
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      CHASING THE QUARTERBACK

      Feminization Romance

    

    




      
        KENZIE MCKAY

      

    

  




Copyright © 2022 by Kenzie McKay All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

[image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum







  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Want Free Stories?

      

      
        Read the Entire Series

      

      
        Read My Latest Book

      

      
        The Girls Series Bundle

      

      
        Also by Kenzie McKay

      

      
        About Me

      

    

    

  








Chapter One









I notice him across the room. And how could I not? He’s taller than anyone else here. The space is filled with people, and the only light comes in flashing bursts of color. But there he is, skin changing from red to blue to green to purple with each strobe of the alternating lights. But no matter the color, his eyes penetrate me. They’re not looking through me, though. They’re looking at me the way a shark looks at a smaller fish, but I don’t imagine a small fish feels the way I do under that gaze.

I silently curse the other students as I struggle and bump my way across the room. When I finally make it, I don’t see him anywhere. I spin to look all around me, but there’s no sign of him. My stomach sinks. Maybe I imagined him. The hottest man in the room, finding me at a party? Finding me so attractive that his eyes could have burned holes in me? If a friend told me this story, I’d never believe them. If Shelby came to me now and told me she saw her dream man but then lost him in the crowd, I would tell her she’s had too much to drink and insist that it’s time to go home. And maybe it is. I haven’t had any alcohol tonight, but I look at the half-empty can in my hand and wonder if someone put something in it.

I’m still staring at the can when I feel something brush the side of my neck. “Wait five minutes and meet me behind the shed outside.”

I spin just in time to see the back of his head as he walks away. “Wait! I’m coming!” I start to follow behind him, but then I stop. What if he doesn’t want to be seen with me? I look around the room again, searching this time for anyone watching me. I don’t see anyone, but I keep my feet planted, swaying with the music to give me cover.

It kills me to wait, but I do. Maybe not for five minutes, but as long as I can. Finally, I can’t take any more and have to follow him.

The backyard is almost completely black. No lights and no moon tonight. I look around. There are only two other people back here. A man and a woman leaning against the fence. His hand slips under her skirt as she moans. I walk past them and toward the back of the yard.

The path behind the shed is narrow, and I’m not sure if the man I saw could even fit in it. Maybe he tried and gave up. Maybe he’s waiting somewhere else. When I get to the corner, I smell sandalwood. I inhale and take a blind step around the bend and run into a wall.

Not a wall. Him.

I stumble backwards, but he catches me before I can fall. This is the first time I’ve seen all of him. He’s massive. Tall and even broader than he looked inside. The outline of his muscles ripples through his T-shirt. When he’s sure I have my footing, he lifts the baseball cap from his head and runs a hand through his hair before pulling it back on.

“You came.”

“I did.” I grin. “I wasn’t sure if—”

I can’t even finish my sentence before he presses against me and his lips take mine. There’s nothing gentle about this. This is an animal taking his prey, and I fall back into the wall and let him have me. I wrap my arms around his neck to pull him even closer, and then I feel his dick poke my belly. I drop one hand and massage it through his jeans. He inhales, and I know he wants the same thing I do.

I drop to my knees and look up into his eyes while he fumbles with his pants. When his cock springs free, I just stare at it. My mouth is salivating, but I’m not sure what I should do.

He must take my hesitation for doubt because he takes a step back. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

“Yes. I just…” I can’t tell him I’ve never done this before. That would be an instant red flag. “I don’t know how you like—”

“This is your first time, isn’t it?” His lips curl up, and my face turns red. I try to stammer out a lie, but only a few nonsense syllables come out. “We’ll go slow. First, what’s your name?” he asks.

“Dylan. What’s yours?”

He chuckles, but then just stares at me. “You really don’t know who I am?”

I study his face, but after a few seconds, I give up. “I’m sorry. It’s dark. Do we have a class together?”

“You’re serious… No, we don’t. I’m Owen. I just thought maybe you’d seen me on campus. Guess not.”

There’s no way I’ve ever seen him before. I wouldn’t forget someone who looks like that. I’d never be able to get him out of my mind. “Guess not.” I smile and blow out a breath. “It’s good to meet you, Owen.”

“How did I get so fucking lucky?” His words are so soft I can barely hear them, and I’m not sure that they’re meant for me. So I ignore them and kiss the tip of his cock. Somehow, just knowing his name makes me forget all the doubts about what to do.

I can’t believe how warm his dick is on my lips. I hold it there for a second and take a deep breath, smelling soap mixed with his natural muskiness. The scent makes me hard. I’ve never been this close to someone before. Not like this.

I lick along his length like it’s a popsicle while I watch Owen’s face. He closes his eyes and exhales, so he must like this. I lick a couple more times before I wrap my lips around his bulging head.

I press myself down on him, taking more of him into my mouth while I hold on to the back of his thighs. When I feel his tip bump against the back of my throat, I move forward and back. In and out. Faster and sloppier each time until I’m slobbering along the length of his dick. I try to suck the saliva back into my mouth, and when I do, Owen moans. I look up. The side of his head is rolled against the shed. I do it again and again. Moving up and down and sucking him into me as I do.

“This can’t be your first time.” His words are choppy and tense, and they fill me with pride.

I squeeze my hand around the base of his dick, and his entire body goes rigid. His cum sprays into the back of my mouth. I try to swallow it all, but I can’t. I feel the hot fluid running down my chin and on to the weeds below. And then I feel something else. My cock tenses and pulses on its own. My face goes red as I fill my underwear with my seed. I can’t believe this. The only thought in my head is that I need to go clean myself before he finds out.

“I, uh, have to—”

“How can you be that good if you’ve never done this before?” He puts both of his hands on my shoulders, and his stare holds me in place. “Can I see you again?”













Chapter Two









“So who’s the mystery man?” Shelby moves aside a blue sweater and takes its place on my bed.

I look away. “There’s no mystery man.”

“Mmm-hmm. All this is just for a night out by yourself? And the reason you won’t tell your best friend where you’re going is because there’s no one else involved, right?”

“Well, I mean…” I twist my lips to the side and spin to look at her. “You have to promise not to tell anyone.”

Her eyes light up. “Oh my God, are you fucking one of your professors?”

“Eww, gross! All my professors are like eighty. Or women. Either way, no. Just no.” I give her a dramatic shudder to show how I feel about the prospect of sex with any of them.

“Then who?”

“Promise first.” I hold out my hand, and she wraps her pinky around mine.

“I promise. Now tell me!”

“His name is Owen.” I turn back to my closet and pull out a red collared shirt, then toss it onto the pile on the bed.

“Okay…”

“And we’ve had a few dates now, and I think I might like him. Like, really like him.”

Owen and I have gone out three times, and each time he’s made me feel like I’m the main character in a romantic movie. The way he looks at me, the way he touches me when no one else is watching, the way he exhales and then rubs the side of his face whenever he sees me. When we’re together, I’m the only person in the world to him, and he’s the only person to me.

“And I’m just now hearing about this?” She throws the red shirt at me and twists her lips into a pout.

“He made me promise not to tell anyone. That’s why you can’t say a word about this. I mean it.”

“Oh Dylan, he’s not one of those people, is he? The anti-gay bigots who have a secret boy on the side. Is he a preacher who makes you go to hotel rooms and give him blow jobs while he smokes meth?”

“Jesus, Shelb, that’s a rather specific image. Where did that come from?”

“It’s just how these people are. A tale as old as time. So is he? Is he older? Does he have a family? Is that why this has to be a secret?”

“No, he doesn’t have a family. He goes to school here. I met him at the Beta Pi party a couple weeks ago. You know, the party you made me go to and then abandoned me at.”

She ignores my dig. “Then he’s dating someone else. He’s using you to make his current boyfriend jealous? Or maybe his boyfriend isn’t putting out, so he’s using you for the sex?”

I slide a hanger against the side of the closet with a smack. “Why are you doing this? Can’t you just be happy for me?”

I hear her climb off the bed and walk toward me, and then she wraps her arms around my midsection. “Of course I am, doll. I just don’t think you should have to hide this. You can’t even tell your best friend? That doesn’t sound like the basis of a healthy relationship.”

“What would I know about healthy relationships? Besides, he didn’t say I couldn’t tell you. He just asked me to keep it quiet. And I’m telling you now. Better late than never, right?”

“Only because I made you.”

I spin around so I’m facing her—her hands are wrapped around the small of my back now—and kiss her on the nose. “I love you.”

