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CHAPTER ONE



"Are you sure about this?" Logan stops whirling around the kitchen. A cabinet door slams closed behind him as he spins and looks at me.

I pretend to think for a second and then roll my eyes. "Of course I am. Besides, it's a little late now, isn't it?"

"I suppose it is." He smiles, and it makes everything twist inside me just like it does every time. "Anyway, all her off-limits snacks are up here. She's not above helping herself, though, so you have to watch her." He looks past me, toward the living room.

"I can hear you talking about me." She shakes her head but doesn't look up from her phone.

"Good," Logan answers her. "You'd better be on your best behavior the next couple of days. I mean it."

This time, she sets the phone on her lap and looks up at us. "Dad..."

"Rose…"

"I'm always on my best behavior," she says. "Now will you go, please? You're stressing me out. And I can't very well burn the house down with you standing right there."

Logan looks back at me and laughs. "You sure you're sure?"

"I've known her since she was in diapers. I know that she's secretly sweet and pretty all-around great, despite what she pretends to be." I turn and watch Rose for the eye roll I know is coming. It doesn't disappoint. "Now, go, or the driver is going to take off without you. It's only two days. Pretty sure I can handle that."

He smiles and puts his hand on my shoulder, and my intestines coil themselves into a tight ball that leaves most of me hollow. I close my eyes for just a second, imagining a goodbye kiss that will never come.

"Thanks for doing this, bro." He drops his hand from my shoulder, and my insides snap back to their usual cold places. "I'll call when I get in. And text me tonight to let me know if Rose goes to bed on time. I'm going to be 2000 miles away, but I can still ground her." He raises his voice to make sure that she hears him. Her only response is a short huff.

"Logan." I almost reach for his hand to reassure him, but I force my hands still. Another touch right now would do me in. Instead, I take a second to look at his eyes, at the brown rings of his irises. The flecks of cold gray speckled throughout them. Most people are put off when they meet him. He doesn't give away much at first, but once you get to know him, he couldn't be more different. He couldn't be more perfect. "I got this. Now, scoot."

"You two seem awfully eager to get rid of me. I'd better not come home and find out that you went on an arson spree while I was gone."

"Oh my God, Dad. We're going to be robbing gas stations, not setting fires."

"What better clients for the country's best defense attorney than his own daughter and best friend?" This time I can't stop myself. I reach for the lapels of his jacket, almost like I'm going to pull him closer to me, but I just hold them for a second. I let the warmth of his chest radiate into my hands. Then I smooth them out and tap him with my index fingers. "Go knock em dead."

"It's one speech in an afternoon session. It's not like I'm the keynote speaker or anything."

"Yet," Rose and I both say at the same time and start giggling.

Logan sighs and tosses his hands in the air. "Why do I put up with you two?"

"Because you lo—" I snap my mouth shut, and my teeth collide with an audible snap. I can't believe I was really about to say that to him. "Because you know how awesome we are."

Another smile, and another wave of pain that makes me want to retch. "You both really are. Now this time, I'm leaving for real."

Rose looks at him for a second, and apparently decides that he means it because she gets off the chair and hugs him goodbye. I bite the corner of my lip, wishing that I could hug him goodbye too. That I could feel his arms around me while we held tight to each other. Instead, I work my way to the other side of the kitchen island, and regret that I can't put even more space between us.

As soon as the door closes behind him, Rose walks to the other side of the island and lifts herself onto a barstool. "So, when are you going to get the courage to ask my dad out?"

My throat spasms, and I start coughing uncontrollably. I raise one hand to my mouth and the other to my chest, trying to breathe. When I can finally look up, I see Rose staring at me. Smiling. The same smile as her dad. I hurry around her and plop onto the living room sofa. "So, who wants a movie?" I click on the first thing I find and turn the volume up so loud I won't be able to hear Rose, even if she does say anything more.


CHAPTER TWO



By the time I pull into the school parking lot, I'm shaking. I’m not sure if it's fury or shock or fear. Probably all three. I try to calm myself before I walk inside, but it doesn't last. Just pushing through the doors makes my heart rate spike again.

The inside of the building is light. And quiet. I would never guess there are hundreds of students inside these walls. When I look down the hall searching for the associate principal's office, I only see one student. When he rounds the corner, there's no one. But there is a sign for the office.

There's a large counter dividing the room. Behind it, there are three women sitting at computers. Only one of them looks up at me when I walk in. She holds a finger up, and I smile and wait for her.

"Can I help you?"

My hands are hidden by the counter, but I still close them into fists to hide their trembling. "I had a call from, uh... I can't remember the name. I'm so sorry. It's regarding Rose Branford."

The woman purses her lips when I say Rose's name, and I start to hyperventilate. Was it that bad? What are they going to think when they see that it's me and not her father picking her up?

"Oh. She's in Ms. Vanover's office." She points to a door on her right. "They're both waiting for you. Go on in."

The door is mostly open, but I still knock. It's swallowed by the wood and sounds like nothing more than a weak couple of taps. But it's enough to get the associate principal's attention, and she tells me to come in.

She's sitting behind a chrome and grey desk. Her black hair is braided into tight cornrows and gathered at the nape of her neck. She smiles at me as I walk in, but it just makes me more nervous. "Please have a seat, Mr. Branford."

I don't notice her mistake at first. I walk around to a chair and get my first look at Rose's face. She's staring down at her lap, so I can't really see it until I sit beside her. But when I do, I see a long, angry red scratch that runs from her right temple down to her jaw. Her upper lip is swollen, and there's a raw spot in the middle that is just starting to scab over. Her eyes are red and puffy. She's been crying. Recently. She's gripping her hands tight on her lap, but I work my fingers through, pull one of them free, and give it a squeeze. She doesn't look up at me, but she does move her head slightly in my direction. And that's good enough.

"So, what happened—" That's when it hits me. "Oh. I'm not Mr. Branford." I look up just as she looks at her computer screen.

Ms. Vanover's lips curl in for a second. "I'm so sorry. Mr. Thompson?" I nod and then glance back at Rose. "Are you Rose's other father? You're listed as an alternate emergency contact, but we don't have a relationship down for you."

My face goes red, and I hear Rose chuckle under her breath. "No. Just a friend. Rose's dad is out of town."

"Oh, and you're his boyfriend. Got it." She types something, probably updating the record.

This time Rose isn't able to control her laugh. "See? Everyone thinks you and dad need to just date already." She's obviously fine despite the marks on her face.

"Your dad's not even... doesn't matter." I turn back to Ms. Vanover, who is smiling even more broadly at me now. "I'm not the boyfriend either. I'm taking care of Rose while her dad is out of town."

"Like a nanny?" Ms. Vanover tilts her head gently and examines me, and I want to growl.

"Not a nanny. Just a good friend. Now, what happened with Rose?" I'm not here to talk about the real, or fantasy, relationships I have with Logan.

For the next few minutes, the associate principal tells me about a fight between Rose and another girl in her math class. I'm alternately livid with Rose, incensed at the other girl, and relieved that it wasn't worse that it was. Both girls have some scratches. Rose has a bloody lip. And the other girl will probably have a black eye. The principal admits that the other girl started the fight, but since the school has zero tolerance for any violence, they're both suspended for the next three days. It's a policy I wish my middle school had.

I apologize profusely to Ms. Vanover and make Rose apologize to her twice before we leave. Neither of us says a word until we get into the car. But as soon as her seatbelt is fastened, I turn to look at her. "What were you thinking?" Rose's mouth flies open, and I can hear her draw in a sharp breath, so I put my hand on hers to stop her. "You don't have to get defensive with me. You're in trouble regardless. You know how your dad is with rules. But I just want to know why. This isn't like you."

I can tell she's about to launch into whatever story she's been preparing since the principal called me, and I tighten my hand. It takes a second, but I see her relax. "That other girl always makes fun of me, and I just had enough."

"Why does she make fun of you?"

She twists so she's facing out the window, but she laces her fingers with mine. "You have to promise not to say anything."

"I can't. Not until I know what it is."

Her hand quivers, but she doesn't say anything. I reach across my body and stroke her hair with my free hand, just like I used to do when she was upset as a little girl.

"There's someone I like."

I feel like someone punched me. I know she's twelve now, but in my mind, Rose is still a five-year-old girl just starting school. I force myself to laugh for her sake. "Honey, trust me. No boy is worth it. I've learned that the hard way in life."

"You think dad's worth it." She glances at me for a flash before turning away again.

I let my head fall against the headrest. "Your dad is just a really good—No. You're being honest with me, so I'll be honest with you too. Your dad is worth it. Or he would be if he was gay. But he's not. So no matter what I want, he's never going to be interested in me like that."

"Mr. Hernandez gets mad if we say 'never.' He always tells us nothing is impossible."

Maybe I used to think that, but I know better now. Life is years and years of never getting what you want until you finally die alone. The key is to just find tiny pieces of joy when you can. "You're avoiding the subject. What makes this boy so special?"

Rose's forehead hits the window with a thud, and after a couple of seconds, she wipes away a tear. "It's not a boy."

"Oh." Now it feels like the person who punched me not only came back for a second round, but they decided to kick me a few times too. "Being teased for who you like is something I know all about, honey. But you can't hit someone because of that. Not even if they start it."

"I know."

"I mean it, Rose. Anyone who has a problem with you really has a problem with themselves. It's our job to look down on them, not wallow in the mud with them. Then once we're done judging them twice as harshly as they could ever judge us, we quietly destroy them from behind the scenes. We want them to know it was us, but to never have any real proof."

She whips her head around to face me, her jaw hanging open, and I laugh. "Eli!"

I shrug my shoulders. "Who says queer kids can't get the last laugh?"


CHAPTER THREE



At almost the same time, the three of us push our chairs away from the dinner table. Logan lets out a sigh and then looks at Rose. "Tell Eli thank you one more time and then back up to your room."

"Dad, can't I—"

"Not unless you want to be grounded even longer. Do you?"

She looks down at the table. "No. Thank you for dinner, Eli. It was good." She looks up at me, and I flash her a quick smile to let her know I sympathize with her. Then she walks up the stairs. She makes each step last ten seconds, but finally she's upstairs.

When we hear her bedroom door close, Logan turns around and faces me. "Thank you. She's right. This was really good." His hand is sitting right there on the table. Less than an arm's length away. I could rest mine on his. Or I could just brush a finger against it. My arm tingles, begging me to let it touch him. But I can't.

"You're welcome. You know I like spending time with you two." I pause and watch him. He leans back in the chair and smiles at me. The corners of his eyes crease, and I don't think I've ever wanted him more. I have to look away. "Besides, you would have forgotten all about dinner. I know you."

In the corner of my eye, I see him raise a finger as I stand up. "That's not true. Rose would have reminded me eventually."

I don't say a word as I clear the table. I take my plate and then Rose's, and by the time I get to Logan, he's holding it out for me. I take it without looking, without accidentally touching him, even though I know it could have been so easy.

"Thank you, but you made the meal. I should be the one to clean up."

"I'm just throwing them in the dishwasher. It's nothing."

Logan leans against the door frame and watches me as I scrape the dishes and stack them in the off-white racks. I try to act busier than I am, hoping he'll leave. He must have cases that he wants to work on.

"Rose said you picked her up from school the day she was suspended."

"You know it's not all her fault, right? Did she tell you why she did it?" I can't help but look up at him now.

He rubs his hand over his jaw. His bicep flexes under the short grey sleeve of his t-shirt. "Yes, but violence is still wrong. She needs to understand that."

"Bullying is wrong too." I grip the dirty fork in my hand even tighter. "The other girl got what she deserved."

He nods slightly. "She did. Rose said you stayed with her all day yesterday too. Did you call off work?"

My stomach twists. It feels like I'm on the witness stand, and he's cross-examining me. "Basically."

Logan crosses his arms and walks closer to me, leaning against the counter right beside me. I take a step back, but I'm still too close. "Eli? You told me you weren't one of the ones who was laid off."

I turn around and open a cabinet door, pretending to look for something, but there are just paper plates and plastic containers in here. I lift the lid to one of the bowls, and he does the last thing I'd ever suspect. His hand comes down on my forearm, and I gasp like a snake fell onto me from a tree. He forces my hand down, and then he spins me so I have no choice but to look at him.

"Eli, why didn't you tell me?" A lock of hair falls into my face, and before either of us has time to think, he tucks it behind my ear. My entire body is covered by a stampede of ants. "Are you growing out your hair?" he asks.

"No, I..." I reach up to pat my head, and my hand follows my hair down. Suddenly I'm aware of it ticking against my shoulders and the tops of my arms. "I don't know. Maybe? Was it shorter before?"

He looks at me for a second and then reaches for one of my blonde strands. He gently pulls it closer to him and then twists it around a finger before letting it drop back into place. "It seems like it. But it wasn't, was it?"

I press myself backward into the counter to get as far away from him as possible, and I gather my hair back, using the hair tie around my wrist to twist it into a loose bun. "I usually wear it up. Maybe that's it?" I shrug and look at his arms. They're holding on to the counter on either side of me.

There's a noise from upstairs, just Rose sitting on her bed or chair, probably, but it's enough to snap Logan away from whatever he's thinking. His body jerks, and he takes a step back. As soon as there's enough room, I squeeze away and walk to the other side of the kitchen.

"I could hire you. Just until you find something else. You could babysit Rose for me."

I feel my cheeks flare up. "This is why I didn't tell you. I don't need you to feel sorry for me. And Rose is a really mature girl. She can probably stay by herself now."

"This isn't pity. I swear." He holds his hands up, palms out toward me. "And I know Rose can take care of herself, but I think she's more comfortable if she has someone here when she gets home from school. Especially if it's you. She's crazy about you."

"Same."

"See? And you know how much she hates that after-school chess club. With you here, she could just take the bus home right after school. And I wouldn't have to worry about leaving the office early every day for her. We would all benefit from this."

"I'm not sure you'd benefit from working even more than you already do."

He shakes his head, but I bite my lip and stare. He's right that this would be good for all of us. My savings isn't going to last forever, and this would help slow down the rate I'm burning through it. But my pride still wants me to say no. If he would ask me to babysit Rose for free, I would jump at the chance. But getting paid for it feels wrong.

"Say yes. I'd love it if you could spend more time with Rose. She would too. And I'd feel good knowing that I'm helping you for once. You're always there for us. Let me do something for you."

I know from the look on his face that I'm not going to be able to talk him out of this, so I toss my hands up. "Minimum wage. That's it."

Logan smiles. As usual, he wins. "The girl I hire when I need someone gets $20 an hour. Let's do that."

My eyes light up. There's no way my parents would have ever paid someone that much to watch me. That's probably why I spent so much time on my own. "$15. And you have to be home by nine each night."

"I'm not going to make you stay here all night. Don't worry."

My face burns at the thought of spending the night here, under the same roof as him. "I'm not worried about that. This is so you can still say goodnight to Rose each night. Otherwise, you'd stay at the office until two in the morning."

"Sometimes I'm the only person my clients have. They need me too. But that's fair. Rose comes first. Always. And you." The side of his mouth curls up. My breath catches as he looks away. "Speaking of that, I have some motions I need to submit in the morning, so..."

I want to tell him that he's the best person I've ever known. That his dedication is one of the reasons I love him. "Yeah, um, I..."

"Right..." He keeps his head down, but he glances up at me. The look starts a fire inside me that's going to take more vodka to extinguish than I have at home. "Start Monday? You could pick her up at school if you want."

We stare at each other for a moment before I finally nod and turn to walk out the door.


CHAPTER FOUR



I'm not even watching the TV at this point. It's nothing more than a series of flashing lights in the corner of my vision as I stare at the clock. 9:57pm. The colon blinks the seconds. Blink, blink, blink, blink. Then the 7 becomes an 8, and the anger takes on a mass inside me now. A spinning ball, gathering more and more speed and weight with every blink, and its throbbing energy moves through me. I try to hold it back. Maybe there's a good reason. Maybe there was an emergency. But it doesn't help. I know better.

When I finally hear the garage door open, it's 10:13pm, and I want to march to the garage and tip the rack of half-used paint cans onto the hood of his black car. Imagining his face as I do it makes me feel a little better, but I'm still so hot it's a wonder the air conditioner hasn't turned on. I stand just as the door between the house and garage opens. Glowering.

"Hey." Logan flashes me a quick smile and then turns around to shut the door behind him. "I'm so sorry. This won't happen again." When he looks back at me, his face is twisted down, and he's holding a hand to his chest.

"This is day one, and you're—"

"I know." He walks to me and rests his hands on the tops of my arms. His head is tilted, and his eyes look sad. "You don't even have to say it. I'm sorry."

He grips my arms and waits for me to say something, but I can't. Of all the ways I imagined this happening—me yelling at him, him yelling back, me storming off in anger—I never pictured this. I never thought he would touch me and that everything inside me would come undone when he did.

"Is she still awake?"

I shake my head to clear away all the inappropriate thoughts that swam in, and his face falls even more. "Yeah, yes. At least I think so. I heard her moving around a few minutes ago. Go say goodnight to her. And apologize to her. She's the one who needs to hear it. Then when you come back down, we're going to set up some rules."

"Way ahead of you. That's all I thought about on the drive home. Well, there might have been some other things I thought about too, I suppose." He winks at me and then bounds up the stairs like a puppy chasing after a toy.

Why does he have to be like this? Why can't he let me stay mad at him for at least the night? Twelve hours should not be too much to ask. Instead of storming out and fuming at him for the rest of the evening, I walk to his liquor cabinet and pull out the bottles of whiskey and vermouth. No bitters. He doesn't like them.

I mix the liquors, pour them over a couple of ice cubes in a cocktail glass, and take a sip. My face puckers so tight that my eyes close, and I wish I could gag up the tiny bit I drank. I'll never understand how a person can like whiskey. They have to be faking it to get the attention. I take the glass over to the coffee table and set it next to my soda.

It's a few more minutes before he comes down, and this time, he looks exhausted. A lump automatically forms in my throat, and I'm upset with myself for being angry at him earlier.

"Everything okay?" I ask as he drops onto the sofa next to me. His leg brushes against mine. I wait for him to pull it away, but he doesn't.

He reaches for the drink, but I can't take my eyes away from his leg against mine. His black pants slide against the bare skin below my shorts, but the pressure between us doesn't let up. In fact, it feels like it builds, and in just a few seconds, it's more than should be possible just from two people sitting next to each other.

"Hey, earth to Eli." He snaps his fingers in front of my face, and it makes me jump. When I do, my leg moves away from his, and I feel like I've tumbled down into a well. "Is this drink for me?"

I look down at it. Not because I'm confused, but because my mouth can't form the words. The glass is just starting to sweat. Little beads of moisture are building until they grow too heavy to resist gravity any longer, and then they'll roll helplessly down the side. I can relate. "Yeah, that's, uh. Yeah."

He lifts the glass to his lips and his face relaxes as he takes a sip. "Man, I could get used to having a nanny." He chuckles and then tips his glass to salute me.

I know he doesn't mean anything by it, but my cheeks still flush. "I'm not a nanny."

"That's a shame. Nannies can be sexy."

I look from his hand to his face, and he's staring directly at me. My cheeks that were inflamed before are so hot they could spit embers now. He's not talking about me. There's no way. But his eyes... I look away, but that's not enough. I can still feel him. I slide to the other end of the sofa. The back of my thighs sticks to the leather, trying to keep me from moving away, but I force them. When I'm practically hanging over the armrest, I turn back to Logan. His leg is bent and resting on the cushion between us. His crotch wide open to me. A trap that my eyes fall right into.

"So, uh, Rose." I don't know what I'm trying to say. I just need something to make me stop thinking about him this way. There's nothing but hurt for me down this path. I've been there before, and I know it well.

"She said she had fun tonight. Let me see your hands."

I hold them up for him and wiggle my fingers. After dinner, Rose and I gave each other manicures, so my fingernails are now pink and purple and yellow and blue. "Do you like them?" I ask, grateful for the chance to think about anything other than what I want to do to him. What I want these fingers to do.

But the reprieve doesn't even last a second. He scoots closer to me, practically gliding over the same cushion that stuck to me like it was bonded, and he takes my hand. "Very pretty. Just like you." He massages both of his thumbs along the back of my hand and then slides them down my fingers.

I gulp, and my mouth opens and closes like a fish's. And I'm just as clueless as a fish would be. Everything I was sure of—the orbit of the earth around the sun, the circling of our solar system around the center of the Milky Way—has just been ripped away from me. "What are you doing?"

"I never noticed before," he says. "How could I have not?"

Each breath burns my mouth as I exhale it. "Noticed what?"

His thumbs stop, and he looks up at me. The eyes are the same as they've always been. The same ones I fell in love with when I first met him all those years ago. But they're completely different. "You. It's like I've never seen you before."

"Th-that's silly." I force out a chuckle, even though I know exactly what he's talking about.

"Is it?" He moves even closer. His right knee presses against my hip. Before I can move any further away from him, he hooks his left leg around mine. It holds me in place, and it forces my legs open for him. "This is what you want, isn't it?"

I exhale a shivering, stuttering breath. "Logan."

"Eli." He traces his middle finger up the center of my thigh to the hem of my shorts, and then he follows the material to the inside of my leg. My leg twitches. "You shaved for me."

I didn't know why I did it. This morning, while I was in the shower, I spread shaving gel over my legs and shaved away all the hair. It just felt right as soon as I did it. But now I know why I did. For him. For this feeling. Goosebumps ripple along my skin.

"Tell me you want this, Eli."

More than I want my next breath. "Of course I do, but you don't."

Logan's eyes flash from my thigh to my face and back, and the right side of his lip curls up. "It sure feels like I do."

"But you're not—"

He slides his hand up and hooks two fingers under my waistband, tugging just enough to drive every other thought from my mind. "I want to see what you're wearing under these."

My body leans back automatically, like he uttered some magical passphrase, and my hands move to undo my shorts. As I unfasten them, he lifts himself up to his knees. Then he swings his left leg over me, straddling me. My hands freeze for a second. They want to move to him. To unfasten his pants and release the cock inside that I've spent so many tortured years fantasizing about.

As if he can sense what I'm thinking, he cups his hands over mine. His palms blistering my knuckles. "Show me." He doesn't wait for me to move. He unzips the shorts and tugs them down, blowing out two quick breaths hot against my face. "Oh, Eli."

First, he just glides his fingertips along the smooth material of my panties, but then he cups his palm against me and slides down onto the floor. His head is between my legs, just inches away from my dick, and I'm grateful that I picked out the hot pink satin and lace panties this morning instead of the white cotton underwear I normally wear. "This is magical," he says, and before I can respond, he buries his head between my thighs.

My body arches into him as he sucks on the sensitive skin of my scrotum. Even through the panties, I can feel the outline of his lips. His teeth. His tongue as he swirls it around and around. "Logan, what are you..." I can't say any more. I don't have enough air inside me. I press my head back against the cushion and make a noise that I'm sure has never existed in the world before now. A growl and a moan and a whimper and a squeal. And it makes him pull me into him even harder. He moves up, closer to my dick, and there's not a vacuum that has more power than what he has right now. "Logan..."

He tries to answer me. It just comes out as a grunt, but I know exactly what it means. And then I feel him move to my cock. I know the thin fabric of the panties still separates me from him, but my dick is just as hot as if his lips were wrapped around it. As hot and hard as I've dreamed of making his cock.

That's it. Fuck! "Logan." I put my hands on his cheeks, and it takes all my strength to push him away.

"I thought you wanted this?" His eyes are pleading, hurt.

"We can't. I do. But you—we just can't." I stand up and squeeze past him. My shorts are dangling to my knees. I catch them in one hand but don't pull them up. "You're not gay." I feel stupid saying it. I shouldn't have to tell him that, but here we are.

He looks up at me. His eyebrows raised in confusion. "No, not at all. Did you think I was?"

"But you were just... That."

"You're so beautiful, Eli."

Beautiful? That's not something you call a guy. That's not something a man calls his male best friend. "I need to go." I don't wait for him to answer because I'm afraid I'll be forever frozen in place if I hear another syllable come from his lips. I grab my keys from the counter and dash outside, my shorts still circling my thighs, hanging from my hand.


CHAPTER FIVE



I knock on Rose's bedroom door. "Hustle, or we're going to be late."

I hear scurrying on the other side of the door and then an exasperated sigh. "I don't have anything to wear." The whine is so thick that I can almost see her slumped shoulders and drooped head.

"You've got a closet full of things to wear. Twice as many clothes as I have. I'm coming in." I give her a few seconds to object before I turn the knob and slowly open the door. Tonight is her first middle school orchestra concert. She insisted that made her practically an adult, and as such, she would pick her outfit without any help from me, thank you very much. And I agreed. She is 12, so it's not like I had to worry about her coming down the stairs with mismatched shoes. But when you have a gay almost-uncle, it's like having your very own fashion consultant, and it's not always wise to turn down their help.

When I see her, she looks more despondent than I imagined. The manifestation of a wet towel flung into the corner of the bathroom. I just shake my head and walk to her closet. "What about this?" I pull out a white dress with tiny pink flowers all over it. I just bought it for her a couple of months ago, and she loved it.

"That's too babyish."

"Oh." Well, okay then. "How about this?" I hold out a purple dress with white polka dots.

She collapses onto her bed with such force that her sixteen throw pillows, each a different shade of pink, scatter away from her like they're caught in a pressure wave. "You're not helping. I want to look cute, but middle school cute. Not elementary school cute."

I hang the dress back up and then look at her. She's staring at the ceiling with wide and pleading eyes. It's a look I know very well. "So this mystery girl you won't talk about is in the orchestra with you? Can I know her name yet?"

She looks startled for a second, but then smiles and goes back to watching the blades of the ceiling fan. "Madeline, and she's super smart. Like, she knows the answer to everything the teachers ask. But she's not a nerd, though, you know?"

"I know exactly what you mean." I don't dare say it to her—it's the last thing any girl wants to hear, especially about her first crush—but Madeline sounds an awful lot like Rose's dad. And I know the way he makes me feel, even without a flood of teenage hormones roaring through my body, so I can imagine the way this girl makes her feel. "Well, then we need to find something special for this Madeline." I take her hand and pull her to my side in front of the closet.

We swipe through a few dresses together, but then our hands tighten. "That one." We say it at the same time and then start giggling. It's a black dress with a ruched neckline and thin straps that tie at the shoulder. I hold it against her. It falls just above her knees.

"You know liking someone is about so much more than appearances, but if this doesn't at least get her attention, then she doesn't deserve you. But you're still wearing this with it." I hand her a cropped sweater that will cover her shoulders. She rolls her eyes and starts to object, but I stop her before she can say a word. "No arguments, young lady. And you know your dad would agree with me."

"He's probably not even going to show."

"Hey." I try to make her look at me, but she pulls away and stares at the far side of her room where the pink wall meets the hardwood. "You know he's going to be there. He promised. He just had to make sure some form was submitted before 6. But he's meeting us at the school, so he'll be there to see you in this fabulous dress." As much as I complain about Logan sometimes putting his work ahead of his family, when he gives his word, you can count on him.

"It would be fabulous if I didn't have to wear that." She snatches the loose knit shrug from my hands and looks up just enough that I can see the playful curl of her lip.

"It's still going to be fabulous. Now, I'm going to finish doing my hair. You've got ten minutes until we leave."

I head across the hall, through Logan's bedroom, and into the bathroom that I've taken over for the evening. My curling iron is plugged in on the vanity, and it should be ripping hot at this point. I clip my long hair up and start working one section at a time. Rolling the hot metal dangerously close to my scalp, but stopping just before it can burn me. A skill bought by years of experience and more burns than I want to remember. When I'm done, I shake my fingers through my hair to loosen the curls and then spray it all with hair spray. I twist in front of the mirror, checking it from all angles. Perfect.

For just a second, I close my eyes and imagine Logan. Getting out of his car as Rose and I walk up toward the school. He smiles and gives her a hug, but then freezes when he sees me. Wow, he mouths, and my entire body shivers like the leaves of a willow tree buffeted by a gust of wind. But then I open my eyes. It's stupid. I'm stupid to even think it. It's not going to happen that way.

And it doesn't. As Rose and I walk up to the school, I see Logan's car, but it's empty and there's no sign of him. "See?" I put my arm around Rose and tug her close. "I told you your dad would be here." But while I say it, my stomach sinks.

I still have my arm around her when we walk through the double doors into the school. Logan is standing to the side, waiting for us, and Rose's face lights up as soon as she sees him. "You came."

He kisses her forehead. "I promised you I would."

"I know." She stretches the two syllables out for what seems like forever. "That's what Eli said."

Logan looks at me and grins. "I don't know what we would do without Eli. That's a very pretty dress. I don't think I've seen that one before."

I turn away before Logan can see the color rushing into my cheeks. When I do, I nearly spin into a woman standing way too close behind me. She's wearing all black. Black dress hugging her curves. Opaque black tights. Black heels on her feet. Her long brown hair is pulled back in a ponytail. She's wearing some makeup, but not much. She smiles at me, but then looks at Rose. "You'd better head back with the others, sweetie. I'll be back for warmups in just a few minutes."

"Yes, Miss Reyes." Rose grins at her dad and then me before she whirls down the hallway and around a corner that takes her out of our sight.

"You must be Rose's mother. She's such a lovely girl. I'm Miss Reyes, the orchestra teacher." She holds out her hand to shake mine, but I just stare at her, my mouth hanging open.

"Uh..."

Her smile goes wider as she waits for me to say something. I look around, hoping for someone to interrupt us. Hoping to see something on the off-white walls that will give me an answer. But nothing comes. "I'm not, um, not her mother?" I'm not sure why I say it like a question. Now, I have two reasons to wish the earth would swallow me.

"This is Eli," Logan says. I turn to face him as he steps beside me. Very close beside me. And my cheeks that were on fire are now the center of a volcano. "I guess we don't have an official title, do we?"

The woman's face lights up. "I completely understand. My mistake. Anyway, it was a pleasure to meet you."

She turns away, and I gasp because Logan's arm wraps around my waist. "What should I call you? Certainly not a nanny since you object so strenuously to that. Besides, you're more than that, aren't you?"

I try to joke and say that he can call me anything he wants, but my tongue doesn't work. The only thing that comes out is a whimper I hope he can't hear.

"That dress is lovely on you, by the way." His whispered words are somehow more than just a simple compliment, and my body erupts at their sound.

I force myself to look down, to focus on my dress, because I'm not sure what I would do if I let my mind go anywhere else. It's a simple, sleeveless sheath dress, white at the shoulders before moving through a gradient to become navy blue along the last few inches. "Thanks." The single syllable takes so much out of me that I have to pause for a breath before I can continue. "But it's just something I found this morning." Literally. It was in my closet. I don't remember ever seeing it before, and I definitely don't remember buying it. But when I saw it, I knew it would be perfect for Rose's recital tonight.

Logan's hand slides down my back to my ass and cups my left cheek. "And you're even more lovely in it."

He takes a step so he's in front of me, his hand still melting through the flesh of my rear, and I watch helplessly as his face moves closer to mine. I think I'm going to faint. I'm sure I would collapse to the floor if his hand weren't supporting me. Even with it, I nearly topple when I feel his warm breath on my nose.

"We can't—"

His lips press against mine before I can say any more, and the sound of middle school violinists warming up is suddenly beautiful. Beethoven and Bartok and Boulanger all at once in the most wonderful harmony that has ever existed. So sweet and powerful that my chest opens and my heart lifts away. I don't need it anymore. I just need this. Now and forever.

"Girlfriend." His mouth is just millimeters from my tingling, swollen lips, but it's too far. I need to feel them pressed against mine again. I need to feel his tongue slip inside. "I'd like to call you my girlfriend."

A bright red light in the back of my mind flashes at that word. An alarm bell rings. But they're weak and quickly drowned out by the bright overhead lights and the sound of the orchestra tuning to the A above middle C. Girlfriend, I repeat to myself. Girlfriend.

Logan takes a step backward and holds his hand out for me. I watch my hand reach out and take it, and I'm not inside my body anymore. I'm floating half an inch behind myself. Half a beat behind. As we walk hand-in-hand into the auditorium, I'm able to watch us. The slight tick of my ballet flats reaching my ears a quarter of a second after I see them touch the ground, and I wonder that there's any noise at all because surely I'm floating.


CHAPTER SIX



The only thing I want to be aware of as I walk into the room is Logan's hand around mine. It's everything mine isn't—large, warm, firm—and I try to focus on it. I try to block out all the ghosts moving around us. Their faces twist into looks of empathy as they look at me. They all tilt their heads in the same direction and at the same angle. They all curl their lips up into what they think is an understanding smile. Their eyes are soft and wide, some of them twinkling behind a layer of tears, and it's too much. All of this is too much.

The room is large, half the size of a gymnasium, but instead of smelling like sweat and spectators and stale popcorn, it smells of dust and mildew. The scents of loss. On either side, there are rows of tables. Old and dark with brown metal legs. I pull Logan to the left. There are people sitting at the first two tables, and their faces perk up a little as we walk toward them. I try to smile, but I'm grateful when I hear Logan's voice. I don't know what he tells them, but it means I don't have to pretend for them. I can keep steering us away, toward the back, to the empty table.

When we get there, I finally blow out the breath that I've been holding and drop into a chair, not bothering to smooth my dress under me. The freezing steel sends a jolt through my thin layer of tights and panties and makes me gasp. I grip Logan's hand even tighter. He's barely left my side for the last three days. Since my mom called to tell me that Aunt Jenny had passed.

I didn't believe her at first. Mom's always telling humorless jokes with overly complicated setups. I thought it was going to be another one of those. But then I heard the sadness in her voice, and I stopped her. "Wait. You're serious? I just talked to her last week." When she said yes, I counted the days since I last spoke with Jenny. Six. It was Tuesday evening.

Did she sound different? I replayed our conversation. She'd asked how I was. Asked how things were with Logan. And when I told her that he called me his girlfriend, she squealed, and I knew if I was with her, she would wrap me into one of her hugs that always left me sore afterward. I told her about Rose's concert. How she was clearly the best seventh-chair violinist in the history of middle school orchestras. Then we talked about the vacation we always said we would take together. A weeklong girls' trip to Philadelphia. Aunt Jenny wanted to walk the same streets that Ben Franklin had walked. To stop at the same pubs and churches and to see the walls and bricks and stones that he saw. And even though I didn't care about any of that, I wanted to be with her when she finally saw it. It seems like she'd talked about it all the time since I was a little girl.

"Ellie?" Logan calls my name and shakes my hand under the table just enough to get my attention, and I turn to look at him. His eyes move from me to a woman standing on the other side of the table. My cousin Alyssa. She's dressed like everyone else. We might as well be wearing black uniforms. In fact, her dress could be the same as the one I have on.

"I asked how you're doing." She smiles at me, and I decide that's the worst part of all of this. The fake smiles we all have to perform for everyone else. A person died. She's gone forever, and we'll never see her again. As the years go on, our memories of her will fade. Her face won't be as clear to us. We won't quite remember if she pronounced her r's this way or that. I don't want to sit around and pretend that I'm going to be okay. I want to sear every bit of Jenny that I can into my memory. I want to make sure I'll never lose her echo.

"I know how close you two were." Alyssa sits across from us, and I want to storm away. "Every time I talked to her, she would always end up going on about you somehow. Telling me about your job. She was so proud you went into IT just like her. Or your dating life." She chuckles. "And remember that one family reunion? You were probably around seven—"

"Five." I cut her off, and only afterward do I worry that I sound rude.

"Five? But anyway," she stops looking at me and looks at Logan, "our families rented a barn at the edge of the woods. I was only a teenager, so I was bored out of my mind. But then out of the blue, we all hear these screaming sobs from outside. Everyone jumped up, and that's when Jenny shrieked 'Ellie' and bolted out the door."

I look up at Logan. His eyes are glued to Alyssa's, his mouth hanging open just a little, and I want him to hold me. To squeeze me as tight as he can, cocooning me away from this story that I've heard hundreds of times. Away from all the people here. Away from the knowledge that these stories are all that's left of a woman who was closer to me than my own mother.

"All of us run behind her," she continues, "and the screaming is getting close now. And then I see that it is Ellie, and her face is redder than I thought possible. You know those cinnamon candies? Redder than that. And Jenny heaves her into her arms and runs back into the barn with her." Logan looks horrified at this point of the story, but Alyssa just laughs. "Turns out Ellie watched too many cartoons, so when she saw a beehive in the crotch of a tree, she thought she could just scoop out some honey. She didn't realize the bees might have a problem with that."

"You poor thing." Logan puts his hand around my shoulder and pulls me tight to him, and maybe hearing one of my relatives tell this story again isn't so bad after all.

"Luckily, she was only stung three times—"

"Four."

"Four, but other than the swollen knots on her arm, she was fine. Jenny, though, was smeared with honey and wax and whatever else beehives are made of by the time she finally got Ellie to let go of her. She said it took a week to wash it all out of her hair." Alyssa has to stop here because she's laughing so hard she can't speak.

Logan puts his other arm around me, and I can't help my smile. A real one. "That sounds horrible," he says. "It must have been so traumatic."

"Nah, Ellie was fine. Ruined her dress, but that was it."

