folds. "That." Her tongue flicks against my clit, and I fall against the back cushion.

It's like an animal is unleashed inside her. Her tongue swirls around me. Her mouth sucks and tries to pull me into her. And then her fingers slide inside me. I gasp. I don't know how many fingers it is. It feels like it could be her whole fist, but I'm sure it's only one or two. But it's wonderful.

"Oh... Oh my God... Kiana!" Her fingers move inside me, against a sensitive spot that I never even knew I had.

"How's that for a surprise?"

I can only answer her with a moan. I'm lucky I can even get that out. I don't feel like I'm in control of my lungs. My entire body is drawn tight. She pulls her fingers out of me, and I'm empty. But then she slides her tongue along my lips. The rough surface dragging along the tender flesh. Then she slips her fingers inside me again, and her tongue goes back to my clit. Circling. Flicking. Circling. Sucking. Circling. And her fingers are pumping me. And I'm screaming. My body spasms and I cry out her name over and over and over while my entire body shakes. And when every muscle is so sore that they're begging for relief, I collapse back onto the couch. Unable to move. Unable to even look at the woman who did this to me.

"Well?"

I huff out a breath as she climbs on top of me. Her legs slotting between mine. Her breasts on mine. Her cheek against mine.

"I've never done that before," I say.

"Had sex with someone as skilled as me?"

I laugh and take a couple of breaths, trying to get the oxygen back into my exhausted muscles. "Had sex period. Never as a girl. As me."

Kiana sits up just enough so she can look at me. "You're kidding?"

I shake my head. After I had the surgery, Shannon never wanted anything to do with me physically. I wish I could have seen her for what she was and just walked away then.

"Well, I am going to spend a lifetime fucking you so often that you're going to be sick of it."

"Never." I lean up and kiss her.


CHAPTER EIGHT



I can't help but sneak glances at Kiana as we walk to the table. She's gorgeous in her silver and dark blue dress, and I love the way her leg peeks out of the slit with every step. I take her hand, and she looks at me and smiles.

"How did I end up with the most beautiful woman in the entire room?" I ask.

"Second most beautiful. My girl is the most beautiful." She pecks me on the cheek.

Kiana's best friend Bri and her boyfriend Sebastian are already at the table when we get there. Every time I see him, I'm shocked at just how muscular he is. They stand to hug both of us. When we all sit, Sebastian smiles. "Once again, I'm reminded of how blessed I am. I get to share a table with three exquisite ladies."

"And not at one of your restaurants for once," Sabrina says.

Sebastian clicks his tongue. "Perhaps not, but remember whose staff is working in the kitchen here right now."

Bri shrugs. "So, what did you girls think of her dress?"

"It was pretty," I say.

"It was very boring." Someone says from behind me. I recognize the voice and grin. "I tried to talk her out of it, but would she listen to me? She has the body, she needs to show it off. Maybe she could have found someone better than that brother of mine. Too late now."

I turn around. Lee is standing behind me.

She rests her hands on my shoulders. "Hey, babe. We miss having you at the club."

"I was just there last weekend," I say. "You must not miss me that much if you forgot already."

"I meant on stage, smartass." She sits next to me, smoothing her long black gown under her as she does. She was her brother's best man, and with her stage presence, she almost stole the show just by standing silently next to him during the ceremony.

I look down at her black high heels. I don't think I've ever seen her wearing anything lower than a four-inch heel, and today is no exception. I don't know how she does it all the time. I'm on my feet all day long, and if I wear anything higher than two inches, I regret it. Of course, that just means I have an excuse to ask Kiana for a foot massage when I get home.

"I do sometimes miss it. But now that I'm actually working as me, I don't think the parents or the school system would be too happy about a teacher moonlighting as a dancer on the weekends."

Lee flicks her wrist toward me, dismissing the thought. "Who cares what other people think?"

"Almost literally everyone except you, babe." Lee's partner Jasmine kisses her on the cheek before joining our table.

"At last, the best man and the bride's gorgeous maid of honor are reunited," Sebastian says. "It's always such a pleasure to see you, Jasmine."

"Your girlfriend is sitting right next to you, and you're flirting with my partner? Do I really need to stab you right here in front of everyone?" Lee acts like she's getting up before she chuckles and then pulls Jasmine so close to her that she might as well be on her lap.

Sabrina shrugs. "After all this time, I'm used to it. I know how he is. And I know he's always coming home to me, so it doesn't bother me." She kisses him, and he blushes. It's cute to watch someone as formidable as him turn red just because a woman kisses him.

"So who's next?" Kiana asks. "We have three couples sitting here, and none of us are married. Which one is going to be the first?"

My heart starts to pound. We've lived together for almost a year now, but we've never discussed marriage seriously. I've brought it up a few times, but Kiana always tells me she isn't sure if she wants to do that again. So I never press the issue. Grace is a different story. She's been pressuring us to get married since I moved in.