“That’s not going to get you out of this. I’m serious, Dylan. It sounds like he’s going to hurt you in the end.”

I kiss her again. “And because I love you, I’m ignoring that accidental pun, which was actually quite good.”

“Oh, shut up.” She rolls her eyes. “I love you too. Just be careful with this guy, okay? Where are you going tonight?”

“I don’t know yet. He gave me an address in Watkins to meet him at. A store parking lot.”

“Middle-of-nowhere Watkins? Where there’s literally nothing to do?”

“We’re just meeting there. We do that. Then we go together from there to wherever it is he has planned.”

“So he makes you drive an hour away just to meet him even though he goes to this school? That doesn’t seem strange to you?”

I shrug my shoulders. “Maybe a little. I just never think about it. It’s not a big deal, Shelb.”

“I don’t like this.”

“It’s fine. Stop worrying so much about me. Now which shirt for tonight?” I hold out the two I’ve narrowed it down to.
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Owen is leaning against the hood of his car when I pull into the parking lot. He’s wearing a dark grey jacket over a white T-shirt that looks two sizes too small for his torso. I can see every curving line of his muscles, and that’s all I can see. I have to stomp the brake pedal to avoid crashing into his black Audi.

“Nice driving.” His laughing smirk makes my dick thrum.

“It would have been your fault, you know. There are laws against distracted driving.”

“I’m pretty sure they don’t work the way you think they do.” He wraps his arms around me and plants a kiss on the top of my head. “I’ve missed you so much.”

It can’t be nearly as much as I’ve missed him. “We just saw each other a couple days ago.”

“A couple of days? Promise me we’ll never be apart that long again.”

I laugh, but he doesn’t. “So, what are we doing tonight?”

“Dinner, and a surprise.”

“Ooh, I love surprises! What is it?”

“You’ll have to wait. Are you ready?”

No. Not if it means that I have to let go of him. I clutch him even tighter, and I hope that he’ll get the picture. When he squeezes me, I think he does. But then he drops his arms and takes a small step back, as much as he can with my arms still around him.

“C’mon. I made reservations for eight.”

I exhale and walk around to the passenger side of his car.

The restaurant parking lot is lined with pickup trucks, and not one of them is new. “You made reservations for this place?”

“The lady did sorta laugh when I called.”

“I see why. Have you been here before?”

He shrugs his shoulders and shakes his head.

“Then how did you pick this place?”

“Good reviews on the internet. Let’s go.” He throws open his door and bounds toward the front of the restaurant before I even have my seatbelt off.

The inside is a combination of a diner and a dive bar. There are booths and tables in one half of the space. Each has the same formica top, and each seat is covered in the same cracked and peeling red vinyl. On the other side of the room, there’s a bar that looks decades old. No one is smoking, but I can practically smell the cigarette smoke oozing from the dark wood. Behind the bar is a mirrored wall of liquor bottles that just looks like two shelves of Jack. The blond waitress takes us to a booth in the corner, drops the menus on the table, and then leaves to get waters for us. Her ponytail swings from side to side as she walks away.

“So, this place?” I look across the table, but Owen is already buried in the menu.

“The steak. 48 ounce ribeye. Supposed to be the best in all of Western Kansas.”

“Hmm. Here?” I scan through my menu and settle on the chicken breast. “Can I try a piece of yours?”

“I’d be glad to give you a piece of my meat, baby.”

I snort. “That was so stupid. And I’m not sure the local cow folk would appreciate the way you looked at me when you said that.”

He looks around the room and then runs his thumb across the back of my hand. “They seem pretty fascinated by their beers at the moment. But I suppose you’re right.” He pulls away with a wink, and the absence of his hand leaves my entire body cold. I scan the room and then look down at the menu.

It’s not long before the waitress is back to get our orders and then to deliver our food. She sets Owen’s plate down with a thud that rattles the silverware on the table. The steak is massive with black crosshatch marks, and it’s sitting in a pool of light pink juices. I’m not normally a steak person, but it makes my mouth water. I look from it to Owen. His eyes are wide, and the sides of his mouth are curled up. I want to wave my hand in front of his face to see if he even notices it, but I’m afraid that he might bite it off in a meat-induced craze.

“Oh my God, it is! Owen Bostick… dude!” The man rushes to our table before I can make sense of what’s happening. “Can I get a selfie?”

Owen smiles and waves him even closer. “Sure.”

The man holds his phone at arm’s length while they both lean in and smile. “Bro, this just made my day… shit, my whole goddamn month! You’re the greatest, man. You think you guys got a chance at the title?”

Owen shrugs and looks at me, his eyebrows furrowed. “I think we might. Tough schedule ahead, though.”

“Yeah, Central Oklahoma is a friggin’ beast this year. Anyway, I’ll let you two get back to it.” For the first time, the man looks at me, and his eyes drift from my head down to my feet before turning back to Owen. “And don’t worry about me. I’m cool with all this. I ain’t gonna tell no one about you two.”

“What do you mean?” Owen’s face is red, and he clamps his lips so tight the color drains from them.

“What two adults do in their own time is their own business, right? Ain’t mine or nobody else’s. Anyway, so great to meet you! I can’t wait to tell everybody about this. Go Busters!”

“Go Busters.” Owen mumbles the words and tries his best to smile, but he ends up looking down.

“Who’s that?” I ask.

“I don’t know. Just some random guy.”

“Some random guy knows who you are and wants to take a picture with you?”

Owen cuts off a piece of steak half the size of my hand and shoves it into his mouth. I’m staring at him, but his eyes don’t move from his plate. “Maybe we can get this to go. I’ll get the waitress.”

“Owen, who was that?”

“I don’t know. Honestly. Just someone who recognized me, I guess.” He spins around and waves the waitress over to our table.

“Recognizes you from what?”

“I might be a little famous to some people. Do we have to talk about this?”

“I want to know how some man who lives in the middle of nowhere and who looks like he’s spent his whole life in the same 20-mile radius knows my boyfriend.”

“Keep your voice down!” Owen looks around the room. The only person close to us is the waitress bringing Owen’s credit card back, and she’s still fifteen feet away. “Don’t say that here. I’ll tell you. I promise. Just not here.”

Owen and I walk to his car in silence. When we drive away, I quickly lose track of where we are on the dark country roads. My heart thumps when we pull through an open gate and down a gravel road.

“Where are we?”

“This is the surprise.” He glances at me and grins.

I start reliving all the true crime shows Shelby and I have watched together. The unsuspecting victim lets her boyfriend drive her to the middle of nowhere and then he ties her up, has his way with her, and either shoots her or just leaves her to die. Hunters stumble across her body during the next deer season, but by then she’s so decomposed they can’t tell who she is until they get her dental records back. I run my tongue along the crooked tooth in the back of my mouth. Is that tooth the only way they’ll be able to identify me?

When we park, I stay in the car until Owen comes around and opens my door. “Come on.” He holds his hand out, and I look at it for a second before taking it. He leads me toward a group of trees, and I’m not sure if I should rip a button off my shirt and drop it as a clue to lead someone to my body. I look around. There’s nothing here. No houses, no sheds, no cars. No one would ever find the button, so I might as well keep it on the shirt. If I’m going to be murdered, I’ll at least look good doing it.

“Are you hot?” Owen asks me.

“What?”

“Your palm is sweaty. Maybe we should take off some of those clothes to help cool you down.” He pulls me toward him and nibbles my earlobe.

“Oh, uh, no. I’m fine. Thanks.” He’s not really the murdering type, is he? Would a murderer care if I was hot? “You still won’t tell me where we’re going?”

“Just up ahead. We’re almost there.”

After a few more steps, the trees abruptly end and we’re in an empty field. We walk to the center of it, and he stops, pulling the backpack from his shoulders.

“This?” Is this the last place on earth that I’m going to see? I spin to take it all in. Dark, tilled soil with dried corn husks scattered over it. There are woods to three sides and another field on the other. That field hasn’t been cleared yet.

Owen spreads a blanket and drops to the ground, pulling me down beside him. “The family of one of my teammates owns this land. He had a huge party for all of us and our girlfriends right here last year. We burned the wood from an old barn. You should have seen how high the flames got.” He looks up like he can still see it.

“Teammate? And did you come with a girlfriend?” My chest tightens when I repeat the word. I don’t really care if he had a girlfriend then. He’s got me now. And as long as he doesn’t murder me, I’m happy. So why am I asking?

“There was a girl, but I wouldn’t call her my girlfriend. We were just kinda there for each other when we needed something, you know?”