And the smile falls from my face like a glass crock full of baked beans knocked off the counter. My dress? I try to remember what I was wearing. At this point, I've heard the story so many times that other people's tellings are more clear than my memories, but I close my eyes and try to picture it. When I do, there isn't a dress. There are shorts and a blue t-shirt with some sports logo on it. A baseball team, maybe? And it wasn't Aunt Jenny. It was my mom. Scolding me. Telling me how stupid I was to think I could just reach into a hive like that. But no. That's not how it happened. Is it?

I stand up and hold my hands to my head. The chair screeches across the tile floor under me as my legs force it back. Aunt Jenny was there. She was the one I ran to. The one who ran to me. Wasn't she? And the dress... I was wearing a... what was it? Why do I only see the same t-shirt? I was a boy? No. Obviously, just no. That's not—I pinch my eyes closed and force myself to imagine every detail I can. And Aunt Jenny disappears. The dress never comes. I was a boy. How? "I need to go to the bathroom." I shrug away from Logan's embrace and scan the room until I see the tiny black placard on a wood-paneled door. "Ladies." I dash toward it, not paying attention to anyone on the way.

The mirror above the only sink is small and pockmarked, but it still lets me see myself from the waist up. The top of the black dress. My blonde hair falling around my shoulders in waves. My simple makeup—just a pink lip and light eye makeup for today. "It's fine," I say aloud to myself. It's all fine, right?

I stare at myself longer. It's the same face I saw in the mirror this morning. The same one I saw yesterday morning and the morning before that and every morning before every other morning. It's me. Ellie. Eleanor. I reach out and touch the mirror as I mouth my name. French manicured nails trace the reflection of my pink lips, and something isn't right.

"Eli." The name springs out and for a few seconds, I don't know what it means. But then I take a step backward. The boy in that memory. His name was Eli. My name... no.

The back of my throat swells, and tears pour out of my eyes until everything is a blurred haze. "I don't want to be a boy." The words echo around the small room, bouncing off the oak paneling and the light pink toilet set in the corner. "I don't. Please don't make me." I fall to my knees and the shock rattles my body, freeing a new wave of tears.

I'm not sure how long I sit slumped on the cold, grey tile. I'm not sure of anything until I hear the soft knock on the hollow door. "Ellie?" It's Logan, and his voice makes me go stiff. "Are you alright?"

"Yeah." Great. My voice sounds the exact opposite of alright. "Um, I just..." I stand up and look at myself in the mirror. My mascara has run almost down to my mouth and my lipstick is half smeared off. I look around for my purse and realize that I left it at the table. "I just need a minute."

There's a small window that I could barely fit through, and for a moment I think about shimmying through it. But it's too high off the floor. I'd never reach it. And I can't just run away. I have to figure this out. So I pull a handful of paper towels from the dispenser and run them under the water. It's cold, and I don't wait for it to warm up. I clean my face the best I can, replacing the black streaks and pink smears with the red of rubbed skin, and then I turn to face the door.

I picture Logan standing outside, and I want to yank open the door and throw myself into his arms. What's going to happen to us if I become a boy? It's a silly thought, and I stop myself as soon as I think it. I'm not becoming a boy. That memory is just... I don't know what it is, but it doesn't mean anything. I can't let it.

I reach for the doorknob but I pause and lift my hand when I think I see a dark hair on the back of my knuckle. "No, no, no, no." There are two. I pinch them between my fingernails and rip them out. The minuscule stings threaten to unravel something inside me, but I force myself to hold it together.

"Are you okay, babe?"

I close my eyes and take a deep breath. I'm going to be okay. I won't let myself be anything else.

Logan is standing right outside the door. So close that his face had to have been pressed against it when it was closed. When I swing it open, his eyes sweep down my body, widening as he takes in the mess of me. He takes a step toward me, but I hold out my hand to stop him. There is nothing in the entire world that I want more than to feel his warmth against me right now, and that's why I can't let myself have it. "I need to go out to the car for a second. Can I have the keys?"

His face softens as it moves from shock to concern. "What do you need? I have your purse here." He swings it to make sure I see it. "And I can run to the car for anything else you need."

I take the purse from him and make myself smile. "Girl stuff. I'll be right back."

Logan doesn't even question me as he drops the keys into my outstretched hand. "Are you sure you're okay?"

I want to laugh at him. I'm pretty sure that I've never been further from okay. "Of course. I love you so much." I look into his eyes as I say it, and I don't see anything wrong in them. There's no puzzlement, no wondering at who I am or who I'm becoming. Just the same brown eyes, speckled with grey, that I look into every morning. I have to leave before that changes.

I put my head down and march outside into the lying sunshine and to our car. I don't even bother adjusting the seat before I back out of the parking space.


CHAPTER SEVEN



The quiet drone of the tires on the asphalt becomes a rumbling roar as I turn onto the gravel driveway. Some stones ping against the underside until the car slows. The entrance is almost exactly the same as I remember. And when I drive up over a hill, I see that the barn is too. It's still the stereotypical burnt red with white trim outlining the sides and the large doors. The parking lot beside it is empty.

When I get out of the car, I have to look around. I remember running toward the open barn door, but I can't remember which one. I close my eyes to focus on every little detail in the memory. The memories. Both are so similar, but so completely different. There's the barn. The crushed stone path that has worn bare in spots, leaving mud puddles. The trees. So much green from the mid-summer leaves. Then there's the trunk. I remember the rough brown-grey bark. When I started into the woods, I ran my little hands over it. The crevices caught and clawed at my fingertips. I can almost feel it now as I look toward the woods.

There's only one tree it can be. The base is so large there's no way I could wrap my arms around it. From a distance, it almost looks like a single trunk, but as I get closer, I can see the split. Dueling trunks that have grown together in the years since I was last here, but that made the perfect little V for a group of bees to build a hive twenty-five years ago. When I'm just a few feet away, I stop. My legs can’t move. They can't even hold me up, and I collapse to the ground. I was a boy. I remember it so clearly now.

I pawed at the hive like a clumsy dog, and before I knew what happened, there were four sharp explosions and then instant fire sweeping through my left arm. I screamed and ran back to the barn, but Aunt Jenny wasn't waiting to scoop me into her arms. No one was. I can see their faces all scrunched as I ran toward them. Inconvenienced. Even five-year-old me realized that they all saw me as an inconvenience. Looking back now, I can see Jenny standing behind the others. She looked concerned, but didn't do anything before my mother pushed her way to the front and spit out a laugh at me, calling me a fool before she even looked at my arm. I was a boy.

The ground should be warm under me, but it feels like I've fallen into a snowbank as I force my mind through the rest of my life. I tried out for the high school football team but was cut before the end of the first day. I still pretended to go every day for the next two weeks, just so I wouldn't have to listen to mom tell me what a failure I was. Then there was my senior year. I was the only out gay boy in the entire school, so that meant I went to prom with a group of girls who couldn't find dates. We sat in a corner drinking from a flask one of us snuck in while we complained about what terrible wastes boys were when you really thought about it.

Then there was college. There were plenty of guys for me to date there, and I was convinced that I would find The One. But by my last year, none of those relationships had ever turned into anything real, and I was desperate. I thought it was my last chance. If I didn't find someone before graduation, I would die alone. I almost skipped the ceremony because I was too depressed. My life was doomed, so what good was a degree? But then I moved back home afterward and, just three months later, I met Logan.

I sigh and let my shoulders fall backward, not caring about the dirt and grass getting on my dress or in my hair. If I'm really a boy, why should I care about either? The sky is so bright and cloudless the blue almost becomes white overhead. It stings my eyes to stare too long into it, but I hold them open anyway. I need the pain right now. It's the pins through my wings, holding me here.

Logan. No one else had ever made me feel the way that he did. Weightless, I could do anything with him beside me. I could be anyone. I wasn't trapped as a failure who was pulled back into the gravity of his hometown. It didn't even feel like the same town when I was with him. But even then, there was always a black cloud at the edge of my sky. His wife. Rose's mother. It wasn't that I felt threatened by her. I didn't. Logan never loved her, and she never loved Rose. I will never understand how that's possible. Even when I first met him, I knew their relationship was doomed. But that doomed relationship was still an insurmountable hurdle. No matter what I felt about Logan, he could never feel the same about me.

I kissed him once. Rose was only a baby, and we'd just gotten her to finally fall asleep after what seemed like hours of trying. We walked out to the living room, him in front of me. His shoulders were so slumped I didn't know if he would make it to the couch, but he did. Barely. And I dropped next to him. Too close, but I was too worn down to move. And when he looked at me, his lips were so close I thought the universe might be sending me a sign. I leaned closer until our mouths touched, expecting the same shock that I felt every time we accidentally touched, but there was nothing. He didn't pull away at first. He didn't react at all. It was like kissing a reheated cadaver. And I was sure that part of me died then. What clearer signal could I get? We both pulled back, and I apologized. He didn't say a word as he watched me leave his apartment. Then the next day he texted me without mentioning it at all. He wiped it from our shared history, and any hope I ever had that I might not die alone was wiped away with it.

Lying on the path, I finally let my eyes close. I have everything I always wanted. A husband who is as mad for me as I am for him. A step-daughter who is more perfect than any I could ever dream up. And none of it is real. I'm Cinderella, waiting for the clock to chime. I should be grateful I had this flash of what could have been. A glimpse of the life I deserve. But I'm not. As a boy, I was numb. Now the weight of everything I'll soon be missing crushes me until I'm sure I'll be turned to gravel under its pressure. "I don't want to be a boy. I don't know who there is to hear me, but please. I can't go back to that. I'll die." And as soon as I say the words, I know they're true. I can't live as a man, not after this.

"I'm not going to let you die."

I gasp and leap to my knees at the sudden shadow across my closed eyelids and the unexpected voice. Even though I recognize the voice and the silhouetted outline as soon as I see it, my heart still pounds. "Logan, what are you... Are you really here?"

He laughs and drops beside me with a soft thump, pulling me against him as he does. "I knew you were close to your aunt, but I guess I didn't realize how close. I'm sorry I didn't do better for you."

"You shouldn't be here." I wedge an arm between us and try to push him away, but he doesn't budge. "I don't want you to see this."

"Ellie, this is exactly where I should be. I'm not going anywhere." As if he's trying to prove the point, he weaves his fingers into my hair.

My heart tries to pulverize my ribs as I squirm in his arms. If I can't get him to leave, I want to make sure he's not looking at me when the change happens. And I'm sure that it's going to happen at any second. Now that I've realized the truth and remembered who I was, the delusion will surely slip away. We'll both go back to the way we were. Friends with no hope of anything more.

I feel like the sand from the hourglass has run into my lungs. Each breath becomes more difficult than the last until I can hear myself gasping. Everything will be gone. No, not everything. Not Rose. I won't be her step-mother, but I'll be her... her... A sudden pain explodes behind my left eye, and I can't think anymore.

"Ellie, I'm right here. Ellie?"

It feels like Logan brushes his thumb under my eyes, but I can't be sure. His hand may stroke the side of my cheek. All I know is the throbbing in my skull, so much faster than my heartbeat. Or is my heart really racing that quickly now?

"I love you, and I'm right here." Logan covers my eyes with the palms of his hands, so softly that I don't even notice his touch. But when his lips meet mine, all my attention snaps to that. His rough bottom lip presses against mine. I open for him, but he doesn't take anymore of me. He stays still, his mouth on mine, his hands covering my eyes. "Do you think you can get to the car?" He breathes the words into me and I'm finally able to inhale.

"You don't want me like this. I'm a—"

"Shh, don't talk. Of course I want you. Come on, let's get you to the car before this migraine gets worse." He takes his hands away from my eyes, and it's like someone replaced them with white-hot coals. I can't help my whimper. "I know, baby. Just do the best you can until I can get you there, okay? We'll lay you down and get your eye mask on. Just focus your breaths."

I pinch my eyes shut as tight as I can and try to imagine the air moving in and out of my lungs. It doesn't help with the pain, but it gives me something else to think about.

Logan lifts me to my feet, and I blindly latch on to him. "Small steps. Come on. Almost there." Our arms never leave each other as we shuffle along the crushed stones. Then he stops us, and I hear a car door open. Logan spins me and lowers me to the seat. As soon as I'm sitting, he reclines the back and puts something over my eyes. A mask that we keep in the glovebox for my—migraines? I sometimes have migraines? I remember now. Since I was...

"Oh my God, Logan?" I reach out for him, hoping to feel any part of him, but my hand comes back empty.

"Over here." His voice comes from my left. The driver’s side. And he takes my hand in his.

I squeeze it like I'm drowning in the middle of the ocean. "Am I..." I don't even know how to say it. "Who am I?"

He chuckles, but doesn't answer.

"Logan, please. I need to hear it."

"Okay. You're Eleanor Marie Branford." His words are as soothing as his thumb stroking the back of my hand. "My insanely attractive wife, and one of the two most important women in the entire world as far as I'm concerned."

I feel lightheaded, and I'm not sure if it's the migraine or the relief of hearing him say that. "We're married? You and me?"

Logan rests a palm against my forehead while he grips my wrist with his other hand. "Should I take you to the hospital? You've never been like this before."

"Home. Just to our home. Please. I'm fine." I'm beyond fine. I'm a cloud floating through the blue sky, and not even the pain matters to me. It's nothing more than an insect, a mosquito buzzing by.


CHAPTER EIGHT



It takes thirty minutes to get home, and by the time we do, my migraine is miraculously gone. I'm still hesitant to lift the eye mask and sit up, but when I do with no consequences, I twist and look at Logan. "Are you sure about me?"

"I've always been sure about you," he chuckles, "but what do you mean?"

I don't say anything. Instead, I get out of the car and look back at him. His eyes are glued to me, concerned that I'm not myself. But I'm more myself than I've ever been. I hook my index finger and motion for him to follow me.

Without looking, I turn away and walk into the house. The tsunami of doubt that was flooding me less than an hour ago is dried and in its place is a confidence I've never felt before. The confidence of being loved and wanted by the person I want most. I'm at the top of the stairs before I look back. Logan is at the base, staring up at me. His eyebrows are still knitted in concern, but his eyes are pure fire. When our gazes meet, he opens his eyes a little wider, questioning me, and I nod. I've never been more sure.

I walk toward our bedroom, but before I get to the door, Logan grabs me from behind. His arms knotting around my belly and pulling me into him. "My mom has Rose until seven," he says. Such mundane words, but they make me growl.

"That only gives us a few hours," I say. "We'd better get started." He presses his cock against me, and I gasp. "Oh, I see you already have."

"Is it bad that all I could think about all day is how fucking hot you are? Even in a black dress. Even surrounded by your family. The only thing I could think about was how I wanted to tear this dress off of you. I know that's disrespectful to your Aunt Jenny, but—"

I reach behind me and cover his mouth. "She would absolutely approve of fucking over mourning any day."

He nibbles on my hand. His teeth tickle my palm, and I pull my hand away so he can move on to other areas. "She was a pragmatist. No wonder I liked her." Before I can respond, he bites the back of my neck between my necklace and the neckline of my dress, and I nearly collapse as lightning moves through my body. "I wasn't lying. And if we don't get to the bed, I'm just going to have to take you right here in the middle of the floor." To emphasize his point, he works his free hand under my dress and starts tugging at my tights.

I hurry the last few steps to the bed and then turn to face him. His eyes are almost glowing. The brown and grey irises are like coal embers. He pinches his lower lip between his teeth as he nudges me backward. Before my back even hits the mattress, he's on top of me, and my heart stops. This is everything I've dreamed of since I met him. "Logan, I—"

"Me too." With a loud rip, he yanks my tights and panties down, and I feel the cool room air against my pussy, but instead of cooling it, it makes it blaze even hotter.

And before I even have time to breathe, he's pressing himself against me. The fabric of his pants is thick and rough—his zipper jagged against my tender folds—but I wrap my legs around him and hold him tight to me. So tight that he has to force his hands between us to unfasten his pants. I can't even let up long enough for that. I need to feel him next to me forever.

But finally he works them loose, and I feel the tip of his cock bounce along my slit while he kicks off his pants. As soon as he's free, he plunges into me without a word, and my world goes white. It's like staring at the sun again, but more intense. Every individual atom in my soul vibrates to the rhythm of his thrusts. Humming a cosmic note that only the gods can hear. This, I repeat to myself over and over. This, this, this. Is all I ever wanted. Is all I need. Is everything. Is me. This is me.

As he drills himself into me, I feel like I slip through the mattress. Through the floor. Plummeting into a pit I'll never climb out of. An abyss I can never escape. And from down here—so far down—I see him pressing into me. I hear him grunting. I hear myself screaming his name over and over. I watch as I dig my fingernails into his back, and I'm sure I leave little holes in his white dress shirt. And I can see his cock so clearly. Swollen and furious and covered in my shining slipperiness. Slipping in and out. My breaths are in time with it. My heartbeat synced to it. And then my body tenses. Almost imperceptible, but I see the tiny flutter of my hamstring. The little tremors moving along my spine. And then it hits me. Even here, it hits me, knocking me backward. A sonic blast shattering me into a thousand pieces. A million. And my screams are incoherent now. Ear-splitting shrieks that don't express even a tenth of the pleasure that I'm feeling. And still he presses into me over and over.

But then his lips curl in. His eyes close. And his head rolls back. And I use my legs to pull him as far into me as I can. I pull so hard my legs cramp, but I don't care. I keep pulling and he erupts into me. Again and again and again until we're both so tired and so sore and so vaporized that there's nothing left of us.

Logan falls on top of me. His breaths are short and jagged. Sweat rolls down his face to his nose, where it gathers, and then drops into my upper lip. I extend my tongue and take it inside me. I want every part of him that I can ever get inside me.

"How does every time feel like the first time with you?" he asks when he's finally able to speak.

"Maybe because this was my first time."

He lifts his head just enough to look at me. "What do you mean?"

I shake away the thought. He would never believe me. I'm not sure I even believe me. "Nothing. Do you think you're up for another round? We still have time." I shove my hand between us and wrap it around his cock. It's slick, but I squeeze tight and start to move my fist up and down its length while I push him onto his back with my other hand.

"I think I'm willing to give it a try."

"Good." I smirk as I slide off the side of the bed and drop to my knees, my head between his legs.
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CHAPTER ONE



The office is nothing at all like I expect. In fact, it's not even an office. It's the living room of a single story brick house on the outside of town. There's a small white wood plaque mounted beside the front door that reads "Palm Reading" above the picture of a hand. If not for the sign, I would have assumed I had the address wrong. Even now, part of me isn't sure.

The room is small. Maybe it used to be a dining room or a tiny living room. Against one wall there is a gold sofa that I would think is from the 60s if not for the shiny brass tacks outlining the front edges of the arms. They're so bright they look like they were just made yesterday. On the opposite wall, there's a fireplace. The firebox is stained black with years of soot, but the mantle is painted a bright white without a hint of smoke. Between the two, there's a small table with two straight-backed wood chairs. There's a square purple tablecloth spread over the round table and a crystal bowl in the center. When I bump into the table, I notice water in the bowl as it swishes from side to side but thankfully doesn't splash out.

"Don't worry about that. It happens. Take a seat at the table. I'll be out in just a minute." I spin around looking for the voice, but there's no one there. I check for cameras in the corners of the room as I sit, but there's nothing. A chill runs through me, and I have to remind myself that she probably just saw me around a corner before hiding or something. I've had my hopes raised too often, only to be let down each time.

When I was growing up, mom saw a psychic regularly. When I turned 18, I started seeing her too. I'll never understand how she did it—what gift she had—but she saw things that couldn't be explained. Unfortunately, she died when I was 19. I've been looking for someone else ever since, but every one I've tried has been a con artist, making a quick buck off of vulnerable people.

But then last week, I was sitting outside with a coworker when he told me about Gia. It was an offhanded remark, and he seemed embarrassed to have even said anything. But I stopped him as he tried to change the subject. He told me that he's been going to her for years and that she has never been wrong about anything. He makes appointments with her before any major event in his life: job changes, proposing to his girlfriend, relocating. He said Gia even knew that his fiancee was pregnant before either of them knew.

I looked her up online as soon as I went back in to work. There aren't many reviews, but every single one is 5 stars. Despite myself, I started to hope that she could be the real thing. Maybe I finally found someone who can help me. For years, I've had some thread caught in the back of my mind. A feeling that something is wrong. Recently, it's gotten worse. It's gone from a sometimes nag to a constant foreboding. Every doctor I go to dismisses me like I'm just a hypochondriac, but I know there's something. If Gia is really a psychic, I hope she can help me solve this.

When she comes around the corner, I do a double-take. Her voice is tiny, barely stronger than a whisper and high pitched, but she's much more than that. She has to be at least six feet tall, and her body is commanding. She has more than a few extra pounds, but it looks natural on her. If she were a healthy weight, she would look too skinny. Her straight, white hair flows around her as she moves toward me, stopping and hanging to the small of her back once she takes the seat across from me. "You're Avery. Welcome," she says, and I almost laugh at the contrast between her voice and her body.

"I am. And I assume you're Gia?"

She nods once, equal parts bow and confirmation, and holds her hands out toward me. I stare at her for a second. Her eyes are the palest blue I've ever seen. Almost translucent, like what I'm really seeing is the fluid inside. I'm torn between needing to look away and wanting to gaze at them forever. "Your dominant hand please," she makes a motion toward my right.

I reach for her with my palm up, but she flips it over and runs the tip of her middle finger down the length of mine, following the bone all the way to my wrist and then back to my finger nail. She does this twice and then traces my thumb the same way, starting at the fingernail and moving toward my wrist. "You've searched for a long time, haven't you, my dear?"

"Searched?"

"For someone with the curse of vision," she chuckles sadly. "Since Rebecca? Was that her name? You trusted her—you and your mother."

I gasp. "You know that?" I've never told anyone, not even Caroline.

"Seeing the past is easy. Reading the future, however, takes—oh my, I've never seen anything like this before." She switches to her index finger, pressing between the bones in the center of my hand. She holds it for at least twenty seconds, but it feels like so much longer. My hand throbs and my skin turns white under her force. When she pulls her finger away, I need to flex my fingers, but she doesn't give me the chance. She pulls my hand closer to her. Over the center of the table.

"May I?" She holds my hand above the bowl, and I realize she's asking for permission to dip it. I nod, and she presses my hand down, palm to the water. It takes my breath away. It's as cold as an ice-covered lake, even though it's sitting in the middle of a room on a summer afternoon. After holding it in place for a few seconds, she lets go. I take it immediately to my lap and rub it against my jeans, drying and warming it.

Gia stands to lean over the bowl and swirls it with her left index finger. "The end. And soon."

"The end? But I just got here. What did you see?"

She sits back down and stares at me. Her eyes are soft now, warmer. "I'm so sorry."

"Sorry?" My throat sticks. "Sorry for what?"

"Your wife will mourn you even before you're gone. It will be painful, but you must let her grieve so you can both find peace before it happens."

I push away from the table and stand up. I don't care if I splash any water now. I don't care if I tip the entire bowl. "What are you talking about?" She can't mean what I think she does. Can she?

"You know, but you've tried to hide from it. Your time is short."

"I'm going to die?" I hold my hand to my head. The stubble is grown out just enough to press into my palm. It all makes sense. The anxiety I've had for months. The thoughts that sometimes sneak in and tell me this could be the last time I ever have sex with my wife. The nights when I bolt up in bed, unable to breathe, like someone else is pressing down on me. I have known. I just haven't wanted to admit it. "How long? What can I do?"

"Not long. And I'm afraid there's nothing anyone can do."

Tears flood my eyes, but I blink them away. "There has to be something. Is it cancer? My heart?" My dad had a heart attack when he was my age. Maybe it's hereditary. "Tell me, so I can find a doctor to take care of it."

Gia stands and clasps her hands in front of her. "There's no doctor who can take care of this." She sighs. "Use the time you have left. The more you live now, the easier the transition will be."

"What does that mean?"

"You already know what it means. Acceptance and knowledge are sometimes in different planes, however. Take as long as you need. There is no fee for today." She turns and walks into the next room.

I stare at the empty space where she was. I don't try to fight the tears now. They roll down my cheeks, and I let them.


CHAPTER TWO



Almost as soon as Caroline walks through the door, she's at my side, taking my hand in hers, and asking me what's wrong. I suppose after six years of seeing each other every day, we've gotten pretty good at reading each other. But I just shake my head now and tell her it's nothing. She knows it's a lie, but she also knows not to push me too soon. It's selfish, but Gia said Caroline would need time to mourn me before I'm gone, and I'm not ready for that yet. Not while I'm still mourning myself.

I go through the motions the rest of the night. We have dinner. Caroline tells me about her day, and I try to act interested. I am. Everything about her fascinates me. It always has. But every time I hear her voice, I imagine what she's going to sound like at my funeral. Each time I look at her, I see her in black, tears streaking her face, as she greets our families. I know she'll eventually be fine—she's the strongest person I know—but I know I can only imagine what a challenge it will be for her to get back to alright.

That's what bothers me the most. I'm not worried about the afterlife. At worst, it will be an infinite sleep, and I won't be aware of a thing. But Caroline will be aware. She'll be the one tangled in the pain. The one who has to go on with the jigsaw puzzle of her life when she's missing the piece in the center.

"Are you sure you don't want to talk about it?" Her fork clinks against the plate, and she stares at me.

I just shake my head. The last thing I want to do is talk about it. Ever. But that choice has been taken away from me. I learned from mom that this is the trap of a true psychic. We all want to know the future, but sometimes we're better off not knowing. Sometimes knowledge is a prison, and I've never felt those bars more than I do now. "I'm not really hungry." I stand up, take my plate to the kitchen, and grab my phone.

Sitting on the couch, I cycle through all my usual games. Match games and puzzles and even a zombie shooter, but I can't concentrate on any of them. I can't stop thinking about how I'm going to leave Caroline behind. A widow when she's thirty. I think of the vacations we'll never have. The milestones we'll never get to. And that's when it hits me. Gia wouldn't tell me how long I have left, but I do have time. Do I really want to spend it crying and thinking about the things I'm going to miss? Or do I want to fill that time with as much as I can?

I start a new list on my phone. The blank screen is overwhelming for a second, but then I know what has to be at the top. Our dream honeymoon. The trip that we've never been able to afford, but always fantasized about. Now we have to do it. I have to make sure she gets to see it with me before I'm gone.

"What do you think about Spain?"

"Spain?" She sits beside me and pulls my arm around her, stroking her finger along its back just like Gia did earlier. "I think it seems like a nice country. I hear the food is wonderful."

"I mean, what do you think about finally going there? Like we've always dreamed. Can you take time off for it?"

She spins so she's facing me. My arm falls off her shoulder. "Babe, you need to tell me what's going on. Now."

I stare at her and try to memorize the way her blonde hair curls around her face. The way her brown eyes shine in even the dimmest light. I hope there's no afterlife because spending even a second without her in my world would be unbearable. "I found out today that I might not have long to live."

The color vanishes from her face. "That is not funny, Avery."

"No, it's not." I try to hold in my tears, but I'm not able to.

"Oh my God, babe. No. You're healthy. You're young. This obviously isn't right. What exactly did they say?" She stands and paces to the other side of the room. I watch her chest rise and fall as she waits for me to answer, but I can't. "I didn't even know you had a doctor's appointment today. Why didn't you tell me? What is going on?"

"Not a doctor." I swallow and take a deep breath. "I saw a psychic, and... And she said there's no point in seeing a doctor. Nothing can be done."

Caroline freezes and glares at me. "A psychic?" I nod. "A fucking psychic? This is all because some charlatan said you're dying? Probably the oldest con in the world, and that's what's bringing this on? Let me guess, she sold you some magic elixir that will make you all better? Jesus, Avery, I can't believe you fell for something like this."

"She's real, not like the ones you see on TV. And she didn't sell me anything. She didn't even charge me for today."

"Because she wants to sucker you in and get you hooked."

"Because she has a heart, unlike you right now. My mom used to go to one, a real one, and I went to her too before she died. A lot of them are fake. Most of them are. But that doesn't mean they all are. And she told me she saw the end, Caroline. My end." I'm sobbing now. I have to run the back of my hand across my nose to wipe away the snot.

She shakes her head and looks down at me as I try to clear my eyes. "I was scared for a minute. Terrified. I can't believe you fell for something like this. You're smarter than that."

"I've seen it before with my own eyes. I know it's real."

"You had me—" she sighs. "I can't. I'm sorry. I love you, but I need some air." She walks into the kitchen, and I hear the side door open and close. Her car starts up and the garage opens, and I lie across the couch.

I lie there until I almost fall asleep. Caroline still isn't back. It's just her mourning process, just like Gia said. I look around the empty and quiet room—the setting sun has turned everything red—and I debate turning on the television or maybe reading. But when I yawn, I decide to go to bed. Today has already been too long.

I head up the stairs, passing the bathroom and going straight to our bedroom. There's still a pile of clothes on the chair in the corner. The laundry from last night that didn't need folded or hung up right away. I sort through it, looking for a pair of shorts, but I stop when my hand brushes against one of Caroline's nighties. The black one she wore for me last weekend. I hold it out and picture her in it. I can't believe there will be a time soon when she won't be able to wear things like this for me. When I won't be able to see her in it. I hold it up to me and smile at the way the silken material drapes and flows against my skin.

I don't think as I strip off my clothes and pull the nightie over my head. It still smells like her. The floral perfume she's used for as long as I've known her. I inhale and remember the bar where we met. She was there with friends from grad school, and I spent the whole night trying to work up the courage to talk to her. But she came up to me before I had the chance. "Why the hell are you staring at us?" she asked. I stammered at first, but then I just smiled and told her she's the most beautiful person I've ever seen. She rolled her eyes and went back to her friends, but we kept glancing at each other for the rest of the night. And just as she was leaving, she gave me her phone number.

"And it's all going to be over soon," I say to the empty room as I sit on the edge of the bed and run my fingers across the slippery material on my chest. It feels almost like her pressing against me. I lie back. The silk tickles me as I move. But as soon as my head rests on the pillow, I fall asleep.


CHAPTER THREE



When I wake up, the sun is shining straight into my eyes. I hold a hand up to block it and then roll over to look at Caroline, but she's not there. Her side of the bed is unmade, though, so I know she came home at some point. I'm staring at the depression left in her pillow when I notice the clock. 8:37am.

"Shit." I must have forgotten to set my alarm. I jump out of bed. The blanket is still twisted around me, and I end up dragging it halfway across the room as I rush to the bathroom. There's no time for a shower today. There's barely enough time to brush my teeth and get dressed. I hurry through the motions, brushing just enough that I can taste the toothpaste and then spitting it out and almost running to the dresser. I throw on my underwear and a t-shirt. Then black pants with a grey button-down. As I grab my shoes and socks and head out into the hallway, I look at the clock. 8:42am. I might only be 15 minutes late if traffic cooperates.

"Avery?" Caroline calls out to me as my foot hits the carpet of the living room.

"Yeah. You didn't leave for work yet? I was so out of it last night that I guess I forgot to set my alarm. I'm going to be late."

Caroline is on the other side of the kitchen island. Her hair is pulled up into a bun with almost half of it falling out, and she doesn't have makeup on. I stop when I notice that she's still in her pajamas.

"What's wrong?"

She laughs. "Are you seriously asking me that?"

I forget about work and drop my shoes to the floor as I walk over to her. "Baby, what is it?" I put my hand on her upper arm, but she doesn't move. She doesn't even acknowledge that I'm standing beside her.

"You tried to convince me that you were dying last night." It feels like a wave smacks my chest and knocks the air out of my lungs. The thought was still in the back of my head, but since I was rushing, I hadn't had time to really think about it. Now it's roaring back. "Then I come home, and you're in bed wearing one of my..."

I think back to last night. I remember going to bed just as the sun was setting, but I can't remember what I was wearing. "One of your what?"

She takes a step back to look at me and huffs out a breath. "Are you seriously going to play that? Like I didn't see you? One of my nighties, Avery."

A nightie? That's not... is it? My face sinks. I did.

"Is this some mental health problem? Are you having a psychotic breakdown or something? How have I been married to you for six years, and known you for longer, without knowing that you like doing... that? Is that what you do when you're home alone? Did you rush up the stairs and put it on as soon as I left last night?"

"Of course not. Caroline, I don't wear... I mean, that was the first time. Ever. It just smelled so much like you, and it felt—it doesn't matter. Look, can we talk about this later? I'm already probably going to get a write-up for today. I'll try to leave early, so we can talk tonight. Okay?"

She stares at me so long my face starts to burn, but then she looks down at the counter, picking at an imaginary crumb. "I already called you off today. I told Doug you're sick. Which... are you? You're certainly not yourself."

"Baby." She doesn't look at me until I put my arms around her. "I love you. Yesterday was just a lot. For both of us. We have so much talking and processing to do. It's normal that we'd both be stressed right now. But we're together. For as long as we have left, we're together. And that's the important thing."

"Jesus Christ, don't start up with this dying bullshit." She pushes away. "This woman is just taking advantage of you. You're not dying."

I blow out a long breath. "Denial is the first stage. I completely understand why you say that, but she was clear. And I know she's right. I can feel it. They say animals know when their time is getting short, and I think maybe humans know that too."

"So that's why you wore my nightie? You wanted to see what it felt like before you died?" Her words are so wet with sarcasm they may be dripping on the floor. "So how was it? Everything you ever thought it would be?"

"No. Yes. No, Caroline, it was pajamas. Something to sleep in. That's it. I didn't do anything in it. It's not like I masturbated with it or something."

"Gross, Avery. I wasn't thinking anything like that. But now I am." She steps up and reaches behind me, and for a second, I think she might be pulling me into her. Bringing me closer for a kiss. Her hand slides under the waistband of my pants, but then she pulls it right back out. "Seriously? Now you're wearing my panties?" She shoves me so hard my butt collides with the edge of the counter.

"No. These are mine."

"Your panties?"

I know I need to be compassionate because she's going through just as much as I am, but I can't keep up with the twists in her thoughts. "Yeah? Why would I wear yours?"

"Why would you have panties?" She screams the question so loud I wince. "You're a normal man. At least, I thought you were. What else don't I know about you? Are you even attracted to me? Do you fantasize about fucking some man when you're having sex with me?"

"Where is all this coming from? I love you. I only think of you when we have sex. You're the only person I've fantasized about since I first met you. Not some man. Just, no, Caroline. Stop being stupid. I know this is hard, but that's no excuse to treat me like this. I'm going through it too."

Her jaw tightens and her head cocks back as she clenches her fists. "Stupid?" She's on the other side of the island now, but I can hear her breathing. "Stupid? We both need to get away. I'm going to go... somewhere. I don't know where. But I want you gone when I get back. Understand?"

"Caroline—"

"No! Gone. You've got thirty minutes to pack your shit. I don't want to look at you right now. Just go please, Avery. Please, just go."

She grabs her keys from the kitchen counter and heads out. The door slams so hard that it rattles the window above the sink, and I collapse against the counter.
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Everything is half hidden behind a veil as I pull a suitcase from the basement and stuff my clothes into it. I don't pay attention to what I grab. I couldn't see it even if I tried. I just take from my drawers, my part of the closet, trying to get a mix of pants and shirts to get me through a couple of days. Enough to give Caroline time to work through this. I know Gia said Caroline would mourn and it would be painful, but I expected tears. Sobbing. Not this.

It might be silly, but I drive to the closest hotel. I want to be as near as possible when Caroline tells me to come back home. A difference of five minutes will seem like an eternity when it happens. Unfortunately, it's not the nicest one I could have chosen. The bedspread looks like it's been washed hundreds of times. The dated burgundy and forest colors are faded to a pale patina. But at least they're clean, I tell myself as I lie back on the bed and stare at the popcorn ceiling. To the right, a smoke alarm hangs down like a cream-colored stalactite. Its red light blinks an interminably slow beat. Unlike my life, which is rushing away from me. I just need something I can grab hold of to buy me a little more time.

After an hour of studying the ceiling, plotting courses through its bumps and fissures, I roll over and take my phone from the nightstand. I know she told me to be patient, but I need more information. I text Gia to set up an appointment. She texts back almost immediately to tell me she's saved a time for me today at four.

I wait around the hotel for a couple more hours, but then I can't take any more. My nervous energy practically lifts me from the bed, and I toss my suitcase up onto it. I need to change clothes before I see Gia. As I peel them off, I'm tempted to throw away the outfit I was wearing. To burn it like it's contaminated, like it's the reason Caroline kicked me out. I settle for tossing it violently into a corner and hoping that the force of the hit knocks off the corruption. I also pray that it doesn't pick up roaches or bedbugs or whatever critters live in the corners of old hotels. Then I step into the shower.

I can't tell if the tiles are old or if they're just beige, but everything in here looks clean. No mold on the grout lines, no stray hairs leftover from the last person who stayed here. And the water is instantly hot. Kettle hot. I let it singe my skin before turning it down. I left in such a hurry that I forgot to pack any of my own soap or shampoo, so I pop the cap on the hotel shampoo and pour some into my hand. It smells like lemon, and I take my time working it through my hair just so I can enjoy the smell longer. The conditioner smells the same, and when I'm finished washing my hair, I pull it down to cover my face so the scent will stay with me while I wash the rest of my body.