"That's not fair to the others," Lee says. "I already know the answer."

"How do you know?" Kiana demands.

Lee points at Sebastian. "As tough as he is, he can't keep a secret from me to save his life." Sebastian shrugs and bites his lip.

"Well, since everyone else already knows, I guess I should tell the most important person." Kiana drops to a knee in front of me, and now my heart is racing. Holy shit. Is she really doing this? "Makayla Perez, I love you more than I've ever loved anyone else other than Grace, and I can't imagine my life without you. I want you to go through everything with me. Together. Every day. And I want you to be in my daughter's life forever. I want us both to be there to celebrate every one of her victories, no matter how big or small, and to comfort her every time she has her heart broken. Will you be my wife?"

The tears are streaming down my cheeks, and I'm already nodding before she even asks me. "Oh my God, Kiana! Oh my God!" I hold my hand out, and she slips the ring over my finger. We both stand, our arms wrapped around each other. And our kiss feels like the very first one. Better. A million butterflies circle around us. The wind from their wings pulses against my skin, sending tingles through my body.

Kiana pulls away and runs her tongue slowly between her lips. "Is that a yes?"

"Of course, it's a yes. I know this is Alexis' day, but I think I might be the happiest woman here." I look around. "Where's my purse? I need to call Heather so she can be part of this."

"Got you covered, babe." Kiana points at Sebastian. He's holding Kiana's phone, and I see Heather on the screen. She's bouncing up and down and screaming.

I smile, and then turn back to Kiana. I rest my forehead against hers. Our lips are just a fraction of an inch apart. "I love you so much."
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THE GIRLFRIEND RING: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

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

THE GIRLS SERIES BUNDLE

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

HER DRESS

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

HER NEW DAUGHTER

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

HIDING: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

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

HIS ASSISTANT: CROSSDRESSING ROMANCE

What happens when someone discovers your deepest secret?

HOMECOMING

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

INHERITANCE: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

I never believed in magic, but now I know better. I should walk away. But this is my only chance, and I have to take it. No matter what.

THE INJECTED SERIES BUNDLE

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

JUST A DRESS: MAGICAL FEMINIZATION

There's no way a dress can ever change the way he thinks of me. Not unless it's magic…

JUST PRETEND: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

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

MOTHER OF THE REVOLUTION

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

NOT A NANNY: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

Everything is changing. My clothes, my body… the way Logan looks at me. But no matter what changes, his feelings never will. Will they?

NOT HER TYPE: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

I know that Emily is the one for me, but she always tells me I'm not her type. With a little magical help, that might be about to change.

ONLY A COSTUME: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

"That's where my talent really lies. I can see who people truly are. Under all the layers of pretend they use to hide themselves."

ONLY ON WEEKENDS: A TRANSGENDER, CROSSDRESSING STORY

Put on makeup and a dress and dance for some drunk guys? It sounds simple. But standing in front of the crowd, I know there's no way I can do this.

PARTNER TRACK: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

Mason's path has always been clear—to make partner at a big law firm. But he's about to become a partner in a way he's never imagined.

PEN PALS: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

For years, Carter and Maya exchanged letters. But there was a secret that could tear them apart. Maya was really a boy named Max.

THE PERFECT GIRL

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

PRETTY SECRETS: 5 BOOK BUNDLE

This bundle contains 5 stories of secret transgender women who found that special someone to bring their true beauty to the surface.

PROMISED: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

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

THE PSYCHIC: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

I've known something was wrong for years, but it's not until I visit a psychic that I find out everything I know is about to end.

A RESPECTABLE LADY: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

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

RENOVATED

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

THE RIDE: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

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

THE SECRETS WE KEEP

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

SELF-HELP: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

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

SUBSTITUTE TEACHER: MAGICAL FEMINIZATION

The other teachers joke that there's something magical about this classroom. That it helps you find your soulmate. Well, unless it can transform me into a woman, it won't work for me.

TEACHING THE PROFESSOR: RELUCTANT FEMINIZATION

I know better than to get involved with a student… And I learned the hard way to never admit my secret.

TRANSFORMED: 8-BOOK MAGIC FEMINIZATION BUNDLE

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

THE TROPHY CLINIC BUNDLE

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

TRUE SELVES: MAGIC 5 BOOK BUNDLE

5 stories of men who are magically transformed into women. Men who find that their new lives are much more fulfilling than they could have ever imagined.

WRONG CABIN: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

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


[image: Kenzie McKay]


ABOUT ME

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

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

https://kenziemckaywrites.ck.page

[image: QR Code for Mailing List]


Point your smartphone camera

at the QR code to open my signup page.

[image: Amazon icon]
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