“Oh.” My face flushes, and I want to know what this girl looks like. “Do you still…”

“No. Of course not. Here.” He lies back and pulls me down with him. “Look up there.”

I follow his hand toward the sky and gasp.

“Incredible, isn’t it?”

There are millions of stars—billions. The entire sky is covered in white pinpricks of light. I scoot my body toward his until we’re touching from our shoulders to our feet. I don’t know if I’ve ever felt so empty and so whole.

“It’s beautiful.” My voice is just a whisper.

“This is my favorite place ever, so I had to bring you here. My favorite person and my favorite place.”

He kisses me on the cheek, and I want to turn so my lips match with his. I want more than just his lips. But I can’t take my eyes from the sky.

“Dylan, I want you to know everything about me. All the silly little things like what brand of toothpaste I like the best, and all the important things too. Like who I really am. I haven’t lied, but I haven’t been completely open either. There’s a reason that man in the restaurant knows me.”













Chapter Three









“Yes! Yes! Oh my God, Owen, go! Go babe—boys! Go boys!” My cheers are drowned out by the 70,000 other fans all standing and screaming as Owen dashes away from the blitzing lineman and down the field. Forty yards and into the end zone, where he sets the ball at the base of the goalpost and then jumps into the arms of his teammates.

Just a couple of weeks ago, I thought I despised football. But that was before Owen told me he’s the school’s starting quarterback and one of the best in the country. The next day, I went to the team shop and bought a number 12 jersey with BOSTICK written across the shoulders, and every day since then I’ve been watching internet videos, trying to learn everything I can about football.

“Did you see that?” I scream in Shelby’s ear, and she spins to face me and then grabs my arms, jumping up and down with me. People all around are looking at us now, and we collapse back into our seats in a fit of giggles.

“He’s so much faster than that player chasing him. That poor guy didn’t have a chance to keep him out of the goal zone.”

“The end zone.” I smugly correct her as if I didn’t just learn that in the last week. She rolls her eyes, and we both turn to the field. I can’t wipe the smile from my face.

We watch through the first half and almost all the third quarter, watching Owen squat each time with his hands under the front lineman’s rear end. It took me way too many videos to realize that position wasn’t a joke or just an excuse for the quarterback to feel the other player’s ass. I’m still not entirely convinced it’s not one of those. Everything looks normal this time as Owen takes the ball from between the man’s legs—that had to have started as a joke at some point, no one will ever convince me otherwise—and then steps backward while looking for someone to throw to. I see the trouble before he does, and I gasp. Number 54 on the other team is sprinting, and there’s no one between him and Owen.

I cover my eyes just before they make contact, and the entire stadium groans. I grab Shelby’s arm, and when she doesn’t say anything, I peek between my fingers. Owen is on his back and using both hands to hold his leg up. I can’t take it, so I wrap my arms around Shelby and squeeze my eyes shut.

“Please tell me he’s okay. Please.” I feel a tear roll down my cheek, and I sniff as I cling to her.

When Owen held me under the stars, he told me his biggest fear is getting hurt this year. He said a serious injury could drop him from one of the first players picked by a professional team to one of the last, and that would mean millions of dollars lost if that happens. And now, there he is, lying on the field. His nightmare coming true, and I’m stuck in the stands.

I should be down there with him. Or at least close, so I can see him and he can see me. So he knows I’m here for him. But I’m trapped up here. No one to tell me what’s going on. No way to take his hand or even just look him in the eyes and tell him it’s all going to be fine.

“They’re helping him up.” Shelby works her arms around me. “Now they’re having him flex his leg.”

My heart thrashes against my ribs, and its sound drowns out almost everything else. I need to get down there. I don’t care who finds out about us. I try to push away from Shelby, but she holds me tighter.

“Where are you going?” she asks.

“Down there. I have to be with him. I don’t care about all that other shit. I have to.”

“Dylan, you can’t, doll. They wouldn’t let you anywhere near him anyway, but it would just make him mad if you somehow got in. He’s walking off the field now. He looks… fine, actually.”

Everyone around us erupts into applause. “What’s happening now?” I ask her.

“Open your eyes and look. He just waved to the crowd. He’s going to be okay.”

I crack my left eye just a little, as if opening it all the way might let in too much of a vision I don’t want. But she’s right. He’s walking off the field and pumping his right fist into the air. The stadium gets louder until it feels like the entire metal structure is rolling under my feet from the shouts of the fans. I collapse onto my seat and blow out the breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding. In the corner of my eye, I see Shelby looking down at me.

“What?” I ask her.

“This is a lot more than just some casual dating, isn’t it?”

“Of course not. I just care about him. That’s all.”

“This is love.”

My mouth goes so dry my tongue sticks to its roof.

“You’re in love with him.”

I swallow and shake my head. “You know I’m not. Love isn’t real.” I saw that firsthand with mom and dad. They were always saying “I love you” to each other. But one morning I woke up and found dad loading a moving truck. He actually had the nerve to make me help him take things out of our house so he could leave us. I knew then that true love doesn’t exist.

She sits beside me and wraps my hand in hers. “What you’re feeling seems real to me.”

I don’t say anything. She can think what she wants. I know better.
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“I still don’t understand. You said Donovan is taking a friend, so why can’t you just say that I’m your friend?” I stroke my hand over his bare chest and give him my poutiest doe eyes.

He puts his hand over mine—mine is so tiny compared to his—and pulls it toward his mouth. His eyes are locked on mine as he takes my index finger between his lips and pulls it inside him. A spark shoots from my finger right to my cock.

“You’re not going to distract me.” I push the sheet from his hips and stare at him. He’s already hard again, and my mouth is salivating. It’s only been a few minutes since I had him inside me, but my body reacts like this is the first I’ve ever seen him. I close my eyes. “Not until you tell me I can go with you.”

“Dylan, I can’t. Donovan doesn’t have as much riding on this as I do. Plus, everyone on the team already knows he bangs anything with a pulse. Some of them are suspicious about me.”

I flick my finger against his dick, and he groans. “And they don’t care. At least they shouldn’t.”

“They don’t. And I wish they could know you.” He kisses the back of my palm and holds my hand against his chest. “But they aren’t the ones who are making the million dollar decisions about my future.”

“Do you really think it matters?” He trembles as I glide a finger along his erect length.

Owen sighs and rolls onto his back. His eyelashes flutter as he stares up at the ceiling. “Sometimes I just want to say fuck it all. I love who I love.”

He turns his head, and his eyes burn through me. My skin heats under his glare until I’m sure it’s going to set this bed on fire any second. That word. Love. The word I swore I would never let myself use. The word I told myself was just a meaningless syllable. But then why is my heartbeat so irregular when I hear it from him?

“Then do it! Take me.” It’s his last football team banquet, and I’m sure he’ll get at least one award. I want to be there to watch him get it, to celebrate with him. Just like the girlfriends of the other players will be.

“Dylan…” He moves to the edge of the bed and looks me up and down. His eyes are hungry, and I know exactly what he wants.

“Tell me yes, and you can have this.” I slide my hand from my chest down to my cock and wrap my fingers around it. “Say yes. Please.”

He swings his legs over the side of the bed and stands up. “I’m so sorry, babe. You know I want to. I just can’t. This has been my dream since I was a little boy. I can’t risk it.” He stares down at me, tears welling in his eyes. “I love you. Maybe it’s too soon to say that, but I love you so much. But I just can’t do it.”

He bites his lip and turns toward the bathroom. I follow behind and stare as he takes his toothbrush from the cup next to my sink. The plastic shaft is almost lost in his fingers. He takes it to his mouth and moves it in and out, his fist pumping, and I slump against the wall, wishing that was something other than his toothbrush.

I watch him like a helpless dog who knows his master is about to go away. After he rinses, he turns to me. “We can’t do tonight. But let me talk to my agent and see what he thinks about us. I want everyone to know how I feel about you. I really do.” He takes my hands and leans his mouth against my forehead. I inhale the scent of his toothpaste. “But I need to be careful. I can’t take a chance when I’m this close. Tell me you understand?”

I do. I know this has been his only dream since he was five years old, but it still hurts that he’s choosing it over me. The same rejection twists my gut now as the day when dad hauled away his favorite chair. It was silly that carrying a chair to the moving truck would make me break down, but it did. It was the one thing in the whole house that was just his, and he was taking it away.