When I finally step out of the shower, the entire bathroom is engulfed by flowing white clouds of steam. I watch them as I dry. They swirl around each movement that I make, but they don't seem to dissipate. I twist my hair into a towel and wave my hand through the air in front of me as I make my way to the mirror. A magician performing a trick. A sorcerer casting a spell. A dying man taking a little joy while he still can.

With the cheap wall-mounted hair dryer, it seems to take twice as long as usual to dry my hair, but once it's finished, I give it one last brush and head back into the room. I take the first pair of underwear I find—a lacy purple pair that is more appropriate for date night—and then just pick a plain orange t-shirt and a pair of jeans. Both are a struggle to pull on over my still damp skin. Before slipping into a pair of sneakers, I look at myself in the full-length mirror mounted to the closet door. I toss my dark brown hair over one shoulder and then the other before deciding to pull it back into a ponytail.

Once I'm in the car, I realize I don't have as much extra time as I thought I did. Just twenty minutes to get to Gia's. I pull up her address in the map app, and it tells me I'll be there right at 4. I back out of the parking spot, glad I didn't wait longer to get ready and wondering what happened to the time I thought I had. I chuckle under my breath. That is probably going to be a theme for the rest of my life.

Gia is sitting at the table waiting for me when I walk in. Everything looks exactly the same as yesterday, and a surge of anger flows through me. How can this all be the same when everything else has changed? How can there not be some mark left here?

"Sit my dear." Her words are soft and pull me away from my thoughts and toward her. The gentle and almost unnoticed tug of gravity. "Tell me how you are."

I sit across from her and try to smile before stopping myself. I don't have to put on the brave face with her. "Terrible. I—" the rest of the sentence catches in my throat, stuck on emotions that I thought I had shoved down.

"I told you she would need time," Gia says. "That it would be painful."

"Tell me what to do."

She shakes her head. "This is brand new to me. I'm watching a cake being baked, but I don't know the recipe. We just have to trust that the chef knows what she's doing. And from what I can see, she does. So what you need to do is to be patient." She leans back in her chair and examines me with a smile. "Live the life you've been given. You're on the path you need to be, and you've taken more steps than you realize. Just keep following what's in front of you."

"Like I have a choice." I roll my eyes. "And what about Caroline?"

Gia reaches across the table to take my hand. Not examining it, just holding it the way a friend might. "My dear, going forward is a choice. Caroline will be back. Keep moving, and she will come to you."


CHAPTER FOUR



Caroline: I'm ready to talk. Come over tonight at 7?

I don't know how many times I took the phone out to re-read the message. It seems like I did it at least every 15 minutes at work. And then from 5pm until now, I might as well have kept my phone on constantly. The screen was always on. The phone propped so I could see it. I needed to reassure myself that it was real. It wasn't a dream that I would soon wake up from.

As I pull into the driveway—our driveway—I look one more time. "I'm ready to talk." It could mean anything. As soon as I saw it, my heart fluttered, but my stomach sank. Maybe she's ready for me to come back. Maybe she's telling me it's over. I've tried comforting myself by remembering that Gia said Caroline would be back. When she told me that, it sounded positive, but was it? What if she didn't mean that Caroline would come back to our relationship? What if she just meant I would see her again? Caroline needs time to mourn so she can find peace, Gia said. What if finding her peace means cutting me out of her life before the end? Can I blame her if she doesn't want to be around me when things get bad?

I blow out a breath and look in the rearview mirror. A strand of hair has flipped from the left side of my part to the right. I tuck it back into place and close my eyes. This is a good thing. This is a good thing. I repeat it aloud over and over, only half believing it. But that half is 1000% more than I had this morning, so I push open the door and walk up the front sidewalk.

Maybe I should have gone in through the garage like I've done every day for the last six years, but it doesn't feel right. Neither does ringing the doorbell, though. So I walk up to the front door and knock lightly. The raps are so quiet that I'm sure she can't hear them, but a few seconds later, the door swings open anyway.

"Hey, I thought you would just come in—oh, Avery?" She starts to take a step back so I can walk into the small foyer, but then she freezes and her jaw drops. Her eyes move slowly down from my head to the floor. "You look... um, you didn't work today?"

There's just enough room for me to get past her, so I walk in. The heels of my shoes click on the ceramic tiles. "No, I worked." That's what made the timing of her text today so strange. I've been at this company for almost four years, and that entire time I've been a market researcher. The money has been good, but four years of staying on the same wrung was wearing on me. The job I loved so much at first started to become a drag. But a couple of weeks ago, my manager announced that she was leaving at the end of the month. I knew I could do what she had been doing, but I didn't even think of applying. Not until I first met Gia two weeks ago.

Everything with Caroline blew up right away, so I never had a chance to tell her. But I had my interview this morning, and I'm pretty sure they're going to give the job to me. As soon as I walked out of the meeting with HR and the vice-president of marketing, I wanted to call Caroline. I needed someone to celebrate my victory with. But I couldn't. I didn't know if she would want to hear from me. Then, just an hour later, her text came.

"Did you change afterward?"

I laugh and adjust my purse strap on my shoulder. "I wanted to. I wanted to go back to the hotel and clean up and wear something a little nicer, but I just ended up driving around. I was too nervous to do anything else. I hope this is okay?" I motion down to my outfit. A plain white V-neck blouse, dark sea-green pants, and taupe mules with a two-inch heel. I knew I should have worn something else. Maybe that glittery black top I found in my suitcase the other day. Something to let her know that she's more than just an afterthought on my way home from work.

"No, no. It's..." She moves past me and sits on the white armchair. She fell in love with it as soon as we saw it in the store, but has hated it ever since. It's pretty, and somehow less comfortable than sitting on a concrete bench. "How are your coworkers treating you? Is anyone giving you a hard time?"

I look at her for a second, searching for a clue about what she means. Then I sit on the couch across from her. I set my purse beside me, but don't lean back. Since she's sitting in that chair, I'm not sure if I'm supposed to be uncomfortable as well. "A hard time about what? I've only told Jarrien and Rach about us. Just that we have issues we need to work through. Nothing more than that. And they've both been great. With everyone else, it's the same as always."

"No one's said anything about this? Or that?" She points to my clothes and then to my face. "I mean, I hope not. You deserve to be happy, and if this..." I wait, but she doesn't finish her thought.

"About my outfit? Is it bad? It's just like the clothes everyone else wears. At least I thought so?"

"I just wasn't expecting any of this. Even after I saw you in—" I raise an eyebrow and look at her, but she waves me off. "Never mind me. I'm proud of you. Do you know anymore about... that thing the psychic told you?"

That thing Gia told me. "That I'm going to die soon?" I shake my head. The thought has been a scar. Always there, and no matter what I do, I can't make it go away or even hide it. But it's been fifteen days since Gia told me. Exactly two weeks since Caroline kicked me out. And even though the thought has been there constantly, I don't let myself dwell on it. I don't have as long as I want, but I still have my life and I'm going to make the most of every second I can. "I don't feel any different. So I wonder if maybe it's going to be an accident instead of an illness. I'm trying to be more careful, but she told me there's nothing I can do. So I guess there's not really a point. I just have to hope for the best. Kind of like I've been doing with you."

"With me?"

"I know you needed time, and I've tried to respect that. But, I don't know, I guess I hope this is a good sign? That you wanted to see me."

She drops her head into her hand and sighs. "Avery." She stares at her feet for a few seconds, then finally moves to the couch and sits beside me.

I want to throw my arm around her and pull her against me, sitting the way we always do when we watch television. But that was all before. I keep my arms tight to my sides, my hands resting on my lap.

"I promised I would always love you, and I meant that. I will. No matter what you do or who—" She runs her hand through my hair. "Is this real?"

I snort. "My hair? Did you think it was a wig?"

She scoots to the edge of the cushion and twists to look at me head-on. "It is. But that's not possible. Is it? Does that mean these..." She extends one finger and pokes the side of my chest, pressing in and then pulling away, letting it spring back. "Avery, what the hell is going on? This is not—there's no way." She stands and walks to the other side of the room. "Tell me what this is. Am I losing it? I have to be losing it. This isn't. This isn't. No, no, no. This isn't." She presses her palms to her cheeks. It puffs her lips out like a goldfish mouth.

"Caroline, what's wrong, babe?" I walk to her, but she doesn't look at me until I grab her arms and force her to face me. "Caroline?"

She laughs, but her eyes remain wide. "This. This is. This." She just repeats it over and over, not stopping until I wrap my arms around her and squeeze her as hard as I can.

"It's me, babe. I've got you. You're okay."

For a second, she tries to pull back from me, but I don't let her. Then she collapses against me. "This doesn't make sense." She takes several loud breaths. "I need to see you, if that's okay. Your body. Can you take this off for me?"

I chuckle, assuming this is all a joke that I just don't understand yet, but when she doesn't say anything else, I know she's serious. "Well, I guess it wouldn't be the first time you've seen me naked." I drop my arms from her and take a step back.

"I'm not so sure about that," she says.

I step out of my shoes. Even though they only have a two-inch heel, I feel so much shorter without them. My eyes are level with Caroline's, and I smile as I look across at her. She's motionless except for the thumb and index finger of her right hand pulling and twisting her lower lip. Of all the ways I imagined this going, none of them involved me stripping for her in the middle of the living room while she watched like I was putting on a show. Her eyes follow my hands as I move them to the fabric belt at my waist. I untie its bow and let the ends dangle down the front of each leg. "Do you care if I close these?" I hook a thumb behind me and point to the drapes on the front window. The summer sun is still bright outside, so no one could see in unless they walk up to the windows, but I feel like I'm on display with the curtains wide open.

She stares at my waist for a second longer. No, not my waist, a little lower. Then, with a jolt, she looks back at my face. "Right. Sorry. I'll get them." She moves past me and pulls them shut. The room becomes a milky yellow that seems too heavy for early evening. "We need lights."

I nod as she walks to the switch beside the door to the dining room. I remember installing that switch. It took me three days, and Caroline was convinced I would end up burning the house down, but I finally got it to work. It amazed me how proud I was of something so small, but that was the first time this house truly seemed like ours. It wasn't like the apartments before. We had put our own stamp on this, even if it was just an overhead light with a switch.

"Better?" she asks.

I bite my lip hard to drive away the memories of before. The fact that she's asking me to undress for her has to be a good sign, but I don't want to get ahead of myself. I don't want to get my hopes up just to find out that this is nothing. "Better. Do you want me to keep going?"

She doesn't say anything. She just moves next to me. Her hands tug on the bottom of my blouse, freeing it from my pants. "Lift your arms," she says, and I do. She takes another half step closer, and now I can feel the heat from her body next to mine. She lifts the shirt over my head. Her breasts press against my chest, and my lungs seize. When she has the shirt off of me, she tosses it to the side. I keep my arms up and she runs her fingers down their lengths. Down my sides. I have to force air in and out. "You're wearing a bra."

It seems so obvious I don't know if I should respond to her. I don't know if I can.

She reaches around me, and we're pressed tight now. Our bodies fit together so perfectly that they should be one. The last two weeks without her, my body hasn't been the same. My skin quakes against hers. My muscles tremble. "May I?" she asks.

"Please." I can't muster more than a whisper. I don't even know what she's talking about. I don't care. She can do anything she wants to me at this moment. Slice me open and rip out my heart, and I'll stand with a smile, begging for me. I gasp when I feel her fingers tickle my back. Then my bra comes loose. The sudden weight pulling down on my chest is unfamiliar but comforting.

Caroline's hands follow the loosened band around to my chest, where she slips her hands under the slack cups. Her fingers are fire, and I can't decide if I want to pull away from it or lean into it. "I've never touched a woman like this before." She cups her palms around my flesh and kneads it. The breaths I was able to regain escape in a long moan.

"I'm not—" Oh fuck! Her fingers catch my nipples, and she circles around them again and again, and as weak as my legs are, I'm sure it's just a matter of seconds before I'm a heap on the floor. "Oh my God."

"Do you like this?" She presses harder against each nipple, and I purr and have to throw my arms around her. My nails dig into her back as I use her to hold myself upright. "I've never even thought of doing this with a woman," she says.

"I'm not..." Breathing used to be the simplest thing in the world. Air would flow in and out, and I never gave it a thought. I never had to push and pull it with as much force as I do now. But her touch has collapsed my lungs. It's paralyzed my diaphragm. "...a woman." I finally finish my thought, but it's been so long I don't know what it means. Just random words.

She pulls her hands away, and the absence is painful. I almost cry out to her. I want to take her hands in mine and put them back in place, never letting them go. I watch her eyes as she looks down at my belly. My waist. And her hands are back on me. They follow behind her gaze and move from my ribs to my belly button to my pants. "Show me." She doesn't wait for me to respond. She tugs at the waistband. Pulls it below my hips, to the middle of my thighs, and lets it go. My pants drop to the floor. Their rustle is as loud as a curtain cascading down to a stage. "So pretty." She glides two fingers down the front of my pale blue panties. "Are you sure you're not a woman?"

Her fingers slip between my legs. I whimper and clench my thighs tight, trying to trap her fingers and hold them there forever. "Caroline, please." I don't even know what I'm begging her for. I just know I need something. I need her.

"Oh, you still have a little surprise hidden away for me." Her fingers brush against the tip of my dick, tucked back between my legs and harder than it's ever been. The touch is too much, and I stumble backward. One step, then another, hoping the backs of my legs find the couch before they give out. And just when they can't go anymore, when my body is crumpling, they do, and I fall back onto the cushions and stare into Caroline's face. Her mouth is twisted. Its left side pinched between her teeth. Her brown eyes are almost black now. Burning cinders that are going to engulf me.

My mouth opens a little more with each step that she takes toward me. When she is in front of me, she drops to her knees, and I'm panting. "Please?" I ask her.

She nods and slides her hand between my legs. Stretching the elastic around my legs and wriggling her hand under my panties. My dick feels like it's going to burst as she pulls it free and then scratches a fingernail down its length. Then she clasps her fingers around it and pulls. Her palm sticks to me, and there's a stabbing pain as the skin of my dick stretches more than it was ever intended to. But I moan. The combination of pleasure and pain taking me to an edge I've never been to before. And she moves her hand up and down my length, tugging the skin, burning it, I step closer and closer to that cliff, and my moans grow louder. And then I fall. My body shutters, and I can feel the warmth of my cum filling the front of my panties. Her hand is slick with it now, and she keeps pumping it. My body throbs with each stroke. And finally, I can't take any more. I hold a shaky hand over hers, and she stops and looks into my eyes.

"I think I liked that," she says.

I giggle, and then it turns into a full laugh. I'm sprawled sideways on the couch, too lost in the afterglow to move or to even form words, and she only thinks she liked it?

"I think I like this version of you." She lays across me, and her lips find mine. We stay like that for the rest of the evening.


CHAPTER FIVE



We wake up in the morning wrapped in each other's arms. In the same bed for the first time in two weeks. Neither of us wants to move until our blood-deprived limbs tingle so much we can't stay in place another second. But even once we move and restore the circulation, we lie staring at each other. I find patterns in her freckles. Move my eyes along the curve of her jaw and her neck. Stare at her upper lip as it bounces almost imperceptibly with each beat of her heart. And I try to decide what part of her I love the most. The eyebrows that seem to be in a perpetual quirk? Her perfectly formed earlobes? The way her neck twitches when she laughs? I can't decide. Even the tiny pimple on the side of her chin is so precious that I can stare at it forever.

"Let's go out tonight." she's the first to break our silence. "To celebrate."

"Celebrate what?" I snort. "I don't know how much time I have left. I don't really think I have much reason to party."

She takes my hand and winds her fingers through mine. "Celebrate us coming back to each other. Finding ourselves when we didn't even know we were lost." Her eyes cloud over for a split second. She closes them and turns away. "And if I am going to lose you, every second we have left together is worth a celebration."

We both know it's a cheesy line. Normally we would laugh at it, but today, I hear her voice break as she says it. My vision goes blurry as tears try to sweep across my eyes. I take a deep breath and blink them away. "What do you have in mind?"

Her lips curl up into a smile. "Queso Loco."

I pause for a second for her to tell me she's joking, but when she doesn't, I laugh. "Of all the places in town, that's where you want to go tonight?" The restaurant is famous for being cheap but somehow still too expensive for what you get. When I was in college, all my friends called it Queso Agua because the queso dip is so watery it drips right off the tortilla chips.

"It's where we had our first date. I'll always love it just because of that." She rolls back to face me and kisses the tip of my nose.

I sigh. She could ask me to go with her to the county dump, and I would do it. "Okay."

Eventually we get out of bed, but neither of us goes far from the other. We follow each other around the house, afraid that if the other gets too far out of our sight, they might just disappear forever. Finally, after a day of binging the first two seasons of Eddington Park, an English drama set in an 18th century hospital, it's time to get ready.

We each shower like usual, but Caroline stops me when I pull open my dresser drawer. "Let me pick." She flips through my underwear like they're pages in a book and finally chooses a pair for me—pink with a lace front. She bunches them and holds them in front of me while I step into them. Then she pulls them up my legs, trailing her fingers along my skin behind them and smoothing the silky fabric into place with her palms. Her hands wrap around my ass and back to my front, where she pauses. "I'm not sure what to do with this." She cups her hand over my testicles. The heat flows through the rest of my body.

"I'll take care—"

"No. Just tell me what to do."

I blow out a breath. I want to argue with her, but with her hands holding me, it's hard to think straight. "Press them up. My, um… those." Testicles. Balls. For some reason, I can't say it.

"Like this?"

I wince as she uses a little too much force to push inside me. "Yeah. Then you have to pull my... other thing back while keeping them pressed up. It can be kinda tricky."

She wraps her right hand around my dick and pulls it backward, between my legs. It wants to swell under her touch. I want it to swell. But she's too quick. It's pulled tight. The skin of its top is stretched. "Does that feel okay?" she asks as she pulls my panties back into place.

I shift my legs and then rub a hand between them. Everything stays in place and feels as smooth as if it was never there. "It's perfect. Do you know how long it took me to be able to get it right?"

She cocks her head to the side. "I guess I'm just better than you." She sticks her tongue out. "Ready for this?" She holds a plain white bra in front of me and waits for me to raise my arms.

"Shouldn't I wear a matching bra? What will my date think when she sees this?" I tease her.

"She'll think you're very presumptuous to assume the date is going to go that far. But on the off-chance it does, she'll think you're a woman who likes looking sexy but who also doesn't want to be poked and pinched by underwires all night."

I feel my cheeks flush. "Not a woman." It seems like we've been through this so many times already.

"Sorry. You know what I mean. Now let's finish getting you dressed. I can't wait to show you off." I hold my arms out, and she slips the bra onto my shoulders. Once she clasps it behind my back, she cups my breasts in her hands and massages them through the bra. "It's important to get these just right, you know. Otherwise, they could be uncomfortable."

"Mmm, I definitely don't want them to be uncomfortable." I pinch my eyes closed and roll my head backward.

"No, you definitely don't."

She's already dressed, but I touch her right breast through her dress, circling my finger until her moan tells me I've found her nipple. I move around it slowly, and her breathing gets heavier.

"We need to..."

"We need to what?" I pinch her nipple just as she starts to answer, and she squeals. It feels good to drive the words from her mind for once. But before I can even smirk, she twists both of my nipples, and my knees almost give out. "Holy shit."

"I have years of experience playing with nipples. That's just the tip of what I know. Now, should we call a truce and finish getting you ready?"

Part of me wants to say no. A big part. Most of me. I want to stay here all night while she shows me everything she knows, and then I can try my new skills on her and see what she thinks of my techniques.

"I can tell what you're thinking, and the answer is no."

"You don't know. It could have been completely innocent."

"The tops of your ears are red, and your right eye is squinted. I know what that means. Dinner first. Then you can have dessert."

I scrunch my face at her. "You're no fun."

"We'll see about that. When we get back. Now, slip this over your head." It's a plain dress. Purple with white flowers vining across it. Nothing special at all. But I've never worn a dress before. I wouldn't tonight either, if Caroline hadn't picked it out for me. But as soon as she tugs it in place on my shoulders and I feel its bottom swirling around my legs, I wonder why I've never worn one before. Why wouldn't I wear them all the time?

As I step into the same mules I wore yesterday, she takes a step back to look at me. "Are you sure you don't want to wear any makeup?"

I tilt my head and stare at her. "Makeup is for girls, so obviously not." Now that I'm not swinging my hips from side to side, the dress falls limp and stops twirling around my legs.

Caroline tilts her head at the same angle as mine and then looks me up and down before shaking her head. "Then grab your purse, my beautiful husband, and let's go get some mediocre Mexican food."
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The restaurant is packed. We have to wait in a line just to get to the host's stand. When we get there, she gives us the option of waiting 45 minutes for the possibility of a table or sitting at the bar. We both immediately tell her we'll take the bar.

Even at the bar, we take two of the last stools. They're pushed against the wall, but it gives us a view of the entire restaurant. There are green and white and red streamers strung across the ceiling. Sugar skulls with yellow, orange, turquoise, and pink trim dot the walls. And with the mariachi music playing so loud that we have to yell to hear each other, there's no doubt this is a Mexican restaurant. Or at least something trying very hard to be a Mexican restaurant.

I'm looking around the room—every table is filled with either a family here for the cheap food or a group of college students here for the three-dollar margaritas—when the bartender comes up to us. "Hola señoritas. What can I get for you two enchanting ladies?"

I spin to face him, ready to tell him that I am neither a señorita nor a lady, but I freeze as soon as we make eye contact. His bright blue eyes dance under the light of the neon beer signs. His pale skin is made darker by the stubble on his cheeks. Stubble that causes my hand to flex, wishing it could rub across it and feel its prickly tickle. When he notices that my stare is more than just a stare, he winks and leans across the bar to get closer to me. The damp dishtowel on his shoulder swings as he props himself on his elbows. He watches me for so long that I almost forget there's anyone else here. Then his gaze moves to Caroline before coming back to me.

"I don't remember seeing you here before, and I would have definitely remembered." His mouth curves into something wild. "First round is on the house, so what'll it be?"

"I-I'll—"

"I'll have a peach margarita," Caroline says. Her voice is sharp. "And my wife will have a strawberry margarita." Her stress on the word "wife" is unmistakable, and from the grin that spreads across the bartender's face, I know he heard it too.

"Coming right up, my lovelies." He winks again and clicks his tongue before turning away from us. I can't take my eyes off him as he walks to the other end of the bar. Halfway there, he takes the towel from his right shoulder and whips it to his left. Then he looks back at me. I blush as I'm caught watching him, but I still can't stop.

Caroline says something, but with the noise and my focus being twenty feet away, I don't hear it. "Earth to Avery." She snaps her fingers in front of my face, and I look at her. "I said, is it possible for someone to be more stuck on himself?" She rolls her eyes, and I make myself snicker at her judgement.

"Haha, I guess." I look back at the bartender. His shoulders flex as he pours tequila into a silver shaker. I force myself to look away before he catches me again, and when I do, I notice Caroline staring at me.

"Are you feeling okay? You keep spacing out on me. We can go home if you want. I didn't mean to pressure you into coming out like this."

The idea of leaving makes my stomach flip. "No," I say a little too forcefully. "I'm fine. Just a little tired, maybe. But I'm excited to be out with you." I lift her hand to my mouth and kiss it before weaving my fingers through hers, holding it on top of the bar where anyone can see it. "You know how much I love you, right?"

She nuzzles her nose against my cheek and purrs so only I can hear it. "And you know it's not as much as I love you, right?"

I turn to face her and give her a quick kiss. A promise of what will come later. "I still can't wait to get you home. But I've been wondering..."

"Wondering what?" She leans her forehead against mine.

"What's it like to be with a man?"

"To be with a man?" She leans back and studies me. "Avery? Where is this coming from?"

My eyes automatically dart over her shoulder to the bartender. "I don't know. I'm curious what it's like to, you know."

"You mean sex? Are you serious?"

She looks so offended by the thought. "Not for me! Oh, no. Of course not. I was just wondering what it's like when you're with me. I mean, I know how great it is for me, but is it…"

"Is it good for me too?" She smiles, and I blow out the breath I was holding. "It's wonderful for me too."

I grin. "Good. That's what I wanted to hear." I squeeze her hand as I sneak one more glance back to the bartender.


CHAPTER SIX



Gia's room is empty when I walk in, so I sit on the sofa. The fabric has traces of everyone who was here before me. Rough spots from people's pants sliding on the material or from their hands rubbing along it, forming dark trails and swirls as they raised the short nap of the gold fabric. I press my finger into a blank spot and spiral it out to make a pinwheel. I want to keep growing it, but my finger bumps against the piping on the cushion's edge.

"Avery, so good to see you." Gia is wearing a formless green and blue paisley dress that flows down to her bare feet. Her arms are extended out, and it takes me a second to realize she wants to hug me. "How are you, my dear?"

I stand and let her embrace me. Her body is soft and as warm as an oven after cooking dozens of cookies. I could overheat just from being near her for too long. "I'm good. How are you?"

She lets go of me and takes a couple of steps back. "No one comes to see me when they're good. But you look great. That dress is so pretty on you."

I blush as I look down. It's really nothing special. A tangerine orange dress with a ruffled hemline just above my knees. I wanted something cute but casual for today. Something one can wear to both the grocery store and to the psychic, who will remind them that they're going to die soon. "Thanks."

I take my usual seat at the table, smoothing my dress as she sits across from me and holding my hand out for her. She takes it and presses into the meaty flesh at the base of my thumb. Then she pulls her finger away and stares as my blood flows back into the dimple that she created. A line forms across her forehead as she studies something that I can't see. Then it disappears as she raises her head and smiles. "You're troubled, but I don't need my curse to tell me that. What's bothering you, my dear?"

I snort. "Aside from the obvious?"

"Aside from that."

The breath catches in my lungs, and I have to force it out. "What do you see when you look at my hand?" I lean back in my chair to wait for her answer, but it never comes. Her too-light eyes stay on mine. Her closed mouth is still in a smile but with no sign of opening. I swipe a hand between us, erasing my question. "That was a bad way of saying it. I mean, do you see anything changing for me? Not about the end, although I really hope you see changes in that. But other than that, do you see anything?"

Gia's face doesn't change, and I think she's going to ignore this question too, but then she rocks back in her seat and laughs. "You are a whirlwind of changes, but you're thinking of something specific. Tell me."

"No, it's—" her gaze is suddenly too much for me, and I have to look away. "Fine. It's guys." I look at her again to wait for her answer, but she just shrugs.

"Guys? That's almost the opposite of specific. I think it will do good for you to say what you're thinking. Sometimes when you hear your own thoughts, they aren't nearly as scary as they seem."

I stand and walk to the window overlooking the front lawn. There's a tree outside with small pink flowers planted around its base. They're pretty, and I wish I knew more about flowers so I would know what kind they are. "Do you live here?" I've wondered about it since I first came here, but even now the question is just a way to put off the answer I'm afraid to hear.

"Avery." I don't have to look back to imagine her hands going to her hips and her head cocking to one side.

The curtain sways from the long breath I blow out. "I still love my wife, and I'm still very much attracted to her. But I've started to have other thoughts too. About..."

"About men," she finishes once it's obvious that I won't be able to. "Honey, come here." She holds both her hands out, palms up, and I go back to the table, putting my hands in hers as I sit down. "There are changes whipping all around you, and this is the one that catches your attention? Just as well. Yes, my dear, to answer the question that you're still too scared to ask, that is normal. Not every woman feels that way, but most of us are attracted to men in one way or another."

"Yeah, that's normal for women, but I've never felt like this before. Ever. And I'm obviously not a woman."

She sucks in a breath and holds it for a second. "Aren't you?" She brings her hands together, sandwiching mine between them. "What are you wearing?"

I look down. "A dress, but that doesn't—"

"What else?"

"Just my normal underwear."

"Your normal panties and bra?" she asks.

I shift, suddenly aware of the bra pulled taut across my ribs. "Yeah?"

"And under those normal underwear, what would I find?"

My breasts and... my dick? Is it even fair to call it that? It's so small it might as well not even be there. So small that no one would look at it and think that I'm a man. So what does that make me?

"My dear, this is ending soon. And when it does, all the confusion will be gone. But until then, you still have this life to live, and I suggest you do it without worrying about what's normal and what isn't. Those aren't questions that any of us should ask, let alone someone in your situation."

"But I—"

She rubs my hands between hers like she's trying to warm me after being outside in the cold. "Now go live it. Stop being afraid."
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The restaurant is exactly the same, but it feels completely different. There are only a few people scattered throughout the normally packed room. One older couple and two girls who are either getting an early start on their Margarita Monday or continuing their day drinking well into the late afternoon. The sign on the host stand tells me to please seat myself, but I don't want a table. I'm not here for food.

I look toward the bar. There's only one man sitting there. He's bobbing his head up and down while he drinks something brown on the rocks. Stationed a few feet away is the bartender. Seeing him today makes my heart tumble and clomp in my chest, just like it did Saturday night. Each irregular beat is a warning for me to turn around. An alarm screaming that I'm about to make a mammoth mistake. I take the same seat against the wall.

He grins as he walks up to me, but when he's just a few feet away, his entire face brightens. "Hola, mi amiga." It's like he's required to start every conversation with basic, terribly accented Spanish. "Will your lovely wife be joining us shortly, or do I have the pleasure of you all to myself this afternoon?"

"Just me," I shrug. His smile turns almost animalistic and my heart beats even faster, somehow recognizing that I just became prey to this man. And it's exactly what I want to be.

"Then what can I get you? Another... don't tell me." He holds a finger up. "A strawberry margarita." He's obviously pleased that he remembered my order. And with the number of customers he served that night, I'm impressed too.

But I shake my head. "Just a water today please."

He looks almost offended.

"I didn't come back for the drinks," I say, and just like that, the same stalking smile sweeps across his face and his eyebrows shoot up.

He leans across the bar until his mouth is just inches away from mine. "I know it's not for the salsa either," he whispers. "Because that comes from the same jar you can get at any grocery store. Do I dare think that I'm the reason you came back?"

I clench my hands tight to my chest. What do I say? I'm here because my psychic basically told me I should shoot my shot? Oh, and by the way, please ignore the fact that I'm happily married and obviously don't mention this to my wife if you ever see her? I settle for "I don't even know your name."

"And I don't know yours." He sweeps a finger across the back of my hand, and my entire body shivers. "So, should we get to know each other better?"

Every part of my body is screaming yes. I want to know every inch of him, and I want him to know every nook of me. I want us to spend the entire night learning each other. I bite the inside of my cheek so hard I can taste the iron of my blood. It would be so easy to say yes. So easy to convince him to get someone else to cover for him while we go out back to his car. So easy to give in. "I can't." I pull in a long breath. He moves back slightly, but holds his finger against my hand. "I want to so badly, but I... I shouldn't have come. I'm sorry. I'm happy."

He stands up straight, and I can tell that he's not convinced by my proclamation.

"I'm so happy with Caroline. How could I have ever thought of coming here? What is wrong with me?" I bound off the barstool toward the exit. I hear its legs thud against the floor as it wobbles behind me, but I don't look back. What was I thinking?


CHAPTER SEVEN



I want to sneak in. I hope Caroline will be reading in the living room, or, even better, watching television, so I can slip in and go upstairs without her even noticing me. Then once I have time to get myself together, I can come down and joke about how she was so engrossed in whatever she was doing that she didn't even hear me come in. Instead, she's standing in the kitchen, just two feet away as I push open the door. My vision is blurred by my tears, but I'd recognize her even if I were blind.

"Babe, what's wrong?" She's next to me before I even close the door. Her left hand is on my arm while the other circles around me and pulls me into her.

I try to blubber out a "nothing," but the way she's holding me and the way my throat has swollen shut don't let out anything more than a sob.

That just makes her hold me tighter as she nudges me to one of the chairs at the kitchen island. She finally lets go long enough to sit me down and then grabs my hands. "I'm right here. Whenever you're ready, tell me what happened."

I blink as fast as I can, and after a few seconds, I finally get the upper hand over the tears. I can see Caroline now. She's wearing the light grey sweatshirt that she's had since college. Somehow, the print has barely faded over the years. Seeing it brings the tears right back. "That damn sweatshirt lasted longer than me."

"What are you talking about?" She holds my hand to her mouth and rests her lips against it. Each warm exhale that flows out of her nose is a reminder that she's still there. That I'm still here.

"I'm so stupid." I roll my head back and stare at the ceiling fan. The blades draw a wobbling circle above us.

Her hand on my cheek causes me to look at her. "That's one of those statements I can't respond to until I know what you're talking about. We both know there are plenty of times when you've been stupid, so if you think I'm going to automatically tell you that you're not, then you're, well..."

"Stupid."

"Exactly."

We both giggle. "I love you. You know how much, right?"

She nods, but her jaw tightens. She's obviously expecting me to deliver bad news. I suppose countless cheating spouses have begun their confessions by saying how much they love their partner. And now I join their ranks. I tell her everything. The way looking at the bartender made me feel Saturday, my visit with Gia, my return trip to the restaurant to test my attraction today. There are several times when I almost break down. Each time, she squeezes my hand, and I make it through to the end, watching her for some response.

"You didn't drag him to the buck room and fuck him?" she asks after I finish. "And you didn't let him take you right there on the bar, right?"

"Don't joke about it. I wanted to. When he touched me, I almost could have given in."

She kisses me and pulls me up from the stool. My legs are weak, and I hang on to her. "Meh. 'Almost coulda sorta thought about maybe doing it' doesn't really impress me. You'll have to try harder if you want to bring out my jealous rage. Now come with me."

"Caroline—"

"Stop beating yourself up. You thought a guy was hot. You even flirted with him a little. But when he went too far, you stopped. Because of me. That's all any partner can ask. Being married doesn't take away your desires. It's not realistic for either of us to expect that."

"Does that mean there have been other guys?"

She stops pulling on my hand. We're almost at the top of the stairs. "Did you not hear a thing I just said? Since I met you, there have probably been hundreds of guys I was attracted to. But I never did a thing with a single one of them. And I never would. You're the only girl for me." She leans down to peck my cheek and then tugs on my hand again.

"I'm not a—"

"Avery, quit trying to find reasons to feel sorry for yourself. I love you. You love me. As far as I'm concerned, you're perfect. Now take that dress off. Your bra too."

I drop my hand from hers and look at our bed. I should be flattered that she wants me like this even after what I just told her. "I don't know if that's a good idea right now." I don't know if I could even do anything other than lie there like a wet washcloth.

Caroline sighs and makes sure I see her roll her eyes. "I'm asking you to take off your dress, not strap on a dildo and fuck me into oblivion. Now get it off."

I watch her walk to the dresser, where she opens the second drawer on my side. She pulls out a nightgown and turns back to face me. The look on her face makes it clear that she expects me to be undressed, so I hurry and take off my dress and bra. When they're on the floor beside me, she comes up to me and slips the nightgown over my head. The silky fabric falls right into place. Then she takes my hand again and pulls me to the bed. "Let's just lay here together for a while." We don't even bother to move the blanket, we just lie on top of it. She's behind me with her arm around my waist, pulling me tight to her. I stroke a finger down her arm, close my eyes and, even though I try to hold it off, I fall asleep.
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The room is dark when I wake up. I roll over to look at Caroline, but she's not there. Suddenly, the room is too cold, and I shiver as I climb from the bed and look around. There's no sign that she was ever here. I peek around the corner to our bathroom, but she's not there, so I head down the stairs.

"Caroline?" I call out as soon as my foot hits the carpet of the living room, but there's no answer. Everything is quiet. Everything is off except for the one light in the corner that we keep on until we go to bed. My mind runs through a hundred scenarios. She went out for ice cream. She remembered she needs gas in her car before tomorrow. She left me forever. I'm looking for my phone so I can call her when I hear the garage door open. My heart races as I pad to the kitchen. I have to put my hands on the counter to hold myself up. She came home, I tell myself. That means she didn't leave me. It's undeniably true, but my stomach refuses to believe it. It twists itself around and around until I don't know if it will ever be unknotted. By the time the door opens, I'm so nervous I'm dancing from one foot to the other. Someone looking at me might think I'm in line for a bathroom and not going to make it to my turn.

"Oh, you're up." She flashes a look behind her and then smiles too broadly at me.

"Where did you go?"

She walks to my side and kisses me. "I had to run an errand." She spins me so I'm facing the half-open door to the garage, and then takes my hand in hers. "Roberto?"

I look at Caroline, but the swinging door catches my eye. I stare at it, not believing what I'm seeing.

"It's actually Rob." The bartender from Queso Loco walks in. "The fake Mexican stuff helps with tips at the bar." He looks around the kitchen quickly before his eyes settle on me. His cheeks are pink, like he's a little embarrassed. It's cute to see him without his bravado.

"Surprise," Caroline says. She and Rob both hold out their arms.

I look back and forth between them. "This is your errand? I don't get it."