“I’m sorry, baby.” Owen kisses the top of my head. “I’d give almost anything for you to be there tonight, to squeeze your hand under the table. To squeeze something else.” He chuckles under his breath. “I guess I can’t expect you to understand, but it has to be this way. For now. I promise I’ll talk to my agent, and he’ll come up with something. I love you too much to hide you away.”

There’s that word again. It makes my knees buckle and threatens to send me to the floor if I wasn’t already leaning against the wall. I look up into his eyes, and they’re pleading with me now. Begging me to give him permission to go without me. Praying for me to tell him I understand. And I do. But my mouth won’t move. My entire body is frozen, and all I can do is watch him. Watch him stare at me and then watch him walk away. I hear the door close, and I slump to the floor.













Chapter Four









“Oh my God, this would be too cute. Can I borrow these?” I hold out a black and white floral top and a bright pink cropped jacket, and put on my best smile for Shelby. “You have the best taste.” It’s her closet I’m raiding for date outfits, so I need to suck up as much as I can.

She just squints at me, her eyebrows furrowed and her lips pursed. “What’s gotten into you recently?”

“What do you mean?” I try batting my eyelashes to see if that has any effect on her.

It doesn’t. “I mean this.” She points to the clothes in my hand. “You’re borrowing my clothes? And you’re wearing eyeliner. That’s not mine, is it? That’s not something you should really share with someone.”

“No.” I draw out the word over three or four beats. “And if you don’t want to share your things, I’ll put them back.” I huff as I plod back to her clothes and slip the hangers over the rod.

“Just a little dramatic, don’t you think? Here, let me see.” She brushes against my back as she reaches over my shoulder and takes the clothes off the rack. “Face me.” She holds them against my body and leans back. “It is cute. I don’t mind sharing with you, but why all of a sudden? Does Owen tell you to dress like this?”

I throw my arms around her. “You’re the best! Thank you! And no, Owen doesn’t tell me how to dress. He says he loves me however I am.” I want to twirl as I say the words. “But I still want to look good for him.”

She shrugs and twists her lips.

“Ooh, do you think these will fit? Can I?” I yank a pair of black ankle boots from her closet. The toe has a sharper point than most of the knives in our kitchen.

“Are you going to a drag bar?”

My insides turn to lead at her words, and I drop the clothes onto the floor and glare at her. “Are you saying I look like a drag queen?” I storm off and bite the inside of my cheek to keep from crying.

“Honey, no. Of course not. Come back.”

I don’t turn to see how close she is when I slam my bedroom door.

“I’m sorry, doll. I didn’t mean it like that. But… those have a heel. Have you ever worn heels before?”

I throw myself onto my bed and don’t say a word.

“You can wear them if they fit. I don’t mind. You’re welcome to anything I own. You know that. Dylan?”

She cracks the door open and peeks inside. When her eyes meet mine, her face softens, and she walks in and sits beside me.

“What’s wrong?” She strokes her hand down my arm.

I close my eyes and take a deep breath. “My best friend just told me I look like a drag queen.”

“No, I didn’t. At least I didn’t mean to. I’m sorry if it came out that way. This is just so different from the you I’m used to. And besides, you know as well as I do that drag queens are some of the prettiest women out there. So that would be a compliment if I even did call you that.”

I snort out a laugh. “God, they are so pretty, aren’t they? I wish I could be pretty like that.”

“Do you really?” Her thumb sweeps across my hand. “I think I have the perfect pants for that top. Let’s see if they fit you.”

Shelby pulls me into her bedroom and shoves the floral top and a pair of black leather leggings into my hands. When I don’t move fast enough, she yanks my jeans down to hurry me along. But when I start to pull the leggings up my legs, she stops me. “How far do you want to go?”

I cock an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”

She reaches into the top drawer of her dresser and tosses something red at me. I catch it and look at the silky material in my hand, not sure at first what it is.

“I think you should wear those.”

“Panties?” I ask.

“If you meant what you said. Those are going to make you feel so sexy.”

Just holding them is already making me feel sexy. I tug my briefs down while she watches. Kicking them to the side, I pull the red panties up my legs. The smooth material tickling my hairless legs as I do. When I get them around my waist, I shimmy and tuck everything out of the way, and I just look at Shelby. She’s biting her lower lip and shaking her head. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” she says. “I’ve just known you since freshman year, and I never knew you had this side to you.”

“I… I don’t think I knew I did either until recently. Is it okay?”

“Stop asking that. Of course it is. Now, let’s get you dressed before Owen gets here.”

Shelby spends the next half hour helping me get ready. All the clothes and shoes fit me perfectly, so then she drags me to the bathroom and does my makeup. More than just the eyeliner I had on. She paints me with eyeshadow, mascara, and lipstick, and then she runs gel through my hair and attacks it with her curling iron. It’s too short to do much with, but she works on it anyway. When she’s done, she spins me toward the full-length mirror, and I gasp.

“Is that...” The words catch in my throat. I still look like me, but a better version of me.

“I’m not very good at makeup. Sorry. But if you like it, you can keep practicing and get better.”

Like it? I turn to the left and the right. I’m not sure if I should, but I do. I bite my lip.

“Stop that. You’re going to ruin your lipstick.”

My mouth falls into a small O before I close it. Just then, there’s a knock at the door, and my stomach flips. Owen. What is he going to think of this? I look to Shelby, and the panic must be written all over my face because she knows exactly what I’m thinking.

She laughs. “I’ve seen the way he looks at you. You could rub dog shit all over your face, and he would think you’re gorgeous.”

I wince at the image, and she chuckles while she goes to answer the door.

His presence fills the apartment as soon as he walks in. Even from Shelby’s bedroom, I can feel it. And then there’s his voice, booming through the entire space as he and Shelby talk. I can’t hear what they’re saying. I don’t know if I want to. I just stand still, staring at myself in the mirror. I look... like a feminine version of myself. My heart skips as I think that I almost look cute.

“Dylan? Yo, Dylan? We’re waiting.” Shelby’s voice cuts through my thoughts, and I look away from the mirror. This is it.

My feet stop on their own just before I get to the door. What if he doesn’t like this? I can take it all off, but I don’t know if I want to. I take a deep breath and hold it as I push forward.

“Oh… Shelby wasn’t lying. You’re, um…”

“Pretty?” Shelby offers him the word, and he takes it.

“Yes. Very. Like a girl. I don’t know what to say. I didn’t expect this.”

I blush and look down. “I hope it’s okay.”

I hear Shelby groan as Owen moves toward me. He holds a finger under my chin and pulls my gaze up to his. “You never have to worry about that. Whatever you do is okay. Beyond okay. I was just caught off guard for a second. I expected my handsome boyfriend, and I got his beautiful sister instead.”

I giggle at his words, and they peel all my doubts away.

“Let’s go show you off.” He takes my hand.
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“Axe throwing?” I stare at the building as we pull up.

Owen is out of the car and opening my door before I know it. “M’lady.” He laughs, but a warmth spreads through my body at the words. He holds my hand as I stand up. Then he laces his fingers with mine and guides me inside.

The room is brighter than I thought it would be. It’s filled with tables, but along two walls there are large painted targets. Each one is separated from the others by what looks like a fence, and the whole section is roped off from the rest of the bar.

We walk to a table, and Owen pulls a chair out for me. I smile up at him as I sit down. “What do you want to drink?”

He’s not gone more than a couple of minutes before he sets my strawberry gin smash in front of me. He slides his chair so close that we’re touching, and he takes a drink of his beer.

“Did Rashad get ahold of you yet?”

“Who?”

“My agent. I talked to him about us. He was supposed to reach out to you. I gave him your phone number.”

I shake my head. The name sounds familiar, but I’m sure it’s because Owen has mentioned him before. “What did he say when you told him?”

“At first, he said there was no way to make it work. But I told him he had to do something because I wasn’t going to keep you a secret forever. You mean too much to me for that.”

He slides his hand along my leg, and I automatically part just a little for him. But he doesn’t move any further.

“Then he said he might have an idea. He was supposed to text you.”

I pull out my phone and swipe through my texts. Owen, Shelby, Peter from my Econ class, some random number that just started sending me fashion videos.

“No. Nothing. Maybe he sent it to the wrong number?”

Owen grumbles. “Maybe. I’ll tell him he has to get ahold of you this coming week. You think you’re ready for this?” He jerks his head toward the roped-off section.

“I don’t think I’ll ever be ready for that.” I sip my drink.

“Come on.” He pulls me up by the elbow.

I watch him do it first, and he makes it seem so easy. Raises the axe over his right shoulder and flinging it. It smacks against the wood with a thud and sticks just outside the red ring in the center. He grimaces, and I know that he’s not happy missing the bullseye. But when he turns to me, he’s smiling.

I mirror everything he did, lifting the axe above my shoulder and throwing it down the lane. Or I try to. It lands several feet short of the target and skids along the rubber mat.

“That wasn’t bad.”

I snort. “It wasn’t?”

“Well, it was, but that was your first time. That was just a warmup. Try it again. See that lady over there?”

I follow his finger and see a woman stepping up to the line. She holds the axe in both hands above her head and tosses it. It clatters against the wall and falls to the floor. She bends over, hands on her knees, and groans. But I would be happy just to hit the target.

Owen hands me an axe, and I lift it above my head. I take one step toward the target and snap my arms forward. It flies and catches on the board with a smack. The handle shakes, but it stays in place. And I throw my hands up and whoop like I just won a tournament. Owen laughs as I dance over to him, my hands still raised above my head, and I grind my body into his. His eyes dart around the room. When he realizes no one is watching, he puts his hands on my hips and pulls me into him. I can feel his erection pushing against me.

“God, you’re a nerd.”

“Oh, you love it. I know you do.”

He looks around one more time before lowering his mouth to mine. My body freezes when he slides his tongue along my lips to get me to open for him. I do, and his tongue pushes inside, bringing the taste of the beer he drank. He slides his hands around to give my ass a squeeze before he lets go and takes a step back.

“My turn.”













Chapter Five









I might as well be dancing as I move around Shelby’s room, gliding and whirling from drawer to closet and back until I have everything laid out on the bed. She did tell me I can borrow anything she has, but I hope she doesn’t mind that it will be awhile before she gets these back.

I pull the black panties up my legs and then sit on the edge of the bed. I’ve never worn tights before, and my heart flutters as I roll them up my legs. They instantly make my legs look so much sexier, and I can’t wait to wear them for Owen. When I have them on, I want to look in the mirror, but I can’t. Not yet. I told myself I wouldn’t until I’m completely dressed. As hard as it is, I force myself to look in the other direction as I clasp the bra around my back. For the first time all day, I feel a heaviness press down on me as I adjust the empty cups. I wish I could fill these. I think about stuffing them with socks or tissues or baggies of rice, but it just wouldn’t be the same. The weight would hang there all day, reminding me of what’s missing. Soon…

I push away those thoughts and grab the makeup bag from Shelby’s shelf in the bathroom. I’ve never done anything more than eyeliner on my own, so searching through all the cases and brushes is intimidating. Every time I’ve worn full makeup, Shelby has been here to do it for me. It would be so much easier if she were here now too. But she wouldn’t understand. I have to do this before she comes home.

When I finish my makeup—eyeshadow and a dark red lipstick—I slide the dress over my head, and slip my feet into the boots. When everything is twisted and pulled into place, I finally let myself look at the mirror, and my jaw drops just a little. My hair is still way too short, but everything else is as perfect as I can get it. The sunset yellow dress draping over my body and falling down to my knees. The black tights caressing my legs. The three-inch heels of the black boots, elongating my legs and forcing me to stick my chest out just a little. My eyes gleam as I take it all in, and I feel beautiful for the first time. I hope Shelby and Owen will understand why I have to do this. I swipe open my phone and send a group message to them.



Me: Guys, this is really big news, and I hope you can forgive me for not telling you about it before. I didn’t want either of you to talk me out of it. I’m going away for a while. Probably close to two months, depending on how things go. But it’s for a really good reason!



 


This is my chance to finally be myself, so I have to take it. I know either of you would do the same in my shoes. I don’t think I’ll be able to talk to you for a while—that’s one of the rules at this place—but I’ll be thinking of you both all the time. And I’ll be fine and come back better than ever. I promise!



 


And Owen, I’m going to find our star each night, and blow a kiss to it. I know it’s not the real thing, but I hope you’ll feel it and think of me. Please wait for me. I care about you so, so, so, so much. And you too, Shelby. Can’t wait for you two to see the new and improved me!





I turn off the phone, slip it into my purse, and close my eyes. Even now, I still can’t tell Owen that I love him. Why can’t I just say the words?
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When we land, the pilot taxis us to a hangar just off the main runway. There’s a black SUV parked outside, and David, the man I met this morning at the airport, leads me to it once the plane stops. He’s been an absolute angel. The flight was very bumpy, but he lent me a pair of earbuds and played a relaxation playlist that kept me asleep most of the flight. I would have panicked without that. I don’t like flying even in good conditions.

“Miss Kaylee? Miss Kaylee, are you ready?”

I’m watching the palm trees sway on the other side of the runway, but I jerk my head around when I realize he’s talking to me. “I’m so sorry, David. I was daydreaming.” I smile at him as I slide into the backseat of the SUV.

“Quite alright, my dear.” He closes my door and gets into the driver’s seat. “It looked like you were admiring our beautiful weather. Did you know—”

“I was. It’s so gorgeous here. I would love to live somewhere like this.”

“Perhaps one day you will be able to. But for now, be sure to take full advantage while you are here. Of course, you will be inside most of the time while you recover from your procedures, but there will be ample time to enjoy the great outdoors, as people say.”

“Oh, I can’t wait. Maybe you can show me around some day?”

“It would be my honor. My wife and I would love to show you the island we call home. You’ll get to meet her later today. She’s the primary nurse charged with caring for you. I admit to being totally biased, but she is quite possibly the best nurse that you’ll ever have.”

In the rearview mirror, I see his face light up as he talks about her. It’s the same way Owen’s face lights up when he sees me. “How long have you two been married?”

His face is beaming now. “It will be 15 years this March. The most wonderful years I’ve ever experienced. Far more wonderful than I deserve. That’s for sure.”

“Don’t say that. I’m sure you both deserve all the happiness that you’ve found. Can I ask you a question?”

“Of course, Miss Kaylee. I am an open book.”

“Has it been hard?”

He looks at me through the mirror and squints a little.

“Being married. Love. You love her, right? Has that been difficult?”

“I love her more than anything I could ever imagine. And no, it hasn’t been difficult at all. We have our moments when we don’t see eye-to-eye, but even in those, I can’t imagine living without her. Over the years, we’ve intertwined like two vines growing beside each other, and now it would be almost impossible to separate us. I wouldn’t be myself if it weren’t for her. I’m sure that makes no sense to a young woman such as yourself, but I hope that one day you’ll understand.”

I think I already do. I close my eyes and picture Owen. The untamable hair that falls into his blue eyes no matter what he does to it, the way he smells of sandalwood and tea after he showers, the deep rumble in his throat when he wraps his arm around me and pulls me closer to him on the sofa. I can’t imagine being me without him.

“Ah, we’re here. We have to break our traditional protocol because Dr. Gooding is unfortunately delayed by a procedure at the moment, so I will escort you to your room, and she will be in this afternoon to introduce herself and tell you what to expect. If I understand correctly, you are scheduled to begin the treatments bright and early tomorrow morning.”

My heart pounds harder in my chest. “That soon? Do you know what it’ll be?”

“You’re scheduled to receive your breast implants at 7am sharp, but of course, Dr. Gooding is much more knowledgeable and will have many more details for you than I ever could provide. Now, if you’d be so kind to take my arm, I’ll escort you inside.”

I wrap my arm around his, and we walk up the steps. Breasts? Already? I want to run into the building, but I force myself to walk at his pace, biting my lip to contain my smile.













Chapter Six









“Oh my gosh, girl, just look at you!”

My cheeks grow warm at her compliment as I twirl for her. I’m wearing a light blue dress that flares out at my hips and falls halfway down to my knees. My hair—now much longer thanks to the extensions I got last week—is pulled up into a messy bun, and I’m wearing gold drop earrings that show off the length of my neck.

“David’s outside with the car. Are you ready?”

“Just need to grab my purse.” I throw my lipstick into the white purse and slip it over my shoulder. Then I follow her down the stairs. David is sitting in a tiny white convertible that looks too small for two people, let alone three, but somehow Nora and I squeeze in. She insists on riding in the back, so I can see everything.

The island is small, so the tour doesn’t take long. There’s just one road that follows the coast as it circles around the inactive volcano rising from the center. On the side opposite the clinic, there’s an abandoned fishing camp. An open air shelter with a worn roof and a stone fire pit at one end with a metal grate across its opening. We stop there for lunch.