Caroline moves behind me and wraps her arms around my waist. She nuzzles her mouth into the side of my neck, and I could melt if there wasn't a strange man standing on the other side of our kitchen, watching us. "My girl gets what she wants, and she wants the hot bartender from the city's worst restaurant."

"When I'm feeling really cocky, I tell myself it's probably the worst in the state." Rob laughs. "Go big or go home, right?"

I look down at the crotch of his dark blue jeans. They're so tight there's not much need for imagination to know what's behind them. Caroline and I both giggle at the same time, and I know her eyes traveled the same path mine just did. "Maybe you should let us judge that," she says.

I reach up and put a hand on her cheek. "Are you serious about this?"

"I am. Are you?"

I look back at Rob. His black button-down shirt is stretched tight across his chest. His body makes a perfect inverted triangle, as if it was designed to funnel attention lower. "I am. Are you okay with this, Rob?"

He laughs. His hips swivel as he walks toward us. The arrogance from the bar is back. Coming from anyone else, it would be a turnoff, but it's different with him. A performance instead of his core. "I wouldn't turn down a Monday night full of under-tipping alcoholics for just anything, but for a night with two incredibly sexy women? How could I refuse?"

"I sense some sarcasm," Caroline says. "Could it be that you're more than just a pretty face?"

"I contain multitudes." He puts one hand on each of our hips. Just that touch could make me catch fire. "And I wasn't sarcastic about the 'two sexy women' part. I've never meant anything more."

I turn in Caroline's arms to face her. "Does he know?" Her face, just inches from mine, is blank. "About me. Does he know?"

"That you're gorgeous?" Rob says. "That since I first saw you two, I dreamt of this. That you gave me the most painful erection of my life when you came into my bar today and then left me to suffer in a pair of jeans that are uncomfortably tight, even when I'm not hard. That it's back again, and I either need to get these off or get to a hospital before I do permanent damage."

"You heard the man, Avery. It's practically an emergency that you take those pants off him." She's grinning like she just handed me a birthday present and can't wait for me to unwrap it. Maybe that's what this is.

I look up at Rob—he's at least six inches taller than me—and I swear that when I do, he thrusts his crotch out toward me. I give in. As soon as I touch him, I know that I have to have him. My hands move faster. My fingers tug and pull. The jangle of his belt buckle taunts me and drives me ever faster until I finally unclasp it. Caroline reaches in front of me to pull his belt clear while I unfasten his jeans. I hear the belt whip out of the loops and then crash onto the floor while I tear down his zipper. As soon as I do, his erection almost lunges out of his pants.

"You weren't kidding." I drop to my knees and look up at him. "And red?"

"I like to be just a little different."

I trace the outline of his cock through his red briefs. He gasps, and I lean closer to him. At the bar, he smells like alcohol and citrus. Those scents are still here too, but now there's a muskiness that makes my core clench. I close my eyes and take in the largest breath I can. When I blow it out, I'm on fire with the need for him. I look up to make sure that he's still okay with this, and I see Caroline's hand on his chest. She's working the buttons free with one hand while she kisses him. Both of them moaning. And for a second, I think it shouldn't be so hot to see my wife with another man, but it is.

I hook my fingers under his waistband and yank his underwear down. His cock is caught by the elastic, but it springs right back up. And closer. I swear it moved several inches closer to my mouth. Or maybe my mouth moved closer to it. Either way, I kiss its tip, and Rob and I both moan at the same time. I tentatively wrap my lips around it and suck. He groans, and a hand comes down to the base of his shaft. I think it's his at first, but then I see the long pink nails. Caroline starts pumping him, and I move my mouth in beat with her. She's a director conducting me. Faster and deeper. I follow her lead until I can't see anything except his pubic hairs as I move closer and further from them.

"Wait. Both of you stop." It's Caroline. Her voice sounds distant, but it's just because my mind has gone so far away. Rob and I both freeze, and I'm instantly on edge. "This is for Avery, so I want to make sure she gets exactly what she wants. I'm not sure that giving a blow job on the tile floor of our kitchen is it."

I wipe a string of drool away from my lip and look up at her. "This is fine." My body aches to take his cock back into my mouth. To run my tongue along his length and taste him. But I look up at her, waiting for permission to start again.

"No, she's right. You deserve more than that, beautiful. Take my hand." He holds his hand in front of me, and for a second I think about refusing. But then I take it, and he pulls me to my feet.

"Our bedroom is upstairs." Caroline takes his other hand and pulls him toward the stairs the same way she did with me just a couple of hours ago. I hold on to Rob's hand. The three of us are a daisy chain moving up the stairs to the bedroom. When we're beside the bed, Caroline lets go of Rob's hand and she steps in front of me. "Are you still good with this?"

I nod my head. And she lowers herself. Her hands go under the hem of my nightgown and find the waistband of my panties. She jerks them down in one motion, and the cool room air whips in at tornado speed. A contrast to the burning bright red of my cheeks. "What are you doing?"

Caroline buries her face between my legs and drags her tongue across me. "My girl can't get properly fucked if she has her panties on."

"But my—He'll see. Rob. He... Caroline?" The switch between arousal and panic has flooded me with adrenaline and cortisols, and I'm sure my heart is going to burst. This is how the end comes. I drop back onto the mattress and look at Caroline. If I am going, I want her face to be the last thing I see.

"Babe, it's fine. I've told you before, your pussy is gorgeous. If I weren't too busy licking it or fingering it, I could stare at it for hours."

My pussy? And she's told me this before? I slip a hand between my legs and feel it. First the absence. My dick, so small that we've always called it my clit. Gone. I move my hand lower, expecting to still find it. Like it has just shifted from its normal spot. Moved next door. But it hasn't. There's a mound and—oh God. Just touching it sends a jolt through me, and I jerk my hand away. What is that?

"May I?" Rob moves next to me. I try to look at him, but my eyes won't focus. I have a pussy? That's not right, is it?

Without thinking, I nod. Rob moves between my legs. His cock is lined up perfectly, and he doesn't waste any time moving inside me. I gasp at the first thrust. It feels like my skin is bursting. Like he's splitting me open. But with each pump, the echo of that first pain gets softer and softer, and it's replaced by something different. A feeling of fullness. Sparks shooting up into my belly. My entire body tingles. And then Caroline circles a finger around my nipple.

She's lying beside me. I turn my head to look at her, and she smiles. I think I smile back. I'm not sure. As Rob drives into me over and over and as her finger swirls around my nipple, I'm not sure of anything except that this is the most wonderful I've ever felt. I pinch my eyes closed and try to focus on each individual sensation, but I can't. Each one is a massive wave that spins me and knocks me back, and it's not long before I lose track of myself. I don't know which direction is shore and which is ocean. I don't know where to find safety. I'm not sure safety even exists anymore.

It's only another minute before I'm sucking in breaths between screams. My body sliding further up the bed with each stroke from Rob. My back arched from Caroline's touch. And I finally break. With a shriek, I fall apart. No, I shatter. A million pieces blown apart. My entire body twitches. The muscles of my pussy clench around Rob's cock. Then I feel him shudder and spasm. Grunting over and over until he collapses onto the bed. I stare up, unable to move. Unable to even see anything more than a blur. Caroline on my right and Rob on my left. I can't believe anything could ever feel like that.

I twist my head toward Caroline. The blur changes from white to flesh color, and I know I must be looking at her. "Thank you. That was so incredible, and I love you so much."

The bed shifts on the other side of me. "So, does that mean we can make this a regular Monday evening thing?" Rob asks. Even with my still recovering vision, I can see Caroline roll her eyes.


EPILOGUE


The door creaks open, and I walk in first and look around. Nothing has changed in the two months since I've been here. The gold sofa is still pushed against the far wall. I walk over to it. My pinwheel has been partially obscured by someone sitting on it, but almost half of it is still there. Beside it, there's something new. An S-shaped line flowing from one end of the cushion to the other. Thinking of someone else sitting in the same spot as me, drawing on the couch just like I did, makes me smile.

"So this is it?"

I turn around. Caroline is at the middle of the room, next to the table. The bowl of water is still at its center, but there are 3 chairs around it now. They form a perfect equilateral triangle. "This is it," I tell her. "This is where all the magic happens."

I follow her gaze around the room. "I expected it to be... different."

"Bigger?"

"No. More crystals or tarot cards or dark velvet curtains. Something like that."

"Pfft!" Gia comes around the corner, waving her hand in front of her. "Gimmicks. Cheap jewelry and card tricks. If you ever see a psychic who uses those, you know right away she does not have the curse. Forgive my manners, but that's an irksome stereotype. It's so lovely to finally meet you Caroline, I'm Gia." She extends her hand toward Caroline, and my stomach curls. But it's just a handshake, not a reading. "Please sit, both of you."

Caroline and I take the two closest seats, and Gia moves to her usual seat along the wall. She sits with a sigh that makes her sound old, and for the first time, I notice the wrinkles at the corners of her eyes and mouth. Some of her scalp peeks through her hair. Her fingers are slender, but her knuckles are bony.

"You look very well, Avery." She smiles at me, and holds her hand out on the table, palm up and waiting for mine.

I notice my pink nail polish as I reach to her. The corner of one nail is starting to chip. "I am very well. How have you been?" As soon as I say it, I'm not sure if I've ever asked her how she is. If I ever did, I know that I didn't mean it, but now I genuinely want to know.

She looks up from my hand. Her eyes burn into mine, and I have to force myself to not look away. I try squinting, but the intensity still builds. But just as I think I can't take anymore, she laughs, and all the heat and pressure disappear like they were never there. Maybe it wasn't. Maybe I imagined it. "Time is catching up to me, like it does to all of us. But I'm keeping it at bay the best I can."

"Are you able to see when..." I don't know how to phrase it delicately.

"When I'm going to die? Of course, but I still have plenty of time left before that day. The biggest battle between now and then is going to be this arthritis in my knees. But you're not here to talk about me." She looks back down at my hand and rubs her fingers over it, stopping at spots to circle and sometimes to press in.

"So, you can really see the future?" Caroline asks.

Gia lets go of my hand and reaches out for Caroline's. She examines the front and back of it and then looks up as she releases it. "Unfortunately, yes. But nothing I say is going to convince you of that." She doesn't say it condescendingly. The opposite, in fact. Her tone is tender. And she's right. Gia could predict tonight's winning lottery numbers, and Caroline would remain a skeptic.

"What did you see?" I ask her, not wanting Caroline to have the chance to explain all the reasons why this can't possibly be real. "Is my death still close? What about for Caroline?"

The difference in the last two months has been amazing. The sense of something wrong that has haunted me for as long as I can remember is finally gone. I never knew how much weight I carried because of it. I feel like a different woman now without it. One who can live her life without second guessing everything. Now that I know what life is like without that burden, I can see that I've spent my whole life like someone with perfect vision wearing prescription glasses. Things were always slightly out of focus. But they're not anymore. And the sense of doom that chased me wherever I went has vanished.

"Your death? I've never seen your death, my dear. Some things are too far away to see. Just like you can't see even the tallest mountain from halfway around the world. What I see now, for both of you, makes my soul so happy."

I lean back in my chair. The ungiving wood presses into my back. "But you told me you saw it. I remember it clearly. It scared me so much."

"She was a sobbing mess afterward," Caroline adds, unflatteringly. "It was ugly. But now you're saying, what? That was wrong? A lie?"

"I told her exactly what I saw. The end." Gia looks from Caroline to me. "And that life did end, didn't it?" Her eyebrows raise as she waits for me to answer.

"That life?" I ask. "That feeling of wrongness…"

Gia smiles and sets her hand on top of mine. "It's gone now." I nod, even though she's not asking. "Lots of people have that feeling, but I've never seen or heard of it resolving quite like this. A diseased, disfigured flower that wilts just to be replaced by something lovely. Now it's up to you to maintain that beauty. Both of you. And I see a trip coming. That will be an excellent beginning."

I take Caroline's hand, and we lace our fingers together. For just a flash, I think I feel a current flowing between the three of us, but it passes so quickly I'm sure it must have just been a muscle twinge. "We're going to Spain at the end of the month," I tell Gia. "The honeymoon we could never afford. Not until I got my promotion at work."

Gia grins. "You two are debating whether this should be a trip for two or three."

In the corner of my eye, I see Caroline's mouth drop a little. "I wouldn't call it debating," she says. "It's just a silly thought we had."

"It's a wonderful idea," Gia says. "Besides, it never hurts to have someone who can speak Spanish. Even if it is only enough to flirt with the pretty girls he meets."

Caroline and I look at each other and giggle.
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CHAPTER ONE



The window draws me just like it always does. An entire wall of glass looking down on State Street 47 stories below. Separating us from them. Other than an occasional muffled honk, it even keeps most of the noise away from us. As if the merest hint of the outside world could distract us from the important work we do here. As if everyone else is chimpanzees in a zoo, while we're here in the real world, looking down on them occasionally.

Tonight, everything outside is shiny, just like in here. Only, it's because of rain and not because of the constant team of cleaners that keeps everything polished inside. There are still people walking on the sidewalks below, but they're hidden under black umbrellas. Occasionally, a pink or yellow circle will weave through the others. I always watch them and wonder what kind of person sees a colorful umbrella in a store and decides that's the one for them.

"Hey, there you are." Christian walks in behind me. I hear him shut the door, but I don't turn around. I'm watching a lilac dot disappear into a yellow taxi. "I just went by your office to see if you were ready. Thought maybe you snuck off."

"Just think, by the end of the year, we'll be partners and have a view just like this," I say. "Only better, because it's going to be one floor higher. We're going to be looking down on all these scurrying insects while we're up here in the clouds doing the work that shapes their lives."

Christian laughs and hoists a banker's box full of personnel files onto the conference table. "A bit over the top, don't you think?"

I sit in the leather chair at the head of the table and rub my hands on its padded leather arms. It's almost nicer than my recliner at home. I'll make sure my new office next year has one of these in it. "Better than the alternative."

"Boring?"

"Meaningless. Don't those people ever sit and think about how unimportant they are? How are they not crushed by their insignificance?"

He lifts half the folders out and sets them in the center of the table and then scoots the box to me so I can work the other half. "My dad's spent 30 years working at the same factory," he says. "And until last year my mom cleaned doctor's offices. All to put me and my sister through college. I think that's pretty significant."

"Only because they're stepping stones. Their role is to be trod upon by people like us. People like you as you keep climbing higher." I stare at him over the box. He shakes his head, but doesn't say anything as he looks down at the papers in front of him.

His black hair is cut close, almost a buzzcut. It's the only part of him that isn't attractive. If his hair were just a little longer, maybe twisted into curls, I don't know if I could resist running my fingers through it. Even now, the only thing keeping me from pursuing him is the sure knowledge that he's straight. I've looked for hints—I've even outright asked him—and I've never gotten even a whiff that he might be gay. Such a waste of a perfect jawline.

I take a folder from the box and swipe through the first few pages. "Is it just me, or is this an enormous waste of time? This case has already been adjudicated. The plaintiffs all signed their non-disclosures. Elmrock has paid out the millions. Everything is settled." I mimic brushing dirt from my hands. "There are more important things we could be doing. Reviewing leases or even negotiating with the union. Something other than looking through ten thousand pages of testimony and evidence from a case that's five years old."

"I'm only doing what Justine told us to do. I have no desire to piss that woman off. She is an absolute witch."

Justine Williams was the first woman to make partner at the firm over 10 years ago, and she certainly did not make it by playing nice. She's been Elmrock's lead attorney for the last three years and is acting as liaison in Peng Enterprises's multi-billion dollar purchase of Elmrock. "Justine's not that bad. Besides, she's out of town. She'll never even know." She's not just out of town, she's out of the country. In Shanghai, meeting with Mr. Peng himself. As much of a hard worker as she is, I'm sure she's not spending all 24 hours in the day enslaved to this case. "Let's go for drinks. Just a couple down at the corner. It'll clear our minds, and our work will be even more efficient afterward."

Christian scoffs and looks up at me. "What work, Mason? Do you forget that I know you? A couple of drinks is never just a couple of drinks with Mason Greaves. You'll end up convincing me to be your wingman just like you always do, and you'll take off with some guy while I sit at the bar by myself and finish my drink before taking a car back to my apartment. Alone."

If I had anything to do with it, he wouldn't go back to his apartment alone. "But you have fun. Admit it. You wouldn't be smiling right now if you didn't enjoy it." And if he weren't smiling, my heart could maybe keep a regular beat.

"I mean, it has some perks."

That little concession is all I need. It tells me that I've won, so I stand and take his suit jacket from the table and hold it out for him. "Maybe tonight I'll be your second. I'll find some hot girl for you and convince her of your greatness. I mean, I'm a lawyer. I lie for a living."

He slips his arms through the jacket. "Again, I ask, do you forget that I know you? If anything, you're like repellant to any girl that I'm ever interested in. If I want a hookup, there's no way I'm going out with you."

I slap him between the shoulder blades as we head out the door. "You'll see. Maybe not tonight, but one day, you'll end up with the girl of your dreams, and it's all going to be because of me."


CHAPTER TWO



When I walk into Justine's office, I expect to see bottles of chilled champagne. The Elmrock acquisition is just about final. It's all over except the signatures and handshakes. Instead, I see the faces of three other attorneys who look like they just found their puppies lying dead in the street. I scan the room and my gaze eventually falls on Christian. He doesn't look up. He just shakes his head, and then I look across the desk and see Justine. If the others look like they lost their puppies, she looks like the one who just murdered them.

"Mr. Greaves, so nice of you to join us. As I was just informing the others, Peng has decided to withdraw their bid for Elmbrook. Congratulations. The four of you managed to somehow fuck up a deal that should have been a no-brainer. Truly great fucking work, everyone." She holds up her coffee mug like she's toasting us, but then dashes it against the mahogany paneled wall. The crack sounds like a gunshot. We all jump, but somehow the cup doesn't shatter.

"That doesn't make sense," I say. "I looked at the financials. That deal was a win for everyone." Especially for our firm. Especially for me and Christian. This was going to seal the deal for us. "What made them change their mind?"

In the corner of my eye, I see Christian shift and take a step away from the desk. "What happened," Justine says, "is that Peng did their goddamned due diligence and found something that we—meaning you four fuckups, not me—didn't find. Remember Elmrock's sexual harassment suit?"

My cheeks flare as soon as she says it. The case that Christian and I were supposed to review. "But that case is settled. It's from before Elmrock even hired us."

"And that's why you and Mr. Salazar were supposed to go through every filing with a fucking microscope. We didn't handle that case, so we didn't know if it was done correctly. And shock of all fucking shocks, it wasn't." She looks around her desk, and we all flinch, assuming she's looking for something else to throw. It wouldn't be the first time a partner's thrown something at an associate attorney. Not even the first time that she's done it.

I look at the others, hoping that one of them will take up our defense, but they don't even have the courage to look up from the floors, let alone stick up for themselves. "We looked through that case. We pulled an all-nighter a couple of weeks ago on that, and there was nothing. Peng has to just be using that as an excuse for cold feet. You can talk to them. They'll come around."

Christian clears his throat when I say that he and I stayed all night looking through those case files, but a little embellishment never hurt. And I'm sure we wouldn't have found anything, even if we had spent the night going through files instead of going for drinks. And spending the night sucking that random guy's cock had been a lot more fun than spending the night hunched over a table full of transcripts.

"I'll be lucky if anyone at Elmrock will talk to me after this, let alone someone with Peng Enterprises." Justine looks directly at me for the first time since I walked into her office, and it makes my hair stand up. I cross my arms against the sudden chill. "Everyone out. Everyone except Mr. Greaves."

A lump grows in my throat as the others turn and file past me. When he's just a couple of steps away, Christian looks up at me, and I can see the worry on his face. I try to flash him a quick smile to let him know that we're going to be okay, but my face is so cold, I'm not sure I can move it. He's the last to leave, and he pulls the door quietly shut behind him.

"Mr. Greaves, please have a seat." Justine motions to one of the chairs in front of her desk as she settles into hers. I notice that it's the same chair that's in the downstairs conference room. The chair that I may have messed up every chance to make my own. I start to plead my case, but she cuts me off. "You're an attorney, so I know you can make a compelling argument, even with no evidence. But spare me. You fucked up."

"No. Honestly, we—"

She holds a hand up, and I snap my mouth closed. I don't want to push her any further than I already have. "You fucked up big time. There was an entire class of workers who were eligible to join the sexual harassment suit but who never did. So they aren't bound by the terms of any settlement, and they still have 15 fucking years to decide whether they want to pursue action. Now, how do you suppose Peng's attorneys found out about this when we didn't know a thing?"

"Just because they can file a suit doesn't mean they will. And chances are that—"

"I'll tell you how. They looked through the files. They fucking did what they were fucking supposed to fucking do!" I wince at the volume and the spittle flying from her mouth. "Do you know how embarrassed I was when Mr. Johnson called me personally this morning to tell me about this?"

She pauses and glares at me, but there's nothing I can say. I just shake my head. It seems to defuse the situation. She blows out a breath and leans back in her chair, and that lets me finally breathe.

"But I'm going to salvage this. Do you know how I know that? Because I survive." She looks at me, and it feels like someone dumps ice water over my head. "You want more, don't you? I've sensed it since I first met you. More than working some bullshit job, taking scraps the partners don't want, doing work that makes money for other people while you do all the heavy lifting anonymously. This isn't for you. That's why you want to be partner."

I nod and my chest puffs out. She sees me for exactly who I am, and I get the feeling she understands because she's the same way. We both want more. Maybe she sees herself in me.

"I'm going to give you another shot at becoming a partner. One last chance, but if you fuck this up, you're done here. Got it? Are you willing to do whatever it takes?"

"Anything. I cannot spend my life as some junior attorney."

She reclines back in her chair and smiles. "That's what I wanted to hear. I think this is going to work out perfectly."


CHAPTER THREE



"Hey, want anything?" I peek my head into Christian's office and shake my empty coffee mug so he'll see I'm headed to the break room. It's been two weeks since Justine moved my office to the one next to Christian's. I'm not sure if it's supposed to encourage me or punish me, but it's done neither.

Monday, we started a new ritual. Well, I did. Toward the end of the day, I scrounge up whatever pastries and snacks are leftover from the morning, and then, along with two cups of coffee, I head to Christian's office and work in there. It usually devolves into me sneaking glances at him while he works, but as long as I have a client's file in front of me, it's all billable hours.

"You know…" His voice is angry. "I'm perfectly capable of getting my own coffee." His left eyebrow rises, and I smile. It's his tell. A sign that he's in a teasing, playful mood.

"Then why don't you?" I open his door all the way and flatten myself against it, giving him room to walk by. But hopefully not so much room that he doesn't brush against me as he does.

He grabs his mug and bounds across the small office in just a few steps. "I think I will. Just to show you."

The break room is just down the hall. When we get there, it's empty and Christian goes right for the pastries at the center of the table. It looks like there are still some blueberry scones and a slice of chocolate strawberry gateau. I wriggle my shoulders just a little when I see it. I've already had two slices, but I could eat a dozen more. I thought for sure there wouldn't be any left.

"I'll get the cake for you." Christian grabs a plate and sets the slice in the center. "The rest is pretty picked over."

"It's not just a cake, but thank you." I turn to the coffee machine so he won't see my smile.

I slip the canister in and press the button, but nothing happens. Not even a click or the sound of the machine trying to pull in water. I tap the reservoir. The water inside shakes, so I press the button again. Still nothing.

"You have to pull the lever down more." Christian says between bites of a scone.

"It's all the way." I reach out and make a show of pulling it. It doesn't move.

He walks over to me. The faint slap of his shoes on the marble floor echoes around the room. Or just in my mind. "I could see a gap from back there." He's so close now that I feel like I'm standing next to a blazing radiator in the middle of summer. "Oh, it's the canister. It's not seated right." He doesn't give me a chance to move out of the way. He just reaches around me and jiggles it into place. The motion makes his entire body move. The body that is pressed up against mine. I lean back a little to try to glue myself to him and hope that he won't notice. We fit so perfectly together, maybe we could stay like this forever. But as soon as the machine hisses, he backs away.

"There. All good."

I sigh, and I know he can hear me even though I try to be quiet. It was all good. Not now. Now there's a chill between us. I need to take his mug out of the machine and put mine in, but none of my muscles work. I can only stand statue still staring at the machine.

"So, uh..." he hesitates, like he's affected by our lack of touch too, but I know better.

There's nothing there, and there never will be. I need to put him out of my mind. There are plenty of guys out there who would die to date a man on partner track in a top ten law firm. I could probably use that as the only line on my dating profile and get more responses than I'd know what to do with.

"Remember the Rodriguez Brothers file we went through about a month ago?" He finally finishes his thought, and I nod. "Their president is coming in today at 3:30 to meet with me. I think I'm finally landing them."

I look at the clock. Half an hour away. My stomach sinks. "That's a solid get," I say. They would be one of the smaller companies that the firm represents—a regional moving company that operates in 11 states—but they're publicly traded. Bringing them in would show that Christian is an asset for the firm. Another step toward being named partner.

It's more progress than I've made in the last month. I was so sure of myself a few weeks ago, but since the Elmrock debacle, every lead I've had has been a dry hole. Even the local soccer club owned by the dad of one of my frat brothers fell through. That was the sure thing I was holding on to in case I couldn't get anything else.

"Do you want to sit in with us? You know their stuff as well as I do, so it would be good to have you there."

I search Christian's face, hoping I'll see something other than a business decision. Something that lets me know he wants me there because otherwise he would miss our afternoon together as much as I would. But what I see is something I never expected. Pity. Does he actually feel sorry for me? It's just a dry spell. I almost say it aloud to him. I don't need pity. Everyone knows that I'm better than him, and that includes all the partners. It's so obvious they can't miss it. "Love to, but I can't. I have my own lead I'm chasing down. Don't want to say anything yet because I don't want to jinx it, but I think I'm close to something big."

He smiles and looks relieved. "I'm glad to hear that. I knew you'd do it. Two partner spots available, and two of us. It's fate, right?"

"You know it." I take my empty coffee mug from the machine and walk to the door.

"I like that shirt, by the way. Looks good on you." His words stop me for a second, but then I keep marching back to my office, looking down at my shirt. Black with large white hibiscus flowers. It caught my eye in my closet this morning because it's so different from the white button-downs I normally wear under my suits. I fell in love with it right away.
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I spend the rest of the afternoon sitting in my office playing Gem Sprint, but it's just to keep my hands busy. What I'm really doing is listening through the wall to hear how Christian's meeting is going. I can only hear outlines of the conversation, but he sounds happy. Now and then, both men laugh.

Right at five, I stand up and slip my jacket on. Christian is still in the meeting. I think about sticking my head in just to say goodbye, but I don't want to intrude when it's going well. And after seeing the look on his face earlier, I'm afraid that he would feel sorry for me, and pull me into the meeting with him. Instead, I wave to his closed door as I walk by.

Natalie is waiting for me in the lobby. She's a "permassociate." With the firm since she graduated law school 12 years ago, she's never made partner. Every new attorney is warned to stay away from her, like her status as permanent associate could somehow rub off on us. I always blindly followed that advice until last week. I ran into her, literally, as I was getting off the elevator. We both laughed and started talking, and I realized she's not the pariah that I had always thought. We've been texting back and forth since then, and after the incident with Christian in the break room today, I needed to talk to someone who would understand. She offered to take me out for drinks.

"There you are. Cute top." She hugs me as soon as I'm near her, and even though I'm not the type of person who usually hugs—and I'm certainly not the type of person who wants to be seen hugging someone everyone else considers a failure—it feels good, and I hug her back. "The car I called is already out front."

Without waiting for me, she turns and bounces through the revolving door that leads out to State Street. She seems unusually happy, and I wonder if it's because of me. Surely she's not shunned by everyone at the firm or they would have found a reason to get rid of her a long time ago. I hurry behind her and catch up just as she's opening the backdoor of a black BMW. She must be doing alright if this is the car she orders for a trip of a couple blocks.

I've never been to the bar she picked for tonight. The Burgundy. The name makes me imagine a dark room filled with cigar smoke and old men drinking whiskey from antique snifters, but it's not that at all. There are light purple rope lights tacked along the ceiling all around the room. The mirror behind the bar is outlined in light blue neon, and I'm not sure if I've ever seen more bottles of alcohol lined up. There aren't many people here yet, but almost half the barstools are already taken and a couple more people trickle in behind us.

"Let's take that booth over there." Natalie points to the far wall, and I nod and follow her.

As soon as we're seated, a waiter takes our order and less than a minute later, we have our drinks. I have a vodka, rose water, and lemon martini. Natalie has a Last Word with green chartreuse and gin.

"So, what's gone so bad that you're forced to go out for drinks with me?" She laughs and then takes a sip.

I'm thankful my face is bathed in purple light so she can't see my blush. "I can't just want to know you better?"

"None of the up or out associates want to know me. To them, I have cooties, or whatever the adult version is. So talk. Or are you one of those guys who pretends to be stoic until he gets to his second drink?"

I chuckle. "It's silly, but it's just something my friend said. He's probably signing a new client even as we speak, and he told me I could sit in if I wanted."

"Ouch."

"Yeah. And the way he looked at me."

She nods. "Like he doesn't want anything to do with you?"

"No. He does. But he looked sympathetic, and that was like getting punched. I'm a better attorney than him. I know it. But things have been a struggle recently."

Natalie takes another sip and then leans back against the black leather of the booth. She watches me with her thin brows raised just a little, but doesn't say anything.

I slam back my drink. The lemon juice makes me wince. "What's it like for you?" I ask. "When you weren't offered a partnership, did it feel like an insult? Why did you stay after that?"

She grins. "Who said I wasn't offered?"

Now my eyebrows go up. Is she saying that she turned it down? That's unheard of.

"Not everything has to be about money. There's so much more to practicing law than most young attorneys realize."

"Yeah, there's also success." I flag down the waiter and order another drink. "But the way that's measured is by making partner."

"Is it? And even if I allow that to stand without objection, is that what you want? Will being named partner make you happy?"

I slide my empty glass toward the edge of the table and nod. "Of course."

I've never had a choice in what I wanted to be. For as long as I can remember, my father made clear exactly what he expected. He's a big shot attorney in a small town. I was only 10 when he ran his first election for county judge. He won in a landslide, and that night should have been one of the happiest nights he's ever had. But he still made sure to yell at me for fidgeting too much beside him on the stage during his acceptance speech.

"You sure about that?" Natalie asks. "Because I have to tell you, I have good friends who are partners in their firms, and I seem a hell of a lot happier than all of them. I don't get paid as well, but I still have a very nice downtown apartment. They're chained to their laptops and phones while I get to leave work to have drinks with a new friend." She holds up her glass, and I clink mine against it. "So tell me the truth. What would make you happy?"

I know I should insist that being named partner would do it, but my mind goes straight to Christian. I picture the way he rolls his eyes when I say something he disagrees with. The way he pumps his left fist faster than the heartbeat of a scared rabbit when he's thinking.

"Are you thinking about this friend?" She makes air quotes around the word friend, and I want to bury my face. I've tried to keep my crush hidden from everyone at work. I've even tried to hide it from Christian, but I know he's seen through me for a while. "What's stopping you from going for that? Life is too short to chase false dreams when your real ones are right here."

I try to laugh her off. "I didn't agree to come so you could practice psychology on me. Besides, there's no point chasing him. He's as straight as they come."

"So?"

This time my laugh is genuine. "So, that means he'll never be attracted to someone like me."

Her gaze goes down my body and back up. "Don't be so sure. He may see things that you don't. Yet."


CHAPTER FOUR



Christian slides the folder across the table to me. Not only did he sign the Rodriguez brothers, but Christian was also somehow able to convince a mid-tier influencer who is being sued for libel to hire us for his defense. "Read this and tell me what you think."

I skim through the papers until I get to the third page. Then I stop and have to read it twice. "I think this is more than enough to cast the plaintiff as unreliable, or worse." I take the cap off my pink highlighter and mark the two lines that should win the case for us.

"Even if the judge—"

"There's not a person on the bench who could see anything other than a liar after you hit them with this."

"Not just me. Us."

I shake my head. "I've thought about it a lot. I want you to take this solo. This is going to be the crown on your galette des rois."

"Some of us went to public school and have no clue what you're talking about." He laughs.

"I'm saying if you win this case, you've got one of the partner spots wrapped up. No doubt."

He sets his pen down. His nostrils move in and out slightly as he watches me, and I wish he would look anywhere else. I wish I could too. "But you need this way more than me. You need a big win to get their attention again. And to make them forget... well, this would do you good."

I appreciate the way he avoids mentioning my screwup with Elmrock, but we both know he's thinking of it. "You've never been able to win an argument with me, so why are you wasting our time now?" I sneer at him, and he throws his hands up as I take this folder to the stack by the window.

We're long past sunset, so everything outside is bathed in the amber lights of the city now. I look down and see a handful of people still walking down the street outside, then I look at the reflection of Christian. His eyes are on me, just like I wanted. I bend over at the waist, sticking my ass as far into the air as I can while I set the folder on top of a pile I made specifically for this moment. When I stand up, I see his eyes mirrored in the glass, still watching me. "Are you hungry?" I turn around. "We could take a break and eat if you'd like."

He swallows so hard that I can hear it across the room. "Something's changed, but what?"

"What do you mean?" I bite my lip.

His arms flex as he pushes himself out of the chair. "You. There's something very different, but I can't put my finger on it." He walks over to me, but stops just out of arm's length.

"You can if you want." I pant.

"I can what?"

"Put your finger on it. You can do even more than that if you want."

He stares at me so long I'm sure he's wondering just how to let me down easy. How to tell me that we're just friends. Or that we used to be before I blew it tonight. A slow cramp rolls through my stomach, and I'm sure I've ruined the only thing I could ever have with him.

"Mason." He struggles to get the name out.

"I hate that name," I mumble. Hearing it fills me with the memories of my father telling me how disappointed he was in me. Nothing was ever good enough. That 95% should have been 100%. The 2-hitter I pitched in the state championship game should have been a no-hitter.

Christian reaches for me in what has to be slow motion and strokes a finger down my forearm. My skin tingles under the silky layer of fabric separating us. "What should I call you?"

"It's fine. Forget I said anything." I turn away and look back out the window.

I expect him to walk away as I stare at the line of cars on the street below, so when I feel his arm wrap around my belly, I gasp. "We could get in trouble for this." His breath is hot on my ear. "Caught together in the conference room. It could end our chances of being named partner this year."

He's right. So many new attorneys fall into the trap. We spend so much of our time together, it's only natural for us to pair off. But it always complicates things. It brings drama when our goal should be to project the exact opposite. "It could." I wait for him to move his arm, but he doesn't. Not even when I put my hand on it. I close my eyes and blow out every bit of air from my lungs.

"But there's no one here other than the cleaners, so who would ever find out?" He grabs my hand and spins me to face him, and his lips are on mine before I can even open my eyes. His lips are warm and swollen, and I almost collapse from their touch. I've imagined this since I first saw him at the banquet welcoming us to the firm. We were both straight out of law school. I was already cynical, but I could see his idealism. I normally would have scoffed at it, but it drew me in. We shook hands, and the second my skin touched his, the rest of the world vanished for me. But it was nothing like this. This is a kiss that will forever leave me scarred. Its mark slashed across my soul forever. Every other kiss is doomed to be a nick that barely draws my attention.

When our lips part, I lean against the glass wall, and he puts his hands on the windows, trapping me between his arms. His sleeves are rolled up to his elbows, so I can see the arc of muscles on his forearms. "What is it about you tonight?" he asks. "What's so different?"

"Maybe you're just finally seeing me. The real me." I reach for his pants to unfasten them, but he takes my hands in his. I never realized how much stronger he is than me. I was a college athlete, but he pulls my hands up like he's lifting a paper from a desk.

"I want to see more of you. Show me."

"Do you mean..."

He nods, and I swallow. My hands shake so badly as I try to unbutton my blouse that Christian has to do it for me. He loosens the top two buttons, but then he fumbles on the third. After only a couple of seconds of trying, he lifts the top over my head. I hear a small rip as I raise my arms, but I don't care about the shirt. I just want it off.

I expect him to stop there, but he doesn't. When the shirt is lying in a heap beside me, he moves to my pants. He unfastens them, and I press them lower on my hips, shimmying to get free of them. "Oh," he sighs, and even before my pants are to the middle of my thighs, he slides his hands around to my rear. Cupping my ass through the green panties I'm wearing. Green because it's his favorite color, and I hoped for a moment like this.

"Do you like what you see?"

"Fuck me."

"I'll take that as a yes."

And I take it as an invitation. I drop to my knees. My hands are no longer shaking as I unfasten his pants, and he doesn't try to stop me this time. As soon as I yank down the zipper, I feel his heat on my hands. I pull his pants down and look up at him. His palms are resting on my shoulders, and his head is rolled back. His mouth open just enough that I can see his perfect white teeth. My grin widens in anticipation of what's to come.

I pull down his black briefs. My breath catches when I see his cock. Tight curly black hairs at its base. I tickle a finger through them, and Christian's body trembles. "God damn it, Mace."