“This is, in my opinion, the best view on the entire island. Especially when I’m here with two lovely ladies such as yourselves.” David lifts a picnic basket from the trunk of the car and walks it toward one of the tables under the roof.

I grin and stare out at the sea. I’ve never seen water so blue before. It’s almost the same color as my dress, and it’s so clear I can see the vibrant fish darting around under the surface. “Is it okay if I walk along the beach?”

“Of course, sweetie. Mind if I come with you while David gets everything set up here?”

“Not at all.” I slip out of my sandals and wiggle my toes in the sand. For a second, I close my eyes and enjoy the warmth on my feet and the sound of the surf slowly crashing on to the shore.

“I just love it here.” Nora’s knuckles brush against the back of my hand as she walks past me.

I take a couple of quick steps to catch up to her. “I think I could stay here forever.”

She glances at me and then looks out at the ocean. “That could be an option, if you really mean it. We can always use more help. I came here just like you, and, other than a few quick trips, I haven’t left since.”

I take a deep breath. Everything here is so wonderful. The clinic, the people, the sun, the air. But there’s no Owen. I imagine him on the beach, running toward me, lifting me and pulling me into him. “Do you love David?”

“So much it hurts sometimes.” She chuckles.

“How did you know?”

“How did I know I love him? I’m not sure I have a good answer for that. I didn’t know at first. But then I noticed I felt like I was flying whenever David was with me, even if he was just quietly snoring in the chair next to my bed. And when he wasn’t around, I felt like part of me was missing. That probably doesn’t answer your question, though.”

“No, it does… I just wish it didn’t.” I watch my feet, and it’s several steps before I say anything more. “I swore I would never let myself believe in love, but now I—”

Nora’s laugh interrupts me. “Sweetie, it doesn’t work that way. Love isn’t the tooth fairy. It happens whether you believe in it or not.”

My stomach turns until it twists itself into a knot. “But love just hurts people in the end.”

She stops and pulls me so I’m facing her. “Pardon my language, but that’s a fresh and steaming pile of bull poo. Love never hurts anyone. It’s the jealousy and insecurity that do that. And those aren’t love any more than a thistle is a daisy. They might be distant cousins, but they are not the same thing.”

I look past her at the waves rolling in. Dad was always afraid that mom would find someone else. I would hear them arguing late at night when they thought I was asleep. It got so bad that he started telling her she couldn’t leave the house unless he knew where she was going and who she was going with. That’s so different from what I have with Owen. I wish I could be with him all the time, but I know that he has to have time on his own. Just like I do.

But he’s made it clear that I’m his second priority. His career comes first. And that makes sense. He’s dreamed of being a professional quarterback his entire life, and he’s so close to achieving it. How can I blame him for putting that ahead of me? But I do. It’s always been a wall between us. No matter how close we get, we can never get as close as I want us to. And I don’t know if that will ever change. Will I always be second string in his mind?

“Do you think David is set up yet? Maybe we should head back.” I turn and see David standing with his hands on his hips, looking out to sea. When he sees that we’ve started walking back toward him, he smiles and waves.













Chapter Seven









I don’t tell Owen or Shelby that I’m coming home. I want it to be a complete surprise for both of them. And when Shelby shrieks as I walk into our apartment, I know it is.

“Who the fuck are you, and how did you get in?”

I giggle. “It’s me, silly. Surprise!”

She grabs her phone and moves behind the kitchen peninsula. “You need to give me a name and a good explanation, or you need to get out right now.”

“Shelb, it’s me. Kaylee.”

Her eyebrows furrow as she examines me. “You’re not any Kaylee that I know. And I know that door was locked, so you need to start explaining.”

“Are you really going to make me say it? I used to be Dylan.”

“Dylan?”

I wince, and she takes a couple of steps toward me. Her eyes move from my head to my feet, where I’m wearing the same black boots that I borrowed from her almost two months ago. “Oh my God, Dylan!” She dashes from the kitchen, wraps me in her arms, and spins me around. “Sorry. Not that. I meant Kaylee.”

It feels like we hold on to each other forever, but then she takes a step back and shoves me in the chest so hard I fall into the armchair behind me.

“Where have you been? Do you know how terrified we were?” Her face is dark red, and she’s screaming the words.

“I texted you before I left and said that everything was fine and I would be gone for a while.”

“And you think that was okay? To just dump that on your best friend and boyfriend with no warning and then you don’t answer a single text that we’ve sent you since then? What the hell, Kaylee? Do you have any idea what we went through?”

I bite my lip and look away. “I couldn’t use my phone—”

“I don’t want to hear it. That’s not something a friend does.”

I try to look up at her, but everything is blurred. “I’m so sorry. I… I guess I wasn’t thinking about that. I was just so excited to go, and I thought that the text I sent explained it, and I didn’t mean anything bad, and looking back now, I really messed up, didn’t I? Like really bad. Oh my God, Shelby, I’m so sorry. To you and to…” Hot tears pour down my cheeks and choke away my words. I wrap my arms around my chest and sink into the corner of the chair and let the sobs overtake me.

“Hey, stop. Look at me. Stop.” Shelby slides next to me and pulls me into her. “You did mess up. It was bad, and I can’t forgive you for that yet. But I will, and I still love you. And you’re here now. That’s—I thought I was never going to see you again.” She brushes a hair from my face, and I look at her. Her chin is trembling. We just look at each other for a minute, and then she blows out a long breath. “When you’re ready, you can tell me what happened, starting with how these happened.” She squeezes my breast like it’s an air horn, and I giggle.

“It’s just one of the things I had done. How’s Owen? He doesn’t hate me, does he? Please tell me he doesn’t hate me.” It takes everything I have to hold back the tears pooling in my eyes.

“No, that boy is still head over heels for you. But he feels the same way I do. We’re both hurt and angry, and it’s going to take time and a good explanation before we can get over it.”

I hang my head and let my body go limp. “Is it okay if I ask him to come over so I can explain it to both of you?”

“Of course it is. The sooner we start, the better.”

Owen is there within ten minutes, and it’s all I can do not to drag him into my bedroom. His hair is shorter than when I left, and he’s got the beginnings of a beard. I want to feel it against my cheeks and chin. I just want him to touch me, but he doesn’t. He walks around me like he might catch something from being too close. When he and Shelby are side-by-side on the sofa, I take a deep breath and tell them everything.

I start with the text telling me there’s a clinic that could help me become the woman I’ve always wanted to be. Everything was already paid for, but I wasn’t allowed to tell anyone what I was doing. I only had two days to get ready.

Owen leans forward and holds up his hand to stop me. “And you believed this and didn’t think to discuss it with me? Or Shelby?”

“It was true. You can see it was.” I hold my arms out at my sides and turn a little in each direction for him. “And it was so hard to not tell you guys, but I couldn’t. The text said not to. I was scared that even the message I did send would be too much, and they wouldn’t let me do this.”

“And what exactly did they do? I mean, some of it is obvious, but what about…” Stacey doesn’t finish her sentence.

“They did a lot. I don’t know exactly how many procedures because I was pretty out of it, but they did everything I ever wanted and more.”

“Everything? Does that mean… that?” Owen’s face goes white as he points toward my crotch.

I can’t stop the smile that spreads across my face as I nod my head.

“And you wanted that? Because you never gave me a clue about any of this.” He slouches against the back of the couch.

“Me either. And we’ve been best friends for years now. You didn’t think you could tell me?” Shelby looks hurt, and I want to hug her and apologize over and over. I need to. I never meant to hurt either of them.

“You sorta knew. I would borrow your clothes all the time.”

“Just over the last few months.”

“No, it’s been since we’ve lived together. Hasn’t it?”

She shakes her head, but she has to be wrong. This didn’t just start recently. I look from her to Owen, but he’s not saying a word. He’s just staring at me. I can’t read the look in his eyes, and that makes me sick. What if I’ve lost him? I sit next to him and pull his hand to my mouth, kissing his knuckles. “Please tell me you understand.”

He snorts out a laugh. “I don’t understand a damn thing about this. None of it.” A tear slips from the corner of my eye before I can blink it back. “And I’m still mad—furious—that you thought it was okay to just leave me the way you did. But I love you. At times over the last couple months I wished I didn’t, but I do. Not your dick or any other body part. I love you, and maybe this is stupid, but I still want to be with you.”

I swing my leg over his so I’m straddling him. Our faces are just inches apart, and our breaths are mixing. “That’s not stupid. That’s what I want too. More than ever. I—” I think back to all the times that he’s told me his career comes first, that he has to do whatever it takes to make the pros, and my throat catches. How can I take that leap when he’s made it clear from the beginning that I’m number two?

“You what? Tell me.” The words are warm coming from his mouth.

I shake my head. “I want to be with you too.”

He sighs and leans back, and Stacey pats me on the back as she stands up and walks away. I can feel the disappointment from both of them, but I work my hands around Owen’s back and fall into him. “I’m so sorry.” He wraps his hands around me and pulls me even tighter, and we sit like that for what feels like hours.

I let myself smile just a little when his hands slide along my back and down to my ass. “Maybe you could give me a tour of all the changes,” he whispers into my ear. I bite my lip and nod.

Without warning, he stands and lifts me like I weigh nothing. I yip and throw my legs around him, crossing my ankles behind his back. His hands are digging into my ass now, and I grind myself against him. “Do you know how much I missed you?” His words are a growl, and I roll my head back, exposing my neck for him. He leans in, and I expect him to nuzzle his stubbled face against me. But I gasp as he bites me. His teeth pinch and release my soft skin, and he holds his lips there. His mouth is warm on my skin, and he sucks, pulling me into him. The thought of him marking me—letting everyone know that I’m his—turns me on, and I moan just thinking about it.

When he sets me on my bed, I grab my waistband, but he pulls my hands away. “Not yet. I want to see the rest of you first.” He yanks my T-shirt above my breasts and just stares. It sends a shiver through me. When he reaches behind my back to unfasten my bra, he does it so quickly I’m sure he’s had practice at it. I raise my arms above my head, and he follows my lead, ripping the shirt from me and then tossing my black bra toward the corner of my bedroom.

“Jesus, Kaylee.” He runs a finger around my nipple, and it pebbles under his touch. Before I can even process the feeling of his finger, he takes my bud into his mouth. His tongue works in circles while his hand massages my breast, and I can’t breathe. A thousand jolts shoot through me with each new movement.

“Do you like this?”

I can’t answer him in words. My panting does all the talking for me, but he understands just as if I had said it.

“How about this?” He sucks on my nipple, pulling it into his mouth, and I dig my head into the pillow. A soft whimper falls from my lips as I raise my chest to him so he can have it all. “That must be a yes.”

That’s a choir of yeses all singing out at the same time. My entire body is on fire now, and I don’t understand how it can feel this good. Part of me wants to know how his mouth can make me feel like this, but mostly I just want to make sure he never stops. I put my hands on the back of his head and hold him against me. “I’m going to come.”

“Oh no you don’t. Not yet.” He sits up just enough to take his mouth off my nipple, and I feel cold.

“Please, Owen.”

“You don’t have to beg. At least not this time.” He kisses under each of my breasts. Then in the center of my chest. “I’ll make sure you come.” His lips move down the center of my belly to my navel, and each time he moves lower, my body writhes at his touch. “I’ll have you screaming my name.” He inches my pants lower, his warm and wet kisses following my waistband down.

When they’re halfway down my ass, I stop him. “This is embarrassing, but I’ve never used this before.” I motion between my legs. “Not like this.”

“Do you want me to stop?”

I shake my head. Why would he even ask? I never want him to stop. “I’m just… nervous.”

“I’ll be gentle, okay?” His eyes are so sweet, and I know I can trust him with anything. I nod.

He pulls my pants and panties down to my knees, and I hear his sharp intake of breath. “Kaylee… you’re gorgeous.” He rolls off me to rip the pants from my legs. “Can I touch it?”

Yes! Oh my God, please! “Yes. Am I your first—”

“Woman?” My body heats at the word. He’s calling me a woman. He shakes his head. “No. There have been others before you. A few. But I never felt like this about any of them.”

“Like what?”

He smirks and lowers his head between my legs. I can’t help the moan that escapes when his tongue moves around my clit. He sucks on it, holding it gently between his teeth before he moves lower. His tongue lashes across my slit, and then I feel something slide inside me.

“You’re even wet. How?”

I squirm against his finger, and he moves it around like he’s looking for something.

“Owen!”

“Found it.” He slips his finger out, only to plunge right back inside me, stretching me even further this time. I look down to see what he’s doing, but his mouth is over my clit again, blocking my view and making it impossible for me to think of anything else.

He becomes my whole world. His fingers sliding and pressing inside me, and his tongue slashing across my bud. There isn’t anything else. There isn’t room for anything else. I push my heels into the bed to give him a better angle and to press myself into him, and I hear him groan. But then he stops and pulls out of me.

“Owen…”

“I know, baby. Christ, I know. But I’m not letting you come like this for your first time.”

I whimper as he slides up, his body rubbing against mine, and my eyes shoot open when his cock bumps against my entrance.

“I can’t believe how drenched you are. Is this okay?”

I whimper an “mmm-hmm” through my closed lips. I’m afraid of what sounds might come out of me if I part them. But when he slides inside me, I can’t help it. My mouth falls open, and I breathe out a moan.

“Does that hurt?”

“It feels so good.”

He smiles and pushes into me further. My head falls back, and my breaths are even more shallow now. He continues, sliding softly into me and out of me, filling me and leaving me empty. My body opens to him each time and never wants to let him go.

When he moves faster, I have to close my eyes, but I can still hear him sliding into me. Faster and faster, but somehow careful to not hurt me. His body is warm against mine, sweat coating both of us, his weight covering me, protecting me. And with each thrust inside me, something builds. Spinning and gathering more and more until I can’t stand it.

“Owen… I can’t… breathe.”

He grunts. “That’s normal, babe. Don’t fight it. Just let it all—”

All at once, everything explodes. “Fuck! Owen! Owen!” My breaths are back now, but they’re heavy and forced gasps and pants as I try to rebuild everything inside that was just blown apart. “Owen…”

“I’m going to come. Shit, Kaylee, I’m going to come.” His cock pulses and then spurts inside me. His fluid fills me, and he groans with each thrust. Each push still sending tiny bursts through my body until finally he collapses beside me.

“How was that? How do you feel?” he asks.

“Incredible. Beyond… just beyond everything.” I feel like a completely different person. How could I ever be the same after that?

“I love you, Kaylee. So fucking much.”

I love you too. I want to say it. I try. But my throat closes and blocks the words. I plant my lips against his and then rest my head on his chest.













Chapter Eight









I wind my arm even tighter around Owen’s as we step into the room. The stage is flooded with lights, and there are several rows of tables in front of that. He walks me to the front row, his mother and agent following behind us.

I’m in a beaded silver dress that flares over my hips and a pair of four-inch pumps that only brings my eyes to the level of Owen’s shoulders. The dress does very little to hide my breasts, and I’m sure that I’m turning at least as many eyes as Owen when we walk up to our table.

Owen pulls a chair out for me, and I sit, crossing my legs as he pushes it in. He then does the same for his mother. This is only the second time I’ve met her. She and Owen have never been close, and he wouldn’t have invited her if his agent hadn’t insisted. He said it would damage his image if he didn’t. His agent, Rashad, sends chills down my spine. He’s been staring at me all evening, and even now I look up and find his eyes glued to my chest. But I don’t say anything. I can’t make a scene.

Owen’s hand between my shoulders distracts me, and I look into his eyes. This is his night. The one he’s been waiting for and dreaming of his whole life, and I’m here beside him. I reach up and kiss him and then rest my hand on his knee.

His mom excuses herself to go to the restroom, and as soon as she’s out of earshot, Rashad sets his empty glass on the table and leans closer to us. “I really should charge you an extra 3% for making this possible.” He moves his finger between me and Owen. I look away. I just want to ignore the man as much as I can tonight. He makes me ill.

“What does that mean? Don’t you get enough already?” Owen chuckles.

“It means that if it weren’t for me, you’d be hiding your little boyfriend at home tonight while you sat here alone with me and your momma. I told you I would take care of things with Dylan, and I did.”

I snap my head back to him. There’s something about the way he says my old name. I can hear the sneer in his voice.

Owen isn’t laughing anymore. “I don’t understand.”

“You don’t have to understand. That’s why you pay me. Dylan was a problem, so I took care of it. Now you have sweet little Kaylee here.” He pauses and stares at me. It looks like he wants to devour me, and I grip Owen’s knee so tight I know I’ll leave a mark. “I found a clinic that secretly specializes in this. All it took was a few videos with some hypnotic suggestions, and she was flying off like it was her idea. Do you know how hard it was to not laugh when you called me in a panic because Dylan disappeared?”