Mace. I smile up at him. I lick my tongue along the underside of his cock to let him know that I like this new nickname and to lube him for what I have planned. He chokes off a grunt as I wrap my hand around him. He's so big that my fingers don't meet. I stroke them slowly down to his tip and then back. One more time. Then I take his head into my mouth. Now it's my body that shivers as I suck with everything I have. He moans, and I release him with a pop. I don't give him a chance to recover before I move back on to him, sliding my hand up and down his base while I work my mouth around his head. I twirl my tongue and then circle the tight hole of his urethra. Then I plunge down onto him, taking so much of him that he collides with the back of my throat. The force jars me, and I have to fight back a gag, but I don't pull away.

"You're such a naughty girl." I startle at his words, but he coils my hair around his fists and holds me tight to him. And I focus on him again, sure that it was just a slip of the tongue in the moment. And I slip my tongue along him. Licking him clean while I pump him. His cock bulges even more, and I move faster. So fast that I can't pull in enough air through my partially obstructed airway. My world starts to go black, but there's no way I'm going to stop. Not after I've waited so long for this moment.

I go deeper, and his head bashes into the back of my throat again. I moan as he grunts. When I squeeze my hand tighter around his base, he pulls my hair harder. Tiny white lights flash in my eyes now as I move my head up and down. Again and again. Sucking in breaths when I can, but I don't need oxygen now. I have everything here.

When I feel his hips flex, I know that he's close. The taste of salty pre-cum fills the back of my throat, and I growl. Christian says something, but I'm beyond the point where I can hear it. I suck even harder, like I'm trying to pull him into me. And I am. Then he releases. His cock quivers and explodes. The back of my mouth is filled with warm and salty liquid. So thick that it coats every surface even as I try to swallow it all down.

I work my lips around him to pull every last drop. Once I'm satisfied that I have it all, I rock backward and let my ass rest on my heels. His hands aren't in my hair now, but I can still feel the bunched hair and the tingle of my scalp. I stare at the floor between his feet as I struggle to regain my breath. Then he lifts my head so I'm looking up at him. His face is twisted, and a rush of panic flares through me. Is he having second thoughts? Is this the point where he thanks me for the blowjob and then tells me that we can never work together again because he's obviously straight and therefore not interested in ever having a gay boy suck him like this again?

"We should probably get cleaned up and back to work."

I nod and try to look down, but he lifts my chin again. He doesn't say anything. He just runs a finger down my cheek to my chin and then turns away. I hear him zip himself up. Then he walks out into the hallway as I pull up my pants and fumble with my blouse.

I just get the last button fastened when the door opens. I jump to my feet and cover my mouth with my hand, but then I see it's him. He holds a damp paper towel and a bottle of water toward me before setting them on the table. Then he sits down and pulls a file toward him. He flips it open and doesn't say a word.


CHAPTER FIVE



Natalie's door is open when I get to her office, so I walk in and hold up the two white bags. Chinese from the restaurant down the street. I swear they could just deliver to this firm and still make enough money to stay in business. "Crab Rangoon hot off the bicycle," I announce as I walk in.

"Oh thank God, I am starving—Wow." She looks up from her computer and examines me as I spread the food out across her desk. "You look different."

I freeze in the middle of setting a container in front of her. "What's wrong? 'You look different' is never good. Pit stains? Did I spill something on myself? Is my makeup a mess?"

"Kind of that last one, but not quite." I reach into my purse to pull out a mirror as she tries to wave me off. "No, I don't mean it's bad. The opposite. It looks really good on you. Just... why are you wearing makeup at all?"

I sit in the chair across from her. "It's Christian."

Natalie chuckles. "Of course it is. So what happened?"

I tell her about the conference room Thursday night and how he's acted normal since then, like nothing happened between us. Yesterday, I pulled a chair around to his side of the desk to look at the computer monitor over his shoulder. He didn't say a thing, not even when I let my leg rest against his.

"So this is what? An attempt to get him to notice you again?"

"Something like that." I bite off the end of an egg roll and watch the steam pour out of it. "I want some kind of reaction from him. Maybe his lack of reaction is all I need. I suppose that's him telling me that he's not interested."

Natalie opens the cardboard box with "CR" scrawled on the top and reaches in with a pair of chopsticks. I don't hesitate to eat with my fingers, but she almost never does. Not even a croissant in the morning. "I think you're simultaneously giving him too much credit and not enough."

I dip the egg roll in the orange duck sauce, trying to scoop up as much as I can. "Meaning?" The fried shell of the egg roll crunches as I bite into it, and my eyes roll back. This restaurant puts chili flakes in their duck sauce. The heat balances perfectly with its sweetness.

"Meaning you can't assume that his silence means nothing because you don't know. But you shouldn't assume it means something either, because it probably doesn't."

"Wow, how are you not partner with such crystal clear wisdom as that?"

She flips me off and chuckles. "I had the wisdom to turn them down when they offered. In turn, they had the wisdom to keep me around because they know how good I am."

I swallow the food in my mouth and set the last bite of egg roll on its wax paper. "Did you really turn them down?"

Natalie nods. "I really did. I went to law school to be an attorney, not to become a slave to a law firm. Not even one I had an ownership share of."

I sit back and just stare at her. I've heard the stories of associates who aren't named partners and then are forced out of their big law firms. Sometimes gently, sometimes with a shove. We all know those stories. They tell them to us from day one so we know what the stakes are. But I've never heard of anyone who said "no thank you" to an offer, let alone someone who said no and then stuck around. Natalie must be good if they didn't push her out after she embarrassed them by turning them down.

"I enjoy spending time with you," she says, "but it might be better if you have lunch with this man of yours instead of me."

"He's not my man."

"Yet. Put pressure on him. Make him tell you what he's thinking. Don't settle for silence."

She's right. Why am I letting him dictate the terms of our relationship? I won't let him pretend that nothing has changed between us when everything is obviously different. "Let me steal one of your crab rangoons first." I reach across the desk, watching her to make sure she doesn't stab me with her chopstick.
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"That was quick." Christian looks up from his computer as I walk into his office. He's typing with his left hand while he eats a sandwich with his right. A turkey club with cucumber and lettuce. The same sandwich he eats almost every day for lunch. "Did Natalie have something scheduled?"

"No. Get up."

"What? Why?" He sets the sandwich down on his desk and brushes his hand on the napkin.

I walk beside him and try to pull his chair away from the computer. I'm not sure it moves even an inch. "Come on, up. You don't need to work while you're eating. I'll finish whatever this is."

"It's a letter for a client that you don't really know anything about. It's easier for me to just do it than to explain. Besides, I'm doing fine."

I fight back my smile. I hoped it would be something like this. "Then you sit right here." I pat the top of his desk. "And dictate to me."

I shake the chair again, and he finally hops up to the desk. I swing the chair so I can get in, and I make sure that my leg is firmly against his. His eyes widen for just a second, but they go back to normal so quick that I would have missed it if I weren't watching.

"Now, tell me what you want to say." Instead of putting my hands over the keyboard to type, though, I rest the fingers of my right hand on the inside of his calf. He looks down at it and runs his finger over his lips. "Tell me." I glide up his pant leg. When I get to his knee, I circle around it once and then move further up. When I get halfway up his thigh, he swallows in a loud gulp, and I stop.

I press his legs apart to give me enough room to stand between them. "How about I start? Ever since we met, I've fantasized about you. And those fantasies were never as good as what happened Thursday night. I floated into my apartment that night and couldn't wait to get back to work the next day so I could see you. But then you acted like nothing happened. And you did the same thing over the weekend. Then yesterday and this morning too. Was it nothing to you? It was wonderful to me, but if you don't feel the same way, you need to tell me. I'll leave you alone. I'll say hi when we pass each other in the halls, but that will be it. You'll never have to worry about me."

"You liked that?" His voice is shaky and small. Like a student called on when he doesn't know the answer. And my heart sinks.

"I loved it, but it's fine that you didn't." It doesn't feel fine though. It feels like my insides are being ripped apart. "I'll respect that and never say a word about it. I prom—"

He leans forward and kisses me, and my eyes fly open from the sudden whiplash. I part my lips for him, and he slips his tongue inside with no hesitation. He slides it across my teeth and then probes further. He puts an arm around me to pull me closer, and my belly presses against his crotch. His erection digs into me, and it takes all my willpower to not grab it right here in the middle of his office. Oh shit! I try to pull back, but he grabs my lower lip between his teeth. I yelp as he bites down, but then he lets go.

I look past him, at the door that I left open. There's no one there. No one outside in the hall, but what if someone saw us? Anyone could have walked by.

"I haven't stopped thinking about you since Thursday night." His eyes are smoldering. "Every time I turn out the lights, I see you on your knees with your mouth…" He closes his mouth and blows out a long breath through his nose. "I've dreamt about you every night, Mace. About making you mine. My girl. But I know how much you want to make partner. That should be your priority. Not me."

I lean forward and kiss him again. Why should it matter if someone finds out about us? "Can't I have both?" I ask him when we finally have to pull away to breathe. He has a smear of pink lipstick on his bottom lip that I wipe away with my thumb.

Without looking, Christian's hand goes to mine, and our fingers lace together. "If we're going to do this, I want it to do it the right way. Miss Greaves," he puts on a heavy and very fake Southern drawl, "would you allow me the great privilege of escorting you for an evening of dinner and possibly drinks?"

Part of me screams to correct his misgendering of me, but I don't want to ruin the mood. So I use my own, even worse, Southern accent to answer him. "Mister Salazar, you are a true gentleman. I would be honored to accompany you. Simply name the time and place." I kiss his cheek—his stubble is rough against my swollen lips—and skip out of his office without another word.


CHAPTER SIX



Christian is standing outside the restaurant when I get out of the car. He doesn't see me at first, so it gives me a chance to check him out. He's wearing a black suit with a lilac button-down shirt, and I'm ready to invite him back to my apartment right now. Of course, I've been ready for that for a long time now, so maybe it's not the suit. But it certainly doesn't hurt.

He's adjusting the sleeve of his jacket when he finally looks in my direction. At first, he doesn't notice me. His eyes look like they're focused half a block past me, but then his jaw drops, and a grin takes over his face. "Mace, you're gorgeous." He stops a couple feet away so he can look at me.

I spin to give him the full effect. "Of course. Would you expect anything less?" I tease. I'm wearing tight white pants and a pink blouse with sheer sleeves. After work, I had just enough time to paint my nails the same color as my top. He takes my hand as I come out of my twirl, and it's like he just finished spinning me on the dance floor. A dizzy rush pulses through me.

"Of course not," He says, and he kisses me. Just a quick tap of his lips on mine, but it makes the dizziness worse. I have to grab his arm as we walk into the restaurant. Thankfully, it has the unintended consequence of allowing me to press my body against his.

The maitre d seats us right away at a quiet table overlooking the sidewalk. I almost can't bear the thought of letting go of Christian, but since some might consider it socially inappropriate for me to sit on his lap, I do. He holds my chair for me while I sit, and then he moves to the other side of the small square table.

"Have you been here before?" Christian asks.

For a moment, I think about lying and saying no. "Actually, yes. This is the restaurant I took my father to when he visited." I look behind me at the table in the center of the room where I sat with mom and my father. I hoped that taking him to one of the nicest restaurants in the city—and paying the bill for all of us—would impress him. I should have known better.

"Would you rather go somewhere else? It looks like that wasn't a pleasant memory."

"Thank you, but no. We can make a new memory here to replace the old one."

"Are you sure?" he asks. "Because the hot dog cart I passed on the way here smelled phenomenal."

I chuckle and unfold the napkin onto my lap.
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While the server is presenting the third course—snails and herbs plated to look like a race through a forest—Christian's leg rubs against mine. It sends an electric current through me, but he pulls away almost as soon as he touches me. He tries to wear a mask of innocence, but I know him too well by now. I see the way the corner of his mouth curls up.

During the sixth course—a two bite crab lasagna—his lip curls up again as he tells me that I have something on my face. I dab with my napkin and look at him. He shakes his head, and I do it again. This time he scoots closer to me and leans in with his large ivory-colored napkin unfurled and hanging from his hand. He holds it to my face, but doesn't press it there. Instead, he presses his other hand, the one hidden under the napkin, against my breast. I gasp. My back arches, and I look around to make sure that no one is watching us. Not the most discrete move I could have made, but no one sees me. "And to think I called you a gentleman the other day."

"This is torture to sit here and watch you and not be able to touch you. I couldn't take it anymore." He lets go of my breast and drops his hands, but he stays so close that I can feel his breaths. "How many courses is this meal?"

"Thirteen and two desserts."

He slumps with an overdramatic sigh. "I won't survive."

I slide my hand under the tablecloth and squeeze his thigh. "Be strong." I giggle.

"I'm going to make you weak as soon as we leave. I can't tell you all the things I want to do to you. All the ways that I want to explore that pussy of yours tonight."

His words send a warmth through my body that is pulled to my core. To my dick. Not a pussy. I freeze. In what has to be the worst timing ever, the server brings our next course. I'm unable to move, and Christian is so close he might as well be on top of me.

"For the lady and the gentleman." He sets soup bowls in front of us. It's a broth with four floating tortellinis. Each one is folded and looks exactly like a vagina. My mouth drops open, and I look at the server. He says something that I can't hear above the rush in my ears and then walks off.

I shake my head and look at Christian. He's still smiling, but it's melting away in slow motion. "No, no, no." Does he really think I have a vagina? How can he not know that I'm a man?

I stand up, and even though I can't hear any other noises from the restaurant, I clearly hear my napkin fall to the floor. Christian looks stunned. Worried. "I can't do this." I tell him, but I'm not sure if any sound comes out. He starts to stand, but I press down on his shoulder and shake my head. Then I turn away. I swear everyone watches me as I walk out of the restaurant. My ankles shake in my pink stiletto sandals. I look down and see my breasts heaving in and out, and I wonder at them. Why do I have breasts? I hurry out of the restaurant and onto the street outside.

There are well-dressed couples walking in both directions. I do my best to weave my way through them as I fish my phone from my purse and call a car. When I get to the corner, I stop and lean against the building. I turn around and look for Christian, expecting that he'll be right behind me, but he's not. Maybe I lost him in the crowd. Maybe he never followed me. I hope he never followed. I can't face him tonight. Maybe not ever. Certainly not until I figure out what's going on.


CHAPTER SEVEN



Monday morning, I text my assistant to tell him I'll be out of the office all day meeting with a potential client. I know better than to claim illness or even to tell the truth, that I'm too embarrassed to show my face at the office. Either of those would mean signing my own death warrant at the firm. When he texts his reply, a "good luck" with one too many exclamation points, I roll over and stare at the ceiling. The white noise machine hisses from my bedside table. It hasn't done a thing to help me sleep the last two nights.

I trace my hands up my body. Starting at my hips, I slide them under the loose t-shirt I'm wearing, up to my chest. To my breasts. I cup my hands around them. Lightly. Like they might burst if I press too hard. But even at this, my body reacts. My nipples harden and something inside my lower belly clenches. I pull my hands away and suck in a deep breath. How is this possible? I lift my shirt to my neck and trace a finger around the outside of a breast. A hundred tiny starbursts trail the tip of my finger in an outline of something I shouldn't have.

I cup my hands around them again. Rough this time. Pressing and kneading them. Pushing them inside me. But this is worse. My lungs only work in one direction. I gasp in more and more air, but I can't release it. My body arches back, raising, presenting itself for someone. Christian. I picture him as my hands work my flesh. I imagine these are his hands. That he's lying with me. But when I reach for him, the spell is broken. I let my arms fall to my sides and blow out all the breath I had been hoarding.

How could he act like this was normal Friday night? We've known each other for years. How could he have not noticed? It's not that he didn't notice, it's that he thought this was normal. Like I should have breasts. Like it would be okay for him to touch them. Like that would turn me on. And didn't it? Didn't heat fill my body? Didn't I wish he would never stop? Until he talked about my vagina. I slip my hand between my legs, like I've done a hundred times since then. Just to make sure my dick is still there. I flick a finger across its tip to remind me that it is.

My hand leaves my dick and goes right back to my breasts. What will the partners think? A group of stodgy men and women whose biggest concern is maximizing the firm's—and therefore their own—profits. What would they think if I suddenly showed up to work like this? My laugh echoes in the quiet room, but then it sticks in my throat. I have been to work like this. Friday. I remember Christian's gaze holding a little too long on my chest. I remember being simultaneously angry and turned on when it did. Why else would he have looked? Guys don't go around checking out other guy's chests. Well, at least not straight guys.

But no one said anything. Not when we all gathered in the morning for the breakfast. Not when I passed some of the partners in the hall. Not even after the weekly meeting. No one treated me differently. Brent even held the door open for me when we walked into the conference room, but he didn't say a word. Just smiled. When I sat next to Bella and Zoe, they both just started in with the latest gossip. Not a word from them either. I even hugged Bella to congratulate her on getting that PR company to switch to our firm. Wouldn't she have felt them?

"I should go see my father. He would notice," I say to the empty room. I snort as soon as I say it. If anyone would ever notice something different about me, it would be him. Another scab for him to scratch until it starts to bleed. He's never failed to notice when there was something wrong about me.

But is this wrong? I sit up and cup them in my hands. They're heavier than I expected breasts to be. Growing up as a gay boy didn't give me much experience with boobs. Why would anyone have said anything to me about them? They're breasts. They're my breasts. There's nothing wrong or unusual about that. I pull my shirt down, and for the first time since I got home Friday night, I leave my bed to do something other than go to the bathroom.
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By the time the elevator door slides open, my heart is beating so fast, I feel faint. The edges of my vision are just black blurs, and it takes all my strength and willpower to even step out. When I do, I hear the clack of my heel on the marble floor. I just focus on that. Then the next and the next. And it makes the process of walking easier. Just one step and then another. Moving forward. That's all this is. Nothing more than that.

"Hi, Miss Greaves." I jump at the voice coming from my right and wrap my coat tighter around me. There wasn't supposed to be anyone else here.

I turn to see who it is. One of the cleaners I've gotten to know. My heart settles down to its still too high pace. "Oh, hi Samantha." I smile as I give her a quick wave and then hurry away so she won't want to talk. I can't face anyone right now.

A sliver of light shines out of the conference room door when I get to it. It's open just enough for me to peek in. Just enough for me to see Christian sitting at the table with his back to me. I take a deep breath and resolve to push open the door as soon as I blow it out. But when it leaves my lungs, I still haven't raised my hand. Two more breaths pass, and then Christian reaches for the arms of his chair. I take a step back, afraid that he's going to stand and see me, but he just shifts his weight and goes right back to the papers in front of him.

I rest my palm against the door and stare for a moment at my red painted fingernails. A hint of the nail polish smell is still there when I inhale deeply. This time, I push the door open. The door and my life and my future all rotate on the hinges. There's a small squeak, but it's enough to make Christian turn around. He stands as soon as he sees me.

"Macey, what's going on?"

During the car ride here, I planned exactly what I was going to say to him. I would go for the gut and tell him right away that I love him. Then I would explain that I've changed. I'm not the same person that he has gotten to know over the last eight years. He just needs to give me a chance, and he'll see it. He'll see that he could love me. At least he'll see that it's possible, and doesn't he owe it to me and to himself to try? There's a reason we've been best friends all this time, but I think we can be so much more than that. Then I would walk up to him and kiss him before he had the chance to respond. An emotional opening and closing with appeals to his logic in between. I had it structured perfectly. But I'm standing in the doorway with my lower lip pinched between my teeth, worried that I'm making a mess of my lipstick, while I fail to utter even a single syllable.

"You haven't answered any of my texts or calls since Friday night. You gave Jason some bullshit excuse about chasing a client, even though I know you have nothing in the works right now. Were you hoping that I wouldn't be here tonight so you could do some work without having to see me?"

"No." The word is vulnerable and barely there. This isn't how this was supposed to happen. He's not supposed to be angry at me.

The vein on the side of his forehead pulses with each heartbeat. It's as fast as mine. But he doesn't say a word. He just glares.

"I knew you would be here." I walk inside the room, trying to not look as shaky as I feel, but I know it doesn't work. When he shakes his head like he doesn't believe me, I stop. "You start the trial tomorrow. Of course, you would be here going through all the files that you already know forward and backward."

"Maybe I don't know some things as well as I thought I did."

I swallow. Maybe I don't either. Maybe everything I thought I knew has been flipped. Except for the one thing that I've been holding on to all day. "I love you." I close my eyes as soon as I say it. I can't look at him. I can't see whatever emotion rolls across his face. Anger or hatred or just indifference.

When he doesn't say anything after a moment, I crack my eyes and see him still standing by the table—still too far away from me—and now, I'm angry. "Did you hear what I just said? I love you, Christian. I've known for years that I've had a crush on you, but this weekend has made me realize just how much bigger this is than a simple crush. That's why I came here tonight. To tell you that. And to show you this." I unfasten the belt on my red trench coat and shrug out of it. Christian's mouth falls open as the coat falls to the floor, and I'm glad I'm able to get some reaction from him other than hostility.

"What is this?"

I blow out a breath, not sure that confusion is that much better than anger. I'm wearing a lacy black bra with matching panties and black stockings held up by a red garter belt. With my coat on the floor, I have nothing else on except a pair of black stiletto pumps. "I assumed it would be obvious. It's my apology."

He leans back against the table and rubs his hand across his jaw. The muscles in his arm flex with the movement. "This is definitely an interesting apology."

"Interesting? That's all you have to say about it?" I sweep my coat up from the floor. My face is burning in anger and embarrassment. "Fuck you, Christian." I slip one arm into my coat, but he grabs my other one and spins me to face him before I can leave. His body presses against mine, and I go so weak that he has to slip his other arm around my back to hold me up.

"I'm sorry," he says. "I'm just confused."

He's confused? I realized this morning that my entire life is different, but he's the one who doesn't understand what's happening? "Isn't it enough to know I love you? And I don't expect you to say it, or even feel close to the same. Maybe you don't even know how you feel, but I just want—"

He stops me by pressing his mouth against mine, and I forget what I was trying to say. This is all I want. I don't need to say another word. Neither does he. I just need his arms around me. His tongue rubbing mine. My body—my breasts—pressed tight against him. He backs me against the table. The hard edge slams into my ass and jolts us both, and I take advantage of the moment and grind myself against him. He's already hard, and he groans at the extra friction.

"I know exactly how I feel. I just don't know why it took me so long to realize it." He slips his hands under my arms and lifts me onto the table. Then he grabs my thighs and forces them apart, stepping between my knees. "Are you sure you want this? Friday night it seemed like—"

I work as fast as I can to unfasten his pants. "Friday night I was a different person. I was scared, but now I know exactly what I want. And it starts with getting these pants off you."

He chuckles and undoes the button as I pull down the zipper. Then we both pull down his briefs. His cock is even more gorgeous this time. I wrap both hands around it, and I can feel his heartbeat pulsing through its veins. Or maybe it's my heartbeat in my hands. I don't know if there's a difference right now.

I lean forward. I want nothing more than to taste him and to take him inside me, but he puts his hands on my shoulders and stops me. I look up at him, begging him, but he shakes his head. He still holds one hand on my shoulder, but he runs the other one down my body. Over my breast, across my belly, between my legs where he glides it up and down across my panties. "You've never shown me all of you."

He hooks a finger in the waistband of my panties, and I try to shimmy away from his touch. I open my mouth to tell him, but I don't. He needs to see. He needs to understand exactly what he's getting when he has me. He has to see what I tucked away when I was getting dressed to come here tonight.

I lift myself off the table so he can slide my panties free. When I drop back down, the table is cold under my ass, and it sends a shudder through me. Just as it passes, he runs a finger along me, and I shudder again. "You're so wet for me."

I nod and moan, but then freeze. Wet? I was sure that he was going to comment on how hard I am for him. Not that. I slip my own hand between my legs and gasp.

"Impatient girl. I'm going to take care of you." He wraps his hand around my wrist and pulls it away. Then he scoots next to me, and I feel his cock press against me. "Such a pretty pussy. I can't wait to fuck it."

"Christian." I look up at him. He looks more like a tiger than a man. A hunter about to rip into its prey. But he stops when I call his name.

"I have a condom, don't worry."

I laugh. That was the last thing on my mind.

"Do you want me to stop? If I'm going too fast, just tell me."

I slide to the edge of the table, so I'm pressing against him. So my pussy is pressing against him. I rub my labia against the head of his cock. "This is perfect. We're perfect." I lay back on the table and hook my legs around him. I pull him in and make it clear that stopping is the last thing that I want.

He grins as he presses into me, and I inhale a sharp breath. Having a dick inside my ass never felt like this. He starts slowly, but I dig my legs into his back like I'm spurring a horse. It doesn't take him long to get the message, and soon he's pumping into me faster and so deep that I'm afraid I'm going to burst. But my pussy stretches like it was made just for him, and I take him all.

My head rolls to the side, and I try to hold my mouth closed so I don't make too much noise. But it isn't long before I'm moaning with each thrust. And when he starts grunting out his rhythm, it sends me to a different level. I'm shrieking now. For just a second, I think of Samantha cleaning the offices on the floor. I'm sure she hears us. I wouldn't be surprised if everyone in the building hears us. All 53 floors. But then Christian thrusts again. My back slides on the polished wood table, and I forget about anyone else.

When I pull him even tighter into me, a cramp forms in my left thigh, but then every muscle in my body tightens. My eyes roll back into my head, and my pussy trembles around him. I don't know how, but he pumps even harder now. His grunts are as loud as my screams. Then I feel him tense just before his cock spasms into me. After a few seconds, I feel the warmth of his cum. When he finally pulls out, I feel it dripping from me and onto the table below, and I think that I want to scoop it and put it back inside me. But I can't move. I can barely breathe.

Christian collapses into the chair at the head of the table. Sweat gleams on his forehead, and he sucks in deep breaths.

"Why did we wait eight years for that?" I ask.

"We were both too focused on becoming partners."

"Fuck being a partner." I smile. "I don't want it."

Even as tired and spent as he is, he manages to look shocked. "But it's what you've always wanted."

I shake my head. "No, that's what my father always wanted. This is what I've always wanted."


EPILOGUE


"Christian," Peter calls out across the room as he makes his way to where Christian and I are standing. "Welcome to the tribe."

I wince, but Christian's face is still as stone. The banquet room is decorated with African masks, headdresses and spears. In one corner, there's a life-sized lion. No one I've asked is sure if it's man-made or the spoils from a safari. In another corner there's an artificial tree with a family of stuffed, and almost certainly fake, monkeys hanging from the branches. Above it all, they're piping in the sound of bongos and an occasional clap of thunder. Even though Christian's family is originally from Colombia, it all still seems offensive to make this the theme of the partner's retreat on the year they welcome only their second person of color as a partner. But Christian has stayed silent about it.

"Thank you, sir. It's certainly an honor to be a part of it." Christian smiles. No, he beams. He hasn't slept for the last two nights, and for once I can't take the credit for that. This night is the validation for all his hard work. All the work that his parents did to get him to this point. Whether or not the theme is insensitive, this is something that he is rightfully proud of, and I'm happy to see how much he's enjoying it.

Peter slaps him on the shoulder and looks at me. "And we should thank this lovely lady for letting you out of her sights long enough to join us this weekend." It's my turn to not let any emotion show on my face. "I'm just sorry that you aren't joining us this year too, but we still have time to wrestle you away from Natalie. I love a challenge."

Even after my screwup on the Elmrock case, and even though Christian and I have made no secret of our relationship, we were both offered partnerships this year. There was a time when I would have jumped at the chance. It would finally be proof that I could be more successful than my father, and I would have loved to rub his face in it. But it would have been a hollow victory. He would have found some way to let me know I still wasn't good enough for him, and I would have had to push myself even further, never being enough for him. But that was a different lifetime ago. I don't need his approval or this partnership to make me content.

"I think my fiancee is quite happy in her new role." Christian answers for me.

He and I went out to celebrate the night that he was named a partner. During dessert, he set down his fork and told me that he wanted that day to be the happiest day of his life. Before I could ask what he meant and why it wasn't already, he dropped to a knee and pulled a black box from his pocket. We were both trembling so much as he slid the ring onto me that it's a wonder it didn't end up on the wrong finger. It's been two months, and I haven't taken the ring off since.

"I believe our newest partner is correct." I turn around and find Justine Williams standing behind me. Even though I no longer report to her, being this close to her still makes me nervous. "If I'm not mistaken, I believe Macey is exactly where she wants to be."

It feels like my golden yellow gown is sticking to me, and I wipe my forehead even though I know I'm not sweating. "I am. I'm very happy." Justine smiles at me, and it's like a breeze that carries all my anxiety away.

The week after the new partners were announced, Natalie called me into her office. She had been lobbying behind the scenes to start a new division at the firm that would handle cases for non-profit organizations. The very idea of associating with any group that didn't hold profit as the highest absolute ideal turned off a lot of the partners, but she was able to convince them that this would be good for our image and they agreed to do it. Her only request was that I be named her co-head counsel. I jumped at the opportunity.

Christian puts his arm around me and pulls me tight against him. "We're both exactly where we want to be."

I look up and kiss him, and from the corner of my eye, I think I see Justine smile as she turns and walks away.
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CHAPTER ONE



Even being in the same room with her is tough. She's at the far end of the table, wearing a blue and grey patterned dress that exposes just a bit of her cleavage. My eyes keep moving between that and her legs. The hem of her dress has ridden up to show most of her thigh. When she crosses them, I have to blow out a sigh.

"James?" Somewhere in the back of my head, I'm aware of Mr. Fischer saying something that sounds vaguely like my name, but it's not until Nathan elbows me that I realize he is talking to me.

"Sorry. Zoned out for a second. Can you repeat what you said, please?" I shoot Nathan a quick glare and rub my arm. It's throbbing, and I'm sure he purposely hit me harder than he had to. When he grins, I know it for sure. I make a note to pay him back later when he's not suspecting it.

Mr Fischer shakes his head like a disappointed dad about to launch into an I Expected Better From You speech. "The projections? You know, for the renovation project that this whole meeting is about. Are you willing to share those with the rest of us?"

My face goes red, and I look down at my laptop. The spreadsheet is already pulled up for me, and Nathan flashes me a quick thumbs up under the table. Maybe I won't pay him back quite as viciously as I planned. I stand up and look around the room. I make it halfway, until I get to Emily. She's looking up at me and twirling a pen in her hand. I watch her jewel purple fingernails as she spins it, but then I have to look away. "Um, yeah. So let me put these up on the screen so you can all see them."

I spend the next five minutes walking them through all the revenue and expense projections. I explain that after two years of losing money, it should become very profitable for us. Most of the people around the table nod their heads. Except Emily.

She raises a hand. "I just have a quick question. It looks like you're assuming 90% occupancy starting in month eighteen. What if the economy is still struggling and we don't get to that?"

I anticipated someone might ask about that, so I flip to a different table in my spreadsheet. "Even at 60%, which will be easy in this neighborhood, we start to turn a profit after four years. So even in the worst-case scenario, this still makes sense for us in the long run."

She nods her head, and I force myself to look around the table at the others in case there are more questions. There aren't, so I sit down and Mr. Fischer takes over the rest of the meeting.

It ends a few minutes later, and I go up to Emily while she's shoving her laptop back in its bag. "That was a good question. If you ever have any other concerns about the numbers, let me know. Maybe we can work them out together."

She smiles and says okay and then walks off with everyone else.

"Oh, that was such a brilliant question. Maybe we can work together sometime." Nathan sneaks up behind me to mock me.

I put my hand on my forehead. "Yeah, that was bad, wasn't it?"

He puts his arm around my shoulder and chuckles. "So bad, dude. If she weren't the smartest person in the room, maybe she wouldn't have been able to see through it. But we both know she is, so you just made a fool of yourself."

"Smartest and hottest. What is it about her? I'm infatuated with her. Like stalker-level infatuation. This isn't good."

He holds me back before we get to the door. There's no one else in the room with us now. "Ask her out again. What's the worst that could happen?"

"She gets so mad that she refuses to even work with me in the future. I've already asked her twice. Her answer is always the same."

"Not her type."

"Exactly," I say. "Asking her again is just disrespectful. I won't be one of those men."

Nathan looks around the room. "Have you ever thought of appealing to... the black arts?" he asks with a completely straight face.

I bust out laughing. "Dude, that was great. Perfect delivery. I needed that. Almost makes me forgive you for that unnecessary elbow." I slap him on the shoulder.

"I'm not joking. I know someone. Well, it's a friend of a friend type thing, but this old college buddy of mine swears this chick is the real deal."

I sniff back some snot from laughing so hard. "A witch? Yeah, right."

"Not a witch. She just does herbs and stuff. Scarlett and I got some." He looks around again, like someone might have walked into the room in the last ten seconds. "It's a drink that helps us... it puts us in the mood. Like really in the mood. Like rip each other's clothes off, full romance-novel style in the mood."

I hold up a hand. "Too much, dude. And since when do you read romance novels?"

His face goes red. "I don't. That often. I'm just saying it works. This lady works. I'll text you her info. I'll bet there's something she can do for you."

"Some way to magically make Emily attracted to me? Yeah right. I need to go. Gotta finish a report this afternoon. Lunch tomorrow?" I ask as I walk out the door, ducking to avoid the frame. Forehead injuries are just one of the perks of being so tall that everyone asks if I play basketball.

"Sure. I'm still gonna text you, though. Trust me on this one."

I wave a hand at him as I walk back to my office.


CHAPTER TWO



In my mind, a woman who claims to sell magical potions should have a dark shop with bundles of herbs and dried insects on old, worm-eaten wood shelves. Maybe there should be a black cat who is missing part of her tail, weaving between my feet as I walk through the cramped aisles. This shop is almost the opposite of that in every way. The walls and the floating shelves on them are almost a blinding white. Everything is in identical bottles with pastel, printed labels. There's a light wood table in the center with candles. The store smells like peppermint and vanilla.

"Can I help you find something? For today only, all of our essential oils are buy one, get one free." The blonde woman behind the counter looks like she should be a yoga instructor, but from the description Nathan gave me, this is the woman I need to see.

"My friend told me to come here. I, uh, I'm looking for something specific. Something custom made."

I look around the room, ready to run away if she gives the slightest hint that she doesn't know what I'm talking about, but she nods and hands me an iPad. "This is our list of custom creations. Scroll through and select the ones that you want. Prices are listed on the right." She's as chipper as a teenager working the counter at an ice cream shop. I'm almost surprised she doesn't offer me free samples, so I can see what each custom creation tastes like.

As I swipe through the list, a woman walks into the store. She's wearing leggings and a tank top, and her hair is pulled up into a high ponytail. I step away from the counter, and she walks right up and orders a bottle of sage oil and a bottle of yarrow oil. The woman behind the counter tells her of the sale. Then she gives the customer a look that is normally shared with a friend who is going through a rough spell. "Twice a day, and after a week, you'll be able to feel the negative energy flowing away." The customer returns the smile and nods.

Once she leaves, I take the tablet to the counter and hand it to the woman. She glances at it and then back up at me. "A love compound?"

I bite my lip and nod, embarrassed to be here and to admit what I want. It's been almost a month since Nathan told me about this shop, and even though I dismissed it at first, I couldn't stop thinking about it. Every time I saw Emily at work, the idea drove a little deeper into my mind until it was always there whenever I looked at her. She's my perfect woman. Smart, funny, and gorgeous. I don't want to brainwash her into falling in love. I just want her to give me a chance. Then if it still doesn't work out, I'll know I tried.

"Love is very complicated, you know." She's almost tsk-tsking me with her words. "It's not like the fairy tales. No one can ever be compelled to love someone else. Does this person already have feelings for you?"

"I just want her to have an open mind. That's all. Just to give me a shot. If things don't work out, I'll respect that and leave her alone. But I think we could be good together if she would just try."

She examines me and then reaches under the counter. "Put a drop of this under your nose."

She hands me a dark green glass bottle. The label says F.T.S., and when I unscrew the top, the smell reminds me of being in my grandma's garden when I was a little boy. I dab some on my finger and smear it under my nostrils.

"Is this woman a friend of yours?"

"Coworker."

"And if she still doesn't want to date you after this?"

"Like I said, I'll respect that. I feel something whenever I'm with her, and I know she could feel it too if she would just open herself to it. I truly think she could be the one." Why am I telling her this? I haven't even told Nathan all of this. He just thinks it's a bad crush.

The woman purses her lips and stands motionless for a couple of seconds. "Okay. Come back Tuesday at 6pm to pick it up. You'll need 3 of her hairs with the roots attached. You'll add those to the solution I'll give you and steep it for at least 24 hours. Then you'll each need to take 3 drops. You can add it to any hot or cold liquid. It's very important that you two are looking at each other when you take that first sip. Do you understand?"

I nod. The butterflies in my stomach are close to bursting through. I can't believe I'm doing this.

The woman's smile sweeps back across her face. "We take cash and credit card, but there is an extra 5% fee for all credit card purchases." She spins a screen around to me. It asks how much I want to tip. I select 25%, the highest option. I'm afraid if I do any less, she'll sabotage the potion.
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Getting Emily's hair turns out to be much easier than I expected. She keeps a pink cardigan at work year-round. One day, when I know she's at lunch, I walk into her office to set a report on her desk. While I'm in there, I run a lint roller across her cardigan and her office chair, stick it inside a plastic bag, and then shove that into my pocket. As I leave, I start to whistle, but I stop when I realize I'm giving movie villain vibes.

When I pick up the solution from the yoga witch, I drop three hairs into it and wait. As of this morning it's been steeping for 38 hours, so that means today is the day. I walk into the break room three different times, but each time there are other people there. Finally, on my fourth try, I'm alone. I hurry to the coffeepot and pour two cups. When I pull the stopper out of the bottle, my hand trembles so much that even the paper cup is too small of a target. I have to use my other hand to hold it steady, and even then I blow out a relieved sigh when I get three drops in each cup. As soon as it's done, I tuck the vial into my pocket and pull out the flavoring packets I made. I've heard Emily talk about how much she loves Mexican style hot chocolate, so last night I mixed sugar, cinnamon, nutmeg, cocoa powder, and a pinch of cayenne. It took a few tries to get the recipe right, but once I did, I thought it was delicious when I added it to coffee. I just have to hope she agrees. I say a quick prayer to anyone who will listen as I take the two cups and walk toward her office.

"Knock, knock." Emily's door is open, and she's typing something on her computer. When she hears me, she looks up and smiles. "Do you have a minute?" I ask.

"Of course." She spins to close whatever she is working on and then turns back. "What's going on?"

I know her words aren't accusatory, but they still startle me. "Nothing," I say, a little too defensively. "I mean, I just wanted your opinion on the Hamilton Park project."

"The one everyone says is cursed?" She flips her hand and then motions me to the chair beside her desk. "Luckily, I don't believe in demons or ghosts or magic. So I think these delays are just a nuisance. Not a foretelling of doom." She chuckles, and I laugh with her.

"Agreed. Hey, you don't happen to like Mexican hot chocolate, do you? I found this coffee creamer at some small shop, and it's delicious."

Her eyes go wide. "Love it! Never thought of having it with coffee though."

I hold out one of the cups for her. My hand shakes so much that a couple drops fall to the carpet, but if she notices, she doesn't say anything.

My heart rises to my throat as she lifts it to her mouth, but just before she takes a drink, she looks at a notification on her phone.

"Wait!" I almost yell. She flinches and looks at me. "I don't want to be rude. Cheers." I hold my cup out.

She taps hers against the lip of mine, and this time she looks at me as we both take our first drinks. "Mmm, this is so delicious!" She takes another sip and then sets the cup down. "What's the name of the store? I'm going to get some of this."

I pretend to think for a second and then shrug. "I can't remember. It's in Smithstown. I'll look it up when I get a chance and let you know." She nods rapidly and then takes another drink. I lean forward and see that half of her coffee is already gone. I gulp the rest of mine and grin. "Hey, I'll let you get back to work. I just wanted to pop in and get your thoughts."

She looks up at me puzzled and then shakes away whatever thought she has. "Anytime. And let me know when you get the name of the shop."

"Sure thing."

As soon as I get into the hallway, I blow out a long breath. My heart is beating so fast and so loud that I wonder if she can hear it even out here. I hurry away just in case. There's no way this will work, I tell myself. No point in getting my hopes up.

But what if it does?

I close my office door and fall into my chair. Every one of my muscles goes limp. Now I just have to wait.


CHAPTER THREE



When I get to the ballpark, Nathan is standing just outside the entrance. He's dressed in green and blue from head to toe. "Hate to break it to you, but that witch of yours is a joke," I say before he has a chance to comment on how late I am.

We flash our ticket codes to the woman working the gate and walk in. "I told you, she's not a witch. I think she calls herself a spiritualist."

"Well, whatever she calls herself, I call her a joke."

Nathan shakes his head and keeps walking. There are still a lot of fans walking through the concourse. Almost all of them wearing at least some green or blue. He expertly weaves through them while I trail behind. First just a step, but then so much that I have to look around people to see him.

"Slow down," I call out when we get to a clearance. "I have to almost jog to keep up with you."

He turns to face me and points to his watch. "First, it's not my fault that you're late. Second, it's also not my fault that you're short and can't keep up."

I flip him off. "It's not my fault either. That's on my mom. She's even shorter than me. I will take the blame for being late, though, but it's not going to hurt to miss another batter at this point." I had everything planned this morning. It takes me exactly 26 minutes to get ready, and the stadium is 47 minutes from my house. I even allowed an extra 30 minutes for game traffic and to search for a spot in the parking garage. But getting ready took a lot longer than usual for some reason. Then, I couldn't decide what to wear. I kept changing between a green Smithstown Squirrels t-shirt and a blue one. When I finally settled on the green, I wasn't sure if it looked better with a hat or without. By the time I left, I was wearing a blue tank top under an unbuttoned number 18 Squirrels jersey that hung halfway down my thighs.

"I'm not worried about missing a batter." Nathan starts walking again once I catch up. His steps are shorter and slower this time. "I'm starving and have been looking forward to this sausage all week."

"You think about sausage way too much for someone who pretends to be straight." I slap his shoulder, and it's his turn to flip me off.

"I'm a happily married man. I'm allowed to think about sausage as much as I want. Especially this one."

The ballpark is famous for its Silly Squirrel. A foot-long sausage topped with chocolate sauce, crumbled cereal, and nuts. It started when one way-too-drunk fan asked a vendor to put chocolate on his sausage. The person beside him filmed it all and put it online. Then other fans started asking for it as a joke. So many that the stadium decided to make it official. They have to be shocked that it's become so popular.

Thankfully, there are only two people in front of us at the concession stand. "See, being late has its perks." Nathan just rolls his eyes when I point this out to him.

When we get to the window, Nathan does a little waggle that I hope only I can see and then, more proudly than any adult should, declares he would love a Silly Squirrel, please. I turn away, hoping that the concession worker won't think that I'm associated with Nathan.

"And for you, Miss?"

I don't think anything of it until I hear Nathan's laugh. Then I turn around and see the concession worker staring straight at me. "Miss?"

The blood drains from my face and my jaw drops open. There's no way she's talking to me, right? Or maybe she has a speech disorder that keeps her from pronouncing the sound "ter," and she's really calling me a mister.

Nathan stops laughing just long enough to say, "she would probably order a salad if you had any." He nudges me as he calls me a she. As if there's any way I could have missed hearing that. "So what is it you want, lady?"

To punch him. That's what I want. The concession worker looks puzzled as her eyes move between us. And above all, I just want to get out of here with at least a little dignity. "Popcorn," I try to say, but the words are so dry they stick in my throat. I try again, but nothing comes out.

"She gets this problem with her throat sometimes." Nathan gives a sympathetic look to the worker, like she's the one who's being insulted. "A popcorn for her, please. And a diet soda too." He pulls out his wallet to pay, and I slink away from the counter, wishing there was a crowd I could melt into. I settle for hiding on the other side of a support column.

A couple of minutes later, he nudges my shoulder with his elbow. "Here, take your stuff. I only have two hands."

"Some gentleman you are." I try to play it off like being misgendered didn't bother me, but we both know better.

"It's just the hair, you know. The way you're wearing it with that hat, it looks... Plus your height. That's all. And she's probably tired and not even really paying attention to customers at this point."

"Yeah. Probably." I take my popcorn and drink and walk toward our seats.

It's the top of the third when we finally settle in. There's no score, so the only things we've missed were a bunch of outs. That streak goes on for the next four innings, and by now there's a murmur in the crowd every time the Squirrels take the field. The pitcher walked the lead-off batter in the fifth, so his chance at a perfect game is gone. But he hasn't given up a hit yet. Every time a batter swings and misses at a pitch, we cheer a bit louder. As he strikes out the last batter of the seventh, we all stand, and I look at Nathan. "Do you think he might—"

He puts his finger over my mouth. "Shh! Don't say it."

"It's the players that can't say it. We're not going to jinx anything."

Nathan pinches his mouth shut tight and shakes his head. The man sitting behind us, who has made up increasingly nonsensical insults for the other team as the game has gone on, leans forward. "Your boyfriend is right about this. You never talk about a... you know what."

I spin around, flabbergasted. "He's not my boyfriend." I point indignantly at Nathan. For a split second, I feel bad about it. Nathan hasn't done anything to me. But then he high fives the guy and thanks him for agreeing with him, and I'm just sorry I didn't do anything worse than point an angry finger. I face the field and drop into my seat.

"You know what we can talk about?" Nathan slings his arm around my shoulder when he sits down. I think about pushing it off, but I'm afraid it will make the man behind us think that I'm just a pouting girlfriend. "Emily."

My stomach tightens. Maybe I shouldn't have had that hot dog. "What about her? There's nothing to talk about."

"Well, you say that little potion isn't working—"

"Because it's clearly not!"

"—but I see the two of you talking to each other quite a bit."

I stare at him, trying to make him see what an idiot he's being. "Yeah, and? We're work friends, so we talk. I don't know if you know this or not, but I kinda want to be more than that with her."

"I'm just saying I don't remember you two being this close before the drink."

"Well, you weren't paying attention then, because we've always talked like we do. I'm telling you, this potion hasn't done a thing. If I wouldn't feel like a fool, I'd go back and ask for a refund."

Just then, the people around us start to scream and cheer. I look around and wonder if some celebrity snuck into our section, but then the man behind us puts his hand on my shoulder. "Come on! Do it!" I look at him, and he's got an enormous grin and is pointing at the centerfield scoreboard. Nathan and I are in the center of it with a pulsating pink heart around us.

"Oh for the love of God." I toss my hands up. It takes Nathan a second to realize what's going on—we're on the stadium kiss cam—but once he does, he starts laughing so hard that I worry he might not be able to breathe.

He points to his cheek, and at first I think he means he's laughing so hard he's in tears. But then I realize he's telling me to kiss him on the cheek. By now, even the stadium's announcer is in on it and chanting for us to kiss. I close my eyes and give him the quickest peck possible. The crowd around us stands and cheers. The camera moves on to other people, and I can't decide if I want to hide forever in a utility closet or go to the bathroom to wash my mouth.
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"So you actually kissed him?" Emily covers her mouth. Her eyes are wide, and I decide for the 300th time today that she is the most beautiful person in the world. "I mean, Nathan is cute, if that's what you're into." She shrugs a single shoulder.

"He is absolutely not what I'm into. He's been my best friend forever, so I know what he's really like. And no thanks." Ever since the game last night, I've been looking forward to telling Emily all about this.

She tilts her head, and her blonde hair falls over her shoulder. "So what are you into?"

I look around her office, trying to find the truck that just ran over me. "I, uh..." She has an entire wall full of pictures of her with family and friends. I scan through each one, trying to find something innocent that I can pretend to like. Something like skiing, or chess, or raising orphaned goats. Something I can say before my mouth utters, "I'm into you."

The wall of photos is a bust, so I search for something else. There's a potted plant in the window. Could I claim to be into gardening? What if she asks what my favorite plant is? That won't work. Shit! "Oh, those earrings are pretty!" My face is even redder now. The best I can come up with is an obvious change of subject?

"Thanks! I love them too. So sparkly."

I blow out a breath as I lean closer to look at them. I can't believe it actually worked. "They really are." She shakes her head a little, and a rainbow sparkles in the earrings. "That makes me wish my ears were pierced."

She gasps and reaches to brush my hair back. "Oh my God, they aren't! How have you gone this long without getting them pierced? Come on. It's almost time for lunch." She pulls me up out of the chair and leads me out to her car in the parking lot.

"You can't be serious," I protest as I sit in the passenger seat, but I think I would do almost anything to spend time with her. Even this.

"So serious." She backs out the spot and drives us to the mall. I try not to make it obvious, but I study her the whole time. Each time we come toward a red light, her jaw tenses for just a moment, but when we stop, she relaxes back into her seat and lets her hands slip a little lower on the steering wheel. After she looks over her shoulder to change lanes, she flicks her head to settle her hair back into place. When the radio plays a song she recognizes, she drums her fingers silently against the steering wheel and moves her mouth to the words.

When we're parked, she turns to me, and I pretend that I haven't been watching her the entire time. "You ready to do this?" When I nod, she rubs her hands together like we're about to unleash our sinister plot on an unsuspecting town and pushes open her door.

At the entrance, she takes my hand in hers. We both look down at our intertwined fingers, but neither of us says a word as she guides me inside and into a store filled with a rainbow of cheap plastic jewelry. "This is where I got my ears pierced when I was a little girl." We go up to the counter, my hand still in hers. The teen girl standing there looks up from her phone and raises an eyebrow. "My friend is here for the ear piercing."

The girl's face lights up, and I wonder if maybe she only took this job so she could inflict pain on people. "You can use any of the studs in this case here." She points to the left side of the display. "Is this your first set of holes?"

I nod, and I swear she wants to cackle. "Can I just get simple ones, like those?" I point to a plain silver ball that's just barely bigger than its post.

"No," Emily and the girl say at the same time. "You need something nicer than that," Emily continues.

"Something pretty like this one?" The girl shows us a set of pink gemstones, but I shake my head right away. Too girly.

"How about the fake diamonds, then?" Emily asks. She and the girl both look at me like this is an obvious choice, so I agree.

The girl walks me to a chair next to the counter. "Do you want Mr. Fluffins?" she asks.

"Yes!" Emily shouts. "I love Mr. Fluffins!"

The girl takes out a stuffed rabbit that looks older than all of us put together. I hold it while she loads the gun, and then when she squeezes the trigger on my first ear, I understand why they give people a stuffed animal for this. I hold it tight as she shoots the stud in my other earlobe. The flash of pain quickly fades to a throbbing that mirrors my heart beats.

"All set." The girl tells me as I pay. "Be sure to use the aftercare and keep those clean."

Emily takes my hand again, and my earlobes throb even harder. "My mom took me for ice cream after I got my ears pierced. It's only fair that I take you too."

The food court is mostly empty, but there's still a line at the ice cream shop. That gives us time to look over the list of flavors. Emily knows right away that she wants the black forest sundae, but I can't decide between that and the raspberry lemon sorbet. I finally settle on the sorbet, but as we sit at our table, I see her sundae and regret not getting it.

"Do you want to trade?"

I shake my head and look down at my dessert. "Mine is pretty, at least." The pink and yellow is swirled into a pinwheel. I almost feel bad about digging a spoon through, but I do it anyway. "Mmm, this is actually good."

"Here." She twists her spoon through her sundae, getting ice cream, chocolate sauce, and whipped cream. "At least try mine." She holds the spoon across the table.

I watch her for a couple of seconds. I'm not sure if I'm supposed to take the spoon from her or if she's holding it out so I can take a bite. I finally decide that she's holding it for me, so I pull my hair back and lean forward. My heart is racing as I wrap my lips around the spoon. She drags it against my lips as soon as I close down on it, and the chocolate and cream explode in my mouth.

"Oh my God, Emily, this is incredible. You're right. We should trade." I pretend to swap her cup for mine.

"Hey!" She slaps my arm and then laughs.

"Do you want to try mine?"

She nods, so I hold my spoon out for her. My hand is shaking as she puts her lips around it. "Yeah, mine is way better," she says and sticks her tongue out at me. "But that's good."

I sigh dramatically. "Settling for Good Enough should be the name of my autobiography."

"Better that than the title of your sex tape." We both explode into laughter that echoes around the mostly empty space.

Emily takes a bite of her ice cream and then looks up at me. "So, this might be too forward..." She looks down, and her cheeks are light pink. And I decide that this really has to be her at her most beautiful. "But are you into girls?" Her eyes shoot up to mine for just a flash before she looks back at the table. "Because I'm really attracted to you, and would love to go on a date."

My heart stops. "Emily." I should look around for a defibrillator. Someone who knows CPR. I should call 911. But I'm frozen.

"Sorry." She buries her head in her hands. "Sorry, sorry, so sorry. Please, can we forget that I said anything? I just made things super awkward, didn't I?"

"Yes... I mean, yes, I'm into girls. And yes to the date. I would love to do that."

Her grin is so broad it makes my jaw hurt in empathy, and she reaches for my hand across the table. "You would? That's amazing! Oh my God, I was so nervous. Maybe this weekend? Saturday?"

"Saturday would be great." I squeeze her hand, and she squeals. Or I do. I think we both do. And it takes everything I have to not run around the mall shouting that I'm going on a date with Emily Reed.


CHAPTER FOUR



The outside of the building takes my breath away, and I'm sure that was the architect's intent. Stone walls dotted with carvings and stained glass windows soar above my head. I recognize some of the stories from my childhood Sunday school classes, but the others are a mystery of angels and men frozen in their tales for eternity. The spire towers up what seems like 200 feet. At the top, I can see at least four bells. They're not ringing now, but I imagine they fill the entire block with sound when they toll.

"This is your church?" I ask Emily as she gets out of her car.

"Well, technically, I suppose it's God's, but it's the one I come to sometimes. You look nice." She takes my hand and gives me a quick kiss on my cheek and goosebumps ripple through me.

I'm just wearing a pair of skinny jeans and a light blue t-shirt that I picked because it's almost the same color as her eyes, but it still feels good to hear her compliment me. "Thanks. It's the earrings."

"Best decision you ever made, right?"

Since it's the decision that led to the mall and then spoon-feeding each other ice cream before she asked me out, yes. It is the best decision I ever made.

She rubs her finger over the back of my hand and we walk toward the side door of the church. Even this door is ornate. Made of dark wood that looks over a hundred years old. Carved into each corner of the jamb, there's a gargoyle.

After all of the grandeur outside, the inside is disappointing. The door opens to a hallway that is the same dark color as the door, but there's no art here. Just a row of fluorescent bulbs lining the path. We walk to the right, and as we get closer, I can smell the food. Onions at first. Then fresh baked bread. My stomach growls. "That smells incredible."

"We don't play around here. The best food in the world comes from groups of church ladies like this."

I remember again to my childhood, and I have to agree.

The kitchen is worthy of the building. It's enormous. Huge pots top a gas stove that would make professional chefs jealous. "You do this every Saturday?" I ask.

"Oh no. I'm not that angelic. But I volunteer a few times a year, when I have time. Or when I have someone I want to impress." She winks. "But the church does this every week. A free hot meal for anyone who needs it. No questions asked. Oh, there's Maria. She's the one in charge of all this. Let's go check in.

Emily waves to a woman who is even smaller than me. I'm not sure the industrial-sized pots are much shorter than her. Her straight black hair is tied back in a bun and wrapped in a hairnet. She smiles when she sees Emily. They clearly know each other.

"Maria, this is James. My friend from work."

My stomach drops when she introduces me as her friend. Is that still how she thinks of me? I force myself to smile anyway. "Good to meet you. This is really impressive." I wave a hand at the surrounding kitchen.

"Wonderful to meet you, Jade. I've been telling Emily for years that she needs to get a friend and bring them here." She pauses slightly before the word "friend," but my mind is still stuck on her misspeaking my name. She doesn't seem to have an accent, but it has to be that. Or a simple misunderstanding because of the noise. "You two go over there and see James. He needs help with serving." She pronounce his name perfectly. So much for thinking it's just her accent.

This other James is an older man. Tall and stocky. He has the build of someone who has worked manual jobs his whole life, and his voice is rough like stucco. We tell him that Maria has sent us to help him.

"Perfect. I never turn down the help of two pretty ladies." My cheeks flare, but I don't get a chance to correct him before he puts us to work. "Those chafing dishes over there still need a quick clean to get any dust off. That stack of trays too. Grab some aprons from by the sink and have at it. Only a couple minutes before the doors open, so we need to hustle, girls."

We each take an apron from the hooks. "James is like that with everyone, but he's harmless so don't worry about him," Emily tells me as she wipes the dishes and hands them to me to rinse and dry. "He's ex-military and from a different time."

I shrug. He is older, so maybe he just sees a short person with long hair and assumes they must be a woman. I'm not going to let it bother me, though. I'm here to spend time with Emily, not to worry about what some old man called me.

At exactly 4pm, James walks to the set of double doors and pulls them open. Emily and I are standing behind a counter. Our aprons are on and the serving spoons are in our hands. She's stationed at the mashed potatoes, and I'm manning the gravy. It's the first time I get a sense of the crowd waiting. People stream through the doors, and the line snakes through a hallway for as far as I can see. And what seemed like way too much food a minute ago, now doesn't seem like it could possibly be enough.

After almost two hours of ladling gravy, my arms are so sore I can barely lift them. But finally the last person comes through. When I pour the brown gravy on his mashed potatoes, he smiles at me and says "thank you, ma'am." The first time one of the diners called me that, it was like a record scratch, and I felt an anger well up inside me. But by now it's happened so many times that I barely even notice it.

And it's the same with my name. Twice, Maria called out for James, and I turned around. The first time, she waved me off and said, "James, not Jade." I pretended that cleared things up. The second time, she laughed and told me that I'm too young to need a hearing aid. After that, I started ignoring every call I heard for James.

As we run the last of the dishes through the dishwasher, I want to collapse. I never knew that working in a soup kitchen could be this exhausting. I hunch over the counter and let my tongue loll out so Emily can see how beat I am. She just laughs. Then I bolt upright as I feel a hand on my back. It's James.

"You girls did good today. Are we gonna see you back next week? I'm always trying to get Emily to come around more. She never fails to brighten my day." I want to tell him off, but Emily shoots me a quick look that tells me she's not happy either, but it's not worth saying anything. So I just roll my eyes before I turn around to face him.

"We might," Emily says. "Jade has to check her calendar, though. She's a lot busier than I am. Speaking of that, we really need to go." She wriggles away from his touch, and I take that as my cue to do the same.

James chuckles. "You girls go on, we got it from here. It was good to meet you, Jade."

I sigh. "Yeah, you too, James." I over pronounce the M and the S even though I know it will sail right over his head.

"Come on, we're going to be late." Emily looks at her watch and then takes my hand to pull me out of the kitchen.

When we get outside, she stops, and we both blow out exhausted breaths. "I hope whatever else you have planned doesn't involve my arms, because it might be a few days before I can use them again."

She giggles. "No. What I have planned doesn't require your arms at all." She pulls me to her car.
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Emily's house is just a few minutes away from the church, but it feels like it takes forever to get there. When we finally pull into the driveway of a cute craftsman-style two-story home, I'm sure that my heart is going to give out from exhaustion. The poor thing has been beating faster than a train at full speed since we left the church parking lot. But somehow it goes even faster when Emily opens her garage, and we pull inside.

My first impression of the inside of her house is that she has a kitchen. That's as far as I get before she kisses me, and when she does, I can't see or think about anything other than her. I can barely even do that. She bunches my hair in her fist and pulls it tight while holding me against her. I know I'll have to breathe at some point, but I really don't want to. And suffocation by a kiss from the girl I've had a crush on for years doesn't sound like a terrible way to die. "Do you want..."

"Yes," I answer without a thought to what the question might be. Yes, is always going to be the answer to her.

"Me too." She moves her hands to my front. To my chest, and at first I wonder what she's doing. She massages my flesh like she's trying to coax the tightness from a sore shoulder, but then one of her fingers rubs against my nipple. Then she rubs against the other one. And there are a hundred white spots dancing in my eyes while I stumble backward, saved from falling by the back of her sofa.

I try to tell her how wonderful this is. How every tiny movement of her fingers against my nipples is amplified and reverberates through my entire body. How I never knew they could be this sensitive. But the only thing that comes out of my mouth is an "oh" followed by a slow moan.

"I know, I know," she says, and that's when it hits me that she doesn't really know because I'm not doing anything other than standing here. And I'm not even doing well at that. So even though she promised I wouldn't need to use my arms, I raise them and find her breasts. I knead them, and when I accidentally slide across her nipple, she falls against me. We both giggle without breathing.

After doing this for a couple of minutes, I slide my hands under her shirt—the skin of her belly feels like hot coals—and raise it above her head. When she slips her arms out of it, she reaches behind her to unfasten her bra, and I take it from her. I pull it down her arms and let it drop to the floor while I look at her breasts. The most gorgeous breasts I've ever seen. I could stare at them all evening if there weren't other things I would much rather do to them. "May I?" I twirl a finger around one of her nipples, and I watch as it grows even harder, straining to get to me.

She nods her head, so I lower myself. First, I just kiss her nipple, but then I rub my tongue over it. Slow so she can feel every tiny bump. She moans and puts both of her hands on the back of my head to keep me in place. Like I would go anywhere. I wrap my lips around her nipple and suck. I'm gentle at first, but then I suck harder. I try to pull it into me. And she grinds her core against my thigh. Even through my jeans, through her pants and panties, I can feel her heat, and my dick swells.

"Do you like this?" I ask. She groans and rubs herself against me more violently. She presses so hard that my leg shakes, and I release my suction on her nipple only to suck it again right away, milking it. Her head rolls back, and she roars out a low scream. Just the sound of it makes my body spasm. I feel the wet spot growing across the front of my underwear, and I stop sucking so I can pull air into my burning lungs.

"My turn." She lifts my shirt, and I throw my arms up, forgetting all about the beating ache that was there before we came inside. She doesn't make me wait. She covers me with her mouth and starts pulling in, and I growl. My spent dick comes right back to life and throbs like it hasn't had an erection in months.

"Emily, I've never—"

"Mmm, you taste so amazing." She scrapes her teeth across my nipple, and my vision goes black. "So amazing. Did you get teased a lot at school?" She swirls her tongue around and around my nipple, and my head rolls in sync with it.

"Teased?"

"Mmm-hmm." She bites down. It's just firm enough to send a lightning bolt of pain through me, but right behind it is a crack of pleasure that focuses on my nipples and my dick. And if she doesn't stop this soon, I'm going to make an even bigger mess in my underwear. "Because you're flat." She moves to my other nipple and bites on it, and now I have to hold on to the sofa because just leaning against it isn't enough. "Kids can be so mean."

"What do you... what do you mean?"

"I developed... God, I want to taste you forever... I developed early. So the girls and the boys both made fun of me." I open my eyes and look down at her breasts. Everything is blurry, but I can still tell that they are the most beautiful breasts that have ever existed. How could someone have ever made fun of her for having them? They're wonderful.

When my cock spasms again, I put my hands on her cheeks to force her head back. I can't take anymore without causing brain damage. But instead of giving up, she runs her hands along the side of my body and then to the front of my jeans and between my legs.

"I bet you're so wet for me." After two orgasms, my underwear has to be soaked, so I moan in agreement. "Such a naughty girl. I want to feel."

She slips her hand under the waistband of my jeans and briefs before I can object to being called a girl. And I don't want to say a thing to stop her now anyway. I just want to feel her hands on my dick.

"Oh... Oh!" She pulls away and takes a step back, and I roll my head forward so I can look at her. Her mouth is formed into an adorable O, and I can't help but imagine it wrapped around me. "I would have never guessed. Not that it matters, just... wow."

I raise an eyebrow and wait for her to go on, but she doesn't. "What would you not have guessed?"

"That you're trans. That you have a—I don't know what your term for it is. You have boy parts down there."

Trans? Boy parts? I slide a hand down the front of my jeans and feel my familiar bulge. "Is my dick a problem?"

She shakes her head, but I can see a difference in her. And after a second, she nods. "I just don't like… those things. But that doesn't mean we can't have fun in other ways. Okay?"

What did she think I would have between my legs? In my years of fantasizing about this moment, I never once imagined that she would be shocked by the fact that I had a dick. Surprised by how big it was or how well I used it, maybe. But never this. What would a relationship even be like if we just pretended that it didn't exist? My body tingles and my mind fills with the memories of her playing with my nipples, and how I came twice just from that. "That's fine." If it feels like that every time, I don't care if we never use my dick.

"Good." she kisses me. "Let me show you to the shower so you can get cleaned up. You probably don't like that mess down there. Then maybe we can just watch TV together for a while?"

I nod. My body will be grateful for the time to recover.


CHAPTER FIVE



It's been two days since my date with Emily, but I still feel like I'm living in a dream. Like I could touch a wall only to have my hand pass through it. Maybe I could fly. Or like I could wake up. But I've talked to Emily once on the phone since then and seen her this morning at work, and the illusion still hasn't shattered. So there's a tiny part of me that is starting to think it might not be an illusion. And each time she smiles and her eyes sparkle because she sees me, it makes that part of me grow.

Even now, on the way to Mr. Fischer's office, I peek my head through her door just to see her. She's scrolling through her computer and her back is toward me, so it gives me a chance to watch her. Her blonde hair is pulled up into a bun today, but there are three loose tendrils that have snaked free and hang loose. Seeing her neck gives me goosebumps all over again. I remember lying in bed with her all Saturday evening. I think I kissed every part of her body, but her neck is my favorite. The tender skin in her crook that is just a little warmer than the skin around it and that holds her scent just a little more than the rest of her. Imagining it now makes me inhale, and that's when she notices me.

"What are you doing?" She giggles, and I'm sure it's the most wonderful sound I've heard.

"Just wanted to say hi."

"We said hi ten minutes ago."

I shrug. "That was different. That was in my office. This time I wanted to say hi in yours."

She rolls her eyes and walks over to me. I'm not sure if her hips sway a little more than usual or if I'm imagining it. But I do know that she sticks her head into the hallway, looks both directions, and then kisses me when she sees no one is watching. "I missed you too."

I try not to let my smile take over my face, but I can't help it. "Maybe we can say hi to each other again at lunch?" She agrees, and I try to move away from her office. It's simple in theory. I just need to move my legs. Something I've done every day of my life, but neither one of them wants to budge now. It seems like it takes hours to wrest them free, but I finally do and finish my walk to Mr. Fischer's office.

I knock on the open door and take a step inside. "You wanted to see me?"

"Yes, take a seat, Jade. I just had a couple of quick questions about the Andersonville tax abatement. I figured it would be easier to go over it in person."

My head starts spinning as soon as he calls me Jade, and it doesn't stop when I sit down. He's the third person to call me that today. With both of the first two, I decided that I misheard them. That after the incidents at the church, my brain was just being overly sensitive and hearing a D instead of an M. But I know that's not the case now. Mr. Fischer enunciates his words so strongly that we sometimes make fun of him behind his back. He would never mumble his way through my name or accidentally mix up the letters. Did Emily tell them all to call me that as a joke?

I stumble through the conversation without paying attention to it. But when Mr. Fischer nods and thanks me, I know I did well enough. I hurry out of his office and go to the other side of the building to see Nathan.

"Hey, hey! There you are!" He holds his hand up for a high five, and even though I pretend to feel silly doing it, I slap my hand to his as I sit down. "I'm surprised you've got time for me. I figured you'd look for every excuse you could to spend the day with Emily. Oh wait, don't tell me. She's busy, so you had to settle for me?" He wipes a mock tear from his eye.

"Can't a guy want to spend time with his friend?" I don't tell him that he's right about me wanting to spend the day with Emily.

He looks at me strangely for a second, then shakes his head. "Of course I want to spend time with you. I just meant—well, never mind. So, are you here to thank me for making it all possible? If I didn't send you to that spiritualist, you'd still be sitting in your office pining."

"I would not." I try to come across as haughty. "I wasn't pining for her. It was just a normal crush. And I'm still not convinced that lady's potion did anything. I think this was all destiny, and the timing is just a coincidence."

"I saw what I saw. And what I saw was my best friend," he points at me, "constantly moping and feeling sorry for herself because she couldn't get her dream girl. Call that what you want, girl, but I call it pining."

The hair on my neck stands up. "Okay, so that's why I'm here. What's up with that?"

"With what?"

I toss my hands up. "Don't play dumb. Did Emily do this? She told you all, didn't she?" I chuckle. "It is good, and I guess it's funny. But not from my best friend, so can we go back to normal now? I'll tell her that I'm onto her, so the joke is over."

He scrunches his face. "Back way up, because I have no clue what you're talking about."

"The girl stuff. And my name. Everybody calling me Jade today. All that."

"Sooo, people calling you by your name is supposed to be a joke? And what girl stuff are you talking about? Wait, if it's that girl stuff, you know I'm man enough to go buy emergency tampons, but I don't like to know any more than I have to about all that."

I glare at him. "Not funny anymore, so please quit. And just tell me how long this is supposed to go on. Does she want it to be all day?"

"Jade, I am so lost right now. Seriously. I want to quit whatever it is I'm doing, but I don't know what it is. You're not making any sense."

"Okay... okay." I nod my head. "She probably just wants to go until she gets a reaction from me. Well, I'm not above escalating a practical joke. I'll just go along with it and pretend it doesn't even bother me. I'll drive her crazy until she finally confesses." I point at Nathan. "So you go right on ahead calling me Jade and a girl and all that because I'm man enough to take it."

He contorts his mouth the way he does when he's trying to think of something to say, but I just wave him off and march out the door. Two can play this game, and there's no way I'm going to lose. I do have to hand it to her, though. This is a great prank.


CHAPTER SIX



I hold the keys out for Emily, but she shakes her head so hard it makes her hair whip around her face. "Then strap in and buckle up, darlin." I try to give her my best cowboy accent, but it comes out sounding a lot closer to a pre-pubescent kid who has never left the city.

"I still can't believe I let you talk me into this." Her voice is shaky, but I can tell it's more with excitement than nervousness. She pulls her hair up and then yanks the helmet down. The padding puffs her cheeks and manages to make her even more adorable. Just like everything always does for her.

I make sure she secures her four-point harness, and then I climb beside her and do the same. When my helmet is on, I turn the key in the ignition. The engine catches with a roar but quickly settles down into a low growl. Emily yips at the sound, and then looks at me. I can tell she's smiling by the wrinkles at the corner of her eyes. "Ready?" She nods her head up and down just as violently as she said no earlier, and I press the accelerator a little. We inch forward, and the old familiar thrill runs through me.

A few years ago, Nathan and I found this farm just outside of town where people can rent ATVs and UTVs and ride them. There are four different trails. A couple of easy ones and two for more experienced riders. The last time I was here, I made the mistake of letting Nathan take me on one of the harder trails. I should have known better because neither one of us has more than a few hours' experience. He almost flipped us when he tried to drive over a boulder. Even with the harness and helmet and roll cage, I saw my life flash in front of me. I swore I would only stick to beginner trails after that.

We start off very slowly today, partly because I'm still scared from last time and partly because this is Emily's first experience. But when we take the corner around the faded grey barn, I look over at her, and like she's reading my mind, she gives me a thumbs up. I press the accelerator a little more, and we jerk forward. We both let out a scream that would be appropriate if we were going 50mph instead of 15, but even that feels like we're speeding down a runway. It's only a couple of minutes before we get to the edge of the pond. I pull over beside a tall batch of cattails.

"So?" I ask as I take my helmet off. Most of my hair has come out of my bun, so I tuck the loose strands behind my ears.

Somehow, Emily's hair is almost perfect when she takes her helmet off. She drops her jaw and mimes screaming. "All week long I thought you were nuts to want to do this, but this is fun!"

"Right? But you know you could have said something if you didn't want to do this." I unfasten the harness and unstrap our cooler from the back. The ice sloshes around as I carry it to a clear area beside the water.

"I know, but maybe I wanted to get nuts with you?" She winks as spreads out the blanket, and we sit so close our knees are almost touching.

We've barely started eating, and certainly haven't had time to do any of the other things I'd planned for us by the pond, when there's a crack of thunder. No more than 15 seconds later, we hear the first raindrops. Loud plops that fall on the cooler and then the blanket. "Rain?" I ask, and just to underscore how silly the question is, that's the exact moment when the clouds decide to let everything fall on us. Enormous drops that feel like we're standing under a shower of gumballs. We're both drenched before we even have time to move.

"I swear I checked the forecast!" I yell as we both desperately grab everything we can and run to the UTV.

She throws the blanket beside the cooler and straps them down. "Me too! 10% chance this evening. Not this!"

When we pull our helmets on, we get a little respite from the rain. It pings loud against the plastic, but at least it's not beating down on our bare heads. I look over and see her tightening her last strap. "I'm so sorry."

"I'm not," she says. "This gives us a chance to go back to my place and get out of these wet clothes."

"I love how smart you are." I stomp on the gas pedal.
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"Wait here, I'll be right back. Go ahead and get those wet clothes off." Emily stops me in the mudroom just off her kitchen, and I understand how appropriately these rooms are named. She slips off her shirt and loosens her hair as she sprints up the stairs.

My shirt sticks to me, but I'm able to yank and pull it off. Then I unfasten my jeans. The weight of the damp denim pulls them right down. I say a quick thanks that I didn't wear skinny jeans today. I may have never gotten out of them.

When Emily comes back, her hair is twisted up into a towel, and there's another one wrapped around her. My dick gets instantly hard at the sight even though I try everything I can to keep it in check.

"Get those off too." She points to my underwear. "Then dry off while I pop our clothes into the washer."

I look down at my underwear. Pale purple shorts that barely cover anything, but right now they're the only thing keeping my erection from being free. "I, uh, wasn't sure if—"

"Stop being silly and take them off. It's not like you have something I haven't seen a thousand times before."

My face goes red, and I really hope she's exaggerating. When I turn my back to her, she clucks, but I don't want her to see how turned on I got just from seeing her in a towel. I'm careful to cover myself with one hand while I hand her my underwear with the other. She rolls her eyes, but doesn't say anything as she hands me my towels.