“So you… Kaylee is—”

“Breathtaking. She’s exactly what you need. I wasn’t about to let you tell the world that you’re a fag. Not when you were on the verge of making me millions of dollars and all you had to do was keep your mouth shut and your dick in your pants. But you weren’t going to do that, were you?”

I look up at Owen. “What is he saying?”

“Your boyfriend here was going to announce to all the teams that he was in a relationship with you. And that would have ruined everything I had built up for him.”

“You’re the one who sent her to that clinic?” Owen spits the words across the table, and his face is so red, I’m worried he could burst.

“And you’re welcome. That would have been an absolute shitshow if I hadn’t handled it. But now we’re all happy, right? You get your dream, Kaylee gets her true love, and I get my 3%. Everything works out in the end.” He turns toward the stage and leans back in his chair.

The first thing I notice is the table sliding away. I wonder at first if someone is pulling it closer to the stage, but then I feel Owen’s thigh flex under my hand. By the time I look at him, he’s already leapt across the space where the table was, and he’s holding Rashad by his lapels. Rashad’s jaw is hanging open, and his face is twisted away, eyes clamped tight.

“You son of a bitch. I am going to murder you. I’m going to rip off your fingers and shove them up your ass, and then I’ll do the same with your hands and your arms. And I’ll make sure that you’re alive and awake for all of it. I want to hear you scream each time, like the pain is brand new.” He’s whispering, but everyone around is staring and some people are leaving, no doubt to get security.

“Owen!” I put my hand on his arm, and the heat coming from him could burn me. “Owen! Let go right now!”

“No. This mother fucker is going to pay for what he did to you!”

“Let him go this instant! Everyone is watching you. You can’t blow it now. You’re so close to getting this.”

He lets go and spins to face me. “Let them all see. None of this means anything to me without you, Kaylee... Dylan… fuck. I don’t even know what to call you.”

“Kaylee. Always Kaylee. And I’m not going to let you destroy your dream for this roach.”

“This isn’t my dream anymore. I’d trade all of this in a heartbeat for you. Even if I have to sell used cars for the rest of my life. I’ll be happy as long as you’re there with me.”

“Owen…”

“Oh my God, Kaylee, what he did to you…” He lets out a growl that makes me shiver, and then he turns to face Rashad again. “You are not getting away with this. I will make you pay.”

I put my palm to his cheek and turn his face so he’s looking at me again. “Owen, breathe. It’s good. It all worked out. Not the way we planned, but it did. And we’re happy, aren’t we? You and me? Aren’t we happy?”

“How can you be happy like this? Knowing what this—”

“Don’t say it. But I am. I’ve never been happier. My life is so much more than anything I ever imagined, and that’s not because I have a dick or a vagina. It’s because of you. I love you so much it literally makes me ache. Are you hearing me? I love you, Owen Bostick, and I’m in. No matter what your life brings, I’m in. But don’t let this asshole ruin things. He’s not worth it.”

Owen looks from me to Rashad and back to me. Then he rests his forehead against mine. “You’re right. I love you.”

“I love you too.”

“What’s the problem here?” I look up and see a man dressed in all black. He has a utility belt around his waist with pepper spray, a taser, and handcuffs hanging from it.

Owen points to Rashad. “I want him gone before I do something that’s going to make my girlfriend think less of me.”

I whisper that I would never think less of him, but no one hears me as the security officer pulls Rashad to his feet. The agent doesn’t say a word and doesn’t resist. I think he’s relieved to get away from Owen. I wouldn’t be surprised if there’s a dark patch on the front of his pants.

Owen pulls the table back into place, and then sits beside me, pulling me so close that I’m practically on his lap. “He’s fired. Effective immediately. I’m never going to talk to or see him again.”

“But don’t you have a contract?”

“There’s a morals clause and I know he doesn’t want the details about this leaking out, so he won’t fight it. It’s a lot better for him to just let me go. But even if I have to go to court, he’s never getting a dime of my money.” He’s looking toward the podium, but his eyes are distant. “Not a dime.”

I rest my head against his shoulder and wrap my arms around him. “Tell me again that you love me.”

“You first.”

“You know how they say fish can’t imagine a world outside of the water? That’s how I feel about you. There’s nothing for me without you. I love you so much.”













Epilogue









“Oh my God, that game was crazy. I still can’t believe Chino jumped that cut block and got around the end for that sack in the third. I always forget how fast he is.”

“Yeah, you should see how fast he weasels out of work around the house. It’s even more impressive.” Kim rolls her eyes, and I laugh.

We’ve been friends since Owen’s first year with the Leopards. She was the first person to really welcome me into the closed off group of team wives and girlfriends. Until then, they mostly ignored me, some of them even literally looking down their noses at me. And I couldn’t blame them. I was the girlfriend of the new hotshot quarterback The kid who was getting paid more than a lot of their husbands combined.

I was handing out coloring books at a team charity event the first time she spoke to me. I’d just finished listening to a little boy tell me he wanted to grow up to be a firefighter, when Kim pulled me aside. “You should really wear a dress to these events.”

The heat flowed into my cheeks instantly. I didn’t think I looked bad. I was wearing jeans, but they’d cost almost $1000, and I was wearing them with a blouse and heels.

She shook her head. “I know, it’s stupid, but that’s how the league is. The girlier we are, the better. It’s all about the image with them.”

That’s when she took me under her wing, and I clung to her for the rest of the year. Gradually the other women warmed to me, but I never got as close to any of them as I did to Kim. She’s been with me through everything, almost as close as Shelby. Sometimes closer. Kim knows that nagging voice in the back of your head telling you that each game could be your man’s last. And she knows the pit that forms in the bottom of your stomach every time you read trade rumors. We’ve helped each other through those dark moments. But on the other side, I sat in the hospital waiting room all night when she had her first baby, texting the latest news to the other girls. And she and Shelby were the joint maids of honor at my wedding.

Now we’re sitting together in the family area of the stadium waiting for our husbands to come out of the locker room. The other wives have already left. Their husbands were quick to get in and out, but Owen and Chino are the two captains, so everyone wants to talk to them after the game.

Finally, the door opens, and they walk in together. I stand and bounce Paige in my arms. “Look who it is.” I point toward the door. “It’s daddy. Do you want to go say hi?” She gives a non-committal mutter, but it’s good enough for me. I walk to the door where Owen is stopped.

He had a rough day today, and it shows. He can barely move, but his face lights up as soon as he sees us. “There they are.” He bops Paige on the nose, and she giggles. “My two favorite girls in the whole world.” He kisses me, and even after all this time, I see starbursts when his lips touch mine.

“How’s my favorite man?”

“Tired and sore. But I forget it all as soon as I see you.” He leans his head against mine, and we stand like that until Paige starts wriggling in my arms and yelling for her daddy.

“What is it, sweetie?” He cups the side of her face, and my heart explodes at seeing her tiny face in his enormous hand.

“Daddy… ball!” She points toward a ball she was playing with earlier.

“You want to play ball?” He sighs and smiles at me. I raise my eyebrows to question him, but he nods so I set her down. She tromps across the room, picks up the ball in both hands, and flings it toward Owen. It rolls almost five feet wide, but he runs after it even though he can barely move.

“Seeya, Kaylee.” Kim and Chino wave at me as they walk toward the player parking lot.

I wave back and then turn to see Owen pick up Paige and spin her upside down while he holds onto her legs. I would be nauseous, but she’s laughing like she’s never had so much fun in her life.

After a couple loops, he sets her down on the carpet, and he collapses into a chair. “Daddy needs a break.”

I sit next to him and take his hand, running my fingers over his calluses. “Are you sure you can handle another one, old man?”

“Hey, you’re six months older than me, grandma. Did you change your mind?”

I shake my head.

“Me either.”

Paige is the greatest thing that has ever happened to either of us, but there’s always been that feeling, telling me she needs a little brother or sister. So a few months ago, we contacted the adoption agency that placed Paige with us and told them we wanted another baby. They called last week to tell us about a potential match. A woman who is seven months pregnant. Owen and I said yes right away, and we’re scheduled to meet her on Tuesday.

If everything goes well, we’ll have another little one in a couple of months. More sleepless nights and dirty diapers, but more first words and first steps too. I close my eyes and smile, thinking about the family I never let myself believe I wanted.
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“Dancing on stage in front of a bunch of guys is one thing, but doing it while dressed like a girl and in heels? That’s totally different.”
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