She's gone slightly longer this time, and it gives me plenty of time to dry off. Only when I'm dry and wrapped in the towels, do I notice how cold I am. My body is shivering. I fold my arms across my chest to trap in as much heat as I can, but it does almost nothing. Even blowing into my hands is pointless.

"So these are probably going to be a little big on you," Emily calls out from upstairs. "That's the price you pay for having a girlfriend who's bigger than you. Hey, are you okay?"

I try to tell her that I'm fine, but my teeth are clacking together so hard that I can't get any other sound out. I can't even nod my head because it's already trembling. All I can do is watch her rush down the stairs and throw her arms around me. Her heat tries to move into me, but the ice inside me freezes it almost immediately.

"Let me help you get these on. Then we'll get you under some blankets." She kneels and holds out a pair of underwear for me to step into, but I hesitate. They're light pink, and I can see lace around the waistband. Panties. "I know they aren't perfect, but it's the best I can do. Now, come on."

I force out a quick, shaky breath and lift my feet. She pulls the panties up into place and even smooths them around my dick. It barely bulges them. It was just last weekend that she told me she couldn't stand to touch or look at a penis, but now she doesn't even hesitate with mine. I want to question her, but I'm too cold to have that conversation. So I decide to wait.

She holds out a pair of sweatpants, the same color as the panties, and we go through the same process. I step into them and she pulls them up. When she pulls the matching sweatshirt over my head, I think my body might be a little warmer, but it's like standing in front of a match when I need a furnace.

Emily puts her arm around me and walks me to the couch. There are two blankets folded over the back. She takes them and spreads them over us and then cuddles against me. I'm still shivering, but I can finally feel some warmth.

"Better?" she asks after a couple of minutes. And I am. I have the blanket pulled up tight, covering my mouth and nose, so I don't try to speak. But I nod my head, and this time it's obvious I'm not just shaking. "That's my girl. You know there are other things we could try to warm you up. If you're interested." She sweeps a finger across my thigh, but I'm suddenly too warm.

I push the blankets off of me. "Will you stop that, please?" She looks shocked and jerks her hand away. "I've put up with it for a week. It was funny. But it's old now. You win. I give up."

"Jade, what are you talking about? I'll gladly stop whatever it is. Just tell me."

"That! All this 'Jade' and 'my girl' shit. It's old, okay?"

She touches my cheek, but as soon as I feel her fingers on my skin, I stand. "Baby, I'm sorry," she says. "That's just what I'm used to calling my girlfriends, but I won't do it from now on. I promise. And if you have a different name you prefer, tell me. I'll use that too."

"Unbelievable." I'm so angry I growl, and the ice that was in me just a few seconds ago is forgotten now. "You know my preferred name. And my real gender. I'm not your girlfriend. Is this why you were single? From the first time I met you, I thought you were perfect. I crushed so hard on you. Is this why you never had a boyfriend in all that time? You're crazy and drive everyone away?"

She's standing now too, and her face is bright red. "You're the one who's acting crazy here! Not me. And the reason I didn't have a boyfriend is because I'm a lesbian, which should be pretty obvious since I'm into you. Or at least I thought I was. Right now, I just think you should leave."

"Gladly." I storm to the kitchen and snatch my keys from the counter. They're still wet, and I'm not wearing any shoes, but I march out to my car anyway. I don't even look as I pull out of her driveway. My tires give a little squeal as I shift into gear and leave her behind.


CHAPTER SEVEN



I'm still shaking by the time I get home, and my thoughts are jumbled. Not from the cold, but from anger mixed with the vanishing of all the adrenaline that was dumped into my body. As soon as I walk through the door, I go to my bedroom, to the full-length mirror hanging on my closet door. I need the reassurance that there's nothing feminine about me.

When I first see myself, I think I may be a bit girly looking. Just because of my long hair and Emily's pink sweats. But when I take them off, and take off her panties, there's nothing at all womanly about me. Nothing. I stare at myself for what feels like an hour. My dick is right there for anyone to see. Well, almost anyone. It's mostly hidden behind the fat of my mons. But it's there. And that's all anyone needs to know that I'm a man. I turn to the side. From this angle, it's almost completely hidden. There's just a tiny nub peeking out. And my ass does stick out more than I thought it did. But all that means is that I've had too many donuts at our office staff meetings. Same with the flare of my hips and upper thighs. It's just fat. Fat that any man could have.

I take a step closer and examine my chest. I'm starting to get a little flab behind my nipples. Maybe more than a little. But that's pizza, not gender. If I just pull my hair down in front of my shoulders, it hides that. But that makes my shoulders look even more narrow than they are. What is happening? I've never looked like a woman. There's no way I do now.

I sit cross-legged on the ground in front of the mirror. My balls are still right there. My sac too. I run my finger along it, and it sends a tingle through my body. Maybe the dark line running along the middle would make it look like labia in dim light, but it's obvious to the touch. And it's obvious to anyone who knows me. I take my phone out and text Nathan.

Me: You don't have a doubt that I'm really a guy, right? I mean, you've never seen what I have down there, but you know. Right??

I watch the three dots appear and disappear and then reappear.

Nathan: Jesus, Jade. This again? Go sleep it off, but be sure to drink lots of water so you don't get a hangover.

Nathan: Better yet, go sleep it off with your girlfriend. Aren't you supposed to be with her tonight? Have her tell you what's between your legs, haha.

Me: I'm not drunk. And she told me she's a lesbian, so all this time and the money on that stupid potion was all for nothing.

Nathan: No shit she's a lesbian. So are you. That's why you two have been dating, dumbass. And you're obviously not drunk. You're high. Don't do anything stupid. And don't bother me unless you end up in the hospital.

What is wrong with him? I set my phone beside me and stare at myself again. We've both joked before about being lesbians trapped in men's bodies, but what man hasn't made that joke? Did he think I was serious? I try to remember any time that we would have changed in the same locker room or used the same shower at a gym, and I don't think we ever have. Has he gone all this time thinking that I'm a woman? That's not possible.

I drop my head in my hands. Think, girl. If it's not some joke by Emily, then what is this? Panic shoots through me. I jump up. My heart beats so hard that I can feel it against my ribcage. I just called myself a girl. That's not... no. Just no. I must be tired. Everyone is getting to me. That's all. I force myself to take deep breaths, but my heart doesn't slow down. My thoughts still race until they land on that potion. Nathan's spiritualist. Everything was fine until I drank that. But it was supposed to be a love potion between me and Emily. Did she mess something up? Was it even real? I pick up my phone and search for her shop. She opens at 9am tomorrow.
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I wait in my car until I see her unlock the door from the inside. As soon as she does, I hurry in. She welcomes me and tells me that all candles are 30% off for today only. I grip both hands on the counter and wait for her to recognize me.

"Is there something specific I can do for you, miss?"

My body temperature rises at the word, and I have to blow out a breath. "I bought something from you a few weeks ago. Something custom?" I look around to make sure no one's come in. It feels like admitting to buying drugs.

The lady's eyes light up, and she examines me for a second. "I'm so sorry. I'm normally good with faces, but things have been hectic recently. What did you buy, and how did it turn out? I hope it was everything you wanted."

"It was nothing that I wanted. It was supposed to help someone fall in love with me. Or at least be open to the possibility."

She screws her face up sympathetically and puts her hand to her chest. "Aww, and it didn't. I'm so sorry. Love is extremely complicated."

"No, it did." I look up at the ceiling. It's the same pure white as everything else, and there are recessed pot lights shining down on the displays. "We've only had a couple of dates, but things are great." I look back at the woman behind the counter, and she looks puzzled. "But it didn't work the way it was supposed to."

"So, you bought a love compound, used it, and now you and this other person are dating each other. But it didn't work?" As she speaks, she goes from looking puzzled to looking like I'm crazy.

"It did, but..." If she's already starting to think I'm crazy, this will make her sure. "You called me a miss, but I'm not. I'm a guy."

"So sorry. I really should be more careful with pronouns and titles. I try to be very supportive of the LGBTQ community, so I should know better."

I want to slap my hands on the counter, mostly in frustration that it's so difficult to say what I want to say. "I'm not... look, I was a regular guy before all this. Then this spell changed that. It made everyone think that I'm a woman. But I'm not. I never have been. And that's not because I'm transgender or anything. It's this spell. It changed the way people see me or something."

"Oh, that's interesting." She walks around the counter toward me and holds a hand to my head. "May I?"

I nod, and she lifts a strand of my hair and lets it fall. Then she leans in so her face is just a couple of inches away from mine and stares into my eyes. I have a hard enough time holding normal eye contact. This makes me want to squint my eyes closed.

"It's not that perceptions about you have changed. It's that you have." She nods and takes a step back. "Which makes a lot more sense. The perceptions have simply changed course the way a stream would wind around a new rock that was dropped into its midst."

"What does that mean, and what can you do about it?"

"I believe it means you were a straight man who shared a love compound with a lesbian woman, and then the love compound did what it was supposed to do."

I shake my head. "It obviously didn't. It wasn't supposed to change me." I have to fight to keep my voice down.

"It did what it had to do to make love possible between you and this other woman. Are you happy with her? And is she happy with you?" she asks.

"What does that have to do with anything?"

"Happiness is at the core of love." She sounds like she could be reading from a fortune cookie. "If you're happy with her and she's happy with you, I think you're ahead of so many people out there. I wouldn't go so far as to call you blessed, but you're doing well."

I toss up my hands, but her words catch a tiny part of me and pull me in. I am happy with Emily. And she seems happy. And are the other parts of my life really that different? No, no, no. I'm not going down this path. "Can you fix this?"

She frowns, but nods. "It would take me a couple of days to make the compound, but you would lose this chance at love."

"Do it." I put my credit card into the card reader. This time I don't leave a tip.
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I don't sleep at all that night. I just lie in bed and stare at the shapes passing headlights make on my bedroom ceiling. When it's light enough that I can no longer see them, I try to talk myself into calling off work. I tell myself that I can't be seen like this. Not when everyone thinks I'm a girl. But the real reason is that Emily will be there. She hasn't texted once since Saturday. Every time I pick up my phone and see the blank screen, it's like picking at skin on a blister. I was able to tell myself at first that it was a good thing. We need this break. I'm just peeling the loose skin to get it out of the way for the new. Then I pluck it because it's annoying me, and besides, it's clearly not meant to be. But then I go too far and start to peel away the healthy skin around the edges. I go until it throbs, but then I go more. If we're not meant to be, why does it feel like we are?

What finally makes me decide to go to work is the realization that I'll have to see her sometime. The longer I put it off, the more red, raw skin I'm going to expose. I force myself out of bed, stiff from not having moved in hours, and go to the bathroom. I may be going to work, but I'm only doing the bare minimum this morning. I brush my teeth and take a quick shower. I don't wash my hair. I'll just wear it in a bun today. And I don't shave. I'll wear pants, so it won't matter.

Emily's car is already in the parking lot when I pull in. I park two rows over, but I still stare at it. I can't believe that it wasn't even two weeks ago when we took that car to get my ears pierced. I run a finger around one of my earrings. My head thumps back against the headrest.

It's not too late to change my mind. I could text Mr. Fischer and tell him that I got sick at the last minute. It's not even a lie. As tight as my stomach is, I could vomit. But I make myself open my car door and go inside.

Normally, I would walk by Emily's office on the way to mine. But today I take the long way. I thought it would be easier, but I didn't realize the number of people I would have to pass going this way. And every single one of them wants to stop and say "Good morning, Jade. How was your weekend?" By the twelfth time I hear that name, I want to tell them how my weekend really was. "My entire life fell apart in the span of two days, and I wish I were never born. How was yours? Did your son win his ballgame?" But I just smile and lie and pretend that everything is fine because what else can I do?

I'm not there for five minutes when Nathan comes and sits at my desk. "Girl, what the hell did you take this weekend? That wasn't just weed."

I shake my head. I wish it was just weed. "You wouldn't believe it. It's a mess."

"You sounded like a mess," he chuckles. "You're doing better, though, right?"

"Not really. Not at all." I study his face. Is he still someone who I can share everything with? Even when he thinks I'm a girl? "It's Emily, we, um—"

"Jade?" My heart falls through my body, and my eyes turn toward the door, even though I really don't want to see her now. "I was coming to see you anyway, and then I heard my name so..."

Nathan stands up and waves her into my office, as if it's his decision. "Hey Emily. I was just checking on our girl, but I'll leave you two ladies alone. Jade, remember, we have the presentation today at 1."

Emily and I watch him leave, and then she turns to me. "I was prepared to ignore you all day. I wanted to make you be the first one to break the silence, but I missed you too much. What happened, Jade? Can we please talk?"

Her eyes are shining and seeing that sends me over the edge. I try at first to stop the tears, but there's no use. I drop my head to my desk, and I feel her arms go around me. She tells me in her own cracking voice that everything is going to be alright. Only it's not. That's the lie that I almost convinced myself of, but now I see how wrong I was. No matter what happens, there is no alright anymore.

"What am I supposed to do?" I cry out.

"Shh," she strokes a hand up and down my back. "What do you want to do?"

I want to turn around and pull her into my lap and go back to the way things were last week, but I obviously can't do that. "Do you want to hear something silly?" I have to pause to sniff and catch my breath. "I think I love you. We've dated for a week, but I've never felt like this about anyone and can't imagine ever feeling it for anyone else. How terrible is that?"

Emily stops running her hand along my back. She spins me, and when I don't look up at her, she drops to her knees in front of me. "Why is that terrible?"

There are so many reasons. So many reasons why we have to stop this now. But I can't put any of them into words.

"I don't think it's terrible, and I don't think it's silly." She takes my hand. "I think I might feel the same way."

I finally look at her. Her lips are curled in. Her eyes are glassy and red, and I can't do this.

"It's scary, but I know I do," she says. "I felt like I couldn't breathe without you this weekend, and I don't know what happened between us Saturday, but I want to fight through whatever it was. I don't ever want to give up on you, Jade."

I suppose I could get used to hearing that name from her. I could get used to hearing it from everyone if it meant having her. "Do you really mean that? Because if you're not completely committed—"

"I am. I do."

"Jade isn't such a bad name, I suppose." I lean forward and kiss her, and it feels like the first time all over again. The heat and the electricity make me tremble. For a moment, I can't tell which are her lips and which our mine And I'm not sure the difference is ever going to matter to either of us.

"I think it's a very pretty name," she says. "A perfect match for my very pretty girlfriend."


EPILOGUE


Emily and I barely make it into our hotel room before she presses me against the wall. Her skin against mine puts every one of my nerves on edge, and I feel every ridge on her fingers as she runs them over my body.

"Do you even know what you did to me out there in that bikini?" she asks. "I've been sopping wet all afternoon."

I gasp as she slips a finger between my legs. She's not the only one who's wet. "You spent the whole time reading. It was your book that made you hot."

She yanks aside the red fabric covering me and slides her finger inside. The sudden jolt sends me sliding up the wall. "I couldn't read a word. I just held my Kindle up so no one would notice I was leering at my gorgeous wife like a horny man at a strip club."

"Mmm, I love hearing that," I moan. "Say it again."

Emily sticks her finger in deeper and finds that spot that just a year ago I never knew existed. The spot that has become so much more than a myth for me. She leans in, and I can feel her warm breath against my ear as she slips her finger in and out of my pussy. "A horny man at a strip club," she whispers.

I snort out a laugh and push her away. "Not that, you goof. The other part." My sunburned back tingles as I pull it away from the wall.

"Oh, the part about my gorgeous wife?"

I nod and put my hands on her shoulders. She's a couple of inches taller than me and more muscular from the gym trips that she repeatedly tries to get me to join her on, but I'm able to push her backward. Guiding her. To our bedroom. "That's the part. I love it when my gorgeous wife says that about me."

"And I love saying it." She nibbles my ear, and it makes me steer her into a wall. We both stop with a jolt. "Maybe I should stop distracting you."

I move my hands from her shoulders to her breasts and tease them with a gentle squeeze. "You're always a distraction to me."

She lifts one of my hands and takes a finger into her mouth. My eyes roll back as she sucks on it. "I think it's just because we're on our honeymoon. Pretty soon, you'll get tired of me and go after the next pretty thing that catches your eye." She pulls my finger away with a loud pop and then uses it to lead me the rest of the way to the bedroom, where we fall beside each other on the bed.

"I will never be tired of you. And there will never be anything prettier than you." I press her onto her back and straddle her belly, grinding my core against her. After a second, I realize that this might be a mistake, because I'm already dangerously close to the edge. I try to slow down, but her hands are on my hips now. Tugging and pushing. And I'm panting. My heart races, and I can feel my muscles start to tighten. "I can't..."

She slips a hand between us and finds my clit. "You can't what? Silly girl, can't even speak. What am I going to do with you?" She circles her finger around my nub. It's gentle at first, but then she presses tighter, and waves ripple out through the rest of my body.

"Emily, wait." She stops moving her finger, but she doesn't pull her hand away. The heat from it is almost as intense as the pressure. "I'm so close, and you're not even..." I have to suck in a breath. "... not even started yet."

"So wrong. I started a long time ago, and you don't know where my other hand is." She winks and shifts her body under me. Then she bites my nipple through the thin fabric of my bikini top. White light floods across my vision. Then the pleasure comes roaring after, and I want her to bite down even harder. "But this time I want to make my girl come first. I want to watch her as every single muscle in her body tenses, so close to cramping, and then releases as the orgasm sweeps through her body. Do you think she'd like that too?"

"Mmm-hmm," I whimper. "I'm sure she would."

She wriggles her finger against me, and I moan. "Good." Then she presses even harder than before. So hard that it's almost too much. The fabric of my swimsuit chafes my sensitive folds. Her finger almost sends the sensations from my clit over the border from pleasure to pain. But after a year, she knows these lines better than I do, and she toes them better than any tightrope walker. I close my eyes as the energy builds inside me, and it's not long before I start quivering. Her leg bounces under me, and her finger swirls even faster around my clit.

I raise my hands to my breasts and cup them. I knead them at first, but I want more, so I pinch my nipples between my index fingers and thumbs. I roll them at the same time Emily is rolling my body up and down. A boat in the middle of a tsunami. I try to hold on to make sure she's watching me. I try to open my eyes, but I'm not in control of my body anymore. I feel myself buck against her, and I hear myself scream her name over and over.

She's gasping under me. I want to reach one of my hands between her legs to finish her myself, but I still can't move. My entire body flutters, and by the time it's finished, Emily is moaning so loud that I worry the sunbathers on the beach outside might hear us.

She struggles for breath as I slide my hands over her body. I slip her tank top up just enough to expose her breasts, and I take one of her nipples into my mouth. I twirl my tongue around it and then pull it in with a sudden suck, and she shrieks. Her body shakes so much it feels like I'm riding out an earthquake. Then, with a cry, she goes stiff and relaxes right away. Her gasps are almost as loud as her moans as she makes up for all the breaths that she's neglected.

At last, her eyes pop open. "That wasn't fair."

"You should know by now that I don't fuck fair." I lay beside her, and wipe the hairs off her sweat-drenched forehead.

"Can you believe that when I first met you, I thought that you and Nathan were a couple?" She asks as she returns the favor and tucks a loose strand of hair behind my ear.

I laugh. "People always think that. But he's not my type."

"I'm glad I am." She kisses the tip of my nose.

"Me too."
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CHAPTER ONE



My breath catches when I see the handwriting. It's the same tight print and squared off loops that I remember. And it's addressed to Maya Robertson. My hands shake. I haven't seen or thought about that name in years. There's only one other person who knows me as Maya. Already knowing what I'll see, I look up to the return address. Carter Padilla. Fuck.

I toss it onto the chair beside the door. I'll ignore it. Eventually it will reach the point where it's more polite to continue ignoring than to respond. If I don't answer it, he'll assume that he had my address wrong. But if I wait a couple of months only to reply, he'll know I've waited a couple of months to reply. And he'll also know that this is the correct address. So clearly the best move is to just ignore it. Maybe even throw it away and pretend that I never received it. So why am I staring at it as I move around the room?

Would it really hurt to read it? Of course it would. He'll tell me how successful he's been for the last ten years. Then he'll close by asking how I am, wondering what I've been up to. And it will hit me, again, that I'm a failure, so I deserve to feel like one. A 28-year-old grocery store bagger. Not because I love it, but because I've been fired from every other job in town. And oh yeah, I'm still in the same town, surrounded by the same 3500 people who have known me since I was a baby and who are very much aware of every mistake that I've ever made. I pick up the letter anyway.

He's still in Anaheim, but according to the return address, he's on a different street now. He's still using the same Liberty Bell Forever stamps that he used in high school. Did he buy a lifetime supply? I tear open the envelope and pull out the paper. This is different. It's not the same cheap white printer paper that we both used. This is light ivory, and thicker. There's a texture to it. A paper that wants people to know it comes from someone who is trying to show just how well they're doing. I think again about throwing it away before reading it. Nothing good can come from this, but I unfold it anyway. My eyes scan the page. He's using black ink now instead of blue. I run my fingers across the letters to feel the indentation from his writing. Then I hold it to my nose. I smile as I inhale the same orange scent that has always marked his letters.

Hello Maya,

I hope you don't think it's rude for me to contact you like this. It's been such a long time since we've spoken, but that doesn't mean I haven't thought of you. I have. Possibly more than I should have, and more than you've thought of me, I'm sure. First love is usually just a speck for most people. Something to remember fondly, but nothing more. I wish it were that for me. For me, it's been My Moon, outshining everything else around it and illuminating me when things are darkest. And no matter how many stars I've filled my life with, none of them ever compete with Her. With you.

For years, I thought I would find a woman who would make me forget you. Then I just wanted a woman to help me move past you. But no one ever did. For years, I've debated whether or not to contact you. I've wanted to tell you how I feel, but you made your feelings obvious when you stopped replying. Finally, I decided I wouldn't be able to live with myself if I didn't take one last chance with you.

I hope you're happy. I truly do. A husband. A job you love. Children. I still remember our conversations about your dreams. The three children you one day wished for. I hope that dream has come true because I have never had a doubt that you would make an excellent mother. But if your life maybe isn't what you always thought it would be... If the reality and fantasy are as different for you as they are for me, write back.

Love, even after all these years,

Carter

I sit in the chair and let the letter fall to the floor. Maybe I should have seen that coming. It was foolish to think that he would contact me after all this time just to rub my nose in how successful he's become. But this?

I can't contact him. It would be cruel. That's the reason I ghosted him in the first place. His feelings were getting too real. Maybe mine were too, even though I didn't admit it at the time. But nothing could ever come of it. Not then or now.

"Yes, I also have feelings for you. And if I let myself be honest, you probably are the reason none of my relationships have ever lasted more than three months. No one will ever hold a candle to you. And oh by the way, I know you think I'm a girl named Maya, but this whole time I've really been a boy named Max. This all started as some prank that spiraled way out of control. All the best!"

But what if I respond and lie? I can tell him I'm happy. That I'm married and have the kids he and I exchanged countless letters talking about. The kids that I really did dream of having someday. When I stopped writing to him, I swore I would never lie to him again, but this isn't the same. These lies could help him get past me. They could help to make up for all the damage I did to him.


CHAPTER TWO



As soon as my shift is over, I come home and sit at my computer. I still have the red work apron tied around my waist, and I smell like the overripe pineapples that I helped Tami throw out. I should take a shower, but I haven't been able to stop thinking about Carter all day.

I didn't just stop writing to him ten years ago; I cut him completely out of my life. Every time since then that I wanted to see what he was doing—every time I told myself a quick search wouldn't hurt—I stayed firm. He was a rabbit hole I'd been lost down before, and I knew that I could easily fall into it again. But now, I'm finally going to write him back after all this time. And now, there's no way I can keep my curiosity from boiling over.

The top result is a punch to my stomach, though, and I wish I wouldn't have done this. It's an article from an Anaheim newspaper last year. Carter donated $100,000 to a scholarship fund for children from disadvantaged families. And there, beside the headline, is a picture of him. I right click to save the image and then blow it up as large as I can without making it too pixelated. He's still the boy that I remember. The boy whose picture I used to sleep with under my pillow, wishing there could be a way we could be together and hoping that mom never found out. But he's so much more now. His hair is still the same curly mop, but it doesn't make him look child-like. With his dark eyebrows, it makes him look wild. His jaw still has that same bump on the left side, but it's almost hidden behind dark stubble. I blow out a breath, wondering what it would feel like to rub against me.

"I need to stop this," I say to the computer screen. I move the pointer to the close button, but I stop before I click it. His eyes are the only thing that's different about him. They're still the same dark chocolate, but they aren't dancing in this photo. Not the way they did in the picture he mailed me years ago. They look broken, and that shoots a pain through my chest.

I clear a spot on the desk and pull a piece of paper from the printer tray. Unlike Carter, I don't have any fancy papers, and I can't justify spending money to buy some just to send one letter. I twirl the pen in my fingers, not sure what to write. It used to be so easy to write to him, but now I can't even decide whether to start with "Hi Carter" or "Dear Carter." Which does one use for a letter designed to break someone's heart for their own good?

Carter,

It's great to hear from you after all this time.

After ten minutes of staring at this sentence, I slam my pen down and stand up. This shouldn't be that difficult. I just have to pretend that I'm happily married and have children. He already set up the lie for me. I just need to follow his lead. Yes, it will break his heart. Again. But this is what he needs to finally move on and be happy. I groan in frustration and run my hands through my short, blonde hair. I need to stand under the hot jet of a shower and plan this out sentence by sentence.

When I'm done, I toss my clothes into the washer, change into an old t-shirt and shorts that I've worn holes in because I wear them so often, and sit back at the desk. Everything came to me in the shower. I even know the name of my fictional husband and kids. Short and simple. That's all this needs to be. Just enough to let him know I only ever thought of him as a friend.

Carter,

It's great to hear from you after all this time. I used to love our letters. My stomach would flip every time I'd see one of your envelopes, and the little dot of orange juice you put on the corner to give it an orange scent always made me smile. It still does. I love that you remembered our inside joke.

I'm actually doing very... to tell the truth, life hasn't turned out to be what I expected either. I never made it out of Paoli. And even though I wake up every morning and tell myself that I need more, I go to the same job that I hate and come home to the same empty house that I've lived in for five years. Sometimes I think the only purpose of life is to grind away our dreams and make us feel foolish for ever dreaming them.

But then I got your letter. Unlocking my PO Box and seeing your handwriting on an envelope was the best thing that's happened to me in longer than I want to admit. But it hurt to read that you're also struggling in your own way. I wish I could be more for you. I wish I could tell you that I'm something other than an absolute failure, but I can't.

I'm sorry,

Maya

What the hell was that? I set my pen down and stare at the letter. At my loopy, girly writing. I learned it so I could fool Carter, but I used it so often in our letters, it just became my normal handwriting. And just like the letters I used to write, this one came easy once I started. But none of it is what I planned to say. I pick it up, intending to crumple it, but then stop.

Maybe I don't need to lie to him. Maybe he can see this and realize that the grass is even browner over here. According to the newspaper article, he owns his own business. I barely make enough to stay off food stamps. He'll take one look at this letter and thank his stars and his moon that he never did more than dream about me. If I tell him I'm happy, he'll always think that I'm the one that got away. Once he knows the truth, he'll be glad to take me off the hook and toss me back in.

Instead of wadding up the letter, I fold it and slip it into an envelope. I look through my drawers, but I can't find a stamp. Makes sense since I haven't mailed anything in years. I'll take this to the post office tomorrow and buy one there.


CHAPTER THREE



"Oh, I'm sorry, Max." She reaches out toward me, each finger tipped in a perfect red oval. "I forgot to tell you I want plastic bags this week. That's not a problem, right?"

I look at the cart crammed with groceries in paper bags. Groceries that I just bagged in front of her while she chatted with the cashier about their kids' soccer match this weekend. "That's no problem at all." I twist my lips into a smile. I went to school with Autumn. She was a tattletale then. Now, she's a well-known complainer. She won't hesitate to call the manager over and explain to him how incompetent and rude I am. I can't afford to lose this job, so I just have to act like it's not a big deal.

When I finish re-bagging everything, I make sure to smile at her again just to show how much of a non-problem that was, and then I roll my eyes at Kayla. She stood behind the register the whole time and just watched me instead of helping, so I'm not happy with her either. But I set that aside in favor of a chance to bond with her instead. "Can you believe that? Why wait until I'm done to tell me?"

"Shoulda asked which ones she wanted." She shrugs and walks to the beginning of the checkout lane where she flips through a magazine promising 101 Fat-Burning Recipes That Will Give You The Body Of Your Dreams!

I roll my eyes again. This time at her. Just thirty minutes more, I tell myself.

It's the slowest thirty minutes of my life, but finally I turn the ignition to my car. I've always sworn that this town would kill me if I didn't get away. This job makes me wish that it would hurry up.

On my way home, I go to the post office. It's been two weeks since I mailed the letter to Carter, and I know I want him to never write me back. But I've come here every day since then. Just in case. It's dark inside today. Since it's after 5, only a few lights are on, and the metal cage is locked tight against the counter. Sharon is gone for the day, so that means there's no one here to watch me march to my box, and then to watch me slink back out to my car empty-handed. But today there's something shoved inside the tiny P.O. Box.

My heart races way too fast when I see it. Chances are it's just a bill or a packet of useless coupons for places that are an hour away anyway. My knuckles scrape the metal sides as I reach in for it, and I know it's from him as soon as I touch it. I shouldn't be glad to see this. I didn't want him to write back. I skip like a schoolgirl back to my car.

I make the mistake of setting the letter on the seat beside me. As I drive home, I look at it more than I look at the road. I'm so distracted that I run a stoplight. Luckily there aren't any cars there, but since there are only two traffic lights between the post office and my house, running half of them doesn't say much for my attention. When I pull into my driveway, I bound up the three steps to the back porch and rip open the envelope before I even open the door. Like always, I inhale a lungful of its orange scent before I unfold it.

My Maya,

Finding your reply in my mailbox made me so happy that I shook. It was just like I was a 17-year-old boy once again. No matter what else happened in my life back then—no matter what exams I had to study for or what friends wanted to spend time with me—your letter was more important than any of it. And so it was this time too.

Is it selfish that I smiled just a little when I read that you aren't married? Does the little wave of hope that shot through me make me a horrible person? It probably does, but I can't hide myself from you. I've never been able to.

It hurt me to read that you consider your life to be a failure. I can assure you that it's not. If you have even one-tenth of the effect on the people around you that you have on me, you make their worlds immeasurably better. I can't tell you the times that I've pictured your long blonde hair falling over your shoulders. I've imagined you flipping it back with those slim fingers of yours and smiling at me. But I don't even know if you even have long hair anymore. I don't know if it's still blonde. I'm sure whatever your hair is now, though, it's beautiful because you would make anything beautiful.

Is it wrong that I still hold on to the faint dream of something between us? Maybe that's what truly makes me selfish, but I've always felt that we are fated to be together. And finding out that you're just as lonely as I am makes me even more sure. But you need to know that neither of us is lonely as long as we still have the other. As long as you're my Maya, and I'm your Carter. I hope that is the case, but I will leave that for you to tell me. I don't want to presume more than I already have.

I eagerly await your letter.

With love forever,

Carter

I tuck my hair behind my ears and bite the inside of my mouth to remind me that this is real and to keep me from throwing up. Every feeling that I swore wasn't truly real ten years ago rushes through me. The faucet isn't just opened all the way. The nozzle has fallen off, and there's no stopping it. I run up the stairs and to my bedroom closet, where I still have the shoebox with all of Carter's old letters. There, as I peel away the top, is the picture he sent me. His senior photo. He's wearing a black suit and posing in front of a dark blue background. I slide my fingers around its edges and notice that my fingernails need cut.

Does he still have the picture I sent him? My stomach flops, and an uncomfortable laugh slips from my mouth. It was a half blurred polaroid picture of my only friend's sister. She twisted her head away and put a hand up to block the shot at the last minute, but it was too late. The smile on her face made her look cute and shy. I never told her or Anthony why I wanted that picture. Looking back now, I can imagine all the perverted reasons they probably dreamed up. And I'm not sure the reality was a lot better. I wanted Carter to believe it was me, that I was the cute blonde in the picture. The one with the freckles and the hair that was always falling across her face every time she moved her head.

I lift the box back into the top of my closet and then sit on my bed and look at his picture. After all these years, I still have it memorized. I tuck a stray strand of hair behind my ear and blow out a breath. What am I going to do? There's no way I can stop writing to him now. I try to fool myself into thinking that stopping would be too mean to Carter, but I know the truth is that it would be impossible for me to give it up now. Just thinking about it turns my insides to stone.

I fall back on the mattress and let his picture drop onto my chest. It's not fair to keep leading him on when nothing can ever happen between us. But there's no way I can avoid that now. I hold my hands up, palms toward the ceiling, bracing to hold all the weight that's going to fall onto me. "I guess my nails aren't too bad," I say aloud to myself. "They just need shaped." I sit up and reach for the nail file on my nightstand and file them all to perfect almonds. Then I blow away the dust and brush on a quick light pink nail polish.

When I'm finished, I hold them out in front of me, careful not to smudge them. "Much better. Kinda cute now." I lay back on the bed and fan my hands until the polish dries.


CHAPTER FOUR



Friday night I ring the doorbell at mom's just a few minutes after six. I hear her and Daniel argue over who is going to answer, and when she opens the door, I know that she drew the short straw. "You're late."

She holds her arms out, and I step forward and hug her. "Sorry. Traffic." When she lets go, I look around the living room of my childhood home. It still has the same fake wood paneling that was out of date when I was growing up, but instead of the matching wood end tables on either side of the couch, there are modern glass and steel scaffolds that look so out of place they might have been brought by aliens who have no concept of human aesthetics. Those are from Daniel. The man who insists on calling himself my step-dad even though he and mom only married two years ago, long after the age when I needed a dad.

"You live two houses away. Was Mrs. Fernandez walking her dog a little too slow for your liking?" Mom rolls her eyes and walks toward the kitchen. I follow her.

"No, it was the Lannier's kid. Wouldn't leave me alone until I bought a pack of girl scout cookies." Or maybe I'm late because I couldn't decide what to wear. Friday night dinners are usually just jeans and t-shirt affairs, but I felt like dressing up. I've been in a good mood since I dropped my letter into the mailbox earlier today.

Until I picked up my pen, I didn't know what I should tell Carter. But once I touched its tip to the paper and wrote "My Carter," everything just flowed out of me. It was like I went into a trance and when I came to, the page was filled. I told him how he always knew exactly what to say to brighten my mood. I told him that my hair is cut a little different from the hair in the old picture he thinks is me, but it's basically the same. And I told him that I think I still love him.

My heart stopped when I read over that part, and I wanted to cross it out. I had just started to dash a line through it when I stopped. It's not a lie. Looking back, I realize that I didn't just have a crush on him in high school. I was in love. And even though I tried to push that feeling away, it never left me. Telling him that now, though, is like jumping from a building with no idea what's below me. My pulse doubles just thinking about it. There's probably nothing waiting except hard asphalt. When Carter finds out the truth of who I really am, I'll be crushed against it. Broken and left to die.

"Yoo-hoo? Hey?" I look up and see Daniel waving a hand at me. He's wearing a red apron and a matching oven mitt on his other hand. "Someone's a million miles away. I said you look nice today."

Only 2063 miles away, but it might as well be a million.

"You really do," mom agrees. "That's a pretty top. And I like your hair today."

Without thinking, I stroke a hand down my hair and look down. It's a light blue top with a lacy floral overlay. It's a little short and would show my belly button if I reach for anything above my head. I don't remember where I got it, but it is cute. "It's nothing special. And this is probably just a new conditioner."

"Well, whatever it is, it's working. Your hair is cute, like it used to be in high school. I always liked that look more than… anyway."

I stare at her and blink several times. "I never wore my hair this long in high school."

Mom laughs. "You didn't? I seem to remember some fights between the two of us about it. Remember when Kim Onestasio got that awful buzzcut, and you wanted to do the same? You got so mad at me when I insisted you keep your hair long, but I was right."

The hair on the back of my neck stands up. She's obviously wrong. "That never happened. I always had short hair. I just—"

"Okay, okay. Truce." Daniel laughs. "Dinner is ready. You two head on to the table, and I'll be right behind you. I made vegan lasagna. Just for you. No promises about what it tastes like. I still think this fake cheese stuff is a little sketchy."

I roll my eyes and start to sigh before I catch myself. What is it about being around my mom that makes me revert to my teenage attitudes? It probably doesn't help that my teenage love is suddenly back in the picture. "Vegan cheese is actually pretty good," I tell him as I scoop the three water glasses up from the counter and carry them into the dining room. "A lot better than it used to be."

I take my usual spot at the far side of the room, directly across from Mom at the round table, while Daniel serves us all slices of lasagna from the bright white casserole dish at the center of the table. As soon as he sets mine in front of me, I scoop into it. There's so much steam rising from my forkful that I can barely see across the table, but I can't wait. Daniel and I may not get along on a lot of things—most things—but the man can cook. I close my lips around the fork. "Ow! Hot! Hot!" I open my mouth to pull in cooling air while I keep the hot food moving around so it doesn't sit in one spot long enough to burn me.

"Always rushing into things and getting burned. Maybe that's why you spend Friday nights having dinner with your parents instead of with a partner."

"Mom, do we really have to talk about this again?" It's come up almost every week for the last two years since Josiah and I broke up. He was the only boyfriend that lasted three months, so Mom was convinced that he was the one. I knew better from our first date, though, and as much as I tried to make it work, I never felt that same spark from him that I used to get from Carter.

Daniel smiles at me. "You know, with this new look of yours, I think it might not be long at all before you find someone. Then your mom and I will go back to spending our Fridays all alone. Even better, maybe a nice young lady can join us for these dinners."

"Seriously Daniel?" I set my fork down with a clang. Just as I'm willing myself to look past his many flaws so I can enjoy a peaceful and delicious meal, he has to go back to this topic that we've beaten so thoroughly into the ground not even its dust is left.

"Max is right." Mom reaches for Daniel's hand. "You know the lifestyle he's chosen. All we can do is hope that he'll be happy someday."

Every fiber in my body is bristling as I bolt from my chair. "For the millionth time, I haven't chosen this any more than you chose to be straight. It just is. And not that either of you really cares, but there is someone. And he does make me happy. Happier than I've ever been. So maybe you're right. Maybe you two should go back to spending your Friday nights all alone."

My chair scrapes against the wood floor behind me. I don't look at either of them or wait for them to say anything before I walk out the front door. There's nothing they could say about this that I'd ever want to hear anyway.
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I'm still so angry when I get home that I slam the door shut behind me and stomp up the stairs. Why do I let them get away with this? Daniel is Daniel, but I love my mom. There's no excuse for this now, though. She's known since I was sixteen that I'm gay. Back then, I just accepted that I had to hide this part of me from her and most everyone else. But times have changed since then. I've changed and realized that there's nothing wrong with me. My feelings are just as valid as hers or anyone else's. So why do I feel so small whenever this comes up?

I drop onto my bed and take Carter's picture from my nightstand, where I had it propped against my lamp. I wanted his face to be the last thing I saw before I fell asleep. I chuckle to myself as I run a pink tipped nail over the faded picture. I'm a grown adult fantasizing about a picture of a teenager. He's very much a man now, but he's forever frozen as a senior in this photograph. I toss it aside and it flies like a frisbee to the other side of the room. I grab the hair tie beside the half empty bottle of water from last night, and pull my hair up. It's so thick I can only loop the elastic around twice. A few missed strands fall into my face as I stand up and open the laptop on my desk.

It's been weeks, but I still have the newspaper article pulled up. I click on the tab and see his picture. What he looks like now. I print it and take it back to the bed. It takes a few folds, but I'm finally able to get this picture to stand upright against the lamp. I unzip my white pants and shimmy them halfway down my thighs. Then I cup myself through the plain white cotton panties I put on this morning. They're so boring, I'm not sure why I ever chose them.

I twirl my thumb around the tip of my dick. The familiar tingle comes right away, and I wait for it to get hard so I can start working its full length. But it stays limp. I circle around it again and again. The heat from the rest of my body pours into it. My stomach tightens. Still, nothing happens. I blow out a sigh of frustration that makes the printed photo of Carter flutter.

"What's wrong with me?" I slip my hand under the panties and press more firmly against myself. For a second, it feels like it's going to engorge, but then it just stops. It's so hot that it could melt a piece of chocolate. My entire body is on edge. So I don't understand. I close my eyes and imagine that it's Carter's hand on me. His finger sliding up and down my dick, and it starts to work. Just a little. I lick the tip of a finger on my other hand, intending to swirl its slickness around my dick, but that finger goes to my nipple instead. I've never touched them in this way before, but as soon as I do now, I gasp. It's like I clamped a live jumper cable around it. My whole body jolts and my eyes fly to the picture of Carter.

It still has the half-cocked smile, but now, instead of making him look humble, it makes him look seductive. I close my eyes again and swirl that finger around my nipple while I glide my other hand along my dick. It still doesn't harden, but it doesn't need to. The electricity that normally builds in it expands through my entire body instead.

I work both hands in unison, and it's not long before I start to moan. Low, guttural sounds at first, but each following one slides half a note higher than the one before it until they're an operatic soprano. An aria rising higher, growing into an intensity that I've never felt before. When my body quivers, I don't think I can take anymore. I almost pull my hands away, but I keep going. Pressing against myself. My now dry fingertips tug my sensitive skin. A tiny burn bobs to the surface, only to be submerged by a pleasure that is so much greater than anything before. Finally, I spasm. Every muscle tightens and then releases at the same time, and I feel the wet spread from my still limp dick. I pant for air and twist my head so I can look at Carter. The humble then seductive half grin is now pleased. And so am I.


CHAPTER FIVE



Even though I tell myself over and over that I need to be patient, I check my mail every day. Even on Sunday when I know there will be nothing. I'm sending a letter across the country and then Carter is doing the same. It's unreasonable to expect them to come any sooner. Still, I'm practically vibrating with nervousness by Thursday.

Last week, Madi asked me if I could cover her shift because she has a school band concert tonight, so I'm working twelve hours today. And each one of those hours seems like a hundred. All I want to do is go to the post office. I imagine swinging the small steel door open and seeing the letter there. I can't help the smile that crosses my face as I do.

"Max?"

Ugh. I want to go hide in the freezer case until someone finds my blue and frosty body. "Oh, hi Autumn. Paper or plastic today?"

"Paper, of course." She examines me, and I stand frozen, giving her plenty of time to change her mind before I start bagging the five packs of dinosaur nuggets that are rolling down the conveyer belt. "You look different today."

Yeah, it's a little fashion choice I call working a double shift at a job I hate and then having to deal with a woman I've never been able to stand just as I was starting to build a little optimism that I might make it through the day. "Really? I think it's just the same old me."

Autumn stares a second longer. "It's those earrings. Those are new, right?"

"Maybe?" I unconsciously sweep my hair aside to expose my left ear and the gold hoop in it. They're a little bigger than I normally wear, almost big enough to slip my hand through, but then again, I've always had small hands. "They were in my jewelry box this morning, but I can't remember how long I've had them. Maybe I've just never worn them to work before"

"Maybe." She nods her head and smiles. "Anyway, they look really cute on you. Weird how one little thing can change your whole look, isn't it?"

"I suppose so." Autumn is already looking away, so I reach for the closest box of food but stop and look at my hands. I'm wearing a couple of small rings. Just cheap jewelry, but they do make my hands look different. Thinner. And somehow the gold makes my yellow nail polish pop. Overall, they look completely different. Almost like they aren't my hands.

I shake my head. I've obviously been working too long. But only three more hours to go. This will be easy.

[image: ]


There was nothing easy about it, especially not when I had to spend the last thirty minutes of it restocking spaghetti sauce and ended up breaking a nail on one of the jars. But after it's over, I'm finally able to go to the post office, driving almost 50 on streets with 25mph speed limits. Carter's letter is waiting for me, and this time I don't take it home. I barely make it to the car before I use my snaggy index finger nail to rip open the top.

My Moon,

You don't know what it did to me to read your letter. Maybe we can finally talk? Your mother surely can't object now to you calling a boy on the other side of the country, haha! I've been dying to hear your voice all these years. I know it's as lovely as you.

I love you (it feels so right to say that again),

Carter

My body goes cold as I read the phone number he printed under his name. A call? What if I just text him instead? That would be almost as good, right? Maybe it would be even better. We can text each other when we're too busy to talk, and then we would never have to hear each other's voices. I sink into the seat. I would love to hear his, but there's no way I can ever let him hear mine. Everything would be over the instant I uttered the first syllable.

I take my phone from the back pocket of my jeans and swipe to open up a new contact. I put his number in, but I struggle to come up with a name for him. Carter is fine but boring. And he needs something more than fine. "The Sun" to play off his nickname for me? I type it, but erase it right away. "The Tide" because I make him rise? I start laughing before I even have it typed. It's so awful. There's no one else in the entire parking lot, but I still hold the phone to my chest so no one can see it.

"That's too stupid and embarrassing," I say aloud. "I have to delete that, or I would die each time I saw it."

"Hello?" The voice makes me go still as it reverberates through my chest. "I don't know who this is, but please do delete it. I don't want you to die. Especially not over and over every time you see whatever it is we're talking about."

I grab the phone with one hand and cover my mouth with the other. The top of the screen says "The Tide." Shit, shit, shit! I must have accidentally hit the call button when I set it against my chest. My eyes lock on the red button at the bottom, but I can't move to press it.

"Hello? You're not carrying the head of a gorgon in your purse, are you? If so, please don't look at it. I'm not sure if it would kill you, but it would petrify you. And then you would either be dead or trapped inside a stone body for eternity. But no matter what, it would be very bad, so don't do it."

I can't do anything other than stare at the call timer on the phone. 00:21, 00:22, 00:23.

"Oh no, it's too late, isn't it? You've already been turned to stone."

It's definitely too late, but I can only wish I was turned to stone.


CHAPTER SIX



"Uh." I struggle to find something to say, but I can't do anything other than groan out the single syllable.

"Oh good, it hasn't gotten to your vocal cords yet. Maybe there's still hope. Can you start by telling me your name, so I'm not at such a disadvantage here?"

"It's... what are you talking about?"

"Your name. The thing people call you. You know, when they want your attention." He laughs, and it sounds like the choir mom and I used to listen to when we watched the Vatican's Christmas Eve services every year when I was growing up. "I'm being silly. I'm sorry. Just having a little fun. I don't recognize your number. Did you dial me by mistake? It seems like that's the only way a woman who sounds as beautiful as you would ever call me." His laugh turns sad, and it breaks my heart.

I should say yes. Tell him it's a wrong number and hang up. "Carter?"

"Oh, so you meant to call me? Then I'm really sorry about the way I acted. This is Carter. What can I do for you?"

Help me breathe. Call an ambulance for me so they can rush me to the hospital before I die of this heart attack. "This is... um, it's... oh God." My head falls forward against the steering wheel with a thud that rattles through my body.

"This might sound a little creepy, and forgive me if it does, but I looked up the area code you're calling from. This isn't Maya, is it?" His voice sounds shaky, but it probably just sounds that way because I'm trembling.

I close my eyes and blow out what little air was in my lungs. "Hey."

"Oh my God." This time I'm sure that his voice is shaking. He pulls in several deep breaths. "I don't know what to say. I had everything planned, but now, hearing your voice makes me forget it all. And then I start off like that. Talking about gorgons, and... thank you for not hanging up on me. And... what do people say in situations like this?"

"I'm sorry. I'm so, so sorry." My tears choke out my words, and I drop the phone onto the seat beside me and take my head in my hands. My sobs are so forceful that I feel the car move with each convulsion of my body.

"Maya," he speaks so loudly that I could hear him even if I didn't have him on speakerphone. "Are you okay? Talk to me. Are you hurt?"

"Yes!" I wail. My voice bends around my tears. "I never meant to hurt you. Or me. But I have, and there's no excuse for it. And I know sorry will never be enough because you're going to hate me forever, and you should. You should despise me. And I'll never be able to forgive myself for doing this to you. And I really did mean it when I said I love you, but I know that's meaningless to you now, and it might even make things worse, so maybe I shouldn't have said that. And please just don't yell at me, okay? I understand that you're angry, but I feel bad enough. I don't think I can take any more than—"

"Maya, stop!" When he yells, I realize that he's been trying to get my attention for several seconds now. "I don't know what you're talking about, but I'm not angry with you. And there's no way I could ever hate you. The opposite, in fact. You can't know how thrilled I am to finally hear your voice. My heart is scudding in my chest right now. It's not sure if it should beat at 200 beats per minute or if it should just stop. Now, tell me what's wrong."

"It's kind of obvious now, isn't it?" I tuck my hair behind my ears and stare at my hands. There's a hangnail on one of my fingers, and I pick at it until blood pools beside my yellow nail.

"It's not. I'm sorry if it's something I should pick up on. I'm pretty good at reading you when you send me letters, but I must not be very good at hearing the cues in your voice. Just give me time, though, and I promise I'll be better at it."

"That's just it." I put my finger to my mouth and suck away the blood. "It's my voice, isn't it? Not what you expected. And there's nothing I can say other than this is the real me. But so is the Maya in those letters. I meant everything I've ever said to you. Not that it matters now."

Carter pauses so long, I wonder if he's hung up. "What do you mean, it doesn't matter now? Are you really married or dating someone? That's... I mean, that's great for you if you are. And I'll be happy for you and not contact you again. Shit. I should have known. It was stupid of me to ever mail you that letter. I hope it didn't make too many problems for you. If you need me to talk to your husband and explain that you didn't do anything wrong, I will."

"There's no husband. Or boyfriend. Any man I ever dated was doomed because they couldn't live up to you in my mind. The problem is me. The secret is out now. I'm a man." I grip the steering wheel tight and then open my hands. Again and again. My fingers turn from pink to white and back to pink over and over.

Finally, Carter chuckles. "Very funny, Maya. But you need to work on your voice if you're going to pretend to be a man."

I freeze with my fingers splayed out. The yellow fingernails extending past each tip are brighter than I'll ever feel again. "I'm not pretending. And that's why I know you're going to hate me."

"Maya, if this is your way of saying you're not interested in me, then—"

"What? No, I am! More than I have any right to be. This is my way of saying you could never be interested in me. I'm not Maya. Aren't you listening?"

He takes a deep breath. "I am listening, and there's no way your voice could ever belong to a man. So I'm still very, very interested in you. And you say you're interested in me, so I don't understand what the problem is here."

"Carter, you're not—"

"Look, I'm coming to town in a couple of weeks for business. What do you say we meet up then? You name the place. No pressure. Just a chance for us to see each other in person and talk."

I snort despite myself. "What kind of business could you possibly have in Paoli?"

"Technically, I'll be flying to Louisville. I would just be coming to Paoli for pleasure." He pauses like he's waiting for me to say something, but I don't. "For the chance to finally meet you. If that's okay?"

I know this is how people get murdered. An awful person like me catfishes a man for years, and then once he finally sees me, he snaps and stabs me to death. And I think I deserve it. "Are you sure you really want to see me?" And to have your heart broken forever?

"Maya, I've never been more sure of anything."


CHAPTER SEVEN



I treat the morning like it's any other morning. I shave my legs in the shower and then wipe clear a section of mirror so I can do my hair and makeup. Once that's done, I walk into my bedroom, and a shiver ripples through me. Even though it's summer, this room is at least twenty degrees cooler than the steamy bathroom. I hurry and get dressed, deciding at the last minute to pull my hair back into a ponytail rather than letting it hang loose, and then I drive to the store.

I'm scheduled to work from 7am until 3pm. I didn't bother trying to trade shifts because Carter's plane doesn't land in Louisville until ten. He won't tell me what he's doing in Louisville. But whatever it is, I'm sure it will take at least a few hours. So by the time he finishes with that and drives to Paoli, I'll be well off work.

To be honest, I still haven't decided if I'm even going to see him. I want to. More than anything. But I know that this entire illusion I've created will crash down once he lays eyes on me. That tiny voice in the back of my mind that has been telling me there could be a chance between me and Carter will die, and it won't be a peaceful death. And I'll wish that I could die too. Maybe I will. The only man I've ever loved—the one who I've compared everyone else to, the one who set the standard that no one else has ever lived up to—will take one look at me and know exactly who I am. What I am. A monster who has no regard for anyone else's feelings. Those dark eyes that I've spent so long staring into in the pictures of him will be here in person. They'll flare up before icing over. Before he walks away in disgust.

I'm not sure how I'll react to that, and I'm not sure how I'll go on afterward. How does a person go on after the only thing they've ever dreamed of is ripped away from them because of a terrible lie that they've fed for years? I lay my head down on the off-white formica top of the break room table. It's sticky from years of spilled drinks that never got totally cleaned up, but I don't care. I cover my head with my arms and sit there and try not to think about how my life will become meaningless in just a few hours.

After a few minutes, I hear Kayla's voice over the intercom paging me to the checkouts. I blow out a breath and sit up. My forehead peels away from the table with the sound of a skin ripping away from an orange, and I look at my watch. Still four minutes left on my break. I'm tempted to ignore her. There can't be anything so important that it can't wait a few minutes. Probably someone like Mrs. Parker, who wants me to help them load groceries into their car. But as I sit and stare at the break room door, I think of Mrs. Parker. Like everyone who grew up in Paoli, I had her for first grade, and even twenty years later, I can't bear the thought of disappointing her. So I stand up with a sigh and stumble my way toward the front of the store. Halfway there, I realize that it sounded like Kayla called Maya, not Max. But I shake away the thought. There is no Maya here, at least not one anyone else knows of.

When I get to the front, I see Kayla standing by herself in the center checkout lane. There's no one with her. "What did you need?" I want to yell at her for interrupting my break for nothing, but I can't do anything that might risk this job.

She doesn't say anything. She just raises an eyebrow and points toward the entrance. There's a man standing there with his back to us both, and for a second I think I recognize his tangled curls of hair. But it can't be. I turn back to Kayla and shrug. She shrugs back. "He said he was looking for you."

My heart goes from normal and healthy to so stressed it could burst in a fraction of a second. It's only a little past eleven. He would have barely had time to get here from the airport, even if he didn't stop anywhere else on the way. And I know he was going to Louisville first. There's no way. But as if he can read my mind, he turns and looks at me. I wince, bracing myself for a string of expletives. Even ready for him to attack me. But he smiles.

"My Moon." He's not smiling, he's beaming. "Is it really you?"

"How did you find me?" Out of all the things I could say to him, that's what my brain and mouth agree on?

He crosses the distance between us so fast, I don't have time to back away. I just flinch. "I only had to ask anyone where I could find the most beautiful woman in southern Indiana, and they told me to come here." Kayla clears her throat behind me. "Okay, the two most beautiful women in southern Indiana. Can we go outside and talk?"

Oh God, this is it. I turn and look at Kayla, hoping that she'll say she needs my help even though there are no customers in the store, but she just smiles and shoos me away. I've never been able to count on her. As soon as she does it, Carter takes my hand, and we both gasp from the electricity that moves between us. My arm tingles up to my elbow from the jolt, and when he shakes his arm, I know he feels it too.

The instant we're outside the doors, Carter turns to look at me and shakes his head. "I can't believe this."

I stare at the worn white sneakers on his feet. "I know. I tried to tell you. I should have tried harder, and—"

"May I?" He lifts my chin, so I'm staring up at him. And I freeze at his perfection. His pink lips are parted just enough to allow a black line to form between them. His nostrils flare almost imperceptibly with each breath, and his left eye twitches just enough to make the eyelashes on his lower lid tremble.

I try to ask what he wants to do, but I can't do anything but stare. And then his face moves closer to mine. I never imagined him as the type of person to headbutt someone, but I suppose we never know what we'll do in the heat of the moment. I close my eyes and wait for his forehead to slam against mine, but it's his lips that crash against me instead.

My mind scrambles to make sense of what he's doing. It takes me much longer than it should to realize that this is a kiss, and when I do, I almost collapse. I have to throw my arms around his neck, not to pull him into me or to press my mouth tighter to his, but simply to keep from ending up in a pile on the asphalt. But he must misinterpret my intentions because he moans and weaves his fingers through my hair. He closes his fist around it, and the sparks of pain on my scalp mix with the fire from his lips and merge into something I've never felt before in my belly, but it's something that I never want to stop feeling.

"Carter?" I try to say his name. With our lips joined, it only comes out as mumbled vowels, but it's enough. He leans back just enough so we can both suck in a desperately needed breath. "What happened to your meeting in Louisville?" I want to stab myself in the thigh for again asking the absolute last thing on my mind.

He rests his forehead against mine. It feels like the final stone being set in place in a temple, and we both sigh. Our breaths mingle, and I can smell the cinnamon of his gum mixing with the aroma of the coffee I drank before I settled in despondency at the break room table. "I lied about having business here. This is the only meeting I had. And I'm glad, because there's no way I could have ever thought of anything else. I could barely follow the GPS directions to get here. And your poor dad had to tell me twice how to get here, even though it's on the same street."

"My dad?" I want to lean back so I can stare at his eyes, but I'm afraid that whatever is happening between us will end the instant we break our contact.

His forehead moves up and down against mine. "I went to your house first. I hope you don't mind, but that was an easy internet search. You weren't home, obviously, but a man mowing the lawn a couple of houses away came down. He said he was your dad."

"Daniel. My stepdad."

"Oh. When I told him I was looking for you, he said you must be at work, and here you are." Carter takes a step back, and it takes all of my willpower to not move with him and put my arms around him to hold him against me. "Did you know I would come to see you here, or do you always wear dresses to work?"

I look down at the white and yellow floral dress I'm wearing with a pair of high top canvas sneakers. Do I normally wear dresses to work? I think the answer is no. I thought I would have time to go home and change before meeting Carter today, if I decided to not stand him up. So why did I pick this dress this morning?

"It doesn't matter. It's pretty on you. But I get the feeling you could make anything pretty. You're so much more than I expected, Maya."

I giggle. "You don't know the half of it. But when you asked Daniel about me, did you call me Maya? And with Kayla inside the store?"

He raises an eyebrow and studies me for a moment. "Of course. What else should I call you?"

"And they both knew who you were talking about?"

"Yes?" He draws the word out. "They both knew right away. Why? Do you usually go by a nickname with the people here?"

I laugh again. "It's complicated—actually it's not. No. I just wasn't expecting you yet. I'm a mess." I run a hand over my head to smooth down my hair, but Carter catches it and pulls me into him. His finger traces up my arm and then down my side to my waist.

"You're great. Just like I expected. Better than I expected. Before you came up, I asked Kayla if she could do without you for the rest of the day, and she said yes. I thought maybe you could give me a tour?"

"Paoli is tiny. That's just going to take a couple of minutes."

"That's not the tour I had in mind. The one I'm thinking of will take much longer than a couple of minutes." He cups my ass, and I squeak.
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The drive to my house is perfect. We leave Carter's rental car in the parking lot, and he sits beside me as I take us to my home. His fingers slide up my leg and flick up the hem of my dress twice, and each time I swat them away. We both know that I want nothing more than to let him keep moving higher. But when I pull into my driveway, reality hits me.

"Lovely," Carter says, but he's looking at me, not my house, which is a few years past any lovely era that it might have had. My cheeks redden, and I lean across the center of the car to kiss him, but it's like the cupholders are a forcefield and stop before I get close to his lips. What am I doing? I'm a man. I lean back and stare up at the green fabric pulled taut over the car's ceiling. Did I really have even myself fooled?

"We can't do this."

The car shakes as Carter spins in his seat to face me. "Why not? Are your parents here? Do you want me to sneak in? I don't have any experience, but I've always wanted to try scaling a trellis to get to my girl's bedroom window."

He flexes his fingers, and I want to laugh. But I just shake my head. "I'm not what you think."

"I agree. So far, you're even better than I thought you could be." He runs a finger down my arm. By the time he gets to my hand, my body is vibrating. "And I can't wait to see even more of you."

I take a long breath to allow me to compose myself. "I don't think you're going to like what you find if you see too much more."

"I think after all this time, you need to have more faith in me than that. There's no chance that I won't love every bit of you. Every. Single. Inch." He traces his finger along my skin to emphasize his words, and I want to believe him. And I would if it weren't for those few inches that are going to become a mile between us. "Now, are you going to unlock that door, or do I really need to find an open window?" He winks and then pushes his door open and stands in the driveway.

He gets halfway to the front door when he stops and turns around. I'm still sitting behind the steering wheel, but when he waves me to join him, I get out. Maybe there's still a chance? What if I promise to get rid of the bits I have? A sex change. I'll do it for him without question. If it means we can be together, I'll chop them off myself without a surgeon.

As I brush past him and walk to the door, my stomach flutters so much that it could fly away on its own. The rest of me isn't much calmer, but I still manage to unlock the door. And Carter manages to let us both walk inside before he spins me around and his lips attack mine. I fall into him and feel his hand slip under my dress. He cups my ass through my panties for just a second, but then he drags his fingers up to my waistband. "I love it," he says.

"You haven't even seen it yet." His eyes have been locked on mine the whole time.

"I don't need to. If it belongs to you, I absolutely love it."

I sigh and try to turn away, but my gaze is just as stuck as his.

"Why do you refuse to believe me?" He slips a finger under the elastic of my panties and slides it along the small of my back. My heart isn't beating now. It's trilling. "I've never lied to you, Maya, and I'm not lying now. Let me see all of you."

His eyes go wide, and I know they're mirroring mine. But while his are filled with desire, mine are wide for a very different reason. I watch him for a few seconds. I watch his eye twitch again, and now his lower lip is trembling. Mouthing an unspoken prayer over and over and at a speed only God can understand. And I nod.

As soon as I do, he yanks my panties down, and I gasp as the cool room air rushes against me. Without meaning to, I grind myself against him. My core to his thigh. The heat immediately returns, and he takes it as an invitation. He slips both hands under me and lifts me. I fight the urge to yip as he pulls me into the air. I throw my arms around his neck and wrap my thighs around him. As I hold myself tight, I feel his cock bulge against me, and I don't just have a heat inside me. I have a wildfire. An entire forest caught in an inferno. And the way he lets his head roll backward, I think he feels it too.

"It's not too late to—"

He silences me with a kiss, and I know that it's too late for both of us. It was too late the minute our schools decided that students in Orange County, Indiana would make perfect pen pals for students in Orange County, California. The second I opened my first letter from him—the instant I made that first stroke with my pen—it was over for both of us. And there's no other way it could have ended than this.

Carter makes it all the way to the kitchen before he hoists me onto the counter with a groan. "I planned to take you to the bedroom, but there are two problems with that." He bites my neck, and it makes me pull him even tighter.

"What's that?"

"First," his lips are still pressed to my skin and I can feel the heat of his words, "is that I don't know where your bedroom is. And second, is that I can't take another step with my dick as hard as it is."

"Oh?" I writhe against him. "Oh."

"I need you now, Maya." He doesn't give me a chance to say anything before he cups his hand over me. Panic floods through me. This is the moment when everything ends. I watch his eyes for that glimmer of recognition before the rush of disgust sweeps through them. But it never comes. The corners of his eyes wrinkle as his lip curls up. "You're so wet for me."

"I'm what—ooh!" He slips a finger inside me—somehow, inside me—and the part of my mind that has been objecting to us all day long goes silent. I'm wet. And his finger is in me. I moan and throw my head back, and it bangs so hard against the cabinet door that Carter pulls his hand out of me and instead cups the back of my head.

"Are you alright?"

I grin, and it turns into a laugh. For a moment he looks at me like I've maybe gotten a concussion and he should rush me to the hospital, but then he joins in. His hand on the back of my head. My arms and legs twisted around him. I shake my head. "I need to feel you inside me again."

"Oh... right." He nods and drops his hand back down to my crotch, but I swipe his arm away.

"Not with your fingers."

Carter stares at me. Either processing the words or giving me a chance to change my mind. But when his jaw drops open just a fraction of an inch and the warm breath that he exhales blows across my cheeks, the window for changing my mind is past. Not that it ever really existed in the first place. I don't understand what is happening—what has happened—but I don't care. I would have given anything to be with Carter, and I'll never question anything that makes that possible.

I look down when I hear his zipper, but our bodies are so close that I can't see anything. When his cock plunges inside me, I don't need to see. My muscles flutter and then tense around him, and he freezes. "Is this hurting you?"

"Hurting me," I repeat. I can't comprehend how he thinks he could ever hurt me.

"Oh shit, Maya. I'm sorry. I'll go slower."

"No you won't." I dig the heels of my sneakers into his ass and force him on like a desperate bandit trying to escape a galloping sheriff.

He chuckles and then presses into me again. "This goes against everything I've ever heard any man say in a porn video, but I need you to loosen up for me."

It takes me more than a few seconds to figure out just how to do that. The muscles are so new to me that I don't know which ones to relax, and I don't know how to relax them. But when I hear him blow out a breath, I know I've got it right. When he thrusts back inside me, I have to fight to keep the muscles relaxed, but I do. And he pumps into me over and over. The counter gets wet under me, either from my sweat or from the liquid leaking out of me, and I make a note that I'll have to sanitize it before I cook again. But I'll soak the entire counter in bleach if it means more of this.

Carter is moving faster now. Grunting and throwing his body weight into me. And I'm sliding on the slick surface. If I weren't holding so tight to him, I would be against the backsplash. Even now, my head bobs against the cabinet. The sore spot bumps against it with every thrust, but the more he moves inside me, the harder it is to feel anything but him. Anything but his cock inside me. My mind still reels at the thought, but then Carter pulls me right back. And now my moans match perfectly with his. A secret chord that will make all other music sound like strings plucked on an out-of-tune guitar.

"I'm going to come." I can't tell which of us says it. But as soon as it's said, we both cry out. A flash of fire shoots through my body, and I can't help but tighten around him now. I want to draw him even further in. I want to never let him go. And I try to hold on as our hips buck. As his cock spasms. As we both gasp for air. But finally I have to let up, and he pulls out of me. He falls toward me, only catching himself against the counter at the last instant.

"Are you sure you're real?" he asks between breaths. The sweat is dripping from his forehead and falling onto my breasts.

"I don't think I was before now." I press my cheek to his. We're so spent that neither of us can move.


EPILOGUE


"I'm going to stab you in your sleep if you try anything funny."

"You know me better than that." Carter cackles, and I expect that he's going to run me into a wall any minute.

Today is the day we're finally moving into our new house. The contractors finished it almost two weeks ago, and even though I helped Carter work with the architect to design it, he's refused to let me see it. He wouldn't even send pictures. Even today when he picked me up at the airport, he refused to tell me anything. And before we pulled into the neighborhood, he stopped and wrapped this pink blindfold over my eyes.

I hold tight to his hand as he walks me up... something. The driveway or a sidewalk, something made of stone or concrete. Then we stop, and he tells me to stand still. I take a deep breath. The smell of new construction is strong. Wood and paint and newly landscaped flowerbeds. I can't help the smile as I inhale. These smells are ours. Our house. Our walls and gardens. Finally together after a year of long-distance dating and, before that, ten years of thinking this was just an impossible fantasy.

I hear a door swing open, and then Carter takes my hand again. "Ready?" His voice is tense with the same excitement I feel.

"Very." As soon as I say it, he puts his free hand around my back and guides me forward. He warns me a small step up. After I take it, I can tell that I'm standing on tile. The sound of my sandals change from a dull thump to a sharp clack. We shuffle forward a few more steps, and then he stops and squeezes my hand.

He loosens my blindfold, but he holds his hand tight over my eyes. "This is it. Our new home. On the count of three. One—"

"Oh my God, just show me!" I can't take anymore, and I pull back, away from his hand. The blindfold slips down around my neck. Carter is standing in front of me. His lips are twisted in a nervous smile as he waits for my reaction. "I love it."

"You haven't even seen it yet. You're just staring at me."

I shrug. "I don't need to. It's ours. Yours and mine. How could I not love it?" As I lean in to kiss him, I take a quick peek around me. To my left, there's a white wall with floor-to-ceiling windows outlined in black trim. It's all I see before I close my eyes, but it's all I need. I told him I need lots of windows to let in the Southern California sun. That plus him, and I'm the happiest woman on earth.

Carter walks me back. My shoulders thud into a wall as he lifts the back of my dress and slips his hands underneath. "I can't believe I was able to wait this long for you." His lips follow a line from my mouth to my ear and down to my shoulder. The heat from his breath lingers in each spot, and my purr grows louder the further down he goes.

"Who was waiting?" I ask and twist my fingers into his hair so he can never pull away. "You were just in Paoli last weekend. And I was out here a couple weeks before that."

For the last year, we've alternated trips and never gone over two weeks without seeing each other. I even spent the entire month of December living with him. Christmas in Anaheim is so very different from Christmas in Indiana. I'll never forget the first time I saw Santa in board shorts and a sleeveless shirt. The weekend we hung our decorations around Carter's house—Carter's old house—it was almost 75 degrees. I wore a bikini top as we strung lights around the trunks of his palm trees.

"It feels like it's been forever. And neither of those places has been ours, so they don't count." He cups his hand around my breast, and I almost melt into the wall. The only part of the house I care about right now is the bedroom, and I wish he would take me there. But he pins me even tighter to the wall instead. His dick presses against me. Its tip searching.

"Okay, you two. You've got the rest of your lives for that. Right now, you can help me and Daniel haul in all these boxes. I swear Maya still has clothes in here from when she was 8."

Carter and I jump apart from each other like a bolt of lightning crashed down between us. Or like two teenagers caught by their parents. "Oh my God, mom, could your timing be any worse? Plus, you're the one who insisted on driving everything clear across the country. Carter offered to pay for a moving company."

She sets the box down just inside the door and walks over to me. Her smile is somehow larger than her face. "I know. But my baby is moving clear across the country to be with her true love. I had to be here for that. And it's a good thing. Lord knows what you two would be up to if I weren't here." She winks, and I roll my eyes. I know exactly what we would be up to right now, and it would be much more fun than standing here talking with my mom.

"Maya and I are glad you're here, even if she refuses to admit it right now," Carter says. "Once we have everything hauled in, I'm taking us to an Argentinian restaurant that just opened a couple of months ago. Does Daniel like steaks? These are mind-blowing."

Mom looks at him and nods. "You know the way to his heart. If they're that good, he'll be talking about them for the rest of his life."

"As long as you two go back to your hotel room right afterward and talk about them there. Carter and I have our own things we'll want to talk about this evening." I put my hand on her shoulder and guide her to the front door just as Daniel walks up. He's carrying a box that's so big he can't see around it.

"Yeah, I'll just bet you do," mom says and shakes her head.
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FIVE BOOKS that have never been published in any other 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.

The collection contains:

The Perfect Girl

Self-Help

Just a Dress

Substitute Teacher

Inheritance
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Everyone knows the house. We all know what happened there.

When Alex and his friends tell me they want to go inside, I stupidly say yes. For a chance to be with him.

But now that I'm here, each step makes my heart pound louder. The air freezes my skin. And when we utter the words to summon the spirit, everything changes.

My whole life I've laughed at the notion of ghosts. But the woman who appears in front of me now is very real. And so are the transformations that occur to my body as she possesses me.
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This super bundle contains TWENTY of Kenzie's top books.

20 tales of ordinary men transformed into beautiful women.

Get every story from The Injected Series, The Girls Series, The Trophy Clinic Series, and The Club Series. A total of 20 stories, all in this mega collection.
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"If there's one thing I believe, it's that wishes never come true. The only scary thing is letting yourself believe they might."

As a child, I dreamed of being a witch—just like all the women in my family. Every year for Halloween, I dressed up as one. When I closed my eyes at night, I prayed to become one. But there was always one little problem. I was a boy, and boys couldn't grow up to become witches.

When I finally realized this, my life lost its color. I lost the will to do anything except just get through. I buried myself as far from the world as I could.

But just after my thirty-third birthday, things started happening. Things I couldn't explain. And when my body started to change too, I wondered if maybe wishes do come true.

BE WITCHED: MAGIC FEMINIZATION
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Join my mailing list, and you'll get access to bonus chapters and two full-length stories. All for free.

Click Here to Join

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


MORE BY KENZIE MCKAY


ACCIDENTALLY ME: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

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

ALMOST PERFECT: MAGICAL FEMINIZATION

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

ANOTHER CHANCE: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

I've been in love with him for years, but I've always hidden it. Just like I've hidden my true self. But when I hear he's coming to my town, I know this is my chance.

BECOMING WOMEN: 20 BOOK MEGA BUNDLE

TWENTY of Kenzie's top books.

Get every story from The Injected Series, The Girls Series, The Trophy Clinic Series, and The Club Series.

THE BEST WOMAN: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

I planned to never see him again. And I didn't. For ten years. Until I ended up standing next to him at my best friend's wedding.

BE WITCHED: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

"If there's one thing I believe, it's that wishes never come true. The only scary thing is letting yourself believe they might."

THE CLUB BUNDLE

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

CONVERSION THERAPY: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

The therapist promises Alex that no one will think of him as a gay man again. And once all the changes are finished, Alex will be a brand new person.

DISCOVERED: 8 BOOK BUNDLE

Sometimes someone sneaks past our defenses and sees the real us. They show us that we can finally live the life we've always dreamed of.

FATED: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

I dream of him every night. He's dressed in a tuxedo. I'm wearing a sparkling black gown. But there are two problems. First, I've never seen this man before. And second—I'm a man.

FOREVER MADDIE

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

THE GIRLFRIEND RING: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

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

THE GIRLS SERIES BUNDLE

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

HER DRESS

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

HER NEW DAUGHTER

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

HIDING: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

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

HIS ASSISTANT: CROSSDRESSING ROMANCE

What happens when someone discovers your deepest secret?

HOMECOMING

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

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.

POSSESSED: MAGIC FORCED FEMINIZATION

My whole life I've laughed at the notion of ghosts. But the woman who appears in front of me now is very real. And so are the transformations that occur to my body as she possesses me.

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.
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ABOUT ME

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

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

https://kenziemckaywrites.ck.page

[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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